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xv

   A Note on Money, Weights and Measures 
and Military Formations  

   Money  

 For the whole period covered by this book, the  UK  system of money 
was based on pounds (£), shillings (s.) and pence (d.). Twelve pence 
equalled one shilling, and twenty shillings equalled a pound. 

 The sums of money referred to here are always those of the time –  
unless otherwise noted, they are not adjusted into constant terms to 
take account of infl ation. There are several ways of translating these 
sums to put them into the context of the early  twenty- fi rst century. 
Which one is best to use depends on the context. 1    

 In terms of household income and consumption, for example, £1 in 
1937 bought goods and services worth £56.30 at 2013 prices.* Since, 
however, most people’s earnings and standards of living were relatively 
much lower in the 1930s than they are eight decades later it would be 
misleading to see an annual income of £250 as the equivalent of 
£14,080 –  which is the value of goods that such an income would have 
purchased in 2013. In terms of social status, earning £250 a year in 
1937 was worth about £61,330 in 2013 money. It’s important to bear in 
mind that during the war, both infl ation and  working- class earnings 
increased very rapidly. By 1941, the value of what you could buy with 
£1 had fallen to £42.24 in 2013 terms, and an annual income of 
£250 was the equivalent to earning £38,540 in 2013. 

 A lot of the expenditures discussed in this book are those of the 
state, rather than of individuals. To get a sense of their signifi cance 
in historical context, it’s better to consider these in terms of their rela-
tive share of overall economic output. This rose signifi cantly after the 

*  2013 rather than 2016 because this is the latest point for which all the data are available.
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outbreak of war. To get a sense of government expenditure in contem-
porary terms, multiply fi gures from the late 1930s by 350, and those 
from  1940–  41 by 250 or 200. 

 Readers who want to compute what any amount they fi nd in this 
book is worth, using these measures and others, should make use of 
the wonderful calculator at the website   www.measuringworth.com /
ukcompare .  

   Weights and Measures  

 Weights are given in ounces (oz), pounds (lb), and tons; 16oz = 1lb, 14lb = 
1 stone, 112lb = 1 hundredweight, 2,240lb = 1 ton. To convert to metric, 
2.2lbs = 1 kg, 1,016kg = 1 ton. 

 Lengths are given in inches, feet, yards and miles; 12 inches = 1 foot, 
3 feet = 1 yard, 1,760 yards = 1 mile. Area is given in square footage and 
acres; 640 acres = 1 square mile. To convert to metric, 1.61km = 1 mile. 

 Ship sizes are given in gross tons: a measurement of the total volume 
of all the internal enclosed spaces of a ship calculated on the basis one 
gross ton = 100 cubic feet. This is a different way of calculating ship 
size to the deadweight tonnage, which is the number of tons of 2,240lb 
that a ship can carry at its summer loading level. Ship movements 
through ports are given in net tons, which are defi ned as gross tonnage 
minus space not used for cargo. 2     

   Military Formations  

 Unit strengths and organizations varied during the war, but to get a 
sense of the numbers involved when British military formations are 
discussed, it can be taken that at full strength in  1940–  41: 

   An infantry division = about 18,000 soldiers  
  An armoured division = 250 tanks  
  A squadron =  12–  16 operational aircraft, plus 4 or more in reserve   

 Figures for divisions, squadrons or warships conceal a large number of 
base troops who were required to keep the complex machinery of war 
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supplied and maintained. At the start of 1941, it was calculated that 
each division of 18,000 men required another 23,000 soldiers behind 
the lines, working in the maintenance and supply units that kept the 
fi ghting troops in the fi eld. 3      





1

   Introduction: War Stories  

 Tucked at the back of my desk drawer, in an old  hearing- aid box, are 
the medals that could have belonged to my grandfather. The War and 
Defence Medals and the  1939–  45 and France and Germany Stars 
were the sort awarded for service, rather than valour –  and they match 
the three years that Charles Todman spent driving tanks and trucks in 
the  UK  before, transferred to a  machine- gun battalion, he was sent 
out to  North- west Europe at the start of September 1944. Their metal 
shines and their ribbons are unfaded. These are medals that have never 
been worn. 

 For most of the time that I knew him, Grandad showed no sign of 
thinking of himself as a veteran. He never went to the Royal British 
Legion, or belonged to a regimental association, or went to ceremonies 
on Remembrance Sunday. As a child, I was not regaled with his war 
stories. Only with reluctance could he be persuaded to name the guns 
wielded by my Airfi x plastic soldiers, and when the fi lm  A Bridge Too 
Far  made one of its frequent appearances on television, my grand-
mother, Nanny, told me to turn it off because it was too noisy. The 
medals he had actually received for his wartime service had been lost: 
given to his sons to play with, they had disappeared into the cracks that 
had opened up in the  sun- baked garden of their Metroland house one 
summer in the 1950s. That seemed to sum up how he had decided to 
treat the war. Judging by the pictures they kept on their walls, he and 
Nanny were much keener on celebrating their  post- retirement holidays, 
their grandsons, and the awards given to their  home- made wine than 
on marking their participation in the Second World War. 

 Yet the war had been the defi ning moment of their lives. How else 
would a trainee accountant from London and a miner’s daughter from 
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Tyneside ever have met, if military service hadn’t brought them both to 
a dance in the sergeants’ mess at the army camp at Barnard Castle? 
They fi rst met when he picked her up after she fell on the fl oor, but in 
their wedding photos, Grandad in his uniform looks like the one who 
might be about to topple over. Her father had drunk him and his mates 
under the table the night before. Husband and wife obviously made 
good use of the last moments before he was sent to Europe, because 
their fi rst child, my father, was born exactly nine months after his 
embarkation leave, at the start of May 1945. The Russians were in Ber-
lin, the war in Europe was in its fi nal days, and the midwife insisted 
that the boy would have to be called Victor to mark the occasion, thus 
ensuring that he would spend the rest of his life as a war memorial. 

 His parents never used that name in my hearing: they always called 
him Bill, his second name, instead. This was probably not just a matter 
of preference. Years later, Grandad was still angry that, although the 
fi ghting had fi nished, he had not been allowed home to see his new son. 
Instead, he was stuck in a recently surrendered Hamburg with his unit, 
waiting for further service in the Far East. The end of the war with 
Japan saved him from that, but he didn’t get a leave long enough to 
come home again until the end of October 1945. Unlike a lot of fami-
lies, they didn’t have to deal with bereavement or disability, but the 
anxiety and the pain of separation –  during the pregnancy, then during 
the fi rst year of my father’s life, because Grandad wasn’t demobbed 
until May 1946 –   must have been terrible. When he returned home, 
they put the war behind them and got on with their lives. 

 Yet they were also interested in, and proud of, their grandsons. After 
my fi rst book was published, Grandad decided that it might be nice if I 
could have his medals. When the Ministry of Defence explained that 
they didn’t issue replacements, he bought new ones from a dealer to 
pass on to me. In a letter, he recalled some of what he had experienced 
during that fi nal, bitter campaign, including the terrifying day that 
 rocket- fi ring Hawker Typhoons mistook the target marking and 
attacked his unit rather than the Germans. My brother and I bought 
him a copy of the regimental history for his birthday, and he read it 
with apparent interest. After all these years, he said, it was good to 
know what had actually been going on. 

 In contrast to Grandad Todman, as I was growing up my maternal 
grandfather, Frederick Spackman, seemed to talk about the war every 
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time we saw him. Fred had been a fi tter with the London Transport 
Passenger Board and, having joined the Territorial Army in 1938, he 
spent the war repairing vehicles in workshops in Britain and Egypt. It 
was without doubt the most exotic thing that ever happened to him. 
The studio portraits taken by a wartime photographer in Cairo show 
Fred doing his best to look like Errol Flynn, but there wasn’t much 
swashbuckling in his stories. They were always the same. The motor-
bike accident that had put him in hospital, as one of the war’s fi rst 
British casualties, on 3 September 1939. The time he knew more than 
the offi cer who had to test his mechanical knowledge. Keeping a cha-
meleon, learning to repair watches and counting to ten in Arabic. The 
working of the Wilson epicyclic gearbox in the Daimler Armoured Car. 

 These tales were so familiar that we could repeat them word for word 
and, to us if not to him, they became something of a joke. Only at the 
end of his life did it become apparent that he could have told a different 
set of stories. The hasty fi rst marriage conducted in the shadow of 
impending war. The wife who then told him that she was carrying a 
child and that she was not sure if he was the father. The belated divorce. 
All this had been written out of the family’s history: the strength of the 
taboo such that my mother, his daughter by his second marriage, had 
known nothing about it at all. While Fred was abroad, his estranged 
wife continued to draw an allowance from his pay, his father died and 
all his possessions were sold. On demobilization, he had to rebuild his 
life completely from scratch. Like most men of his generation, he did not 
enjoy unrestrained displays of emotion. Perhaps it was not surprising 
that he liked to keep his memories of the war closely controlled. 

 I tell these anecdotes not just as a means of paying tribute or claim-
ing inherited authority, but also to make a point about the complexity 
and fl uidity of our relationship with the past. What we put in and leave 
out of our history matters, but what we think we know can always be 
subject to change. Eighty years on from 1939, with the war disappear-
ing over the boundary of lived memory, we can still question and 
rework the stories we tell about it, fi nding new meanings and turning 
the familiar strange. 

 This is the fi rst of a  two- part history of Britain’s Second World War, run-
ning from 1937 to 1947. In a way no other book has done, these two 
volumes join together histories that are usually told separately –  strategic, 
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political and economic, military, cultural and social –  to build a broad 
and coherent picture of the country as it prepared for, fought and emerged 
from a total war. The books are written on the principle that if we want 
to understand the war, we have to grasp that fi ghting and home fronts, 
strategic decisions and economic effects, military contingencies and polit-
ical opportunities were all  interconnected. Only by linking them together 
can we start to understand the course and consequences of the war. 
Exploring the confl ict from these different angles also allows us to follow 
its story at different levels: from the high politics of grand strategic 
 decision- making, via the statistics of production, infl ation and infant 
mortality, to the myriad of individual experiences that give a sense of 
what it was like to be caught up in (or left out of) great events as they hap-
pened. In so doing, we can see how some of the stories that were told to 
make sense of the confl ict at the time continue to infl uence how we think 
about the war. 

 This is a history centred on the United Kingdom, but it is not just a 
British history. The Britain of the 1930s and 1940s was an imperial coun-
try, and the Empire was crucial to why and how Britain fought. The 
history of the Empire at war is not just one of shared service, but of 
exploitation, resistance, repression and the hope of liberation. The fate of 
the British Empire is one of the great stories of the war. In some ways, this 
is also an international history. What happened to Britain during these 
years only makes sense if it is seen as part of a global system. The plunge 
into war, and the course of the violence that followed, were shaped by the 
actions and reactions of the great powers. The vast extent of Britain’s eco-
nomic and strategic interests meant that, from its outset, the consequences 
of the confl ict stretched across the world. Perhaps most importantly, it’s 
important to put Britain’s experience of war into international context in 
order to understand how distinct it was, and just how lightly the British 
managed to escape from their second encounter with a modern total war. 

 To comprehend the course of the war, we need to have a sense of why 
battles were won or lost –  and how people understood victory and defeat 
at the time  –   but wars consist mainly of things other than fi ghting. 
While the experience of combat and the history of military operations 
have their place in both these books, they spend more time on other 
aspects of the confl ict: the factory, the food queue, the Whitehall offi ce, 
the dockyard and the broadcasting studio. Putting combat in its place is 
a signifi cant part of understanding what really mattered to the outcome 
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of the war: the colossal mobilization of modern industrial economies to 
produce the weapons, food and equipment with which victory would be 
pursued. This was also a crucial factor in determining individual experi-
ence: for all the drama of the Battle of Britain and the Blitz in  1940–  41, 
their impact on British life was marginal compared to the full employ-
ment, rising wages and increasing prices that resulted from the expansion 
of munitions production to meet the demands of the war. 

 In reconstructing history we have constantly to remember that 
people at the time could only guess at a future that to us is plainly 
known. No one in 1939 knew that the war would end in 1945. For this 
reason, both volumes of  Britain’s War  tell the story as it went along, 
rather than following each separate theme across the whole course of 
the war. This serves to emphasize just how much the confl ict changed –  
for strategists, service personnel and civilians –  as it went on. ‘Wartime’ 
was not an invariant condition. Two great changes –  the Fall of France 
and Germany’s attack on the Soviet Union –   bookend the  year- long 
struggle to defend the United Kingdom which forms the centrepiece of 
this volume. Another  –   the entries of Japan and America into the 
confl ict  –   forms the dividing line between this book and its sequel, 
which carries the story of the confl ict past the eventual Allied victory 
to the moment of Indian independence in 1947. 

 This volume,  Into Battle , tells the story from the descent into a Euro-
pean war during the 1930s to the explosion of a more global confl ict at 
the end of 1941. At its heart is an argument about viewing 1940 not as 
a ‘Finest Hour’, but as the decisive year in  twentieth- century British his-
tory. Ironically, even as the resilience of Britain and its empire vindicated 
at least some of the strategies adopted by the governments of the 1930s, 
the combination of Westminster machination, military defeat and eco-
nomic escalation swept in a new political order that would shape British 
life for the next three decades. Meanwhile, by ensuring that Germany 
was unable to capitalize on its victory over France, British strength 
determined, for the last time, the future of the world. As Britain held out 
against a  Nazi- occupied Europe, and Germany failed to subdue its 
 sea- girt enemy, both combatants were driven to fi nd the resources they 
needed to secure a decisive victory. Their desperation would turn the 
confl ict into a bigger, more global war that neither was able to win. By 
December 1941, the beginning of the Second World War was coming to 
an end, but the real war was only just beginning.  



   Part One 

 Prelude  
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   1  

  Studies in Celebration  

 Deep in the Underground station, the crush was growing worse. With 
the platforms already crammed, new arrivals kept pressing in. All but 
overwhelmed, railway staff and policemen tried to maintain calm. As 
the newcomers descended, the air grew thicker: the heat of close packed 
bodies creating an almost suffocating fug. Grumpy indignation and 
humorous resignation, however, eclipsed panic. On the packed plat-
form, someone was trying to persuade their neighbours into another 
round of song. 

 Then a train rumbled in, and a fresh wave of passengers emerged. As 
their bedraggled replacements took the chance of escape, the newcom-
ers pressed towards the exits, desperate to get outside and join in the 
fun. It was just after 6 p.m. on 12 May 1937. London was celebrating 
the crowning of a new king. And outside, the rain was pouring down. 

   ‘ I ’m patriotic all r ight’  

 The momentum of excitement had been building for some time. The 
previous weekend had seen the largest traffi c jams London had ever 
known as sightseers fl ocked into the decorated streets. With the capi-
tal’s busmen on strike for shorter hours, gridlock had descended when 
thousands of visitors from the suburbs came in their own cars. Over 
the days that followed, spectators began to camp out in the most 
favourable spots to see the royal family on their way to and from West-
minster Abbey. In the early hours of coronation morning, their slumbers 
were broken by the growing crowds, the testing of the public address 
system and the stamp of marching troops. Inside Buckingham Palace, 
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the noise woke the king, who fretted that the archbishop of Canterbury 
might put the great crown of England on him back to front. 1    

 The vast parade to the abbey got under way at half past ten. 
 Twenty- seven thousand servicemen lined the route. The archbishop and 
the king having managed their respective duties well enough, the royal 
family returned home, accompanied by another 6,000 troops, drawn 
from every part of the armed forces and every corner of His Majesty’s 
realms –  from the Life Guards, via the Bermuda Militia and the Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police, to the Army Dental Corps. The rest of the 
abbey congregation, among them the Conservative  MP  Henry ‘Chips’ 
Channon, faced a long wait before they could emerge. Fortunately, some 
had brought provisions. ‘Chocolates were munched, and fl asks slyly 
produced,’ Channon recorded, and he fell into a fawning reverie over the 
highlights of the ceremony: ‘the shaft of sunlight, catching the King’s 
golden tunic as he sat for the crowning; the kneeling Bishops drawn up 
like a fl ight of geese in deploy position; and then the loveliest moment of 
all, the swirl when the Peeresses put on their coronets’. 2    

 Outside, 570 miles of steel scaffolding and 1,400 tons of timber had 
been used to construct viewing stands (covered and uncovered, depend-
ing on the status of the intended occupants) in which were seated 
90,000 offi cial and paying spectators. On Victoria Embankment, the 
London County Council had assembled 37,000 schoolchildren  –   
 sustained by the donation to each of a  half- pint of milk and a packet 
of  crisps by the Milk and Potato Marketing Boards  –   to pay shrill 
 homage. 3    Crowds packed the space between the stands. Over the 
 forty- six hours of continuous service before and after the coronation, 
a record 5,669,000 passenger journeys were made on the London 
Underground  –   a number somewhat infl ated by the continuing bus 
strike. 4    Twenty thousand policemen were on duty, connected by a com-
bination of wireless and telephones to three ‘nerve centres’ from which 
they could be directed to the points of greatest need. Despite the rev-
elry, the total number of offences dealt with by Bow Street police court 
over the period of the coronation was rather less than normal for a 
weekday. 5    

 Perhaps that was because it was so wet. The sun briefl y pierced the 
drizzle as the royals made their way to the abbey, but as they returned 
the heavens opened. Nonetheless, the next day’s newspapers reported 
an enthusiastic reception from the crowds: loudest –  as measured by the 
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 Daily Express  ‘cheerometer’ –   for, in order, Queen Mary (the king’s 
mother), the king and queen, and the street cleaners who picked up the 
horses’ dung from behind the cavalry and carriages. 6    

 Some people weren’t sure for whom they were shouting. Three 
people back from the barrier on Great Marlborough Street, the balco-
nies of the buildings opposite could be seen but not the road itself. A 
 nineteen- year- old secretarial student from Kent who had come up to 
watch the big day therefore found herself at something of a loss when, 
at fi ve past three, cheering began: ‘at procession we can’t see  . . . 
 Constant rumours as to who passes. Violet says she can  lip- read 
people’s mouths on balconies . . . but seems to get same people twice. 
Much cheering on balconies for King. Not much cheering from behind 
barricades.’ 7    

