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For Jack Dawson Kelly





CHAPTER ONE


NEVER AGAIN


London, July 18–19, 1919


The showers and cool temperatures predicted for July 19 arrived from Ireland a day early. By midafternoon on the eighteenth the air was heavy with the smell of rain, and the low, cheerless sky above Parliament had the look of trouble about it. In Kensington Gardens, transformed into a temporary billet for Allied and Empire troops, fifteen thousand soldiers sat in unheated tents, cursing the foul English weather in Italian, Polish, Portuguese, Serbian, and Japanese. At Albert Gate, where the Horse Guards had just finished a final drill for the next day’s Victory Day Parade, a Guards colonel scanned the sky, then ordered a work crew to hurry and sweep up the horse droppings before the rain began. In Whitehall and Westminster, where the prestige of the British Empire was a perpetual preoccupation, there was concern about an international embarrassment should a heavy rain suppress turnout. Toward evening, with the sky still stubbornly overcast, almost the only outposts of hope remaining in the imperial capital were the War Office, which, despite the rain threat, had had a bust of Lord Kitchener moved down to the entrance for the parade, and the Daily Mail, which fearlessly predicted that “rain or no rain,” the crowds would be huge; and so it proved.


Even before the lamplights were turned off at 5:00 a.m., people were gathering along the six-mile parade route that ran in a rectangle through central London. By 8:00 a.m. Trafalgar Square had become a throbbing mass of humanity. By 9:00 a.m. the swelling tide had spilled over into Whitehall; people stood six and seven deep. To provide more standing room, some merchants removed the glass panes from their display windows, but it was like putting a finger in a dike. Through the early morning hours, the throngs in central London swelled and swelled again. Veterans came on crutches and in wheelchairs; widows came in mourning black; the young, who had known nothing but war, came, eager to see what peace looked like; and the old came grieving for the Victorian world of their youth, when no one knew yet what a century of industrial revolution could do to the human body.


    Not one in ten of the troopers assembled in the staging area at Albert Gate below Hyde Park had expected to be alive to see this day; some had begun to wonder whether their children would live to see it. Yet here it was, after a thousand savage dawns and three million Allied dead: victory, glorious victory. As the crowd looked on, the troops were briefed on the parade route. Big Ben chimed 10:00 a.m., church bells pealed from every point in the imperial capital, and the Americans, whom alphabetical order dictated come first, marched out of Albert Gate. Pine-tall and still fresh-faced after only a few months of heavy combat, the cocky Yanks were a reminder of what European soldiers had looked like before the machine gun and the artillery barrage found them. Rifles slung over the shoulder, arms swinging in unison, the Yanks disappeared into the crowd singing, “Over there, over there, send the word, send the word, the Yanks are coming, the Yanks are coming.” The Belgians, who came next, were short and stumpy, and the state of their beards and mustaches did not speak highly of their personal hygiene. Still, unlike the Americans, the gallant little Belgians had been in the fight from the beginning, from August 1914, and the crowd was determined to find virtues in them, even if the virtues had to be invented. “There [is] something very citizen-like” about the Belgians, declared one spectator. The appearance of the French caused a frisson of excitement. Here was le glorie itself in an Adrian helmet and horizon-blue uniform. No army had emerged from the war with more prestige, and no Allied army, except the now-defunct Czarist Russian army, had paid so high a price for le glorie—1.3 million dead and 4.2 million wounded in a population of 40 million. Everywhere along the parade route, confetti and cheers showered down on the poilus, who had endured at Verdun, at the Marne—who had endured on battlefields even stones had found unendurable. Forty-five minutes of Serbians in brightly colored sajkacas—an indented cap that looked alarmingly like a collapsed birthday cake—Italians in jaunty, feathered alpine hats, and Japanese in faux European uniforms followed. Then the moment the crowd had been awaiting arrived. The British Expeditionary Force, given pride of place at the end of the parade, marched out of Albert Gate behind their commander, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, a handsome blond cavalryman who, the Manchester Guardian would note the next day, looked even more handsome on a horse.


Anyone with an eye for such things could tell that the British contingent was composed of three different armies. The older men belonged to the prewar professional army, savaged during the encounter battles of 1914 and the early trench warfare of 1915; the younger men, to Kitchener’s volunteer army, decimated in the battles of 1916 and 1917; and the youngest troops, many just boys really, belonged to the conscript army that, in its turn, had been badly mauled during the German offensive and Allied counteroffensives of 1918. On this Victory Day, the British death toll stood at seven hundred thousand for the home islands and more than a million for the empire as a whole, and grave details were still digging up the remains of Oxford boys on the Somme, Canadian farmers at Passchendaele, and New Zealand and Australian sheepherders at Gallipoli. Not long before he was killed, the soldier-poet Wilfred Owen called the war a “carnage incomparable.” For fifty-one months, the cream of the British Empire had been marched into the mud of northwestern France and Flanders and been slaughtered. There was no other word for it; but the truth was too unbearable, so as the casualty lists mounted, the human need to find meaning in death, especially young death, had, with some help from the British government, turned the great carnage into the “Great Sacrifice.” Posters of a dead Tommy lying at the foot of the crucified Christ abounded, and rare was the school assembly that did not include a recitation of Rupert Brooke’s poem “The Soldier”:


If I should die, think only this of me:


That there’s some corner of a foreign field


That is for ever England.


Toward noon on Parade Day, a well-dressed, middle-aged woman emerged from the crowd in Whitehall, darted across the street, fell to her knees in front of the Cenotaph, and placed a bouquet of lilacs under the inscription at its base, “The Glorious Dead.” Those spectators still on speaking terms with God offered up a prayer for the woman; those who were not just stared, transfixed by her grief. Then the blare of military music brought the crowd back to life, and the BEF marched by at parade pace under a blazing canopy of brightly colored regimental flags embroidered with the place-names that had become household words in Britain: First Battle of Ypres, Second Battle of Ypres, Third Battle of Ypres, First Battle of the Marne, Second Battle of the Marne, Somme, Loos, Vimy Ridge, Passchendaele, Gallipoli.


A year after the Victory Day Parade, the remains of six unidentified British soldiers were retrieved from the mud of a Flanders field and sent to a military facility in France, where a blindfolded Guards officer chose one set for internment in England. An hour later the remains were placed inside a casket, specifically designed for the occasion by the British Undertakers Association, and on Armistice Day 1920 the remains were interred at Westminster Abbey with full military honors. For King George V, the Westminster ceremony was the second memorial event of the day. Earlier that morning, he had unveiled a new cenotaph in Whitehall; the temporary plaster and wood model created for the Victory Day Parade had proved such a success that the government had decided to commission a permanent stone version. Soon thereafter, Manchester, Southampton, and Rochdale also had cenotaphs, and as the idea caught on around the empire, so, too, did Toronto, Auckland, and Hong Kong. In the early postwar years, human memorials to the “Great Sacrifice” also abounded. There were the legions of young women—part of Britain’s 1.7 million “surplus women”—who gathered at the local cinema on weekends to dream about Ramón Novarro and Rudolph Valentino, now that all the boys they might have dreamed of had gone to a soldier’s grave. There were the ubiquitous one-armed porters, one-eyed barristers, and one-legged butchers. Mercifully, the government kept the grands mutilés, the grotesquely disfigured of face and limbless of body, out of view in military hospitals.


Contrasting the pre- and postwar mood of Britain, the historian Arnold Toynbee noted that before 1914, “Westerners and . . . British Westerners above all, had felt that they were not as other men were or ever had been . . . Other civilizations had risen and fallen, come and gone but [the British] did not doubt that their own civilization was invulnerable.” After 1918, vicars and public men continued to preach the same old verities in the same old ways, but the preaching had become reflexive, the way a body sometimes twitches after death. The young, having seen where patriotism leads, were throwing over God, King, and Country for pacifism, socialism, communism, trade unionism, internationalism, environmentalism, nudism, flapperism, Dadaism, anarchism, and any other ism they could get their hands on. And the intellectuals, having examined humanity from every imaginable angle, concluded that man’s dark impulses would keep what one of them called the “death ship” of war afloat in perpetuity. The bookstores filled with titles that breathed despair—The Dying Creeds, The Smoke of Our Burning, Life Against Death, and Can Civilization Be Saved? And the old, bewildered by it all and heavy with sorrow, stood in half-empty churches, intoning that most melancholy of English hymns, “O God, Our Help in Ages Past.”


The busy tribes of flesh and blood,


 . . . Carried downwards by the flood


And lost in the . . . years.


Initially, there were great hopes that the Treaty of Versailles, signed on June 28, 1919, would deliver a just and enduring peace to the world. But the French and, to a lesser extent, the British public found the treaty’s terms insufficiently onerous, while the Germans, who had come to Versailles seeking mercy, left vowing retribution. The treaty stripped Germany of its colonies, its western border on the Rhine, and transferred several historically German regions to other nations. Asked how long the treaty would last, Field Marshal Ferdinand Foch, Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in the final year of the Great War, evoked the death ship: “This is not a peace. It is an armistice for twenty years.”





Except for Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, and a few other people the world had yet to hear from, Marshal Foch’s view was not widely shared in the early postwar years. More than 37 million men, women, and children had been killed or wounded in the Great War. That number was nearly five times greater than the population of prewar Belgium (7.5 million), only 3 million less than the population of prewar France (40 million), and only 9 million less than the population of prewar Britain (46 million). Ruminating on the lessons of the Great Sacrifice, the London Illustrated News concluded that all the lessons came down to the same lesson: Never Again. “So vast is the cost of victory, no price can be too high to pay for avoiding the necessity of war.”


During the 1920s, Never Again inspired a new international order based on collective security, disarmament, and the League of Nations. And for a time, the system seemed to work. The 1925 Pact of Locarno—signed by Germany, France, Britain, Belgium, and Italy—guaranteed the borders of Europe. Three years later the United States, Britain, Germany, Japan, Italy, and several other nations signed the Kellogg-Briand Pact, which renounced war as an instrument of national policy. Plans were also laid for the World Disarmament Conference. By the late 1920s, European civilization seemed to have emerged from the “brown fog” of despair, cleansed and renewed—like sun after rain. In Britain, unemployment, which had risen to two million after the war, fell to a million, and overseas investments rose to near-prewar levels. People forgot their troubles and lost themselves in a new dance craze, the Lindy Hop, or in new fads such as the crossword puzzle and a Chinese game called mah-jongg. Then, on October 29, 1929, Wall Street crashed. A week later the economist John Maynard Keynes reassured Britons that “there will be no serious direct consequences in London resulting from the Wall Street slump.” He was wrong.


A good case can be made that 1931, the year Japan invaded Manchuria and the Depression reached full force, marks the end of the post–World War One era and the beginning of the pre–World War Two era. On one side of the date lay the Locarno and Kellogg-Briand Pacts and the sunlit uplands of collective security and disarmament; on the other side, the howl of the approaching whirlwind. In 1932, Oswald Mosley founded the British Union Fascists, the unemployment rate in Britain rose to 2.5 million, and the streets of Europe filled with thousands of men, hardened by war, disillusioned by peace, impoverished by the slump, and possessing loyalties—to Nazism, Fascism, communism—that transcended national borders. In 1933, Hitler came to power and Germany and Japan walked out of the League of Nations and the World Disarmament Conference. Less noted but also significant, in 1933 the British Chiefs of Staff issued their first warning about a new European war. “Germany is not only starting to rearm, but . . . she will continue the process until within a few years hence she will again have to be reckoned a formidable military power. . . . It would therefore seem that anywhere in the next, say, three to five years, we may be faced with military demands for an intervention on the Continent.” To deter the Germans, the chiefs recommended the creation of a British expeditionary force.


The politicians were horrified. The previous February, the Oxford Union had overwhelmingly carried this motion: “This house would not in any circumstances fight for King and Country.” Then in October—the same month the Chiefs of Staff issued their warning—a Labour candidate running on a platform of unilateral disarmament won a by-election in the reliably Conservative London constituency of East Fulham. A quarter of a century later, in his memoir The Gathering Storm, Winston Churchill still sounded astonished by the East Fulham result.


In 1934, the Chiefs of Staff again unsettled the politicians by urging the creation of a British expeditionary force capable of fighting a Continental enemy. First and foremost, Never Again meant no British soldiers on European soil. Even the famously bellicose Churchill balked at such a prospect. The last time Britain sent an expeditionary force to the Continent, nearly seven hundred thousand men had not come back. Furthermore, Churchill, like many other politicians who kept current with advances in military technology, did not see the need for such a force. Airpower, not ground power, would dominate the battlefield of the future.


Gas bombs, chemical bombs, sky-darkening bomber streams: in the interwar years, the air threat was viewed in the same apocalyptic terms as the nuclear threat is today. “Our cities will be rendered uninhabitable by chemical bombs. . . . We are faced with the wipeout of civilization,” declared an authority on aerial warfare. Films such as H. G. Wells’s Things to Come put images to the warnings. For a score of weeks in hundreds of British theaters, fleets of bombers throbbed across the gray English sky; beneath their noteless drone cities exploded, people exploded, fire and black smoke flared from the holes where Parliament and St. Paul’s had stood; civil defense workers tagged bodies in public parks, the underground collapsed on screaming passengers, and millions of refugees clogged the roads. A secret report compiled for the British government estimated that in the first two months of a new war bombing would produce 1.8 million casualties, including 600,000 dead.I


As airpower came to dominate the rearmament debate, a tortoise-and-hare contest developed. The hare was Churchill, quick-thinking, quick-speaking, quick-acting; the tortoise, Stanley Baldwin, the leader of the Conservative Party and three-time prime minister. No one had ever called Stanley Baldwin quick at anything. At Cambridge, he was asked to resign from the debating society because he never spoke. The prime minister’s chief attribute—indeed, his critics would say his only attribute—was likability. Baldwin, whose sagging English face gave him a certain resemblance to an amiable basset hound, was the most popular politician of the day. This fact in itself was a matter of no small wonder to his critics. As one historian has noted, Baldwin’s “indolence was a miracle in his time and a legend in ours.” The prime minister’s idea of a busy day was to avoid official papers in the morning and his fellow politicians at lunch and to spend his afternoons writing personal letters. Yet, in the eyes of the public, Stanley Baldwin could do no wrong. The average Englishman liked it that Baldwin found hiking more pleasant than thinking, doing nothing more pleasant than doing almost anything, and found foreigners as incomprehensible and beastly as he did. “Wake me up when you are finished with that,” Baldwin would say whenever foreign affairs were discussed at cabinet meetings.