 Once the parade fi nished, the barriers came down and the streets 
were turned over to the public, who now slid across carriageways 
coated in ‘a sort of  papier- maché paste of old newspapers, bags, fl ags, 
pieces of cloth, etc, well mixed with a mud basis’. 8    The more exhausted 
spectators departed, but the rest surged on in search of pubs and cafés 
to refresh themselves for further celebrations. Some gathered outside 
the palace, on the balcony of which the king and queen made three 
appearances to great acclamation. In Oxford Street, someone set up a 
radio, and ballroom dancing began in the middle of the road. Near 
Trafalgar Square, a woman stopped to look at photographs of the 
procession that had already been posted outside a news cinema: 

  Two working class men are also looking and they are making remarks 

about the people in the picture – ‘Look at the old girl, she looks as if 

she’s got toothache’ and at another picture of the actual crowning: 

‘Look, they’re just putting it on his nut’. I said to one of them: ‘You’re 

not very loyal, are you?’ ‘Oh I’m patriotic all right, I’ve been up all night 

waiting to see the procession.’ 9     

 Across the  UK , cities, towns, villages, streets and houses had been 
decorated and castles, cathedrals and council buildings fl oodlit. The 
street parties for which many poorer areas of London had been saving 
were rained off, as were the planned parades in Southend, Lincoln and 
Hull, but elsewhere a mixture of better weather and persistence won 
out. In Cardiff, there was a pageant illustrating the industrial and 
municipal progress of the city over the previous century, an air rally, a 
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coronation ball, concerts and fi reworks in the parks, a procession of 
boats on the River Taff, a military parade and a  twenty- one gun salute. 
In Southport, the morning’s procession and civic service of thanks were 
followed by a display of tableaux, physical exercises and dancing by 
3,000 schoolchildren at the ground of the local football club. In Liver-
pool docks, the great  ocean- going ships were decorated with fl ags and 
lights. A civic procession made its way to the city’s cathedral, outside 
which, after the service, a ‘King’s Champion’ (in fact a local police 
inspector on horseback in replica medieval armour) led the crowds in 
affi rmations of allegiance. Then came a fl ypast by No. 611 (West Lan-
cashire) Bomber Squadron. In Glasgow, the Corporation paid for teas 
for thousands of schoolchildren, pensioners, invalids, poor mothers 
and the unemployed. Four thousand troops paraded the streets; 
80,000 people went to Hampden Park to watch a display of physical 
drill and dancing by 1,500 children, followed fi rst by daylight fi re-
works, then, that evening, by a sports carnival featuring an exhibition 
football match, a demonstration of  air- raid rescue methods by a 
specially trained squad of police offi cers, and the massed skirl of 800 
pipers. 10    

 The writer J. B. Priestley watched the celebrations in pessimistic 
mood. By the late 1930s, Priestley was a multimedia celebrity with a 
string of successful novels and plays to his name. Progressive in his pol-
itics but averse to political parties, Priestley usually turned his fears 
about the modern world into a celebration of good humour, honesty 
and family loyalty. In the crowds below his window, however, he could 
see little hope for the future: 

  They had wandered away from religion but had not even arrived yet at 

science. Great music, drama, art, they knew little or nothing of these. 

They had lost the fi elds and the woods but had not exchanged them for 

a truly civilised urban life. Most of them probably did not know how to 

make love or even to eat and drink properly  . . . So much wealth, so 

much time, so much energy could be spared for the crowning of a 

king . . . But to crown at last these people themselves, where were the 

wealth and time and energy for this task? Who would, after taking 

down the bunting and the lights, tear down the streets themselves and 

build a nobler, happier, beautiful Britain? 11      
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   ‘Really quite human’  

 The summer of royal occasions did not end with the coronation. The 
next day, the king and queen staged an unannounced drive through 
North London to see the street decorations for themselves. On 20 May, 
there was a full naval review off Portsmouth, in which the king 
inspected a procession of vessels six miles long, including the ten battle-
ships and battlecruisers and four aircraft carriers of the Royal Navy’s 
Home, Mediterranean and Reserve Fleets, as well as the American  USS  
 New York  and the German battleship  Admiral Graf Spee . That even-
ing, the whole armada was illuminated by a forest of lamps and 
cascading fi reworks. Three days later, the royal family joined the rep-
resentatives of the Dominions, India and the colonies to celebrate 
Empire Day with a service of thanksgiving at St Paul’s, and in July, the 
king and queen paid state visits to Scotland and Northern Ireland. 

 Offi cial celebrations throughout the Empire mirrored those in the 
 UK . On coronation day itself, Sydney Harbour Bridge was illuminated, 
fi rst by lamps, then by a huge fi rework display. Brisbane fl oodlit its 
city centre and held church services, a ceremonial parade, a military 
sports show and a concert by massed choirs. Ottowans attended a 
 parade of the military garrison, war veterans, scouts, guides and 
schoolchildren. Jamaica spent £5,000 on decorations and entertain-
ment for children, the aged and infi rm. In India, the viceroy processed 
through the Simla bazaar and attended the feeding of hundreds of the 
local poor. 12    

 A British coronation was an international event. The  New York 
Sun  congratulated the British authorities for their success in labouring 
‘loyally . . . to safeguard and buttress democracy in a period when its 
enemies at both extremes of political fanaticism bitterly assail its phil-
osophy, belittle its accomplishments, emphasize its shortcomings, and 
unite in demanding its destruction’. Yet there was also a message from 
Adolf Hitler, sending his best wishes for ‘a long and happy reign for the 
welfare of Great Britain, Ireland, the oversea British Dominions, and 
India, as well as in the interest of the preservation of the peace of the 
world’. 13    

 All this celebration could easily have been being held for someone 
else. The new king’s elder brother, formerly Edward  VIII , now the 
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duke of Windsor, had assumed the throne on their father’s death in 
January 1936, only to be forced into abdication that December because 
he was determined to marry the American divorcée Wallis Simpson. 
Edward’s insistence on a union that went against the teaching of the 
church of which he was head offended the morals of senior politicians 
in Britain and the Dominions. It also confi rmed their suspicions of irre-
sponsibility in a monarch whose charisma won popular acclaim but 
who was too ready to voice his own feelings on such sensitive issues as 
friendship with Germany or the condition of the unemployed. For 
almost the whole of 1936, the king’s affair with Simpson and the con-
stitutional wranglings that resulted had gone unreported in the British 
press. When the news fi nally broke, it briefl y appeared that public sup-
port might be rallied behind Edward. By the end of the year, however, 
he had gone, to be replaced by his brother –   safely married and the 
embodiment of dutiful service. 

 Abdication in fact exacerbated Edward’s selfi shness and lack of pol-
itical acumen. Effectively exiled to the continent, and egged on by his 
 wife- to- be, he was now embroiled in a bitter argument with his brother 
over money and titles. In the study of a French château, he became the 
fi rst British monarch to hear his successor being crowned. 14    

 He could do that because this was the fi rst coronation to be broad-
cast on radio. The former king was far from the only listener. By the 
time of the coronation about 8 million British households had a 
radio  licence, and in that week’s programming the coronation was 
inescapable. On the previous Sunday, for example, alongside the fairly 
normal Sabbath schedule  –   religious services from the chapel of St 
John’s College, Cambridge, and the Bethesda Methodist Chapel, Old 
Colwyn, a selection of light classical works played by the Bournemouth 
Municipal Orchestra and a celebration of William Barnes, the early 
 nineteenth- century Dorset poet – listeners to the  BBC ’s National Pro-
gramme would also have been treated to a discussion of the religious 
signifi cance of the coronation, a special service led by the archbishop of 
Canterbury, and a performance of the 1902 operetta  Merrie England . 
For those who wanted something a little more modern there was the 
commercial competition: Radio Luxembourg had the ‘Ovaltine Pro-
gramme of Melody and Swing’ and the ‘Kraft Show with Billy Cotton 
and Jack Doyle’, before a special talk on the coronation by the Conser-
vative  MP  and former minister Winston Churchill  –   a programme 



15

St udies in Celebr at ion

provided by the broadcaster devoid of sponsorship as a marker of the 
solemnity of the occasion. 15    

 On the day of the coronation, the radio meant that most people 
could listen in live. For such a national occasion, the  BBC  –   with a 
plethora of commentators and radio personalities interviewing mem-
bers of the crowd –  was the only choice, and no local celebration was 
complete without a loudspeaker relaying the service from Westminster 
Abbey. In a Cambridge college, a young man: ‘Listened in to part of 
commentary on ceremony in common room with 9 people (4 conserva-
tives, 3 liberals, 1 fascist, 1 fabian). General reaction: embarrassed 
grins, and outright laughter when the commentator was outstandingly 
loyal. Fascist stood for National Anthem. Conservative remarked 
“bloody fool!”.’ Nonetheless, they all ‘agreed that the Coronation was 
a good thing because it improved trade, gave ruling class prestige and 
broke down class barriers’. 16    

 The wireless also allowed the king to address the peoples of his 
empire. At eight o’clock in the evening of the great day, after much 
practice and with considerable determination, the king took to the air-
waves. His themes were family, duty and imperial fellowship: 

  Those of you who are children now will, I hope, retain memories of a 

day of carefree happiness . . . In years to come, some of you will travel 

from one part of the Commonwealth to another, and moving thus within 

the family circle will meet others . . . whose hearts are united in devotion 

to our common heritage. You will learn, I hope, how much our free asso-

ciation means to us, how much our friendship with each other and with 

all the nations upon earth can help the cause of peace and progress. 17     

 Newsreel cameras had been positioned alongside the radio micro-
phones, and their footage was rushed to cinemas where it was slotted 
into the normal programme. At a screening of the spy fi lm  Second Bur-
eau  in Carshalton, Surrey, that evening, for example, the main feature 
was stopped in the middle to show the fi rst newsreel of the coronation. 
The audience clapped vigorously at every appearance of the king and 
queen. Then it stopped again for the radio broadcast of the king’s 
speech, starting with the national anthem: 

  Everyone stood up, uncertainly and at slightly different times, as they 

always do, with that rumbling noise of a crowd getting to its feet, and 
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then sat down again for the King’s speech. The whole audience was 

silent and almost motionless throughout. We noticed the hesitation in 

the King’s voice, and his inability to pronounce his r’s properly. After the 

speech the national anthem again, everybody stood again, and a good 

part of the audience sang, gathering strength by the time they came to 

‘send him victorious’. 18     

 The coronation was also broadcast on a new television service, inaugu-
rated only at the very end of 1936. Approximately 60,000 people, living 
within a maximum distance of 63 miles of the transmitter at Alexandra 
Palace and wealthy or  well- connected enough to have access to one of 
the early sets, watched the procession live. Among them was the same 
Cambridge scholar who had listened to the abbey ceremony on the radio: 

  Saw televised procession in home of local tradesman. His wife and 

 parents- in- law constantly remarked: ‘Isn’t it all wonderful,’ ‘After all, it 

just shows all this socialist nonsense up, doesn’t it?’ ‘This is the only 

country where you could have a ceremony like this, without fear of 

someone throwing a bomb’. They also exchanged anecdotes about the 

Royal Family, all of which had the same point –  that the Windsors are 

really quite human. 19     

 So human, in fact, that in private discussions with the  BBC  before the 
coronation, the archbishop of Canterbury had vetoed the broadcast of 
live television images from inside Westminster Abbey itself, lest they 
catch the king’s face spasming as he tried to overcome his stammer. 20     

   Observing the Coronation  

 Television was not the only way in which this coronation was being 
seen in a new light. 21    It was also investigated by a recently created 
group called  Mass- Observation, whose members hoped that the close 
study of everyday life might make the world a better place. From across 
the country,  forty- three volunteers sent in detailed descriptions of their 
experiences and emotions on coronation day to the group’s London 
headquarters in Blackheath, while a team of twelve specially trained 
observers had mingled with the crowds in the capital. Thousands of 
copies of a questionnaire about the day had also been distributed, of 
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which just under eighty found their way back to Blackheath. These 
 eye- witness reports have peppered this account of the coronation. The 
material collected was published a few months later as a book,  May the 
Twelfth . 

  Mass- Observation had begun as a mixture of artistic endeavour, 
political project and social scientifi c exploration. It germinated among 
a group of surrealist writers and artists gathered around the poet, jour-
nalist and sometime Communist Charles Madge. In his day job on the 
 Daily Mirror , Madge had seen during the abdication crisis the gap 
between what the public actually knew and the ways that press and 
government talked about ‘public opinion’. He thought that a network 
of observers who recorded their  day- to- day experiences and emotions 
might provide the evidence to increase understanding of how popular 
attitudes were formed. 

 At the start of 1937, a letter from Madge to the  left- wing weekly 
magazine the  New Statesman  explaining this plan brought him into 
contact with Tom Harrisson –  an ornithologist turned anthropologist, 
who had recently published an account of his time living among tribes-
people in the New Hebrides and was now engaged on a similar 
investigation into the  working- class inhabitants of Bolton. A talented 
 self- publicist with a rising profi le as a writer and broadcaster, Harris-
son saw an explicitly political rationale for working out what people 
actually thought. Strengthening the connection between leaders and 
led was meant to bolster democracy. Together, Madge and Harrisson 
composed a letter to the  New Statesman  announcing the formation of 
 Mass- Observation. 

 Although ostensibly allied, their projects remained separate. Harris-
son led a rather chaotic team of observers who scrutinized what 
Boltonians did but seldom asked how they felt. Madge attempted to 
assemble a national panel of correspondents who wrote, strictly anony-
mously, detailed refl ections on one day of their own lives each month. 
He edited  May the Twelfth  with his friend Humphrey Jennings, another 
poet and a  fi lm- maker. The book’s emphasis on bizarre juxtapositions 
showed more of  Mass- Observation’s surrealist roots than its social 
scientifi c aspirations. On publication, it sparked fi erce arguments with 
modernist writers who thought it too  light- hearted and academics who 
condemned its lack of intellectual rigour. 

 Although the mass enfranchisement that followed the Great War 
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had made ‘public opinion’ a political touchstone, the new science of 
opinion polling was still regarded with distrust by most professional 
politicians as a form of special pleading.  Mass- Observation’s project 
left many reviewers uncomfortable at the idea of being observed by, as 
the  right- wing weekly the  Spectator  put it, ‘busybodies of the left’. Har-
risson, who was always keener on making arguments than  art- works, 
later wrote off  May the Twelfth  as a ‘crazy idea’ edited by ‘a whole 
bunch of intellectual poets’. 22    Priced at an expensive 12/6, the book 
was a commercial fl op. 23    

 Running through  May the Twelfth  was a tension between its cele-
bration of ordinary people’s individuality and the observers’ sense of 
alienation. Madge’s recruits –  disproportionately young and politically 
 left- of- centre –  were often suspicious of patriotism and the status quo, 
but also conscious of how unusual this made them. As a female typist 
explained, she had become ‘very bored with the word Coronation’, 
which she felt was being ‘artifi cially bumped up’. As the celebrations 
went on, however: 

  I was surprised how much I responded to the atmosphere of the crowd, 

the cheering, etc. I felt a defi nite pride and thrill in belonging to the 

Empire, which in ordinary life, with my political bias, is just the oppos-

ite of my true feelings. 

 Yet I felt a defi nite sense of relief that I could experience this emotion 

and be in and of the crowd. One becomes very weary of always being in 

the minority, thinking things silly which other people care about; one 

must always be arguing, or repressing oneself, and it is psychologically 

very bad . . . 

 Reviewing it all calmly afterwards, one sees how very dangerous all 

this is –  the beliefs and convictions of a lifetime can be set aside so easily. 

Therefore, although people will probably always like pageantry, colour, 

little princesses, etc., and it seems a pity to rob them of this colourful 

make-believe element –  nevertheless because it make it in the end harder 

for us to think and behave as rational beings when we are exposed to this 

strain and tension –  I would defi nitely vote agin it. It is too dangerous a 

weapon to be in the hands of the people at present in power in this 

country. 24     

 So what sort of country was it?   
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   2
Ancient and Modern  

 It might seem strange to begin the story of Britain’s Second World War 
with the hubbub of the coronation rather than a siren’s wail. Neither 
the nation nor its people, however, sprang into existence on the declar-
ation of war. 

   Wealth and Technology  

 When George  VI  came to the throne, the  UK  was still distinguished 
internationally by its industrial and trading wealth. 1    Very few Britons 
worked the land. Instead, they lived in and around huge cities –  most of 
them in seven great conurbations: London, Glasgow, Manchester, 
Leeds, Birmingham, Liverpool and Sheffi eld –   where they worked in 
factories, offi ces and shops. In the rest of the world, only Belgium was 
as heavily urbanized as the  UK . When it came to sucking in food and 
raw material imports from abroad and churning out manufactured 
goods for export, Britain still led the world. The  UK  also remained 
central to the machinery of international commerce, with British banks 
and insurance houses holding colossal overseas assets and the 
 British- registered merchant fl eet dwarfi ng any other. 

 The period between the wars saw a rapid expansion of new forms of 
manufacturing driven on by growing domestic consumption, including 
motor cars, household electrical goods, manmade cloth and processed 
foods. Modern industries depended on their interaction with cutting- 
edge science, and the years between the wars saw the rise, industrially 
and culturally, of the scientifi c expert as a key fi gure in British life. In 
contrast, the older ‘staple’ export industries  –   coalmining, iron and 
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 steel- making, heavy engineering, cotton weaving –  struggled in the face 
of economic vicissitude and foreign competition. But they too were 
adopting modern production techniques, and they remained a vital part 
of the economy, employing huge numbers of workers and defi ning the 
cities in which they were based. Across industry, this was also a period 
of conglomeration, with a trend towards larger, shareholder- owned 
companies. Huge multinationals based in Britain –   Vickers- Armstrong 
in engineering,  ICI  in chemical production and Courtaulds in synthetic 
fi bres –  had interests spread across the world. 