On paper, Baldwin appeared badly overmatched by Churchill in the air debate. No one could imagine Stanley Baldwin saying anything as eloquent or clever as “I dread the day when the means of threatening the heart of the British Empire should pass into the hands of the present rulers in Germany.” Nonetheless, Baldwin managed to hold his own—and, at some points in the debate, to more than hold his own. For this he owed no small debt to his second great attribute, luck. In the mid-1930s, Churchill was out of government and at the nadir of a long and checkered political career. To the public, he remained the Gallipoli man, the engineer of the ill-fated 1915 campaign that had produced little except three sunken battleships and misery and lamentation for mothers in Australia and New Zealand, whose sons had died in their thousands on the naked, sun-struck hills of Gallipoli. To the politicians, who knew Churchill more intimately, he was the witty, gifted, impulsive, erratic polymath who had two bad ideas for every good one and was unable to tell the difference between them. In a letter to a friend, Baldwin condensed Westminster and Whitehall’s view of the pre–World War Two Churchill into a few wonderfully malicious sentences: “When Winston was born, lots of fairies swooped down on his cradle with gifts—imagination, industry, eloquence, ability—and then came a fairy who said, ‘No one person has a right to so many gifts’ and picked up Winston and gave him such a shake and twist that with all of these gifts he was denied judgment and wisdom. And that is why, while we delight in listening to him, we do not take his advice.” Not long after Baldwin wrote this appraisal, Churchill reminded the British public of just how bad his judgment could be. During the abdication crisis of 1936, even friends were baffled by his support for Edward VIII, a man of limited intelligence who gave up the throne to marry Wallis Simpson, a twice-married American woman of limited character.


Baldwin’s strong performance on the air debate also owed something to his instinctive understanding of what an antiwar electorate would tolerate in the way of defense. In the mid-1930s, when “the bomber will always get through” was the eleventh commandment of military doctrine, the RAF proposed to spend its entire budget on a bomber force. But the bomber was an offensive weapon, and Baldwin’s political instincts told him that the 11.5 million Britons, half the national electorate, who had voted in the Peace Ballot of 1934–35, would find it as appalling as he did that “two thousand years after Our Lord was crucified,” European children should be immolated by incendiary bombs. During the war, Baldwin would be widely criticized for allowing Germany to gain a lead in the air—not least by Churchill, who, on hearing the Germans had bombed an iron factory owned by Baldwin, remarked that that “was ungrateful of them.” Nonetheless, and despite himself, Baldwin did bumble into one decision about airpower that, in retrospect, would prove farsighted. He pushed the RAF to pay more attention to the development of the fighter, not only because the fighter was much cheaper to build than the bomber—£5,000 to £10,000 per plane versus £50,000 for a bomber—but also because its defensive character made the fighter an acceptable weapon to an antiwar public. In the summer of 1940, when Britain’s survival hung on the performance of the RAF’s Fighter Command, Baldwin’s decision would serve his country well.





Just before noon on Saturday, March 7, 1936, Adolf Hitler stood at a podium in the Reichstag examining his speech notes. Modestly dressed in a simple gray field jacket that covered his wide hips, his brown hair neatly combed, his coarse features relaxed—in repose like this, Hitler could be the minor bureaucrat his father had been. “Altogether, he looks entirely undistinguished,” said a British official, who, like many British visitors to Germany in the 1930s, confused the polite, petite bourgeois figure they encountered in small gatherings with the public man. Hitler put down his notes and surveyed his audience: six hundred Reichstag delegates, almost uniformly big of body and bulging of neck. Then he began as he began many of his speeches, with a denunciation of the Treaty of Versailles. These perorations served him the way a warm-up serves an athlete. His eyes grew hypnotic; his clenched fists cut the air. His forelock became unstuck; his fleshy face tightened into an arc of anger; then the man at the podium disappeared, replaced by a wronged Germany in all its righteous wrath. Shouts of “Heil! Heil!” greeted the announcement that Germany was renouncing the Pact of Locarno and reoccupying the demilitarized Rhineland. Hitler raised his hand for silence; then he began again, this time in a lower, more resonant voice that partly obscured the grating Upper Austrian accent. “Men of the German Reichstag, in this historic hour, when in the Reich’s western provinces German troops are at this minute marching into their future peacetime garrisons, we are united—” The rest of his words were drowned out by more shouts of “Heil! Heil! Heil!” This time Hitler did not resist. He stepped back from the podium, folded his arms across his chest, and allowed himself to bathe in the adulation. The next morning, when church bells rang in the little villages along the upper Rhine, German troops in field gray and French troops in horizon blue faced each other across the old Franco-German border for the first time since 1870.


A few days after the Rhineland coup Robert Boothby, a member of the December Club, a group of antiappeasement MPs, warned the House of Commons that if allowed to stand, the coup, which violated both the Pact of Locarno and the Treaty of Versailles, would undermine the postwar system of collective security in a way that all the king’s horses and all the king’s men could not put back together again. Churchill issued a similar warning, but he was almost the only politician of national stature to do so, and his warning, like Boothby’s, was largely ignored. Paul Emery Evans, another member of the December Club, blamed Baldwin for the apathetic public reaction to the growing German threat. “The country was never told the truth, and those who endeavored to explain what was going in the world . . . were written off . . . as a small body of alarmists.” Baldwin was guilty as charged, but if he committed a crime, it was telling an antiwar public what they wanted to hear. In the late 1930s, the antiappeasement movement would grow in strength, attracting other national figures besides Churchill, including Alfred Duff Cooper and Leo Amery, two former first lords of the Admiralty, as well as promising young politicians such as Harold Macmillan, a future prime minister. But young or old, most of the men who formed themselves into antiappeasement groups such as the Vigilantes, the December Club, and the Watching Committee, had been shaped by Harrow dawns and Cambridge nights. When they spoke of war, they spoke of it in the heroic language of “Vitaï Lampada,” that ode to public school valor.


The Gatling’s jammed and the colonel dead


 . . . England is far and honor a name


But the voice of a school boy rallies the ranks


Play up, play up and play the game


To the housewife in London and the postman in Leeds, as to Stanley Baldwin and to a large part of the Labour Party, war was not a schoolboy poem, it was the first day of the Somme battle—almost sixty thousand men killed or wounded between sunrise and sunset; it was the soliloquy in Act Five of Henry IV: “What is honor? . . . a word. Who hath it? He that died on Wednesday. Therefore I’ll none of it.” A few weeks after the Rhineland coup Hugh Dalton, a senior Labour politician, spoke not just for his party but for most of Britain when he told Parliament that “public opinion . . . and certainly the Labour Party would not support the taking of military sanctions or even economic sanctions against Germany at this time.” In France, public reaction to the Rhineland coup was more a shrug than a shout. Joked the satirical weekly Le Canard enchaine, “The Germans have invaded—Germany!” In Belgium, also a party to the Pact of Locarno, the response was close to naked fear. Except for a small sliver of the country around Ypres, Belgium had spent most of the Great War under German occupation. The Belgian government immediately revoked the alliance with France and declared that, henceforth, Belgium would adopt Swiss-style neutrality. Eventually, the Rhineland dispute found its way to the council of the League of Nations, which declared Germany in violation of both the Pact of Locarno and the Treaty of Versailles; but since the council lacked the means to enforce its judgment, the German troops remained on the old 1870 Franco-German border.


In “Omens of 1936,” published in the Fortnightly Review in January of that year, historian Denis Brogan predicted that 1936 would be the year that faith in Never Again began to falter. And events would prove Brogan more right than wrong. In addition to the Rhineland coup, 1936 was the year civil war broke out in Spain, Hitler and Mussolini formed the Rome-Berlin Axis, Germany and Japan signed the Anti-Comintern Pact, and the European press began to report regular sightings of the death ship. Not coincidentally, 1936 was also the year when the diplomatic visit became a staple of the cinema newsreel. Typically, the newsreel would open with a panning shot of dignitaries standing on a railway platform, the politicians in top hats and frocks, the soldiers in gold-braided comic opera uniforms. A whistle is heard, heads turn, and a mighty engine appears, black as the African night, its swept-back nose creating the impression of great speed even as the train crawls into the station at ten miles per hour. Pulling to a halt in front of the platform, the pistons emit a snake-like hiss, and the waiting dignitaries disappear into a vapor of white steam. After the cloud dissipates, a flower girl appears and presents the visiting diplomat with a bouquet; pleasantries are exchanged on the platform; then the diplomat vanishes into the backseat of a big five-liter Horsch limousine with gull wing fenders or into a black Renault sedan with silver chevrons on the grille.


If the newsreel is set in the Balkans, the diplomat is French and he is there to shore up the troubled Little Entente, the alliance France has formed with Czechoslovakia, Romania, and the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes (Yugoslavia). If the newsreel is set in Spain, the diplomat could be a German—or an Italian, visiting Generalissimo Francisco Franco, leader of rebel Nationalist forces—or a Russian, visiting members of the Republican government in Madrid. If the newsreel is set in Berlin, the diplomat is Japanese, and he is in the German capital to witness the signing of the Anti-Comintern Pact between Japan and Germany. And if the newsreel is set in Rome, the diplomat could be German, or, even more likely, British, in which case he is in Italy to do the bidding of the new prime minister, Neville Chamberlain.


The House of Chamberlain, founded by the prime minister’s father, Joe, lord mayor of Birmingham, and long presided over by older half brother Austen, a foreign secretary, had a history of producing able, ambitious, thrusting personalities. And Joe Chamberlain’s youngest son would more than live up to that standard. When his turn to lead the family came, Neville would not only raise the roof, he also would put a new wing on the House of Chamberlain. As minister of health, Chamberlain was dynamic and innovative, and as chancellor of the Exchequer (Treasury secretary) he was very nearly great; under his guidance, Britain emerged from the Depression several years earlier than the United States. In every office he occupied, including prime minister, Neville Chamberlain delighted civil servants who admired his competency, his organized, orderly mind, and his ability to firm up the flaccid machinery of government. Among political colleagues, he was less popular. Cross the prime minister, they knew, and he would throw you to his minions in the press for a public savaging. Remarkably, this dynamic figure is completely absent from the newsreels and newspapers of the time, which gave us an image that continues to resonate to this day—Chamberlain as the undertaker on holiday: umbrella in hand, homburg on head, face pale, back slightly bent, eyes anxiously scanning the sky for signs of rain.


A photo of Chamberlain taken shortly after he became prime minister is truer to the real man. Here, the eyes are penetrating and intelligent, the sharp arc of the nose gives the face a hawk-like handsomeness, and the smile is inviting, with a hint of the warmth that always eluded the photographers but delighted intimates. The bold, almost aggressive way the prime minister addresses the camera catches another often overlooked trait. Like the Great Pyramid of Giza and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, Neville Chamberlain’s ego was a wonder of the world. In his weekly letters to his spinster sisters, Hilda and Ida, the vanity is so guileless it is almost charming. “This year has seen a record for social invitations,” the prime minister notes in a weekly letter to Ida. “The Queen . . . remarked on the confidence everyone had in me,” he tells Hilda in another letter. In public dealings, however, the vanity became hubris, not in the ancient Greek sense of someone who takes pleasure in shaming and humiliating, but in the sense of the book of Proverbs, “a pride that blinds.” Chamberlain’s view of himself as more than a match for any opponent allowed him to be played time and again by Mussolini, who thought him an old fool “not made of the same stuff as Francis Drake and the other magnificent adventurers who created the Empire,” and by Hitler, who referred to the prime minister as “that silly old man with . . . the umbrella.” Still, any fair assessment of Chamberlain’s relations with the dictators is incomplete unless it also takes into account the decline of British power.


In 1937, when Chamberlain took office, Britain, a small island state, was sinking under the enormous military and economic burdens of a global empire, and the domestic burdens of the Depression and pacifism, and it was increasingly menaced by technological change. The advent of airpower had called into question the strategic advantages hitherto provided by the English Channel and the Royal Navy; and the fragile, spotty economic recovery from the 1929 crash had limited British rearmament. Aircraft production was rising, though not fast enough to build and equip an air force capable of fighting a European enemy; and the plan to create an expeditionary force capable of fighting a war on the Continent had fallen victim to budget cuts (including by Chamberlain) and to Never Again. The British public, said one senior politician, would be “strongly suspicious of any preparations made in peacetime with a view to large-scale military commitments on the Continent.” In addition the dominions, which had contributed so much to the British war effort in 1914–18, were either growing isolationist—Canada and South Africa—or becoming burdens themselves. Australia and New Zealand looked to Britain for protection against Japan. Finally, there was the empire: the work of three centuries, the source of Britain’s global power, and, now with the “hot winds of nationalism” blowing from Cairo and Calcutta, increasingly a deadweight, militarily and economically. By the mid-1930s it had become almost impossible to imagine any eventuality under which Britain could fight a major European war and emerge with the empire still intact.


In December 1937, the Chiefs of Staff addressed the consequences of British weakness in a forceful memorandum: “We cannot foresee the time when our defense forces will be strong enough to safeguard our trade, territory, and vital interests against Germany, Italy, and Japan at the same time. [We cannot] exaggerate [the importance] from the point of view of imperial defense of any political or international action which could be taken to reduce the number of our potential enemies.”


Chamberlain was already thinking along similar lines: “Prepare for the worst, hope for the best”—his foreign policy—rested on two pillars: continued rearmament to deter Germany, Italy, and Japan, and appeasement to assuage their grievances. Supporters of the prime minister hailed the policy as a masterstroke. One or two of the potential enemies might be won over by appeasement, and, should the strategy fail, the year or two consumed in negotiating grievances would buy Britain time to build up its defenses, especially its air defenses, which Chamberlain, like Baldwin and Churchill, viewed as the key to victory in a modern war. The policy also had the important advantage of being in tune with public feeling.


What grievances should be appeased? In the case of Japan, no legitimate grievances suggested themselves, but Japan posed a threat to Australia and New Zealand, so Chamberlain swallowed hard and ignored Japanese infringements on British concessions in China. Italy, which was behaving menacingly in Spain and North Africa, felt aggrieved that the Mediterranean was a British, not an Italian, sea. Chamberlain swallowed hard and turned a blind eye to Italian attacks on British ships delivering goods to civil war Spain. However, lingering British guilt about the Treaty of Versailles gave German grievances a special standing in Chamberlain’s eyes. Hitler was a beast, of course—a vicious anti-Semite and mad, to boot. Nonetheless, mad or not, Germany had been roughly handled at Versailles: stripped of its army, its Rhine borders, and several historic German regions. By the late 1930s, some of the injustices had been corrected, though Danzig, a historically German city, was still in Polish hands and the Sudetenland, another historic German region, was still in Czech hands. Austria was not a lost territory, but it was shrunken almost to insignificance by Versailles, and many Germans felt its rightful place was inside a Greater Reich.