 The global nature of the British economy, the rise of new science and 
industry and the consequent changes in the work Britons did, the 
clothes they put on their backs and the food in their mouths meant that 
this already felt like a very modern society. But perhaps the most obvi-
ous herald of the modern age was a  wide- ranging revolution in 
communications. Since the end of the Great War, motor transport had 
become the norm.  Horse- drawn vehicles had all but disappeared from 
the roads. Car ownership was mostly the preserve of the better off, but 
from 1930 onwards, more passenger miles were travelled every year in 
cars, buses and on motorcycles than in railway carriages. 2    At the end of 
the decade, the  UK  had the largest automobile industry in Europe. Air 
travel was only for the very wealthy, but the 1930s saw the aerial link-
age of the Empire, with a new network of routes between the  UK , 
Africa, Asia and Australia operated by Imperial Airways, and a popu-
lar though troubled scheme of imperial airmail. Both on land and in 
the skies, the achievements of British pioneers of speed and distance, 
including Sir Malcolm Campbell and Amy Johnson, occasioned great 
excitement and celebrity. 

 Alongside this transformation of physical movement came the birth 
of a modern mass media society. The  inter- war period saw both a boom-
ing national press start to overtake the circulation of local newspapers 
and the rise of the cheap paperback  –   in the emergence of the Left 
Book Club and the Penguin Special, a location for serious information 
and political discussion as well as popular entertainment. 3    Still more 
striking was the advance of fi lm and the onward march of radio. By the 
late 1930s, the  UK  had about 5,000 cinemas, now showing with sound 
and, for the very fi rst time, some fi lms in colour as well as in black and 
white. Each week a nation of 48 million inhabitants bought about 
20 million cinema tickets. 4    Newsreel programmes shown alongside or 
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instead of main screenings presented audiences with a mixture of big 
events, exotic oddities and matters of local interest, all with a familiarly 
non- controversial commentary. Since the late 1920s, radio had been 
transformed from a hobbyist’s interest to a consumer staple. By the 
 mid- 1930s, more than  three- quarters of British households had access 
to a wireless. 5    British society was connected as it had never been before 
by its simultaneous listening in to the great ceremonial and sporting 
events of  inter- war life. The new mass media turned fi lm actors and 
singers into celebrities, but it also ennobled a new sort of public expert –  
the commentator on matters social, spiritual and scientifi c, like J. B. 
Priestley, who communicated with their audience via broadcast talks, 
newspaper columns and books as well as public appearances.  

   War and Depression  

 For all its modernity, however, the United Kingdom was no longer –  as 
it had been within living memory  –   the singular great power in the 
world economy. Since the late nineteenth century, the country’s relative 
global economic position had been eroded by larger, more recently 
industrialized competitors with bigger home markets –   in particular, 
America and Germany. That erosion was much hastened by the loss of 
export markets, sales of foreign holdings, the accumulation of dollar 
debt and wage increases that resulted from the First World War. In the 
course of that confl ict, New York displaced London as the main well-
spring of global fi nance. The war had also broken a  pre- 1914 network 
of international free trade from which the  UK  had for generations 
benefi tted. During the 1920s, attempts to restore it, including the return 
of the pound to the international Gold Standard at its  pre- war rate, 
helped the City of London, but left British businesses less competitive 
than their overseas rivals and struggling with a ruinously high bank 
rate. A rapid boom and catastrophic bust at the start of the decade had 
been followed by a prolonged period of low growth. 

 From the end of the 1920s, the onset of a global economic and pol-
itical crisis (now remembered as the Great Depression, but in Britain at 
the time more usually called the ‘slump’) broke the precariously recon-
structed framework of  post- war world trade. In the  UK , unemployment 
soared to a peak of 23 per cent of the insured workforce, sterling was 
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forced off the Gold Standard, and the spectre of total fi nancial collapse 
loomed. 6    The British government reacted to this catastrophe by raising 
tariff barriers, with advantageous rates, known as ‘imperial prefer-
ence’, for goods imported from the Empire. After the widespread 
abandonment of the Gold Standard, a new trading group formed 
around the sterling bloc, made up of countries which based their cur-
rencies on the pound and held their reserves in London. As well as most 
of the British Empire, this included Egypt, Argentina and all of 
Scandinavia –  nations dependent on trade with the  UK  and with whom 
similar agreements on tariffs were negotiated. These countries also 
wanted access to London’s capital markets, which were easier to access 
than those in America. Other countries were also adopting protection-
ist measures, but the  UK ’s retreat from free trade was particularly 
damaging because of its place within the international economy. While 
it encouraged a shift towards more imperial trade, however, the adop-
tion of imperial preference did not –   indeed, given Britain’s need for 
high value markets, could not –  signal a withdrawal into autarchy. In 
the  mid- 1930s,  two- thirds of British imports and well over half its 
export trade were with countries outside the Empire. 7    

 Internationally, the  UK ’s departure from the Gold Standard ended 
hopes of rebuilding the  pre- 1914 economic order. Domestically, how-
ever, it made possible a reduction in the bank rate, removing one of the 
constraints on industrial growth during the previous decade and spark-
ing a boom in private housebuilding that helped to drive recovery. 
Compared to America, Germany and –  rather later –  France, the British 
great slump was relatively swift and shallow. Nationally, after 
1932 unemployment fell, if only back to 9 per cent of the workforce by 
the time that George  VI  was crowned. 8    Improving effi ciency in mass 
production and an ongoing global expansion of agricultural produc-
tion led to positive terms of trade, and for those in employment, 
disposable incomes grew. By 1937 they were about 10 per cent higher 
than they had been a decade before. 9    The new industries in particular 
bounced back relatively quickly and, in the Midlands and  south- east 
England, where they were concentrated, prosperity rapidly returned. 

 With world trade still depressed, however, exports did not return 
even to the level of the late 1920s. In south Wales, the central belt of 
Scotland and northern England, in communities built around mining, 
shipbuilding and weaving, rates of  long- term joblessness therefore 
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remained extremely high. Meanwhile, the defi cit between imports and 
exports grew so pronounced that it could no longer be covered by the 
 UK ’s reduced invisible earnings on investments and shipping. The 
country’s balance of payments was pushed narrowly but persistently 
into the red. By the start of 1937, the  post- crash boom was beginning 
to overheat as rising government spending on rearmament fuelled infl a-
tion, and another cyclical slump seemed to be just around the corner.  

   Democr acy, Religion 
and Respectability  

 The  UK  of the 1930s was therefore a distinctly modern place, in ways 
that marked it out from both its past and its future. It was also a more 
democratic place than it had been a generation before, its people less 
obedient, less jingoist and less religious than their forebears. Observed 
from the  twenty- fi rst century, on the other hand, it was strikingly 
 hierarchical, Christian, patriotic and dutiful. Wealth and property 
were very unevenly divided across society, but, in striking contrast 
to the situation in the  UK  of the 2010s, the level of inequality was 
decreasing. 

 It was still in some ways a very young democracy. For all Westmin-
ster’s reputation as the mother of parliaments, the country had only 
recently moved to a universal adult franchise, with two great exten-
sions of the vote in 1918 and 1928 expanding the electorate to include 
all men and women on a more or less equal basis for the fi rst time. 10    At 
the 1910 general election, the last before the Great War, 7.7 million 
people cast a vote. Nineteen years later, that number had increased 
 three- and- a- half fold, to just under 29 million people. 11    

 The expansion of democracy raised hopes of a better world, but also 
deep anxieties. The lingering aftermath of the war included the con-
solidation of the Bolshevik regime in Russia, outbreaks of violence at 
home and in the Empire (above all in Ireland, which was both), the 
return of millions of demobilized servicemen, high levels of industrial 
unrest and the emergence of the Labour Party as a new political entity 
committed to achieving a socialist commonwealth. Although the 
unemployment of the  post- war slump diminished union power, fears of 
wage cuts after Britain’s return to the Gold Standard sparked a brief 
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general strike in 1926. Simultaneously, the growth of the mass media 
raised fears that the new electorate would be led astray by demagogues 
or distracted by  mass- produced thrills. 

 Fears of social disintegration were misplaced. The experience of vic-
tory did not encourage a separation between servicemen and civilians: 
in the mainland  UK  the war ennobled peace, not violence.  Post- war 
cuts wrecked the hopes of ‘homes fi t for heroes’, but wartime wage rises 
and the provision of a  Treasury- supported dole for the unemployed 
took the edge off discontent. Income tax remained much higher than it 
had been before the confl ict, allowing all governments to increase 
social spending slightly even while sticking to the contemporary ortho-
doxy that the budget must be balanced. 

 Meanwhile, the political system adapted. A series of  three- way party 
fi ghts between Conservatives, Labour and a declining Liberal Party 
yielded brief opportunities for Labour to exercise minority govern-
ment, from the second of which it was toppled by the maelstrom of the 
Great Depression. The ‘National’ coalition that replaced it shaped a 
new form of party politics, but also brought a political stability legiti-
mized by electoral successes and the country’s fortuitous avoidance of 
the worst of the slump. 

 The  mid- 1930s therefore seemed in some ways much calmer than the 
early 1920s. There was little argument that Britain was now a democ-
racy of some sort, even if politicians disagreed about what exactly 
democracy meant. There was scant support for those who proposed 
more dictatorial systems of government. Britons’ successful transition 
to a mass franchise was celebrated as evidence of their peculiar genius 
for moderation. 

 Part of that political stability came from the fact that the  UK  was 
also more nationally united than it had ever been before. Since the late 
nineteenth century, the question of Irish Home Rule had divided Brit-
ish politics, but following the formation of the Irish Free State, and 
with Northern Ireland awarded its own,  Unionist- dominated devolved 
parliament, separatist nationalism effectively vanished from the domes-
tic agenda. A tiny Irish Republican Army sought to reunify an 
independent Ireland, but it had few adherents and in 1937 had just been 
proscribed by the Free State. Small separatist movements existed in 
Scotland and Wales, where the leader of the Welsh National Party, 
Saunders Lewis, achieved some celebrity following his prosecution for 
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setting fi re to an  RAF  training school at Penyberth in December 1936. 
But the poets and dreamers who now espoused Welsh independence 
struggled to agree among themselves, let alone to gather any popular 
following. Scottish nationalism enjoyed a more respectable status but 
its strongest strand wanted not independence but greater recognition 
within the Union. Being Scottish, Welsh or Northern Irish was possible 
within, rather than without, a broader Britishness that had regional 
variety at its cornerstones. 

 The  UK  might have been united nationally, but it was still run 
locally. Since the start of the century, central government had increas-
ingly taken on responsibility for organizing public welfare, handing out 
central grants through which local authorities could deliver national 
policies. Between 1900 and 1930, the proportion of English and Welsh 
local authority expenditure made up by central grants increased from 
12 to 26 per cent. Even so, most of what local authorities did was paid 
for by local ratepayers, not from central taxation, and principles of 
local autonomy and accountability were still generally accepted as fun-
damental to the functioning of the British state. Health, education and 
fi re and police services were all locally administered, and municipal 
provision of public transport and utilities was on the increase. Every 
local authority had its own fi re brigade –  1,668 in the  UK  overall. At 
the start of the 1930s, more than a third of mains gas production and 
one in eight buses in England and Wales were owned by municipal 
authorities. 12    

 When George  VI  began his reign with a radio broadcast emphasiz-
ing peace and progress, he was articulating a specifi cally 1930s version 
of national identity. The bombastic imperialism present before 1914 had 
been left mired in the mud of the Western Front; aggressive nationalism 
was now viewed with suspicion. Patriotism had, however, been quiet-
ened, not eliminated. In an era when race, rather than culture, remained 
the standard reference point for explanations of human difference, 
Britons were presumed not just to be white, but also civilized and in 
control of their emotions in a way that marked them out from other 
European peoples, let alone those born in Africa or Asia. Such assump-
tions seemed  self- evident in the  UK ’s wealth, imperial power and 
political stability. So it was perhaps unsurprising that even the most 
internationally minded Briton tended to regard the rest of the planet 
with a feeling of innate superiority. 
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 That sense of a natural hierarchy refl ected in part the abiding infl u-
ence of Christianity, not just as a faith but also as a lens through which 
to view the world. The  UK  of the 1930s was a less obviously religious 
place than it had been at the start of the century. Protestant church 
attendances had declined as religious devotions competed with new 
leisure opportunities. Nonconformist denominations in particular 
struggled to add younger members to their ageing congregations. The 
great denominational debates of a generation before –  state control of 
education, temperance, keeping the Sabbath –   no longer illuminated 
national politics. Catholicism was the religion of a growing minority, 
thanks principally to immigration from Ireland, but while a fi erce sect-
arian divide was apparent in Liverpool, Glasgow and Northern Ireland, 
nationally the trend was towards greater ecumenism in the face of 
diminishing religiosity. 

 The  UK  remained, however, a Christian country: constitutionally 
and ceremonially, but also more fundamentally in terms of patterns of 
belief. The desire to reinvigorate Anglicanism sparked its own brief 
revivalist moment in the later 1930s. Young churchmen shifted increas-
ingly away from their traditional Toryism towards enthusiasm for 
social progress as a means of spiritual regeneration. The chapels may 
have found it diffi cult to recruit new members, but older generations of 
worshippers remained. Christian belief, as opposed to church attend-
ance, remained very strong, as did a Christian culture passed on 
through Sunday schools, communal singalongs, public ceremonials 
and religious broadcasting. This was more than just knowing the words 
to hymns. The abiding presence of Christianity shaped perceptions of 
good and evil, charity and forbearance, and sacrifi ce redeemed –  above 
all, the sacrifi ce of those fallen in the last war, who had died that others 
might live. 

 Christianity was also the key component in a public morality in 
which abortion and male homosexuality were illegal and divorce was 
extremely diffi cult and costly (even after a liberalization of the law, just 
too late for Edward  VIII , in  1937–  38). Illegitimacy was a source of 
shame, and sex in general remained a topic of ignorance, embarrass-
ment and fear.  Pre- marital intercourse was relatively common, at least 
once marriage had been agreed, but the young woman who displayed 
sexual knowledge, let alone experience, risked lasting damage to her 
reputation. 
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 As this indicated, an older version of ‘respectable’ behaviour  –   
chaste, sober, thrifty,  self- improving –  persisted, as part of a wider set 
of social virtues –  duty, deference –  in which wives were presumed to 
owe obedience to husbands, children to adults, workers to bosses, and 
in which satisfaction was meant to come from knowing your place and 
respecting your betters. By the late 1930s, such attitudes were being 
challenged from a number of different directions: pressure from women 
for a more equal role within marriage; economic change, including the 
growth in employment for young workers; a new consumerism encour-
aged by mass production and the mass media; and a growing 
interest –  with the popularization of Freudian psychology –  in the self 
as a site of understanding and fulfi lment. These trends, many of which 
would come to defi ne ‘modern’ Britain, had not yet displaced older 
notions of faith, service and the importance of sublimating individual 
contentment to social obligation. 13     

   The Apogee of the Middle Classes  

 When  Mass- Observers recounted the coronation, they talked about 
class to describe the differences within their society. 14    Like many Britons, 
they could place themselves and others easily within three categories –  
upper, middle and working –  by using speech, dress and behaviour as 
indicators of income, occupation and family background. 

 Since the end of the previous century, the landed aristocrats who 
traditionally comprised the upper class had been assailed by high death 
duties, rising democracy and prolonged agricultural depression. As 
the court balls and swirling peeresses of the coronation indicated, 
however, they were not yet extinct. Numerically tiny and socially 
concentrated, in an era before widespread home ownership the upper 
class remained at the end of the 1930s extremely rich relative to the rest 
of the population: the  best- off 1 per cent of the population retained 
well over half of the nation’s wealth. 15    

 The Windsors, the wealthiest aristocrats of the lot, had been care-
fully rebranded by the new king’s father, George V, as paradigms of 
familial virtue, political stability and charitable endeavour. They 
remained in place as constitutional monarchs. Below them, the poorer 
gentry had to sell up and fi nd work, but the most extensively landed 
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peers, having lost decisive political power, managed to keep their great 
estates and their place in the upper ranks of the Tory party, the army 
and rural local government. These ancient families had become inter-
mingled with a rising plutocracy of globalized commerce, ennobled in 
recent decades for services to party funds. The press’s obsession with 
high society linked bright young aristocrats to the new stars of the 
gramophone record, the radio broadcast and the cinema screen, so the 
social cachet of the upper class remained high –  even if it now rested as 
much on  clothes- horsing expensive fashion as on inherited prestige. 

 For all its public prominence, the upper class was less and less polit-
ically infl uential. Locally and nationally, public life was dominated by 
 middle- class men. The middle classes, the widest sector of society in 
terms of range of income, made up about a quarter of the population. 
They included rich business owners whose fortunes carried them to the 
edge of an  upper- class lifestyle and the lawyers, doctors, clergymen and 
military offi cers who had traditionally made up the professional middle 
class. The changes in the economy since the start of the century had 
greatly increased the number of clerks and salesmen then generally iden-
tifi ed as making up the ‘lower middle class’. The middle classes were 
therefore growing, and the most striking development of the 1930s was 
the emergence of a new stratum of salaried technicians –  the engineers, 
managers, draughtsmen and scientists required in  up- to- the minute 
industries. 

 The successful businessman, making a few thousand pounds a year, 
with a big detached house,  live- in servants, telephone, car and two 
children at public school, had a very different life from the draughts-
man on an income ten times smaller, with a mortgaged suburban villa, 
a daily help, a season ticket for the train and a boy at grammar school. 
What they had in common was an obsession with home ownership, 
payment for secondary education and private insurance for pensions 
and medical treatment (although 1937 saw state coverage extended for 
the fi rst time to the ‘ black- coated workers’ of the lower middle class), a 
bank account for savings, and liability for local rates and income tax. 
In an era when local authorities exercised such an important role rela-
tive to central government, leading local society was a key part of what 
it meant to be middle class. 