In November 1937, Lord Edward Halifax, a member of the Chamberlain cabinet and one of the prime minister’s most trusted advisers, met with Hitler. This was Halifax’s second visit to the “new” Germany. After the first one, he returned to London sounding like a botanist who had discovered a bizarrely florid but probably benign new species of plant life during his travels. Halifax “told me he . . . was much amused by the visit,” a friend said. “He thinks the regime absolutely fantastic, perhaps too fantastic to be taken seriously.” In late 1937 Halifax still thought the Hitler regime fantastic, but he was becoming aware of its dangers, and, like millions of his countrymen, he did not want Britain dragged into a war on the far side of Europe over issues that did not affect its security and that, in British eyes, had a measure of legitimacy. During his second visit, Halifax told Hitler that, provided peaceful means were employed, Britain would be prepared to accept “possible alterations in the European order, which might be destined to come about with the passage of time. Amongst these questions were Danzig, Austria, and Czechoslovakia.”


Hitler assured Halifax that Germany wished to have good relations with all its neighbors. Four months later, the Wehrmacht marched into Vienna and Austria became a part of the Reich. Two months after the Anschluss—May 1938—rumors began to circulate that ten German divisions had been moved to the Reich border opposite the Sudetenland. “Those d——d Germans have spoiled another weekend for me,” Chamberlain complained to his sister Hilda on May 22. Britain issued a mild warning; Germany denied that it had troops on the Sudetenland border; then, in an inspired piece of diplomacy, it was decided to blame the crisis on the Czechs, the only party to the dispute incapable of starting a world war on its own.


June and July of 1938 passed calmly, but it was not the normal calm of summer. In the Rhineland, construction crews worked double and triple shifts under arc lights to complete the West Wall, a new defensive system that the Allied powers called the Siegfried Line. In Paris Georges Bonnet, the French foreign minister, scrutinized the French-Czechoslovakian treaty for loopholes. In Moscow Stalin, who also had a treaty with the Czechs, watched carefully to see who would emerge victorious from the Sudeten confrontation, Germany or Britain and France. In Washington the Roosevelt administration prepared an appeal for moderation. And in London the Chiefs of Staff issued a new warning: In the event of an Anglo-German war over Czechoslovakia, “it is more than probable that both Italy and Japan would seize the opportunity to further their own ends and that in consequence the problem we have to envisage is not that of a limited European war but of world war.” In July, when Chamberlain spoke at Birmingham’s centenary celebration, the Chiefs’ warning was still on his mind. “The government of which I am at present the head intends to hold on its course, which is set for the appeasement of the world.”


The Essex village of Tolleshunt D’Arcy took note of the speech, though to one Tolleshunt resident, Margery Allingham, Czechoslovakia remained a faraway country with an all but unspellable name until the end of July, when Margery and a group of friends gathered in her yard one afternoon to plan the annual village cricket party. It was a lovely Saturday, the air heavy with the smell of freshly cut grass, and overhead, a few fat cumulus clouds drifting idly eastward toward the sea—just the kind of day that always made Margery feel smug about abandoning a glamorous London publishing career for life in an obscure Essex village whose sole distinction was its possession of one of the two surviving Maypoles in England. The state of the village cricket field dominated most of the afternoon’s discussion, but toward evening one guest brought up the Czech crisis, and Margery, who was thirty-four, found herself thinking back to her childhood in the Great War. She remembered a recurring dream she had had then: “a soldier galloping up on a great grey horse to kiss [a] tearful nurse goodbye . . . then death . . . and not ordinary dying either . . . but death final, empty and away somewhere.” She remembered other things about that time: “the women and old people all in black . . . standing about in the village street reading the enormous casualty lists . . . ; [and] the village boy on a bike with not one telegraph spelling tragedy but sometimes two or even three.” Then an astonishing thought occurred to Margery: war, which had savaged the generation before hers, now seemed about to savage the generation after hers. The thought was so staggering, she found it “hardly to be borne.”





By early September 1938, reminders of 1914 were everywhere. Poland and Hungary, eager to participate in the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia, were massing troops along the Czech border; in Prague the Czech government proclaimed martial law; in Nuremberg, Hitler pledged unshakable support for those “tortured creatures,” the Sudeten Germans; and in Britain the Royal Navy was put on partial alert. Passing the Cenotaph in Whitehall that Munich summer, Alec Douglas-Home, a Chamberlain aide and future prime minister, noticed that several fresh bouquets had been placed at its base.


“Well, it has been a pretty awful week,” Chamberlain wrote his sister Ida on September 11. Four days later, the prime minister was flying down the Thames on his way to visit Hitler. Approaching Bavaria, the British Airways’ Lockheed Electra swooped under a heavy storm and set down smoothly at the Munich airport. The cabin door was flung open and, to the tattoo of drums and the snap of swastika flags flapping in a sharp wind, Neville Chamberlain stepped into Hitlerland.


A few hours later, the prime minister was standing in Hitler’s enormous Berchtesgaden office, admiring the Wagnerian view; across the valley, a range of high mountains was half shrouded in a late-afternoon mist. He turned and examined the office. There was a huge globe next to the desk and an oak conference table at the far end of the office. “I have often heard of this room, but it is much larger than I expected,” Chamberlain said, hoping to ease the tension with a little small talk.


“It is you who have big rooms in England,” Hitler replied. Then, having exhausted his store of small talk, he demanded the return of the Sudetenland.


“I’d rather be beat than dishonored,” Alexander Cadogan, permanent secretary at the Foreign Office, said upon hearing that Chamberlain had acquiesced to Hitler’s demand. In the days following the prime minister’s return to London, there was much talk of national honor in certain quarters of Whitehall, Westminster, and the press. But what was national honor to “he that died on Wednesday”? To Chamberlain, such talk only led to more Sommes and Passchendaeles. The Sudeten crisis had to be viewed through the lens of national interest. Was it worth going to war for a small country on the other side of Europe? The prime minister did not believe it was, and it quickly became apparent that most of the British public agreed with him, as did the dominions: Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and especially Canada. “I approve wholeheartedly of the course [Chamberlain] has adopted,” said Mackenzie King, the Canadian prime minister. After several weeks of intense pressure from the British and the French, who also favored a peaceful resolution of the crisis, the Czechs agreed to cede to Germany the regions of the country that were more than 50 percent ethnically German. On September 22, Chamberlain returned to Germany, expecting to sign an agreement. Instead, Hitler handed him a new set of demands: incorporation of the Sudetenland into the Reich and the annexation of several strategic regions beyond the German-speaking parts of Czechoslovakia.


“Hitler has given Chamberlain the double cross . . . [And] it looks like war,” William Shirer, the CBS correspondent in Berlin, wrote on the twenty-third. By the end of the week, Shirer’s premonition seemed about to come true. The British fleet and the RAF were on full alert, searchlights scanned the London sky, every significant building in the imperial capital was cordoned off with sandbags, territorials (reservists) were digging trenches in Hyde Park and St. James Park, and the government was requisitioning cellars and basements as air raid shelters. Shocked Londoners felt as if they had stepped through the looking glass into Things to Come. This “is like a nightmare in a film,” Rob Bernays, a junior government minister, wrote. “We are like people waiting for Judgment.” At a dinner party, Bernays made a joke to lighten the somber mood and was immediately cut off by another guest, who snapped, “Damn you! [Don’t] you realize we may be dead next week?”


Meanwhile, in Downing Street, Chamberlain was facing a cabinet revolt. After explaining at some length his indignant reaction to Hitler’s new terms, he recommended that the terms be accepted. This was too much, even for Lord Halifax, the foreign secretary and Chamberlain’s closest ally in the cabinet. “Personally, I believe Hitler has cast a spell over Neville,” he told a colleague. Other cabinet members felt that Chamberlain had been undone by his vanity. And, unquestionably, Chamberlain’s desire to be hailed as a peacemaker did cloud his judgment, though other factors also went into his thinking. On September 20, two days before Chamberlain returned to Germany, a memo by General Hastings Ismay of the Imperial General Staff had counseled prudence: If “war with Germany has to come,” Ismay wrote, “it would be better to fight her in, say, 6 to 12 months than to accept the present challenge.”


In late September, the Czech crisis resolved itself at the Munich Conference, which was convened at Mussolini’s suggestion and was the source of some of the most evocative images of the prewar years: There is a famous photo of Chamberlain, looking more the coroner than the undertaker as he poses reluctantly for photographers in front of the two-engine Lockheed Electra that will fly him to Germany. There is one of Édouard Daladier, the French premier, at the Munich airport, looking physically massive but with vacant eyes that suggest that the premier’s nickname, the Bull of Vaucluse, may overstate the case; and there is one of Hitler standing at the conference table, his expression a compound of all his favorite words: “unshakable,” “invincible,” “triumphant,” “decisive”; and there is one of Mussolini, arms crossed, head tilted at an odd angle to hide the mole on his bald skull. And the most famous photo of all: Chamberlain, on his return from Munich, standing in front of a bank of microphones, promising “peace in our time” under a gray autumn sky. Lost among the lesser footnotes of the Munich Conference are two appeals from President Roosevelt, one urging Hitler to attend the conference, the other an appeal for a peaceful resolution of the Sudeten crisis.


Such was the residual strength of Never Again, not just in Britain but globally, that the morning after promising “peace in our time,” Chamberlain awoke to find himself a world hero. In Munich, Germans, some with tears in their eyes, flocked to the hotel where the prime minister had stayed, like pilgrims to a shrine. In France a subscription was raised to build the prime minister a country house and a trout stream. In Britain streets were named after Chamberlain. Dinners were held in his honor; crowds followed him to Buckingham Palace, where he appeared on the balcony with the king, and on fishing holidays in the Highlands crowds followed him through Scottish railway stations. Babies were named after him, there were Chamberlain dolls, and Chamberlain bouquets with the inscription “We Are Proud of You.” In Brussels a medal was struck in his honor; from Holland came tulips by the thousands; and from the people of New York and the people of South Africa, grateful thanks for the prime minister’s work on behalf of peace.


“All this will be over in early October,” Chamberlain told Halifax not long after his return from Munich. He was right about the fleeting nature of fame, wrong about how quickly it could flee.





A new Gallup poll taken less than a month after Munich indicated that public support for an antiappeasement government had risen sharply. Another new poll found that 71 percent of the respondents favored keeping the German colonies awarded to Britain at Versailles, even at the risk of war. The sudden stiffening of public resolve owed less to an upsurge in patriotism than to post-Munich disillusionment. Chamberlain had gotten a piece of paper at Munich, and Hitler had gotten the Sudetenland. Emotionally exhausted by two and a half years of lurching from crisis to crisis, people began to rethink their position on war. The pacifism of the interwar years had been driven by the conviction that European civilization had come very close to self-immolation on the battlefields of the Great War. All the peace ballots, debates, and pacifist marches of the thirties were energized by the belief that such a thing must never be allowed to happen again. Munich became the midwife to a new perception among the French and British elites: Terrible as war was, it might be the only way to prevent Hitler and his regime from plunging Europe into a “new dark age.” Munich also gave birth to a new perception among ordinary people, but it was more prosaic. “Living with Hitler,” said one man, “was like living in a neighborhood with a wild animal on the loose.”


In March 1939, when Germany occupied the non-German parts of Czechoslovakia, public opinion hardened further. Lingering guilt about the Treaty of Versailles had restrained Britain’s reaction to Hitler’s earlier occupations. Austria, the Rhineland, and the Sudetenland were historic German lands. In Hitler’s place, Bismarck—or almost any German statesman—would have made it his goal to reconstitute the historic Germany dismembered at Versailles. There was no explanation for the occupation of the ethnic Czech rump except pure, naked aggression. In late March, when the Chamberlain government extended a guarantee to Poland, there was broad public support for the decision.





In late August, after Hitler and Stalin signed a nonaggression pact, and a German attack on Poland became all but certain, the News Chronicle, one of the big London dailies, decided to test the strength of Never Again. The poll the paper commissioned found that only 11 percent of the British public still remained resolutely pacifist—that is, willing to embrace peace even on German terms. Yet anyone with a feel for public opinion knew the requiems for Never Again were premature. There remained a significant, if hard to quantify, substratum of antiwar feeling in Britain. “It was a vague body almost nebulous . . . and fortunately [had] no leader,” recalled Alfred Duff Cooper, who was on the opposite side of the war debate, having resigned from the Chamberlain cabinet to protest the prime minister’s appeasement. The substratum, said Duff Cooper, “was composed of disparate entities. The left wing of the Labour Party . . . whose detestation of war was so intense that they doubted anything was worth fighting for, . . . the right wing of Conservatism, . . . [whose members] believed that Communism was the greater danger and felt that Hitler had rendered his country a service by suppressing the Communists and might render Europe one by protecting it from the red peril.


“There existed also an attitude even less definite and harder to define, originating probably in the fact that the public mind was ill prepared for war. People had been told recently by ministers, and some sections of the press never ceased to tell them, that there was no longer any danger of war, so that when it [became imminent] they could hardly believe it . . . and clung obstinately to the hope that the whole thing could somehow be patched up.”


Duff Cooper’s list omits one other important center of antiwar feeling: the small but influential section of the British establishment who had grave reservations about risking the British economy and empire in a second conflict with Germany. Members of the group included former prime minister David Lloyd George and Montagu Norman, governor of the Bank of England, and several peers of the realm, among them Lord Londonderry and the Duke of Westminster. Though not members of the group, two powerful press barons, Lord Rothermere, publisher of the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror, and Lord Beaverbrook, publisher of the Daily Express and the London Evening Standard, also feared that the British Empire would not survive another total war.


Should war come, the government would have to take these various strains of opinion into account in making decisions about war aims, defense spending, rationing, and a host of other related issues. And should the war go badly for Britain, the government would have to be prepared for the eventuality that all or some of these strands of opinion would coalesce and demand a negotiated peace settlement to save the country from another four years of “death and death and death.”