 For the middle classes, the economic slump meant business failure 
and a paucity of promotion, but seldom  long- term joblessness. As a 
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result, they benefi tted particularly from falling prices, the boom in pri-
vate house construction and the burgeoning supply of new consumer 
goods. The domesticity this encouraged was matched with a growing 
idealization among the middle classes of ‘companionate’ marriage, in 
which husband and wife spent time and took decisions together –  not 
least to limit the number of children they had, since  middle- class fami-
lies were relatively small and getting smaller. 

 Women were now legally entitled to enter the professions, and paid 
work was relatively common for young  middle- class women, who had 
largely replaced men in secretarial work. Almost all employers, how-
ever, operated a marriage bar requiring women to resign after they wed. 
The resulting division between a predominantly male world of work 
and a female world of the home was replicated politically, despite the 
extension of universal adult suffrage. A few women  MP s were now in 
Parliament, but their voices were heard disproportionately on matters 
of motherhood and welfare. For women of reasonable means and some 
education, voluntary efforts to improve the lot of the less fortunate –  
within the conventional boundaries of feminine expertise –  offered the 
opportunity of a public role. 

 In important ways, the middle classes of  inter- war Britain were more 
unifi ed than they had been before.  Middle- class voices dominated 
the radio airwaves and cinema soundtracks. The advent of the automo-
bile had made some of them much more geographically mobile. As 
Labour rose and the chapels declined between the wars, the  long- running 
separation of the English middle classes between Anglican Tories and 
nonconformist Liberals began to be replaced by a shared antipathy to 
socialism. As opposition to socialism became part of  middle- class 
 identity, so the widening of democracy also encouraged a host of 
 non- partisan civic associations –  including the Women’s Institute, the 
Townswoman’s Guild and the League of Nations Union –  that sought 
to guide the newly enfranchised masses along the path of sound citizen-
ship. 16    These efforts refl ected the broad swathe of progressive 
 middle- class opinion that came together around a belief in democracy, 
education and better social provision. 

 The intersection of this improving impulse with enduring fears of 
popular immorality shaped the new media in distinctive ways. On the 
airwaves, fears for the susceptible audience underpinned the setting up 
of the  BBC  as a public corporation with a determinedly  non- commercial 
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remit. Initially, this meant a fairly dour diet of religion and serious- 
minded talks. By the late 1930s, however, in the face of competition 
from commercial broadcasters on the continent, the  BBC  had adapted 
its schedules to provide more ‘variety’ shows and popular music, even 
amid its famously sober Sunday schedules. The Corporation nonethe-
less remained guided by the dictum of its original  director- general, Sir 
John Reith, that it should ‘give the audience slightly better than it now 
thinks it likes’: a version of good taste rooted in light classical music, 
choral singing and organ recitals, educative lectures and domestic dra-
mas peopled almost exclusively by the middle class. Reith’s insistence 
that the  BBC  be seen as impartial easily translated into a refusal to 
allow airtime to voices that dissented from the government line. Indeed, 
the Corporation’s enthusiasm for broadcasting national ceremonies, 
combined with its preternatural reverence for royalty, made it a power-
ful agent in promoting the status quo. 17    

 The sometimes uncomfortable fi t between new forms of communi-
cation and old attitudes fed into one of the defi ning tensions of the age. 
This was the gap within the middle class between the  self- consciously 
modern, up and coming new professionals, with their belief in progress 
through technology, and what they perceived as the outdated, conven-
tional ineffi ciency of their more traditional counterparts. The theme of 
modernization impeded was central to the bestselling work of fi ction of 
the 1930s,  The Citadel , by A. J. Cronin. 18    Published in July 1937,  The 
Citadel  catalogued the struggles of a young doctor amid an outdated 
and venal system. The novel’s climax featured a peroration by its hero, 
Dr Andrew Manson, which encapsulated the frustrations of the new 
 techno- professionals: 

  It’s high time we started to put our own house in order, and I don’t mean 

the superfi cial things either  . . . our whole organisation is rotten. We 

ought to be arranged in scientifi c units . . . There ought to be attempts to 

bring science into the front line  . . . The whole profession is far too 

intolerant and smug. Structurally, we’re static. We never think of advan-

cing, altering our system. We say we’ll do things and we don’t. 19      
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   Turned out nice? Working-  class 
Britons  

 Although the middle classes were expanding and dominant, the  UK  
remained an overwhelmingly  working- class country. 20     Three- quarters 
of the population depended on the income earned in waged labour. In 
terms of numbers, it was a nation of factory hands, machinists, trans-
port workers, dockers, shop assistants, farm labourers and domestic 
servants. The working classes too were changing as a result of altera-
tions in the economy. The percentage of the workforce employed in the 
staple industries fell during the 1930s, as younger miners, shipwrights 
and millworkers left their home towns for more certain jobs in the new 
manufacturing sectors. Across industry, the proportion of skilled 
 workers was slowly declining, as  production- line technology replaced 
artisanal aptitude. 

 At the time of the coronation,  working- class living standards had 
increased dramatically in the space of a generation. Wages had risen 
swiftly during and after the First World War, while working hours fell 
and the state’s provision of welfare for the least well off improved. 
Wages fell more than  middle- class salaries during the  inter- war slumps, 
but they did so less steeply than prices, so disposable incomes none-
theless increased. That was seldom suffi cient to afford the cars or 
 labour- saving devices then gracing  middle- class households, but it did 
mean more money to spend on food, clothes, home furnishings, ciga-
rettes and bus rides, as well as radios, bicycles and rent. Even within 
the 1930s, a mix of better food, better housing and advances in medical 
treatment made for improving health. The rate of infant mortality fell 
nationally, from 76 per thousand live births in 1929 to 55 per thousand 
in 1938, although the rate of maternal mortality in the early 1930s was 
higher than it had been at the start of the century. 21    Most workers did 
not, in 1937, enjoy a statutory right to a holiday, but the fall in working 
hours had meant a boom in leisure pursuits, both public –  the cinema, 
the dance hall, greyhound racing and motorcycle speedway  –   and 
private –  pools coupons, illegal betting slips and carefully tended gar-
dens and allotments. 

 Even such minor distractions left little over from a weekly household 
income probably somewhere under £4 a week. Having a bank account, 
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like earning enough to be eligible for income tax, was relatively unusual, 
and the most frequent form of  working- class saving was payments into 
friendly societies and life insurance policies whose collectors made 
their rounds each week. In contrast to the concentration of wealth in 
the hands of the very rich, and at a point when £250 a year was widely 
considered the bare minimum to maintain a  middle- class lifestyle, 
 two- thirds of the adults who died in the  UK  in 1934 left total assets 
worth less than £100. 22    

 Nationally,  working- class home ownership remained extremely 
rare. 23    Only the better paid could afford the rents on one of the new 
suburban estates on which a million new council houses had gone up 
since 1918. The majority of  working- class families still lived in easily 
identifi able urban heartlands: thousands of densely packed houses, 
close to mills and factories, clustered along streets full of the social life 
for which there wasn’t room indoors, with proximity encouraging a 
neighbourliness that was as supportive as it was intrusive and was 
much missed by emigrants to the new estates. Not least in reaction to 
this proximity, privacy was as important an aspiration of  working- class 
life as public activity was for the middle classes. 

 Most  working- class women worked before marriage, and the new 
industries’ thirst for cheap,  non- unionized labour offered some young 
women increased spending power and an alternative to domestic ser-
vice. Made up and dressed up, they were eager customers for the dance 
halls and cinemas that dotted the urban landscape between the wars. 
Marriage and motherhood meant withdrawal from the formal econ-
omy to the hard toil of washing, cooking, cleaning and  child- rearing. 
The time that allowed  middle- class women to volunteer their efforts to 
good causes was won for them by their employment of  working- class 
cooks and maids. 

  Working- class families were smaller than they had been a generation 
before, but they remained typically larger than those of the middle 
class. Relatively few  working- class children were educated beyond the 
senior classes of elementary school. The declining number who won a 
 grammar- school scholarship, in competition against the offspring of 
the  sharp- elbowed lower middle class, gained a passport to the ranks 
of clerkdom or industrial expertise, but most families thought it better 
for their children to get jobs rather than ideas above their station. 

 The decline of traditional industries encouraged internal migration 
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from the old manufacturing heartlands towards the new factories in 
central and southern England, but  working- class life remained much 
more local than that of the middle classes. Nationally, there were sig-
nifi cant differences in the patterns of health and housing between the 
different parts of the United Kingdom. In Scotland and Northern 
Ireland, improvements in infant mortality and life expectancy lagged 
behind those in England and Wales, thanks largely to a lower starting 
point in terms of  working- class diet and accommodation relative to the 
average elsewhere in the  UK . A Scottish preference for communal 
housing was apparent in the greater effort that went into slum clear-
ance and the construction of new council accommodation during the 
1930s. 

 Regionally, working lives differed dramatically between the 
 long- apprenticed, highly skilled pits, factories and slipways of the trad-
itional staple industries; the more antiseptic assembly lines of the new 
industries, with fewer skilled workers; and the most rustic countryside, 
where an ageing population was isolated both from the hum of city life 
and the boon of mains water and electricity. Locally,  working- class 
neighbourhoods were often separated by distinctions between the 
 self- consciously respectable –  church- or  chapel- going, sober and law- 
abiding –  and those they thought rough –  poorer, less observant, harder 
drinking and probably headed for a bad end. 

 The two most important divides within the working classes, how-
ever, were the extent of unionization and of unemployment. The trade 
unions were the iconic form of  working- class political organization, 
but they were also important social organisms  –   a vehicle, at their 
strongest, for education, leisure and welfare as well as workplace 
representation. They formed a key part of a wider Labour movement 
alongside, and sharing membership with, constituency Labour parties 
and branches of the  Co- operative movement. The great union leaders, 
above all Sir Walter Citrine, the general secretary of the Trades Union 
Congress, and Ernest Bevin, head of the Transport and General Work-
ers’ Union ( TGWU ), were important national fi gures, not least because 
of the power of the bloc votes they controlled at Labour’s annual party 
conferences. 

 In some sectors of the economy  –   docking, transport, mining, 
shipbuilding –  industrial relations were fractious. In  1936–  37 there was 
a  long- running dispute over union recognition at the Harworth colliery 
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in Nottinghamshire as well as the London busmen’s strike that marked 
the coronation. The growth of big business and the state’s pursuit of 
social peace, however, both encouraged a growing acceptance that free 
collective bargaining was a legitimate, even necessary, tool for setting 
pay and conditions. The combination of wider union recognition, high 
unemployment and rising real wages discouraged industrial militancy 
during the 1930s: the seven years after 1933 saw fewer days lost to 
strike action than any equivalent period between 1900 and 1990. 24    

 The majority of workers did not, however, belong to a union. Hav-
ing peaked at over 8 million after the First World War,  trade- union 
membership fell during the 1920s, and fell again as a result of the 
 1929–  32 slump. As the recovery got under way it rose, from 4.4 mil-
lion in 1933 to 5.3 million in 1937, just under a third of the insured 
workforce. 25    Membership was densest among male manual workers in 
the traditional industries, and very much weaker among women work-
ers throughout the country. 

 Like  trade- union membership,  long- term unemployment was almost 
entirely a  working- class phenomenon, but did not affl ict the whole of 
the working class. Indeed, the longer it went on, the more joblessness 
developed its own distinct culture. Poor, bored and often hungry, 
reliant on benefi ts set at a breadline level, their family fi nances and 
readiness to work subject to close bureaucratic scrutiny, and lacking 
the work that had defi ned their lives, unemployed men developed par-
ticular patterns of life: talking on the streets, standing outside factories, 
or sitting in the library or cinema for warmth as much as distraction. 

 The suffering of those who spent most of the decade unemployed 
stood in contrast to the majority who kept their jobs throughout the 
slump –  with the starkest relief between those regions in the north and 
west where most working men were not in fact in work, and the incipi-
ent affl uence of the best paid in the boom towns of the Midlands and 
 south- east England. In 1933, J. B. Priestley visited one of the  hardest- hit 
places, the  north- eastern shipbuilding town of Jarrow: 

  There is no escape anywhere in Jarrow from its prevailing misery, for it 

is entirely a working class town. One little street may be rather more 

wretched than another, but to the outsider they all look alike. One of 

every two shops appeared to be permanently closed. Wherever we went 

there were men hanging about, not scores but hundreds and thousands 
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of them. The whole town looked as if it had entered a perpetual penni-

less bleak Sabbath. The men wore the drawn masks of prisoners of 

war .  26     

 Three years later, with about 60 per cent of the workforce in Jarrow 
still unemployed, shipwrights from the town staged a subsequently 
much celebrated march to London, accompanied by the local Labour 
 MP , ‘Red’ Ellen Wilkinson. It was peaceful, well supported and, ultim-
ately, totally fruitless. Ironically, the cohesion displayed by such 
communities, under the assault of frustration and impoverishment, 
decreased the likelihood that the unemployed would risk the insecurity 
of departure in search of uncertain work elsewhere. But the geographi-
cal concentration of unemployment also militated against any radical 
solution. There was much sympathy for Jarrow –  but its suffering was 
particular, not universal. 

  Working- class voices were rare on the  BBC ’s regional stations and 
all but unheard on its National Programme, but they were present in 
the cinema, thanks above all to the Lancashire accents of Gracie Fields 
and George Formby, the two most successful British fi lm entertainers 
of the decade. Blessed with musical skill and comic timing, both actors 
played similar characters in all their fi lms:  accident- prone everywoman 
and everyman for whom things ‘turned out nice again’ (in Formby’s 
famous catchphrase), not because they were better or stronger than 
anyone else, but because they played fair and kept smiling. Fields 
starred in roles that mirrored her own  rags- to- riches tale as a former 
mill- girl –  including appearances as a maid and a shipwright’s daughter –  
whereas Formby appeared as a skilled tradesman in nondescript 
suburban settings which carefully separated him from the traditions of 
heavy industry. A  roll- call of their fi lms might stand as an account of 
a more optimistic 1930s:  Looking on the Bright Side  (1932),  Look Up 
and Laugh  and  Off the Dole  (both 1935),  Keep Your Seats Please  
(1936),  Feather Your Nest  and  Keep Fit  (both 1937),  We’re Going to be 
Rich  (1938). 27    

 These fi lms were funny, with some mildly smutty songs,  non- realistic 
(not least because George always ended up with a girl whose accent 
marked her out as upper middle class) and politically uncontentious. 
The Fields vehicle  Sing as We Go  (1934), scripted by Priestley, featured 
mill closures and unemployment. Its resolution, however –  a singalong 



36

Br ita in ’s Wa r

followed by a return to work –  was not really a practical policy for the 
 long- term jobless. Other attempts to represent  working- class lives  –   
including the documentary fi lm movement and the artistic impulses 
behind  Mass- Observation  –   struggled to escape an essentially 
 middle- class national culture which did not now exclude or vilify the 
working classes, but did tend to relegate them to the role of supporting 
actors, comedy sidekicks, and subjects for study and instruction.  

   Classes and Conflict  

 At the end of the 1930s,  Mass- Observation asked its members to con-
sider the topic of class. 28    One, far from untypical response, was that 
marrying ‘out of one’s “class” ’ was ‘a mistake, as the different degrees 
of education both in the arts and (for want of a better word) “breed-
ing” will mitigate [sic] against success’. 29    Such comments illustrated the 
degree of cultural separation that persisted between Britons despite 
the boom in mass communications. Their country remained a deeply 
unequal place, not only in terms of wealth but also in terms of the 
status attributed to different layers of society. 

 Notwithstanding the social mobility consequent on the expansion of 
the middle class, the career trajectory of those without the right accent, 
table manners and connections was fairly limited. At the right time and 
in particular settings –  the pub, the regimental reunion, the works out-
ing, the League of Nations Union meeting  –   encounters across the 
boundaries of class were not just possible but celebrated. While the 
mood was democratic, however, a set of fairly strong class prejudices 
was still easily discerned: aristocratic disdain for the ‘middle class 
monsters’ who had taken over politics; industrial workers’ distrust of 
clerks in the factory offi ce; their bosses’ suspicion of trade unionists as 
work-shy troublemakers; and suburban homeowners’ appalled reaction 
at the construction of neighbouring council estates. Yet preconceptions 
about the fecklessness of the poor and jobless and the aggressive self-
ishness of the trade unions were also common among the majority of 
the working class who were neither unemployed nor unionized. Those 
 middle- class progressives who were most keen on creating a fairer 
society also struggled to escape the belief that the working class –  with 
whom they often had little actual contact –  were apathetic, witless and 
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dirty; and that the trade unions were part of the established inertia 
against which they were fi ghting, not part of the solution. The absence 
of a revolution on the Russian model had convinced the intelligentsia 
that British workers were passive and vulnerable. Most of them had 
little idea of the complex and cunning strategies that the working 
classes had had to develop in order to navigate their daily lives. 

 The differences between the classes formed a series of cultural 
watersheds, rather than a set of social fault lines. By the end of the dec-
ade, the country was commonly depicted and widely understood not as 
a  powder- keg of class confl ict, but rather as a collection of different 
types united by a national talent for  co- existence, orderly progress and 
loyalty to the crown. That might not accurately have represented the 
profound gaps in wealth and power that remained, but it did refl ect a 
country in which the most signifi cant separation for national politics 
lay not between the classes, but rather between the unemployed, for 
whom it seemed that work might never return, and everyone else, who 
could still realistically aspire to a moderately more prosperous future.   
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Politics and the Slump  

 British politics during the 1930s was different from that of the 1920s 
largely as a result of domestic reactions to the great slump. These recast 
the political landscape, but they did not lead, as elsewhere in Europe, 
to the destruction of democracy. 