I. In actual fact, between 1939 and 1945, 40,000 Britons died from bombing—a significant number, but far less than the predicted number. Things to Come also got a couple of other things wrong. Despite the round-the-clock Allied bombing campaign, German war production continued to rise, reaching a peak in 1944, the fifth year of the war. Not until a good part of the Luftwaffe had been destroyed in the Russian campaign and the bombers acquired fighter escorts capable of accompanying them to and from targets in Germany, did airpower begin to achieve the kind of results predicted by its prewar enthusiasts, and not until the atomic bomb did it become a decisive weapon.




CHAPTER TWO


AGAIN


In August 1914, war had come all at once, in a frightening rush on a glorious August day from a faraway land. One minute the country was at the seashore; the next, everyone was waving miniature Union Jacks, singing “Rule Britannia,” and young men were marching off to France. In the summer of 1939, war approached like the “slow ticking of a clock in a dentist’s office,” recalled one woman. Occasionally an event would shatter the summer calm. The Hitler-Stalin pact, announced on August 23, produced a terrific shock, but a week later everyone had gone back to complaining about the weather. July and early August of 1939 were frightful—heavy rain almost every day. Then, abruptly, just after the signing of the pact, the sun reappeared, and, as if to make amends for its absence, produced two weeks of brilliant, warm, sunny weather. People hiked the Lake County, walked the beaches of Blackpool, Bath, and Brighton, took day trips to Calais, and organized cake sales and cricket matches, secure in the knowledge that Britain’s astrologers and spiritualists unanimously agreed: there would be no war in 1939. Polling in late August showed that only one person in five expected a war, and one in three felt that “anything” would be better than one. When war finally did come on Friday morning, September 1, it came as quietly as a church lady. “There was no bravura, no sudden quickening of the blood, no secret anticipation,” Margery Allingham remembered. “We seemed to go to war as a duty, a people elderly in soul, going in stolidly to kill or be killed.”


The morning that the wireless announced the German invasion of Poland, the smell of bonfires, which drifts across rural England in late summer, hung in the air in Margery’s village. She went out to the garden, sat down in the old wicker chair she had been meaning to get rid of for ages, and finally removed her gas mask from its pouch. Margery had no idea what an elephant fetus looked like, but running her hands across the large plastic eyes and long, trunk-like rubber nozzle, she imagined it must look something like a government gas mask. Elsewhere in Britain that morning, millions of people were already being swept up in the gravitational pull of war. The first news of the German attack had come at about 4:00 a.m. Greenwich Mean Time; by 8:00 a.m. preparations were under way to transport hundreds of thousands of mothers and children, tens of thousands of hospital patients, and enormous quantities of food to safe zones in rural Britain. Parks bristled with antiaircraft batteries, fields with antiparatrooper defenses; barrage balloons floated above London, Birmingham, and Manchester; in the London zoo, the snakes were put down. Later in the morning, veterinarian clinics across the country would be inundated by pet owners eager to euthanize the family dog or cat before the air raids began. At 1:00 p.m. television screens in the Greater London region went black just as a Greta Garbo–like cartoon character was saying: “Ay tank, Ay, go home.” The war had shut down the world’s first television service.


In Downing Street, Neville Chamberlain opened the morning cabinet with a requiem for “peace in our time.” We “meet under the gravest possible conditions,” the prime minister told his colleagues. “The events against which we have fought so long and so earnestly have come upon us. But our consciences [are] clear. There should be no possible question now where our duty lay.” After Chamberlain finished, Lord Halifax, the foreign secretary, rose to brief the cabinet on his early morning talk with the German chargé d’affaires, Dr. Theo Kordt. Uncoiled to his full six feet, four inches, the foreign secretary was an imposing figure. The enormous bald head rose above the face like a cathedral dome in miniature, and the voice, cultivated and effortlessly authoritative, suggested what the British Empire might sound like if it could speak. Halifax said Kordt had made the invasion sound more like a schoolyard fight than an invasion. Last night, the Poles had begun shooting across the border, and German troops had responded in kind.


The cabinet continued marching resolutely toward war until the conversation turned to what kind of note Britain should send Germany. The predicate for implementing the Polish guarantee was a German attack, and the early reports of air attacks on Warsaw and other Polish cities had the indefinite character of rumor. “At present,” said one minister, we have “no very definite information as to what hostile action had taken place in Poland.” Another believed that there might be “some further peace effort on Herr Hitler’s part.” A third warned that implementing the Polish guarantee would give Hitler a false sense of security, though how or why it would, the minister failed to explain. Chamberlain was also wobbling. “The big thing was a European settlement,” he told Joseph Kennedy, the US ambassador. “It could be done, if only I could get the chance.” In cases of aggression, the prescribed formula was to send the aggressor nation an ultimatum with a deadline. The note Halifax sent Germany on the night of September 1 was only a warning, and the warning did not include a deadline. In France, Poland’s other guarantor, there were also signs of indecision; just before midnight the French news agency Haves reported that France had given a positive response to an Italian proposal for a conference to settle “the Polish question and all of Europe’s other difficulties.” The Duce was apparently eager to reprise the peacemaker role he had played in Munich.


The next morning, September 2, a good part of London was on a train to somewhere else. The statue of Eros in Piccadilly Circus was gone—taken to a hiding place in Scotland. The paintings in the museums were gone—taken to Wales for safekeeping. The children were gone—scattered to thousands of villages, hamlets, and towns. The zoo animals were gone—on the morning train to Edinburgh. And the light was gone—a victim of the blackout that went into effect the previous evening. At 5:00 a.m., when the first filaments of sunlight crept over the silver barrage balloons above St. James Park, early-rising Londoners sighed in relief. Toward evening on September 2, Vera Brittain, whose Great War memoir Testament to Youth was a foundational text of the pacifist movement, stood on a rise in rural Hampshire, watching the parade of London refugees pass by. “The road [was] alive with a restless ribbon of traffic—lorries filled with troops; ‘relief’ buses crammed with passengers; small cars packed with children, their parents, perambulators, and cots; vans from furniture repositories loaded with household goods.” How different this war was from the one she had served in as a nurse, Brittain thought. In 1914–18, “the front was a limited area, and the lives lost were chiefly those of young men between eighteen and forty. Today, the suffering and suspense are universal. . . . There is no emotional barrier between men and women, parents and children, the old and the young; the battle is shared by all ages and both sexes.”





Lord Halifax began September 2 at the Buckingham Palace Gardens, with his number two at the Foreign Office, Alexander Cadogan. Striding through the fields of freshly bloomed autumn crocuses, the two men made an odd pair. The six-foot, four-inch Hailfax, long-legged and physically awkward, resembled a large, ungainly water bird. The petite Cadogan, huffing and puffing behind him, looked like a gnome chasing his master. For both men, the garden visit would be the high point of a day otherwise crowded with sorrows. At 5:00 a.m., when the British ambassador in Warsaw made his first call of the day, the Luftwaffe had already carried out twenty air strikes against Poland. When the ambassador called again a few hours later, he simply said that the Germans had achieved “very pronounced air superiority.” In the interim there had been so many air strikes it was impossible to keep an accurate count. What the Germans called “Hitler weather”—sunny, dry days—had also proved a great boon to the Panzer columns traversing the dried-up rivers, marshes, and watercourses on the Polish plain. Before the invasion, the Poles had estimated that they could hold for three months; now three weeks sounded like an optimistic prediction.