   The Search for Stabilit y  

 In the years after the First World War, British politics was shaped by 
the emergence of the Labour Party as an independent force, backed by 
the trade unions and explicitly committed to socialism. 1    In 1918, fear 
of Labour’s potential kept the Conservatives in the coalition formed to 
win the war under the Liberal prime minister David Lloyd George. In 
1922, distaste for his personality and disgust at his policies led to a 
backbench revolt that broke the coalition and reconstituted the  pre- war 
battle between the Liberals and Conservatives into a  three- corner fi ght 
with Labour. 

 This in itself turned out to be a moderating contest. With the Liber-
als fractured by the war, visibly declining but not yet fi nished, both 
Labour and Conservative politicians saw a realistic route to power in 
attracting former Liberal voters, rather than pandering to their own 
extremists, and strove to capture the middle ground. Despite its oppon-
ents’ fears, the Labour movement was never a transmission vector for 
international Bolshevism. Revolutionary Marxism had little sway, 
either among the  middle- class Fabians and socialists who made up the 
party’s intellectual wing, or among the great trade union leaders, who 
combined a determination to defend their members’ interests with a 
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deep patriotism, belief in tradition and respect for the constitution. 
Since this mirrored Liberal and Conservative attachment to parliamen-
tary democracy, the dominant trend on all sides was to work within the 
existing system, rather than to break it. 

 The Labour leader, Ramsay MacDonald, matched a faith in a social-
ist paradise with a trust that gradual progress was the best way to get 
there: Labour must demonstrate its fi tness for power by working within 
the rules. The Conservative leader, Stanley Baldwin, who had played a 
leading role in destroying the Lloyd George coalition, spent the rest of 
the 1920s  house- training his party against the inclinations of its more 
reactionary members. Baldwin’s Conservatism was run by and for 
 middle- class businessmen, but staged an appeal to all Britons as the 
guarantor of social peace. 

 Like many of his colleagues, Baldwin was deeply worried about 
whether a newly democratic Britain could cope with the challenges of 
the  post- war era. As he put it privately in June 1929: ‘Democracy has 
arrived at a gallop . . . and I feel all the time that it is a race for life; can 
we educate them before the crash comes?’ 2    Unlike more pessimistic 
Conservatives, however, Baldwin retained a belief in the fundamental 
moderation and good sense of the British people, provided they were 
given the appropriate lead. As a counter to the dangers of the new dem-
ocracy, Baldwin summoned up an invented tradition of idyllic national 
tranquillity. Together, he and MacDonald did more than any other two 
individuals to ensure that the  UK  successfully navigated the transition 
to mass democracy. 

 The Conservatives dominated 1920s politics, winning general elec-
tions in 1922 and 1924 by promoting themselves as a better bet to stop 
Labour than the still squabbling Liberals, but losing in 1923 when they 
campaigned on tariffs, reunited Liberal supporters, and split the 
 anti- socialist vote. At that point, vitally, Baldwin and George V 
accepted Labour’s right to form a minority government, which tried to 
build a reputation for responsibility with an orthodox mixture of bal-
anced budgets and free trade. When the Conservatives returned to 
power less than a year later, the desire to inoculate voters against the 
temptations of socialism ensured that their domestic agenda also 
included welfare and health reforms. Baldwin continued to speak the 
language of social unity despite the upheaval of the General Strike. At 
the 1929 election, however, the Conservatives’ failure to tackle the 
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rising problem of unemployment and a brief revival of Liberal support 
meant that, as in 1923, no party gained an outright majority. Since 
Labour had more seats than either of its opponents, it now formed its 
second minority government.  

   The National Government  

 Labour was therefore in power when the country was hit by the full 
impact of the slump. 3    As banks collapsed and tariff walls went up 
abroad, and tax receipts plunged and unemployment skyrocketed at 
home, Labour was held –  not least by its own leaders –  to the economic 
conventions of the 1920s: balanced budgets, free trade and the Gold 
Standard as prerequisites of international confi dence in the pound. But 
balancing the budget meant cutting unemployment benefi t and hitting 
the very men the Labour Party had been created to help. In 1931, in the 
midst of an apparently cataclysmic fi nancial crisis, this tension split the 
government and led to its collapse. MacDonald formed a new ‘National’ 
coalition –  initially intended only as an emergency measure to escape 
the immediate crisis  –   backed by the Conservatives, Liberals and a 
rump of Labour members. It passed the cuts but was still forced to 
leave the Gold Standard and devalue sterling, and soon implemented 
the protectionist measures long favoured by the Conservatives. Those 
Liberal and Labour members who remained devoted to free trade now 
left the government. 

 In retrospect, the shock infl icted by the  UK ’s adoption of tariffs 
deepened and prolonged the global depression. In the meantime, how-
ever, the National coalition won a crushing election victory as the 
responsible choice to save the economy. Labour, in contrast, had swung 
sharply to the left, mythologized its departure from offi ce as the result 
of a conspiracy of international fi nanciers rather than its own incompe-
tence, and fought on a radical platform of nationalization and central 
economic controls. When the votes were counted in December 1931, 
554 National  MP s were returned, 470 of them Conservative. Labour 
was reduced to  fi fty- two  MP s. 

 The National Government therefore endured well beyond the crisis 
that had brought it into existence. MacDonald remained as prime min-
ister until 1935. He was an infl uential fi gure in the fi rst years of the 
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administration, but a declining and increasingly pathetic presence as 
the years went on. Bereft after the death of his wife, he was expelled 
and demonized by the party he had helped to found, and retained as 
premier on Conservative sufferance as a signifi er of the government’s 
‘National’ status. Baldwin, in contrast, who had been no great enthusi-
ast for this new coalition at its start, found in it his political apotheosis. 
After 1929 he had only narrowly survived attempts to oust him as 
party leader. Now, he used the ‘National’ tag to outfl ank the right of 
his own party and to pursue his moderate brand of Conservatism. 
As lord president of the council, he set the political agenda while 
MacDonald remained in the spotlight, and in June 1935, he swapped 
places with the outgoing premier to become prime minister for the 
third time. 

 As a leader, Baldwin tended to avoid confrontation and compass the 
middle ground. Many of his rivals took this as evidence of lassitude and 
lack of intellectual depth, but his imprecision on policy was to prove 
his greatest weapon in retaining power. Instantly recognizable  –   his 
pipe as strong a trademark as Thatcher’s handbag would be for a later 
generation –  Baldwin commanded immense public prestige. In speeches 
that reached a huge audience via newspapers, pamphlet reprints, news-
reels and radio broadcasts, he preached the same comforting tale –  that 
Britons were peaceful and reasonable individuals and should vote 
accordingly in the face of Labour’s aggressive egalitarianism. His 
repeated emphasis on personal freedom and Christian morality played 
a vital part in bringing nonconformist former Liberal voters round to 
the idea of supporting –  or at least not actively opposing –  a govern-
ment dominated by Conservatives. 

 Behind these fi gureheads, much of the policy direction within the 
government came –  as he himself was not shy of pointing out –  from the 
chancellor, Neville Chamberlain. The younger son of Joseph, the Lib-
eral Unionist who had lit up Edwardian politics with his campaign for 
tariff reform, and the half-brother of Austen, who had led the Conser-
vative Party in the early 1920s and remained an infl uential backbencher –  
Neville Chamberlain had come late to the family trade after cutting his 
teeth on municipal politics in Birmingham. His fi rst entry onto a larger 
stage was as director of national service, with responsibility for 
mobilizing industrial labour, in the wartime coalition. This was an 
ignominious failure: the post had a huge potential remit but minimal 
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actual power, and caused such controversy that Lloyd George rapidly 
dismissed him. 

 During the 1920s, however, Chamberlain’s political career acceler-
ated. He established a formidable reputation as a reforming minister of 
health in Baldwin’s second government. An administrative dynamo 
with an immense capacity for work, he scorned Baldwin’s vagueness 
but admired his political abilities. As he put it in 1935, although he 
supplied the ‘policy and the drive’: 

  S.B. does also supply something that is even more valuable in retaining 

the fl oating vote. I suppose we may never get back to the old days when 

every little boy and girl was either a little liberal or a little conservative. 

And if that is so it will be the  non- party men & women who will decide 

the nature of the Government and the S.B.s, if there are any, will capture 

them. 4     

 Chamberlain lacked this conciliatory touch. In contrast to his leader’s 
emollient hopes that, in troubled times, everyone would fi nd it within 
themselves to get on, the chancellor’s remorseless logic and disdain for 
his opponents gave the impression that he had been, as one of them put 
it, ‘weaned on a pickle’. 5    

 After he arrived at the Treasury in 1931, Chamberlain concentrated 
on restoring business confi dence, fi rst by tight restrictions on spending 
to rebalance the budget and secondly by the imposition of a general 
tariff on imports and imperial preference. The bank rate was set low 
to allow the renegotiation of domestic First World War debts (a 
major drain on expenditure well into the 1930s), and left low as it 
became apparent that cheap money was driving the boom in house 
construction. Controlling expenditure and inhibiting the dumping of 
 foreign- made goods probably did make British businessmen feel more 
confi dent and help to secure a recovery, but the most important factors 
in the  UK ’s escape from the slump  –   devaluation and low interest 
rates –  came either despite the government’s best efforts or as the side 
effect of its policies. This was no obstacle to its taking the credit as 
prospects improved. 

 Even as the economy recuperated, Chamberlain kept a tight rein on 
government spending. The benefi t cuts introduced in 1931 were main-
tained until 1935, when in anticipation of a general election the 
chancellor restored benefi ts to their previous level and reduced taxes. 
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He steadfastly rejected calls for public investment to provide work for 
the unemployed, who therefore bore the brunt of the pain of the slump. 
This was no great political problem, however, for a government 
whose claim to power was rooted in its determination  –   unlike its 
predecessor  –   not to allow the plight of the jobless to endanger the 
interests of the nation.  

   The Fa ilure of Extremism  

 During the early 1930s, British politics was affected by some of the 
same extremist tendencies that affl icted other countries hit by the dis-
aster of the Great Depression. 6    The strong sense of imminent collapse 
and its impact on the new electorate encouraged critics of parliamen-
tary democracy and heightened fears for its future. The nature of the 
National Government’s birth and subsequent dominance and the 
Labour Party’s swing to the left meant that both were happy to portray 
the other as a danger to democracy. Through the National Unemployed 
Workers’ Movement, the Communist Party of Great Britain ( CPGB ) 
sought to mobilize the jobless. The maverick politician Sir Oswald 
Mosley –  fi rst a Conservative, then a Labour minister – broke away to 
form a ‘New Party’, which promised strong leadership to solve the 
economic diffi culties. When that failed to attract support at the 
1931 election, Mosley formed the British Union of Fascists ( BUF ), a 
movement which initially attracted much interest, notably from Lord 
Rothermere, the owner of the  Daily Mail . Neither Communism nor 
Fascism, however, was able to build a base of mass support in the 
United Kingdom. 

 The  CPGB  could not persuade the unemployed to revolt. A surge in 
recruitment in 1931 still left it with only 9,000 members, a number that 
fell back during the  mid- 1930s before recovering to a then record 
12,500 members in May 1937. 7    Mosley’s  BUF  was initially more suc-
cessful. With the  Daily Mail    ’s help, it had around 50,000 members in 
1934, before the beatings meted out to protestors at a Fascist rally at 
Olympia demonstrated the movement’s brutal undercurrent. Member-
ship slumped. When the Fascists then concentrated their efforts on an 
 anti- Semitic campaign in London’s East End, they achieved a local 
revival in recruitment, but also became more violent. Following a 
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confrontation between Fascist and  anti- Fascist demonstrators at the 
‘Battle of Cable Street’ in October 1936, the government pushed 
through a Public Order Act which forbade the wearing of political uni-
forms and gave the police the right to prohibit marches. During 1937, 
the  BUF  was in decline everywhere outside East London –  losing mem-
bers, splintering among extremists, and short of funds. 8    

 At their strongest during the 1930s, Britain’s leading  anti- democratic 
parties therefore collectively managed memberships only in the low 
tens of thousands. In contrast, the Labour Party had almost 
447,000 individual members in 1937. Another 2 million were ‘affi li-
ated’ members through the trade unions. The Conservatives kept no 
national membership fi gures at this point, but where Labour thought 
its local branches were doing well if they had more than a thousand 
members, local Conservative Associations often had three or four times 
that. The youth wing of the party, the Junior Imperial League, alone 
had 100,000 members in 1939. When the Conservatives aggregated 
national fi gures in 1946 –  after a period of signifi cant decline –  they 
still had almost a million members. 9    Both major parties –  and even, in 
their traditional strongholds, the struggling Liberals –  were highly suc-
cessful mass movements, based on strong local organizations built 
around members who lived in the constituency. The cultural life of the 
Labour activist –  an  all- enveloping round of party committees, discus-
sion groups and summer schools, all based on achieving a better 
understanding of socialism –  was very different from the ‘ non- political’ 
mix of garden parties and charity fêtes that engaged their Conservative 
counterparts, but what really animated both of them was the excite-
ment of getting out the vote when they had to fi ght an election. 

 The results of these contests refl ected the strong preference for the 
mainstream. Faced with governments struggling to deal with massive 
economic problems at home and dynamic dictatorships abroad, British 
electors voted in huge numbers for moderation in a parliamentary dem-
ocracy. The explanation might have been that they were an innately 
placid but independently minded people,  ill- suited to totalitarianism. 
This was certainly how they had been schooled to think of themselves 
over the previous two decades. Yet the failure of extremism had less 
to do with national character than national circumstance. In Britain, 
the worst of the depression was relatively brief or regionally concen-
trated. The government maintained a welfare system that, however 
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inadequate, allowed the unemployed enough support to survive. The 
National administration had many faults, but it did create a feeling of 
political stability that limited the attractions of more radical alterna-
tives. The British experience of the 1930s was not a fertile breeding 
ground for Fascism or Communism. In international comparison, this 
was a very fortunate escape.   
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   4
Politics and the Empire  

 The colonial troops who marched through London for the coronation 
embodied the continuing strength and scope of the British Empire. 
When George  VI  was crowned, it encompassed a quarter of the world’s 
land mass and had a population of more than 500 million. It too had 
been stricken by recurrent crises since the end of the last war, but here 
too, by the late 1930s, a route to stability seemed to have been found. 

   A new imperialism?  

 The British Empire had emerged from the Great War larger than it 
had ever been. In the Middle East in particular, Britain’s presence 
had signifi cantly expanded as it sought to secure the route to India 
through the Suez Canal and guarantee access to the increasingly 
important supply of oil from the Persian Gulf. The Empire too, how-
ever, had been caught up in that great moment of revolution, instability 
and democracy that grew out of the war. In Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand and South Africa, Dominion governments had become 
increasingly assertive. The war resulted in an upsurge of nationalist 
unrest in Ireland, India and Egypt. Britain, with its vast war debts, 
faced a choice between garrisoning expanded and restless territories 
abroad and increasing social spending at home. The violent repression 
of colonial protest was criticized in Parliament and the press as unsuited 
to the new era of peaceful progress. 

 Together, these created a fresh trend in imperial policy. Dominion 
autonomy was acknowledged and accepted. Concessions were made to 
nationalist movements, with India promised government reforms and 
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eventual  self- rule in 1919, and Egypt and the Irish Free State granted 
independence in 1922. Territorial aggrandizement was abandoned, the 
Empire withdrew from its  furthest- fl ung conquests in the Middle East, 
and ‘air policing’ by the  RAF  was welcomed as a cheaper option to 
placing soldiers’ boots on the ground. Greater emphasis came to be 
placed on the Empire as an exercise in trusteeship, in which, rather 
than taking on their inviolable right to perpetual rule, the enlightened 
British guided less developed peoples along the path to eventual –  often 
far distant –   self- government within a Commonwealth of nations which 
shared common values and systems derived from the ‘mother of parlia-
ments’ at Westminster.       

 The Empire was an important element of British national identity, 
but its reality was very distant from most British lives. It was nonethe-
less an inescapable part of popular culture: in plays and novels, and 
above all on cinema screens, it offered an exotic location for adventures 
in which white Britons exercised a natural rule over  darker- skinned 
locals who were loyal or treacherous according to the needs of the 
plot. British imperial enthusiasts, eager to educate the new electorate, 
spent much of the period worried about how little the public knew or 
cared about the patches of pink on schoolroom maps. The result was a 
stepping up of  pro- Empire propaganda, including the annual celebra-
tion of Empire Day (24 May, Queen Victoria’s birthday) and two 
enormous Empire exhibitions –  at Wembley in 1924 and Glasgow in 
1938. Signifi cantly, the fi rst was all about the Empire’s proud tradi-
tions, the second about its bright, technologically advanced future. 
They attracted millions of visitors, but never as many as their organ-
izers had hoped. 

 In practice, the Empire remained much the same racist, exploitative, 
brutal institution that it had always been, which was why it continued 
to arouse so much animosity and opposition from nationalist move-
ments. There was no great set of legislation committing Britain to 
building the basis for  self- rule throughout the colonial lands, nor 
enough money and political intent to address issues of welfare and 
economic development. Meanwhile, the liberal repurposing of Empire 
aroused antagonism from a more aggressive tradition  –   particularly 
strong among older colonial administrators and settlers and the right 
wing of the Conservative Party  –   that saw giving in to peripheral 
nationalism as evidence of metropolitan decline.  



The British Empire, 1937
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   Commonwealth and Conflict  

 For the Dominions, the years between the wars were ones of increasing 
independence. Under the Balfour Declaration of 1926, which was con-
fi rmed by the Statute of Westminster in 1931, they were permitted to 
formulate their own domestic and foreign policies as members of the 
British Commonwealth with equal status to the United Kingdom. They 
retained the monarch as their head of state, and George  VI  was the fi rst 
king to be crowned monarch of each of them and of the  UK  separately, 
rather than of the Empire as a whole. When the Irish Free State was 
formed in 1922, it too had been a Dominion. But having spent most of 
the 1930s waging a trade war with the  UK , the president of the Irish 
Executive Council, Éamon de Valera, took the opportunity of the abdi-
cation to rewrite his country’s constitution. By the end of 1937, the 
Irish Free State had become Ireland, a country with its own president 
as head of state, but with the British monarch still written into statute. 
It remained a member of the Commonwealth. 

 The implementation of imperial preference in response to the global 
economic crisis linked the Commonwealth together economically as 
never before. But when the tariff system was worked out at the Ottawa 
Conference of 1932, the hard bargaining of the Dominion leaders left 
little doubt that they attached more weight to their own country’s inter-
ests than to those of the  UK . British politicians comforted themselves 
that they had kept the Commonwealth together, but it was Dominion 
farmers rather than British consumers who benefi tted most directly 
from preferential tariffs. 

 While the Dominions were keen on setting their own foreign policies, 
they were much less eager to share the burden of imperial defence: 
instead, they relied on Britain to bear the lion’s share of spending on the 
military forces necessary to ensure their security. When Commonwealth 
leaders, in London for the coronation, held a conference on imperial 
defence in 1937, their perceptions of international dangers differed 
widely depending on their geographical position. All were willing to 
come to Britain’s aid if the country were attacked. None wanted to be 
involved in other people’s wars. As at Ottawa, the British preferred to 
keep the Commonwealth together rather than push disagreements to 
breaking point, so the conference communiqué simply reaffi rmed that it 
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was the ‘sole responsibility of the several Parliaments of the British Com-
monwealth to decide the nature and scope of their own defence policy’. 1    

 The changing nature of the Dominions’ relationship with the United 
Kingdom provided part of the context for the great argument about 
India that took place within the British Conservative Party during the 
fi rst half of the 1930s. It was not surprising that the Empire became the 
subject of an  intra- Conservative fi ght. Liberal and Labour critics of 
colonialism had been denatured by the recasting of the imperial project 
as an exercise in education and development. Much though they might 
hate imperialism as a cause of confl ict and an embodiment of privilege, 
few on the left wanted the immediate dissolution of a British Empire 
that was popularly regarded as a responsible force for international 
good, though there was widespread support for Indian independence. 
For the Conservatives, in contrast, belief in the Empire was a much 
more complex issue, simultaneously a shibboleth of party membership 
and the site for fi erce disagreement over policy. 2    

 During the 1920s, the fi ghting had focused on proposals for prefer-
ential tariffs for imperial trade. These were popular with Conservative 
supporters but not with the rest of the electorate. At the end of the dec-
ade, Baldwin only just saw off a campaign by the newspaper barons, 
Lords Rothermere and Beaverbrook, to force the Tories to adopt 
‘imperial preference’. This battle, and Baldwin’s condemnation, in a 
March 1931 speech, of the newspaper men for seeking ‘power without 
responsibility  –   the prerogative of the harlot throughout the ages’, 
opened a gap between the National Government and the popular press 
that was never fully to be healed. The economic crisis won the argu-
ment for protectionism, but a small group of  MP s around the vocal 
Conservative backbencher Leo Amery continued to advocate still 
tighter trade links with the Commonwealth as a means of forging 
imperial cohesion. By then, however, the Conservatives were embroiled 
in another dispute over India.  

   Irwin and India  

 Between the wars, India was still the great centrepiece of the British 
Empire. It was divided into the eleven major provinces of British India 
(in which lived about  two- thirds of the Indian population), which were 
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governed directly by British administrators, and more than fi ve hundred 
princely states. These were ruled by Indian rajas who pledged their alle-
giance to the king emperor, as represented in India by the British viceroy. 
The viceroy’s writ ran over the whole Raj, but the Indian princes were 
allowed a lot of freedom in their domestic policy. In turn, they provided 
units for the Indian army and a conservative bulwark for British rule. 

 British India was run by just over a thousand British civil servants, 
backed up by a legion of Indian bureaucrats. British authority was sup-
ported by the threat of force from the army and an Indian police force 
that was 200,000 strong. Given, however, the small number of Britons 
in the Raj, it always depended on maintaining the consent of the ruled. 
To do this, the British had long consulted with those Indians who they 
judged to be the leaders of communal opinion. In the process, they had 
categorized and confi rmed  already- existing divisions of religion, race 
and class, and helped to create a society in which politics became com-
munally defi ned. India’s Muslims made up about 20 per cent of the 
population of the predominantly Hindu country. In most of the prov-
inces of British India, they were in the minority, but in Bengal and the 
northwest, they made up the majority of the population. In 1906, wor-
ried by the fi rst signs that Britain was devolving power into Indian 
hands, Muslim leaders in northern India formed a party to protect 
their interests, the Muslim League. They also persuaded the British to 
recognize their right to separate representation in the provincial elec-
tions that took place –  on a very limited franchise –  after 1909. 

 The Indian National Congress, founded in 1885, was in contrast the 
fi rst party to claim to represent all Indians. It started off, however, as 
a party of a narrow,  well- educated Hindu elite, and though it would 
succeed in transforming itself into something approaching a mass 
movement by the end of the 1930s, it remained dominated by Hindus. 
The Congress was frequently divided by arguments between moderate 
and extremist factions, who disagreed over whether to  co- operate with 
the British, as well as by disputes between those who favoured and 
abjured violence in pursuit of independence. 

 The First World War supercharged Indian nationalism. The reforms 
promised by the British under the 1919 Government of India Act were 
not suffi cient to forestall the onset of unrest. From 1919 to 1922, a new 
Congress leader, Mohandas Gandhi, led a campaign against British rule 
that temporarily united Congress and Muslim nationalists in common 
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cause. Though never encompassing the whole of India, it put the British 
authorities under considerable pressure. Gandhi’s approach was based 
on  non- violent civil disobedience, but –  not for the last time –  the cam-
paign rapidly ran out of his control and violence broke out. At that 
point, Gandhi called an abrupt halt to it. This led to a rupture with the 
Muslims who had previously been willing to work with him. 

 In March 1926, a new viceroy arrived in India. 3    Lord Irwin (later 
Lord Halifax) was the embodiment of the British establishment: a tall, 
 vulpine- featured High Church Anglican, even in temper and circum-
locutory in speech. As a young  MP  in the years after the war, he had 
combined aristocratic confi dence with the political moderation of the 
modern Conservative –  which was probably why Baldwin asked him 
to take up the post. Publicly and privately, Irwin drew on a deep well 
of religious faith and assumed a stance of high morality. Like many 
British liberals, he believed that national  self- determination could not be 
opposed indefi nitely, and that Britain would have to accept and adapt 
to nationalist demands in order to maintain its power. He also believed 
that India had become a sectarian powder keg. Communal violence, 
usually the result of economic tensions, had grown more frequent dur-
ing the 1920s, and Irwin feared a catastrophic social breakdown. He 
thought that he could give the lead that would allow reason to prevail. 

 In 1929, Irwin was faced with the threat of a new campaign of civil 
disobedience from the Congress following the appointment of an 
 all- British commission, under Sir John Simon, to review India’s consti-
tutional future. The viceroy’s response was a dramatic intervention in 
the hope of peace. The Simon Commission had already decided that 
India was not ready for  self- government, but Irwin fi xed the commis-
sion’s report. He made sure that it would recommend further talks on 
a federal constitution that would safeguard the position of India’s Mus-
lims and the British viceroy. Then, Irwin unilaterally issued a statement 
committing the British government to giving India Dominion status. 
Though he had bounced both of them into this policy, MacDonald and 
Baldwin gave him their support. 

 Irwin hoped that he could rally moderate opinion to a progressive 
compromise that kept India within the Commonwealth and guaran-
teed British infl uence. Since rallying moderate opinion meant splitting 
the Congress, Gandhi was understandably unimpressed with this rep-
etition of the  well- worn British tactic of divide and rule. He too was 
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desperate to avoid a violent disintegration of India. Ghandi had his own 
strategy for keeping control of Congress and encouraging moderation 
by emphasizing his position as a spiritual leader. This fi tted with 
his own faith  –   that India must choose a path away from Western 
materialism –  but since it involved adopting the trappings of a Hindu 
saint, it also served to alienate Muslims. 

 Gandhi now launched his next campaign of civil disobedience. He 
was arrested. As the Indian police beat  non- violent protestors, the jails 
fi lled and violent riots and disorder broke out. Once more, the Raj 
came under severe strain. Irwin continued his efforts to seek a compro-
mise. On 5 March 1931, he and Gandhi agreed a truce. Both the 
disobedience campaign and the British efforts to suppress Congress 
would stop, while Gandhi was released from prison and travelled to 
London to take part in the constitutional talks. These failed to resolve 
the question of how to handle the position of India’s minorities in any 
future federation. Since the Indians couldn’t agree, the British announced, 
they would have to settle a new constitution for themselves. 

 In December 1931, Gandhi returned to India. Irwin had now fi n-
ished his time as viceroy. When the protests started again, the British 
authorities responded with a harsh nationwide crackdown that stopped 
the campaign in its tracks, but cost even more of their legitimacy in the 
eyes of most Congress supporters.  

   Churchill and the Diehards  

 From its start, Irwin’s attempt to build a bridge over India’s troubled 
waters aroused a furious reaction from the right wing of the Conserva-
tive Party. The so-called ‘diehards’, who had earned their name opposing 
Irish independence, now chose India for a doomed battle against the 
tide of  post- war politics. For these older, more traditional Tories, con-
cessions to Indian nationalism were not a route to imperial salvation, 
but rather an abdication of responsibility, typical of a country that 
had gone to the dogs since 1914. The diehards were only a minority of 
Conservative  MP s, but they threatened to stir up a revolt in the party 
after the 1929 election defeat. 

 One of those who offered to lead the diehards into battle was Win-
ston Churchill. 4    Like Chamberlain, Churchill was the inheritor of a 



55

Polit ics a nd t he Empir e

family legacy of unfulfi lled political promise. He had dallied as a sol-
dier and journalist before becoming a Conservative  MP . In 1904, he 
crossed the fl oor to join the Liberal Party in opposition to Joseph 
Chamberlain’s campaign for tariff reform. In the years before the First 
World War, he had risen rapidly to the Liberal front bench. Churchill 
began the confl ict as fi rst lord of the admiralty, lost his job after the 
disastrous expedition to the Dardanelles, served briefl y in the trenches, 
and then returned to high offi ce as minister for munitions in the Lloyd 
George coalition. After the war, he played a leading role in negotiating 
the departure of southern Ireland from the Union. 

 Churchill was passionately opposed to socialism and hostile to mass 
democracy. When the coalition collapsed, he returned to the Conserva-
tives because they seemed the only party capable of stopping Labour. 
His track record in offi ce and continued faith in free trade made this an 
uncomfortable fi t, but also encouraged Baldwin to rescue his political 
career by appointing him chancellor in 1924. There, Churchill oversaw 
the calamitous return of sterling to the Gold Standard at its  pre- war 
rate, cut back on military spending, and initiated a reform of local gov-
ernment fi nance that was itself widely implicated in the Conservative 
failure at the 1929 election. 

 Churchill was a man of great ambition, given to following his 
instincts and nearly always up for a fi ght. His confrontational style was 
 ill- suited to the new era of political caution, and he had little time for 
Baldwin’s remorseless pursuit of the centre. On India, he shared the 
diehards’ belief that negotiating with the nationalists was wrong. This 
was partly because, even by the standards of the time, Churchill was a 
savage racist. When he looked towards the Raj, he still saw it through 
the mess windows of the 4 th  Hussars, with whom he had travelled to 
Bangalore during his brief stint as a junior subaltern in 1896. He dis-
trusted Indians in general, and hated Hinduism in particular, and he 
had little sense of the ways in which India was changing or sympathy 
for the challenges facing Indian politicians. In 1930, as he launched an 
attack on the government’s India policy, seeking the leadership of the 
Conservative Party with the support of Rothermere and Beaverbrook, 
Churchill gave his prejudices free rein in political speeches and press 
columns, conjuring up images of  wild- eyed Indians massacring white 
women and children. For more modern Tories, it was bad enough that 
Churchill thought these things; even worse that he was willing to say 
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them in public in order to advance his own political position, and in the 
process stir up the sort of violent passions that would make any peace-
ful solution still harder to fi nd. 

 Churchill’s racism was inseparable from his passionate patriotism 
and belief in Britain’s imperial duty. Because he believed the worst of 
Indians, he rejected Irwin’s position –  that the only way to defuse the 
time bomb of Indian nationalism and communal politics was to offer a 
moral lead to the middle ground. Churchill argued that if Indians were 
left to govern themselves, the result would be bloody chaos: so it was 
Britain’s job to stay in India, crack down on any dissent and hold the 
line against politicians who claimed to represent the nation but were 
really just angling for sectarian advantage. He did not countenance the 
idea that this might make things worse. 

 Many Conservatives were suspicious of Churchill. He was always a 
slightly strange fi t with the diehards. After all, he was personally impli-
cated in many of the developments that made them most angry, above 
all the retreat from Ireland. Where they felt that Lloyd George had 
wrecked politics, Churchill looked back longingly to the days when 
such political strongmen had really made a difference. Not for the fi rst 
or last time, he was widely suspected of having put his convictions at 
the service of unscrupulous ambition. Yet at the start of 1931, his 
appeals to racial stereotypes and national pride touched off just enough 
atavistic enthusiasm among Conservatives for it to look like Baldwin 
was in serious trouble. Then Irwin negotiated his pact with Gandhi, 
and the apparent achievement of a compromise wrecked Churchill’s 
push on the leadership.  

   ‘a monstrous monument of sham’  

 When the National Government was formed there was, unsurpris-
ingly, no room for Churchill. He was too troublesome, too  anti- socialist, 
and too out of touch with the spirit of the times. Despite the failure 
of the constitutional talks, MacDonald and Baldwin were determined 
to press on with Indian reforms.  Baldwin not only believed that 
adaptation was the only way to preserve British rule: he was also deter-
mined that India should not become a running sore in domestic politics 
in the same way that Ireland had been a generation before. He gave 
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the responsibility to a new secretary of state for India, Sir Samuel 
Hoare. 

 Another moderate, modernizing Conservative who saw his life’s 
work as establishing social peace, Hoare was always slightly too cun-
ning for his own good. 5    He now drew up a plan that was designed to 
build Indian political support for a  British- designed constitution. By 
devolving power to elected assemblies in the provinces as part of 
the process of reform, the British would tempt more Indians into 
government and outfl ank Congress’s claim to represent an  all- India 
nationalism. Hoare accurately judged the lure of potential power. In 
1934, Gandhi had to accept demands from Congress moderates to be 
allowed to stand in the provincial elections, where their burgeoning 
support seemed likely to assure them the chance of offi ce. Disappointed 
by their enthusiasm for earthly advancement over spiritual regenera-
tion, and keen to reassert his moral authority, he withdrew from the 
Congress altogether. 

 In Britain, Churchill and the diehards fought a prolonged rearguard 
action against the Indian reforms. They tried their best to raise the con-
stituency faithful against Baldwin, particularly in Lancashire, where 
competition from Indian textiles was devastating the local cotton 
industry. In Parliament, the battle culminated in a prolonged struggle 
against the Government of India Bill as it moved onto the statute books 
during the fi rst half of 1935. Support for the government among Con-
servative  MP s was marshalled by the chief whip, David Margesson. 6    
Though capable of great charm, Margesson developed a reputation as 
a terrifying enforcer who ‘put the fear of God into new members’ as he 
loomed over them in his black morning coat. 7    The brutal skill with 
which he kept the government’s troops in line made him an infl uential 
fi gure behind the political scenes. 

 The new Bill allowed elected assemblies in the provinces of British 
India to form autonomous regional governments, signifi cantly extended 
the franchise while keeping separate Hindu, Muslim and Sikh elector-
ates, and laid out plans for a federal assembly that would form the basis 
for a transition to Dominion status. It expanded the electorate to 
include about a sixth of India’s population, bringing a form of mass 
democracy to the subcontinent for the fi rst time, and gave Indians 
extensive powers of  self- government. Burma, which had its own nation-
alist movement, was separated from the Raj and given limited powers 
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of  self- government of its own. Compared to what any other European 
empire was doing during the 1930s, all this showed a remarkable will-
ingness to reach an accommodation with nationalism. 8    

 It was also designed to safeguard British power. British governors 
would continue to preside over the provincial assemblies, and the Brit-
ish viceroy would retain control of India’s defence, security and foreign 
policies. In the new federal assembly, a third of the members would be 
appointed by the Indian princes, and the rest elected from the prov-
inces, where a third of the seats would be reserved for Muslims. The 
Indian National Congress had spent the previous two decades trying to 
prove that it spoke for all Indians. Now if it accepted federation it could 
at best win only a minority of seats in the assembly. Hoare counted on 
two things: fi rst, that the majority of Indian princes could be made to 
participate in a national democratic body, and second, that the exten-
sion of the franchise would limit Congress’s electoral support and make 
it glad to take up its place in the federal assembly. 

 When Churchill called the Government of India Bill ‘a monstrous 
monument of sham’, he was therefore in some ways right, if for the 
wrong reasons. 9    His passionate denunciations of reform did not con-
vince Conservative  MP s that he was acting out of anything other than 
 self- interest. What he depicted as a disastrous dereliction of national 
duty, they saw as a pragmatic adaptation to realities. The diehards’ 
rejection of compromise seemed like a relic of a bygone age. The Bill 
passed its fi nal reading in the Commons on 4 June 1935. 

 The Indian National Congress opposed the Government of India 
Act. So did the Muslim League, now under the leadership of Moham-
mad Ali Jinnah, because although the new constitution protected 
Muslim political rights, it also promised to restrict them to a perman-
ent (if powerful) minority who would never be able to choose their own 
path in a federal India. Yet both parties now prepared to contest the 
fi rst elections for the provincial assemblies to be held under the new 
franchise, scheduled for the winter of  1936–  37. Victory here would be 
the way to demonstrate their support and impose their will as the Brit-
ish moved towards a transfer of power. 