The reports from Paris were also worrying. The French appeared to be chasing the Italian mediation offer with unseemly haste. Paris had set only one precondition for talks: an armistice, with German troops halting in place. London was demanding a German withdrawal to the Polish border. Just before noon, Halifax instructed Sir Eric Phipps, the British ambassador in Paris, to infuse some “courage and determination into M. [Georges] Bonnet,” the French foreign minister. This was easier said than done. Bonnet, the leader of the antiwar faction in the government of Édouard Daladier, combined the slipperiness of an eel with the “cunning of a fox on alert.” In its brief life, the Italian offer would die numerous deaths, and each time Bonnet would find a way to resuscitate it—sometimes with guile and cunning, other times with outright lies. When Count Ciano, the Italian foreign minister, called Halifax at 2:30 p.m. on September 2, he said he had just spoken to Bonnet, who had assured him “that if Hitler would suspend hostilities and agree in principle to a conference . . . Great Britain and France would participate.” Halifax told Ciano that he had been misinformed.


Two hours later, Bonnet called the Foreign Office. Hitler had agreed to study the Italian proposal under French terms—the German Army halts in place. Halifax said the French terms were unacceptable; Britain would not agree to mediation unless Germany withdrew from Poland. That would be desirable, certainly, Bonnet said, but why should a German withdrawal be an essential precondition? The important thing was to convince the French and British publics that their governments had made every effort to save the peace. Halifax promised to present Bonnet’s views to the cabinet.


As the hot, sultry September afternoon moved toward evening, consternation and alarm grew in the House of Commons. Thirty-six hours had passed since the German attack on Poland, and Britain and France continued to quibble over terms and deadlines. When the prime minister’s 3:00 p.m. speech was postponed to 6:00 p.m. without explanation, the bar in the Commons smoking room began to fill with rumors, each growing more lurid as the consumption of alcohol increased. It was said that Bonnet had told the Polish ambassador to France, “You don’t expect us to have a massacre of women and children in Paris.” It was said that Premier Daladier had gone “wobbly.” It was said that the French wanted to give Germany a full week to reply to an Allied ultimatum; and as the September light faded from the late-summer sky and the alcohol continued to flow in the smoking room, it was proposed, only half in jest, that “Britain declare war on France.”





When Churchill arrived in the smoking room late on the afternoon of the second, he was already ripping mad at the French. Earlier in the day he had warned Charles Corbin, the French ambassador in London, that if the Daladier government “ratted” on Poland, he, Winston Churchill, lifelong friend of France, would wash his hands of the French. When Corbin blamed France’s slowness in mobilizing on technical difficulties—time was needed to get the army into position and evacuate the civilian population—Churchill shouted, “Technical difficulties! I suppose you would call it a technical difficulty for a Pole if a German bomb dropped on his head.”


Edward Spears, a prominent antiappeasement MP, believed Downing Street was within Churchill’s grasp that afternoon. “His name was on many lips, [and] the more the Cabinet vacillated, the more eyes turned to him.” Churchill was less sure about the size and intensity of the “Winston” boomlet. No British politician had been more insightful about the German threat. As long before as 1932, he had warned that “all those bands of sturdy Teutonic youths marching through the streets and roads of Germany with the light of desire in their eyes . . . are not looking for status.” “They are looking for weapons, and, believe me, when they have the weapons, they will then ask for the return of lost territories and colonies.”


At his best, said a friend, Churchill could say the “fine true thing with a force that was like an organ filling a church.” But in 1939 what most people remembered about Churchill was how often he had played the organ off-key. The egotism, the waywardness, the ambition, the publicity-seeking, the bellicosity: all were legendary. “Mr. Churchill constantly prefers the large, simple conclusions of the battlefield,” noted a reviewer of Churchill’s biography of his ancestor the duke of Marlborough. There were also the disloyalties: jumping from one political party to another, then back again. And there were the policy mistakes: some—like Gallipoli, opposition to Indian reform, and the decision to return Britain to the gold standard—epic. “Winston was often right,” said his friend F. E. Smith. “But when he was wrong: well, my God.”


Churchill’s greatness was peculiar in character in that it only became “fine and true” in a particular set of circumstances, and on the afternoon of September 2, the man who would later be called the “most remarkable human being to ever inhabit Downing Street” sensed that those circumstances had yet to form. In the name of national unity, Churchill would put away his ambitions for the time being and accept the cabinet post that Chamberlain had secretly offered him the day before, first lord of the Admiralty.


A little before 6:00 p.m., when the Speaker of the House announced that Chamberlain’s speech would be postponed for a second time, from 6:00 p.m. until 7:30, Henry Channon, the Conservative MP for Southend-on-Sea, Essex, was crossing the House floor on his way to his office. Passing a mirror near the smoking room, Channon paused, examined himself, and was pleased at the face staring back at him. “Quite handsome!” he congratulated himself. Politics by its nature attracts egotists, but the egotism of Henry Channon, husband of Honor Guinness, the brewing heiress and member of the most glamorous social circles in London, was singular. In post–World War One Paris, the Chicago-born Channon had been a Truman Capote–like figure: a young man of fawn-like beauty, ambiguous sexuality, and the social ambitions of a Hapsburg duchess. Jean Cocteau once told Channon that his eyes “looked like they had been set by Cartier,” and Proust called his essays on Parisian life charming. In 1925, tiring of Parisian decadence, Channon had moved to London and reinvented himself as an English gentleman. Now he was parliamentary secretary to Rab Butler, the undersecretary of state for foreign affairs, and had transferred his affections from Jean Cocteau to Neville Chamberlain.


Shortly after Channon reached his office, Butler called. The cabinet had just risen and the meeting had been “stormy.” Over the past twenty-four hours, the mood in the cabinet had stiffened considerably. At the afternoon cabinet on the second, the air minister, Kingsley Wood, heretofore prone to appeasement, expressed dismay about the previous evening’s warning note to Germany and cautioned that further postponements in issuing an ultimatum would have a bad “moral effect.” Leslie Hore-Belisha, the war minister, said that Britain should demand a complete German withdrawal from Poland that night, and John Simon, the chancellor of the Exchequer, dismissed the Italian proposal as worthless. Even if Hitler agreed to attend a conference, said Simon, he would never make any meaningful concessions. A few hours later, the prime minister would get an even rougher handling in the House of Commons.


Channon blamed the House’s reaction on the long interval between the afternoon cabinet, which ended at about 5:00 p.m., and Chamberlain’s arrival in the Commons at 7:30. In the interim, “the nervous House, chafing under delay and genuinely distressed . . . [had continued] to quench their thirst in the Smoking Room and when they returned to hear the PM . . . many of them were full of Dutch Courage . . . and ready to fight . . . the whole world.”


Channon was right. Aroused by the gravity of the hour, the House wanted to hear “Come the three corners of the world in arms, and we shall shock them.” Instead, members got an irresolute old man sickened by the thought of sending another generation of young men to war. Speeches are rarely memorable for the things left unsaid, but this one was. Chamberlain made no mention of a British ultimatum or of the British ambassador in Berlin requesting his passport; he made no mention of British honor or of Polish valor, of “sunlit uplands” and “better days to come.” There was just the tired, uninflected voice of a disappointed politician explaining the current state of negotiations. As the prime minister sat down, row after row of hard faces glared at him from the backbenches.
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“WWII scholar John Kelly triumphs again.” —Vanity Fair

“Brims with dozens of illuminating scenes accompanying the unforgettable presence
of Winston Churchill and his indomitable will.” —David Maraniss
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