 The election results were announced in February 1937. Congress had 
won an impressive victory. It had developed into an effectively organ-
ized political party that proved well able to win over newly enfranchised 
voters among the wealthy peasants of India’s rural areas. The Congress 
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won seats across the country, and was able to form governments in 
seven out of the eleven provinces. To the mainstream of political opin-
ion in Britain –  including the majority of Conservatives and the Labour 
Party –  Congress’s electoral success demonstrated its legitimacy in a way 
that the great agitational campaigns never had. It could obviously call on 
support throughout the country, and it would have to be included in any 
future constitutional settlement. Indian independence had been brought 
signifi cantly closer. In any case, by the late 1930s, India had lost much of 
its economic appeal for the British. Even the Indian army was becoming 
increasingly expensive for the British Exchequer. Almost the only great 
tie remaining was India’s substantial debt to Britain. Increasingly, loos-
ening Britain’s hold on the subcontinent looked like it made sense. 10    

 In India, meanwhile, senior British offi cials also accepted the results 
of the 1937 elections. They stopped trying to divide the nationalists, and 
instead started working with them in provincial government in the hope 
that they could guide what was now the dominant force in Indian polit-
ics. Both parties soon found they were happy with this collaboration: 
the British because in offi ce, provincial Congress politicians proved to 
be less radical than expected in attacking the apparatus of the Raj; the 
Congressmen because they were fi nally in power with a victory that 
allowed them to call the shots, and because they could look forward –  
after another election victory and, if necessary, another campaign of 
civil disobedience –  to winning independence on their own terms. 

 In some ways, this represented a remarkable success for British 
policy, in the sense that it promoted moderation over revolution and 
brought the Congress at a provincial level into  co- operation with the 
British government. Yet the scale of the Congress victory also helped to 
doom progress towards the Indian federation envisaged in the 1935 Gov-
ernment of India Act. It was probably a lost cause in any case. From 
1936 a new viceroy, Lord Linlithgow, did everything he could to 
persuade the Indian princes to accede to the federation. Yet the British 
could never bring enough of them round to the idea of submitting them-
selves to a federal assembly in which the majority of members would be 
democratically elected. After 1937, meanwhile, Congress had won such 
a substantial mandate that it could easily refuse to accept a constitution 
designed to limit its power. A new settlement would have to be found. 

 In contrast to the Indian National Congress, the Muslim League did 
very badly at the 1937 elections. It secured less than a quarter of the 
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seats reserved for Muslims and was unable to form a government in 
any of the provinces. Yet the Congress victory served to reinvigorate 
Muslim politics. Suddenly, Congress politicians were in power, re-
directing the benefi ts of infl uence towards their own communities and 
away from the Muslims who had long worked alongside the British. 
Worse, the Congress high command encouraged its party workers to 
celebrate their victory in terms that struck Muslim politicians as asser-
tions of Hindu dominance. Independence on Congress terms looked 
like a profound threat to Muslim interests. All this helped Jinnah in his 
goal of making the Muslim League the sole voice of India’s Muslims. 11    

 Despite his withdrawal from politics, Gandhi remained the guiding 
light of the Indian National Congress, but much of the running would 
now be made by a generation of leaders who had come up through the 
struggles of the 1920s and 1930s. Jawaharlal Nehru, the Congress 
president in 1937, had set himself up as Gandhi’s successor, but he was 
cut from a very different cloth: industrially produced rather than home-
spun. A  Harrow- educated socialist who was very much at home with 
the left wing of the British Labour Party, Nehru looked forward to an 
Indian future of social and physical, rather than spiritual, reconstruc-
tion, with a strong modern state building success on a  Soviet- style 
centrally planned economy. Nehru had always been keener on confron-
tation rather than  co- operation with the British, and he had initially 
opposed the entry into provincial government. He also saw the issue of 
communal politics in class terms. As far as he was concerned, the Mus-
lim League were feudal oppressors keeping decent peasants down. 
When Jinnah approached him with plans to share power after the Brit-
ish had gone, Nehru waved him away. Gandhi was unwilling to 
contradict him and risk splitting the party. Now, therefore, Jinnah 
started talking of Muslims achieving their ‘national goal’ and building 
up their own power. There would be further struggles to come. 

 As for Churchill, his intransigence over India was one of the things 
that would keep him out of offi ce for the rest of the 1930s. Though 
he was deeply upset and disappointed when it became obvious that 
the Government of India Bill was going to pass, he was not a man to be 
downhearted for long. Even as he went down fi ghting over India, he 
had already started to wage a new campaign on a much less divisive 
front: the need for national security.   
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   5
Peace and War  

 The economic collapse which caused the Great Depression was inter-
twined with a global security crisis rooted in anticipation and 
apprehension of another worldwide war. Reactions to this crisis not 
only affected British foreign and defence policy: they also became an 
important factor in domestic politics. 

   The last war?  

 During the 1920s, British foreign policy had been guided by two 
 interconnected concerns: the protection of the  UK  and the Empire, 
and the promotion of peace and prevention of another global war. 1    
There were, broadly speaking, two different perspectives on how these 
might be achieved. Both had their roots in the nineteenth century and 
their tendrils trained by the Great War. One –  common among but not 
confi ned to the Liberals and Labour  –   was internationalist; placing 
hope in the League of Nations, the new global body set up at the end of 
the First World War to promote open diplomacy, eventual multilateral 
disarmament and mutual security. The other –  more frequently but not 
defi nitively Conservative –  was isolationist; it was anxious to avoid for-
eign entanglements of the sort that had precipitated the last confl ict, 
worried about the safety of the Empire, and doubted the utility of the 
new League. 

 In practice, both viewpoints shared some common assumptions: 
that military alliances and an arms race had helped to create the last 
war; that a needless repetition of the bloodletting of  1914–  18 would be 
a fundamental evil; and that Germany had been too harshly treated at 
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the war’s end. In offi ce, politicians also had to cope with the world as 
it was: Britain’s distinctive place as a naval great power with wide- 
ranging imperial commitments; the increasing cost of modern weaponry 
and the demand for increased social spending at home; the advent of 
the Soviet Union; the rise of Japan; and the isolationism of the United 
States, which never joined the League of Nations. As a result, foreign 
policy followed a fairly consistent line despite changes in government. 
Public commitments to the principles of the League were matched with 
multilateral security agreements, rather than the construction of the 
alliance blocs that had characterized Europe before 1914. The need to 
guarantee imperial security led to programmes of rearmament while 
the international situation remained fraught during the fi rst half of the 
1920s, followed by retrenchment during its quieter second half. 

 In the Far East, Britain’s ally Japan emerged from the First World 
War as an aggressive Asian power that might pose a threat to the 
Empire in the future. To guard against this, the decision was taken to 
build a new naval base at Singapore. This was meant to provide the 
infrastructure to allow a British fl eet to operate in the Far East. Since 
Britain did not want to pay the price of keeping two fl eets –   one to 
protect the  UK , the other stationed permanently in eastern waters –   
Singapore became the keystone of a naval strategy based on transferring 
force to where it was needed. Normally, the Royal Navy would keep all 
its capital ships at home, but if hostilities threatened in eastern waters, 
a powerful fl eet would be sent to Singapore. 

 At the Washington Conference of  1921–  22, the British abandoned 
the increasingly dysfunctional alliance with Japan in favour of a 
 four- power agreement to maintain the status quo in the Pacifi c and a 
naval treaty which limited major ship construction and fi xed the max-
imum number of  US  and Japanese battleships as equal to, and 60 per 
cent of, respectively, the number possessed by the  UK . This conceded 
in principle the possibility that someone else could have as large a fl eet 
as the Royal Navy: in practice, American isolationism helped to ensure 
that the British remained the world’s largest naval power. It also ensured 
that Britain had enough ships to deal with any European enemy and 
still send the fl eet east to confront Japan. Almost immediately, how-
ever, the Singapore base became a political football: postponed by the 
fi rst Labour government of 1924, then restarted (at a very slow pace) by 
their Conservative successors. 
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 In Europe, the Paris peace conference in 1919 had carved out from 
the wreckage of former empires a new set of Eastern and Central Euro-
pean nation states. The Versailles treaty left Germany paying heavy 
reparations to its former enemies, with parts of its territory broken off 
and others demilitarized, and strict limitations placed on its armed 
forces. Unlike other national groups, European populations who were 
considered ethnically German were not given the opportunity of 
 self- determination. All of these elements formed the basis for German 
nationalist complaint and subversion of the treaty, while France, 
having paid the price in blood for previous German aggression, was 
determined to enforce the terms agreed at Versailles. As a result, the 
early 1920s were a period of tension and repeated crises. Since the Brit-
ish hoped to rehabilitate Germany as a trading partner, they were much 
more willing than the French to moderate the  post- war settlement. 
Having withdrawn its garrisons from Germany, the  UK  did not renew 
its military alliance with France. Indeed, British governments saw 
French revanchism rather than German revisionism as the greater 
threat to European stability, and the strength of the French air force 
was used as the justifi cation for a substantial British programme of 
aerial rearmament. 

 In 1925, in an effort to restore European stability, France, Germany, 
Belgium, the  UK  and Italy signed the Locarno Pact, guaranteeing the 
fi rst three nations’ shared borders against any aggression from each 
other. Signifi cantly, Eastern Europe was not covered by the treaty: an 
indication of British diplomats’ willingness to accept modifi cations to 
Germany’s borders in a region far removed from the  UK , and their hope 
that a reassured France could be convinced to abandon its attempts to 
build an alliance bloc on the far side of its former opponent. 

 European tensions eased after Locarno, and it appeared possible 
that hopes of a lasting peace might be fulfi lled. In the second half of the 
1920s, British military spending was cut back, and the rearmament 
programmes of the fi rst part of the decade were not completed. Reduc-
tions in defence spending did not, however, put Britain out of the major 
league: taking the 1920s as a whole, it spent at least as much on its 
armed forces as any other country on earth. 2    

 As chancellor in the  1924–  29 Conservative government, Churchill 
had fought a fi erce battle to restrain the Royal Navy’s demands for 
continued expansion. He was a supporter of the navy, but unlike the 
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admirals, he argued that Britain did not need to be preparing for an 
inevitable war with Japan. On the contrary, a cautious, rational people 
like the Japanese were unlikely to start a fi ght they were bound to lose. 
Even if Britain was occupied with a major European war, Japanese 
aggression would inevitably bring America in on Britain’s side: another 
reason for the Japanese not to open hostilities in the fi rst place. Under 
Churchill, the Treasury authorized the resumption of work on the base 
at Singapore, but on a  much- reduced scheme that could not support the 
size of fl eet necessary to take on the Japanese navy  ship- for- ship. If this 
always lent an air of unreality to the Admiralty’s planning for a future 
war, the Singapore base nonetheless became a powerful symbol of Brit-
ain’s commitment to defending the Empire, particularly to Australia 
and New Zealand, which based their defence policies on the fact that 
the British navy would protect them from the Japanese. 

 From 1925, the British participated in drawn out preparations for a 
world disarmament conference that many hoped would remove a cause 
of war. As part of these preparations, when the Labour Party returned 
to offi ce in 1929, it suspended work on the Singapore base again. In 
1930, Ramsay MacDonald agreed to cut the Royal Navy’s cruiser fl eet 
(a type of vessel not covered by previous naval accords, and in which 
the British had built heavily during the 1920s), but only in order to 
secure American agreement to a naval treaty, signed in London that 
summer, which placed a renewed moratorium on the construction of 
new battleships and was meant to help lay the groundwork for the 
disarmament conference, now fi nally scheduled to start in Geneva 
in 1932.  

   The next war?  

 Even as it began, however, the conference’s chances of success were 
being placed in doubt by the onset of the most profound crisis of the 
years between the wars. 3    The Great Depression resulted in a break-
down in international economic  co- operation, as the major liberal 
democracies –  the  USA , the  UK  and France –  blamed each other for 
their economic woes and retreated into protectionism. The apparent 
collapse of capitalism spurred on the Soviet Union’s military and indus-
trial expansion. Fear of Soviet power played a key role in the Japanese 
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army’s efforts to expand its empire on the East Asian mainland, start-
ing with the invasion of Manchuria in 1931. In Germany, the rise of the 
Nazi party resulted in the appointment of Adolf Hitler as Chancellor in 
January 1933. The Nazis crushed democratic institutions, spoke aggres-
sively of the need to redraw borders to  re- unite the German peoples 
of Europe, and massively increased spending on the armed forces. 
Alarmed by these developments, by the  mid- 1930s the French would 
also begin to rearm. 

 In the  UK , MacDonald, a determined internationalist, was unable 
to impose his perspective on colleagues whose attention was focused 
on avoiding economic catastrophe. Under a new foreign secretary, Sir 
John Simon, the leader of the National Liberals, Britain condemned, 
but did nothing to oppose, Japanese aggression in Manchuria. The 
League of Nations, after a lengthy investigation, criticized the Japa-
nese, prompting their departure from the League but not from their 
newly acquired territory. No other action was taken against them. The 
British delegation arrived at the World Disarmament Conference ready 
to accept German demands for the right to rearm, in the hope of a 
broader settlement, but they would not offer the military alliance to 
the French that might have reconciled the latter to a German revival. 
With no agreement possible, Hitler, newly arrived in power, had 
the pretext to remove his country from both the disarmament confer-
ence and the League of Nations in October 1933. The conference 
stumbled on, but without German participation it was already effect-
ively defunct. 

 These episodes caused British leaders some anxiety but were not 
seen to require a resort to arms.  Japanese aggression offended inter-
nationalists and raised concerns about the safety of the Empire. Such 
concerns militated against any attempt to protect Manchuria, although 
they did lead to a review of British defences and the abandonment of 
the planning presumption that there would be no major war within the 
next decade. Like all government departments, the armed forces’ budg-
ets had been cut in an effort to eliminate the defi cit. Given the country’s 
economic problems and the need not to be seen to be disrupting inter-
national efforts at disarmament, the Cabinet now decided for the 
present not to revive military spending. As Baldwin summed up for his 
fellow ministers: ‘At the moment the fi nancial position governed the 
whole situation, but clearly the effi ciency of the Defence Services would 
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have to be considered as soon as the results of the Disarmament Con-
ference are known.’ 4    

 The British blamed French intransigence for the collapse of the 
disarmament talks, but during 1933 and 1934, they also became 
increasingly aware of the dramatic increase in German armaments 
spending since Hitler’s arrival in power. During the fi rst two years of 
his chancellorship, German expenditure on the military as a propor-
tion of national income jumped from 1 to almost 10 per cent. 5    During 
1934, in an effort to fund this expansion, Germany tried to default on 
its repayment of  UK  loans, and took advantage of the resulting collapse 
in bond prices to buy back overseas debt. Previous German govern-
ments had explored ways of rebuilding their armed forces. Now, the 
Nazis had actually begun a massive, but still surreptitious, reconstruc-
tion of military power, including a nascent air force that, it was feared, 
might soon directly threaten the  UK  with a ‘ knock- out blow’ –  a dev-
astating aerial attack on its great cities that would instantly fracture 
any ability to resist. 

 The fear of air attack was the ugly sister of the communications 
revolution of the  inter- war period –  the evil counterpart to the excite-
ment of speed and the freedom of the skies. It grew out of the shocking 
experiences of the last war  –   the terrible destruction that could be 
unleashed by modern weapons, and the impact of the bombing raids on 
London by German airships and aircraft from 1915 –  and was magni-
fi ed by the rapidity of scientifi c and technological development in the 
years after the war. Of particular relevance to the  UK  was the way in 
which air power eroded the traditional island security from surprise 
attack. Warnings of an aerial  knock- out blow –  usually accompanied 
by dreadful descriptions of mass death and popular panic  –   gained 
wide currency in Britain during the 1920s. In 1924, for example, the 
military commentator Basil Liddell Hart asked his readers to: 

  Imagine for a moment London, Manchester, Birmingham and half a 

dozen other great cities simultaneously attacked, the business localities 

and Fleet Street wrecked, Whitehall a heap of ruins, the slum districts 

maddened into the impulse to break loose and maraud, the railways cut, 

factories destroyed. Would not the general will to resist vanish, and 

what use would be the still determined factions of the nation, without 

organisation and direction? 6     
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 As the world became increasingly unstable in the early 1930s, the 
expectation that any future war would be accompanied by mass death 
and social breakdown was deployed both by those who wanted to pro-
mote the cause of peace and by advocates of additional investment in 
British defences. 

 It was in the context of Germany’s illicit revival of its military 
strength that the National Government allowed British strategists to 
move from managing disarmament to planning rearmament. Over the 
winter of  1933–  34, a new Defence Requirements Committee brought 
together the professional heads of the military and senior civil servants 
to consider how to make up the armed forces’ defi ciencies. In contem-
plating the threat from Japan and Germany, they faced two very 
different military dangers. Fighting Japan would require an even more 
powerful Royal Navy, equipped with the ships, bases and stockpiled 
supplies to defend British possessions on the other side of the world. A 
rearmed Germany, on the other hand, might launch a land war which 
would force Britain to send an expeditionary army –  a ‘Field Force’ –  to 
the aid of France, but could also threaten the home islands with aerial 
attack. 

 How these threats were assessed would determine who got the lion’s 
share of resources, so these discussions were matters of service politics 
as well as strategic appreciation. In practice, the committee’s members 
could not agree on the greatest danger and fudged their fi nal report, 
presenting the Japanese as the most imminent threat, but Germany as 
the ‘ultimate enemy’, against which the  UK  must be prepared by the 
end of the 1930s (a fortuitous choice of target date, based on the time 
thought necessary to construct new arms manufacturing capacity). To 
guarantee security, the report proposed a  wide- ranging programme of 
rearmament that would build up all the services over the next fi ve 
years. 

 Now the chancellor intervened. Chamberlain was horrifi ed by the 
prospect that untrammelled military spending would wreck the fragile 
economic recovery. He argued instead for a focus on deterring Ger-
many from any rash attack by building a large,   UK -  based bomber air 
force. This would provide domestic security, avoid the expense and 
provocation of an  across- the- board arms race and demonstrate that the 
government was committed to protecting the country from a ‘ knock- out 
blow’. An aerial deterrent would also allow the British to sidestep the 
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binding commitment to send an army to support the French, thus 
reducing the risk of repeating the slaughter of the last war. Although 
Chamberlain was persuaded to restart work on the base at Singapore, 
he believed that Britain could reach a diplomatic settlement with Japan 
to reduce tensions in the Far East. He therefore insisted that decisions 
on naval construction (not coincidentally, the most expensive and 
 longest- term spending commitment) could be put off until after the 
next round of international naval negotiations, due to take place in 
London in 1935. These arguments, presented with the chancellor’s 
customary bureaucratic heft, fundamentally altered the programme of 
rearmament, reducing total defence expenditure by a third and concen-
trating on the  RAF  at the expense of the army and navy. 

 This revised plan formed the basis for the fi rst public announcement 
of British rearmament: a scheme of air force expansion that was 
approved by Parliament on 18 July 1934. But during the second half of 
1934, revelations about the rapid growth of the German air force 
required the government to increase its own plans to build up the  RAF , 
although the aim was still to deter a confrontation rather than win 
an inevitable war. The British therefore continued their diplomatic 
attempts to legitimize German rearmament and reduce European 
tensions. At the start of 1935, these led briefl y to discussions of a 
 continent- wide air pact in which everyone would have an air force and 
agree collectively to bomb any aggressor. 

 Such proposals did not halt what looked increasingly like an arms 
race. In March 1935, the British government laid out its whole pro-
gramme of rearmament in a White Paper on defence designed to educate 
the public in the need for military spending. The Nazi regime, counting 
on revelations of its growing power to deter any outside intervention 
until it could actually defend itself, responded by offi cially announcing 
the existence of a German air force, which it falsely claimed to be as 
large as the British and still growing. It then reintroduced military con-
scription as part of a major enlargement of its army. In turn, the British 
government decided to accelerate plans for  RAF  expansion. 

 To ensure that the Royal Navy was not  out- built by its potential 
opponents, the British happily signed a bilateral naval agreement with 
Germany, which allowed the Germans a fl eet, but fi xed it at a third of 
the size of the Royal Navy. This breach of the Versailles treaty greatly 
annoyed the French, but meant that, provided everyone stuck to their 
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existing agreements, the British would be able to match the number of 
potential enemy vessels in European and Far Eastern waters. In fact, 
Japan’s determination to build more battleships would shortly lead to 
its abandonment of the 1930 naval accords. Britain’s senior sailors were 
already planning a massive new programme of warship construction 
that would enable them to outpace all comers during the second half of 
the decade. As the British looked to guarantee their maritime power, 
the French looked to reinforce their continental strength. In March 
1935, they signed a defence pact with the Soviet Union, agreeing mutual 
aid in case of a war with Germany. If the Germans were going to build 
their army, the French would threaten them with a confl ict on two 
fronts. To the British, this looked like exactly the sort of alliance build-
ing that had led to the last war.  

   War and dictatorship  

 It might be argued that the early 1930s actually saw no great change 
in the underlying nature of the  UK ’s foreign policy. 7    Throughout the 
1920s, after all, British ministers had consistently placed national and 
imperial interests ahead of selfl ess international  co- operation and 
adapted defence expenditure to the changing threat of confl ict. The 
shift from the pursuit of disarmament as a route to global peace to the 
acceptance of rearmament in a world divided between nations cer-
tainly, however, looked signifi cant. That helps to explain both public 
reactions and the political consequences. 

 Less than two decades after 1918, there were few Britons who 
believed that another ‘great’ war would be anything less than a disaster 
for humanity. The meaning of the last confl ict remained hotly con-
tested, but two things on which everybody agreed were that it had been 
horrifi c, and that a future repeat would be worse –  above all because 
the new technology of air warfare would unleash the gas, fi re and high 
explosive of the  front- line trench upon civilians at home. The result 
would be not just physical destruction but moral degradation. Bald-
win’s comment, in a Commons debate on international affairs in 1932, 
that ‘the bomber will always get through’ is often quoted; less well 
remembered is his brutal description of the strategic consequence: ‘The 
only defence is in offence, which means that you have to kill more 
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women and children more quickly than the enemy if you want to save 
yourselves.’ 8    

 The general apprehension of another great war both spurred on and 
was encouraged by a variety of peace movements which had, by the end 
of the 1920s, attracted considerable support. These included absolute 
pacifi st organizations that opposed any use of force and wanted total 
unilateral disarmament. Some were rooted in nonconformist Christian 
sects with a long history of  non- violence, such as the Quaker Friends 
Peace Committee. Others, such as the No More War Movement, came 
from a radical socialist tradition, and saw opposition to war as part of 
a revolutionary reordering of society on the way to a better, fairer 
world. Such pacifi sm had substantial support within the Labour Party: 
Labour’s fi rst  post- 1931 leader, George Lansbury, was a Christian 
socialist pacifi st. On the left of British politics, thanks largely to the 
work of J. A. Hobson, war was seen as the product of imperialist 
capitalism, and therefore not only avoidable but immoral. 

 Absolute pacifi sts were, however, always only a small but vocal 
minority. A much larger, liberal constituency, which hoped that inter-
national  co- operation might eliminate the causes of war but did not 
want a revolution or unilateral disarmament, was embodied in the 
League of Nations Union. Created to promote the League’s work and 
to encourage a more democratic foreign policy, the  LNU  was a delib-
erately broad body, led by a Conservative peer, Lord Cecil, supported 
by a Liberal academic, Gilbert Murray, and a Labour  MP , Philip 
 Noel- Baker. In 1931, it had about 400,000 paying subscribers, held 
together in a national network of nearly 3,000 branches and further 
sustained by a web of public meetings, pamphlets and congregational 
affi liations –  strongest among Methodists but with a signifi cant Angli-
can component. 9    

 The  LNU ’s leadership shared more absolute pacifi sts’ suspicion that 
private arms manufacturers –  the  Merchants of Death , in the title of a 
1934 tract –  were themselves a cause of war. They strongly supported 
multilateral disarmament. Signifi cantly, however, they did not com-
pletely abjure the use of force in international affairs. Although happy 
to assert the vital necessity of peace –  not least as a means to win the 
support of outright pacifi sts –  Cecil in particular believed that Britain 
should maintain its armed forces, partly because it needed to manage 
the Empire and protect its nationals abroad, but also because he hoped 
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that it would take the lead in organizing intervention, if necessary 
backed by military might, against any international aggressor. 

 This opposition to war intersected with anxieties about the global 
rise of extremism. Although neither Fascists nor Communists gained 
much support in the  UK , their manifestations overseas attracted huge 
public interest, not least because they raised fears of an ideological con-
fl ict that would presage a descent into international chaos. 

 Perceptions of foreign extremism divided broadly on ideological 
lines. Those on the right were more sensitive to the threats posed to 
national and imperial security by Germany and Japan, and were con-
verted more quickly to rearmament as a result. British Conservatives 
were largely antipathetic to Nazism. Thuggish, radical, populist –  the 
Nazis embodied everything that more traditional Tories thought was 
wrong with modern politics. The British right was also, however, gen-
erally antagonistic to the Soviet Union, and therefore willing to accept 
Hitler’s regime if it created a bulwark against Bolshevism rather than a 
danger to Western European stability. 

 For the left, in contrast, a fundamental opposition to Fascism con-
fl icted for most of the decade with a disgust for arms races and a reluctance 
to defend a world of nations and empires. Whereas the right saw Soviet 
and Nazi tyranny as essentially the same thing, the British left –  though 
often  anti- Communist –  idealized the  USSR  as an example of the pro-
gress that could be made when a country was run by and for the people. 
Enthusiasm for popular democracy and industrial modernity tended to 
drown out the cries of the collectivized and the purged. As a result, the 
strand of opinion that held up the Soviet system as a positive vision for 
humanity was much stronger than any equivalent advocacy for Nazism. 

 At the same time as bolstering a particular view of progress, the 
example of totalitarian regimes abroad also served to encourage the 
affi rmation of a set of more traditional liberal values. Freedom, toler-
ance and a worldview built on compromise rather than dogma were 
held up as archetypally British by Conservatives and Liberals as well as 
by socialists eager to separate themselves from Communism. Baldwin –  
its most politically successful exponent –   used this vision to defi ne a 
broad centre ground of British politics which, while sympathetic to the 
desire for social improvement, asserted a fundamental incompatibility 
between a national desire for individualism and compromise and an 
essentially foreign trend towards greater state control. 
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 As this suggested, understandings of international affairs were condi-
tioned not only by political ideologies but also by a set of stereotypes 
about character and inheritance. Nazi violence –  the furore surrounding 
the Reichstag fi re of 1933, the persecution of opposition politicians and 
the exodus of Jewish academics forced out of German universities –  all 
stirred up the spectres of the last war: Hunnish barbarians once again 
battering on the walls of civilization. A suspicion of past propaganda 
also encouraged a desire to believe that there was a good Germany –  
rational, cultured, almost  Anglo- Saxon  –   that might reassert itself if 
only the Versailles settlement could be reworked. Conceptions of the 
Soviet Union similarly fed off a dual vision of despotic Slavs and roman-
tic Russians, although of course the  USSR  did not have Germany’s form 
in instigating global confl ict. 

 In the early 1930s, the danger of war was simultaneously terrifying 
and vague. Within Whitehall, there was time to debate what the best 
strategy for rearmament would be, and to select a solution based on 
deterring a possibility rather than preparing for the certainty of war. 
For peace activists, divisive questions about the use of force could still 
be subsumed within the hope that international agreement would pre-
clude the need for violence. And far from being a vital part of defending 
democracy, war itself seemed the greatest threat to democracy’s sur-
vival, unleashing as it would forces that were feared in different ways 
across the political spectrum –  social strife, widened state control and 
heightened popular emotion.   
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Peace and Progress  

 All this had important implications for British politics, and set the con-
ditions for the second half of the 1930s in the same way that the 
economic crisis had done since 1931. 

   The Polit ics of Peace  

 Although Conservatives generally supported rearmament, there were 
signifi cant differences within the party about how best to proceed. 1    
The imperialist wing demanded that the government pay greater atten-
tion, in both foreign and defence policy, to the protection of the Empire 
and Dominions. Another strand of concern, in which Churchill took 
a prominent part, latched onto public concerns about bombing and 
pressed for more rapid aerial rearmament. From late 1932, before Hit-
ler became Chancellor, Churchill warned, in explicitly  power- political 
terms, of the dangers posed by a resurgent Germany, denigrated efforts 
at disarmament while the international situation remained uncertain, 
and stressed the importance of British backing for France’s attempts to 
build a framework for European security. During 1934 and 1935, mak-
ing use of information secretly supplied to him by civil servants, he 
argued publicly that government assertions about British air superior-
ity were based on serious underestimates of Germany’s position. In so 
doing, he conjured up not only the catastrophic human damage that 
would be done by a future war, but also the prospect of a mortal dan-
ger to national security from ‘the only form of war that we have seen in 
the world in which complete predominance gives no opportunity of 
recovery’. 2    
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 Inevitably, such warnings were regarded with some cynicism by 
those who knew that Churchill had reduced military spending during 
his time at the Treasury in the 1920s. In fact, he took care to warn 
Baldwin in advance of his interventions on defence. Such pressure was 
not entirely unwelcome to a government trying to win the political 
argument for rearmament. It did, however, help to increase the pres-
sure to prioritize spending on the  RAF  over the other armed forces, 
particularly after Hitler’s revelation of the Luftwaffe’s apparent 
strength in March 1935. Churchill’s campaign for more rapid rearma-
ment allowed him to rebuild links with senior backbenchers, including 
Leo Amery and Austen Chamberlain, who had opposed his position 
over Indian reforms. It brought him back within the corridors of power, 
with an invitation from Baldwin to join a new committee looking into 
air defence research. He remained, however, too dangerous a fi gure for 
this to presage a return to actual offi ce. 

 In contrast, both the Liberal and Labour parties initially opposed 
rearmament. The diminishing band of Liberals accused the govern-
ment of warmongering because it had abandoned too quickly the 
collective measures that alone might guarantee peace. Labour warned 
not only that new weapons would make more likely another war, but 
that they might also be turned against socialists, perhaps in the Soviet 
Union, maybe even at home. 

 In October 1933, the Labour candidate in a  by- election in East Ful-
ham added to a litany of complaints about the government’s domestic 
shortcomings the charge that it had forced Germany out of the dis-
armament conference. He won a dramatic victory, with a 29.2 per cent 
swing of the vote compared to 1931. Shortly afterwards, Labour’s 
annual conference in Hastings passed by acclamation a motion that 
it should take no part in any future war. This swing towards a more 
isolationist stance, and Labour members’ demands for unilateral 
disarmament, did not prevent the party winning control of the London 
County Council in 1934. Tensions then arose, however, between Lans-
bury’s rather  other- worldly pacifi sm and the growing conviction of 
senior trade unionists  –   well aware of the fate of their brethren in 
Germany –  that Fascism must be opposed, if necessary, by force of arms. 

 For Baldwin, who took charge of presenting the government’s re-
armament policy, the different ways in which Britons viewed the world 
posed not only political diffi culties but also a strategic challenge. From 
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its outset, the  UK ’s rearmament programme –  like that in every other 
country –  was conditioned by the memory of the colossal industrial and 
social demands of the last war. Fighting another such confl ict would, it 
was plain, require public consent, but the costs even of repairing Brit-
ain’s defences suffi ciently to ward off another war would demand 
sacrifi ces that might be more than a democracy could bear. Even after 
East Fulham, it was unlikely that disagreements over rearmament 
would allow Labour to return to offi ce. But they might lead to a depart-
ure of Liberal voters that would erode the government’s claim to 
‘National’ credentials just when they were most necessary. 

 From the summer of 1933, therefore, Baldwin attempted to seize the 
centre ground in international as well as domestic policy. He did this 
not, like Churchill, by proclaiming British military weakness. In Bald-
win’s view, this risked simply paralysing a terrifi ed electorate into 
inaction. Instead, he came at the problem obliquely, by asserting the 
importance of British democracy as a bulwark against totalitarianism. 
Left to himself, Baldwin thought Fascism marginally preferable to 
Communism, but he saw both as part of the same problem –   a con-
tagion of dictatorship that, even if it did not infect the  UK , might still 
result in a deadly global fever. He also, however, knew that he needed 
to temper his message to appeal to that part of public opinion that 
might not otherwise support the government. As he put it privately in 
early 1934, it was time to tell the public ‘that we are the only defenders 
left of liberty in a world of Fascists’. Here was a stick with which to 
beat domestic extremists, but also a trumpet through which to sound a 
clarion call to liberal opinion.  

   The Peace Ballot  

 As it turned out, it was the  LNU  that set the underlying tempo for 
Baldwin’s tune. 3    The Union had been thrown into turmoil by the events 
of the early 1930s, taking no strong stance over Manchuria, and strug-
gling to explain the League’s inaction against Japan. Rising fears that 
internationalist hopes had been misplaced were reinforced by the long 
drawn out death of the World Disarmament Conference. The prospect 
of an actual war, which tended to exacerbate differences between the 
degrees of pacifi sm within the movement, and the threat that public 
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opinion was shifting away from collective action and towards isola-
tionism, encouraged the  LNU  to take a strong stand to reunite itself 
and to reaffi rm the importance of international  co- operation. In late 
1934, it launched the ‘National Declaration’  –   better known as the 
‘Peace Ballot’  –   a nationwide plebiscite in which respondents were 
asked to offer their views on membership of the League, disarmament 
and action against international aggressors. 

 Carried out between that winter and the early summer of 1935, the 
ballot was a remarkable logistic achievement. Half a million volunteers 
collected responses from 11½ million Britons. The ballot attracted the 
support of many  left- wing peace activists, but it also enthused the 
residuum of nonconformist voters who were still moved by the notion 
of a moral foreign policy. It was opposed, and in some places boy-
cotted, by Conservatives who feared that the ballot would be rigged to 
provide ammunition against the government. Isolationists attacked it 
as the slippery slope into other people’s wars: Lord Beaverbrook’s 
papers therefore called it ‘the ballot of blood’. 

 The results, announced in July 1935, indicated overwhelming 
support among respondents for British membership of the League of 
Nations (96 per cent in favour), multilateral disarmament (91 per cent), 
the abolition of military aircraft (83 per cent) and the prohibition of 
private arms sales (90 per cent). The use of economic sanctions by 
League members against an aggressor was supported by 87 per cent of 
those who replied.  Fifty- nine per cent believed that military measures 
would also be justifi ed. The  chapel- going areas of England and Wales, 
where response rates were highest, showed the least enthusiasm for the 
use of armed force. 

 As an exercise in political infl uence, the ‘Peace Ballot’ therefore 
demonstrated huge, if uneven, support for the  LNU ’s moderate inter-
nationalism. As an attempt to educate the public, it had studiously 
avoided the question of what would happen if Britain’s commitment to 
the League led it into a war. Collective security was positioned as an 
alternative to, not a justifi cation for, rearmament. Above all, however, 
it was another indication of the survival into the 1930s of another 
essentially Victorian ideal: a remarkable confi dence that the  UK  could, 
by setting an example, exercise moral suasion over the rest of the world. 
It was a forlorn hope. 

 During the early 1930s, Italy, under the Fascist regime led by Benito 
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Mussolini, had seemed to offer a vital European counterweight to Ger-
man aggression. Italian pressure helped to see off a German threat to 
absorb Austria in 1934, and in April 1935, in response to Germany’s 
military expansion, the Italians signed an agreement with France and 
Britain to uphold the Locarno treaties and prevent further breaches of 
the Treaty of Versailles. Mussolini was, however, driven by the same 
sense of impending confl agration that was coming to dominate world 
affairs. That meant building Italy’s overseas possessions, and from the 
end of the 1920s, Italy’s forces prepared to expand its East African 
empire by attacking Abyssinia –  a  slave- owning autocracy but also an 
independent member of the League of Nations. 

 As Italian threats to Abyssinia became increasingly bellicose in the 
summer of 1935, British ministers faced the prospect that the ‘left and 
middle wing of public opinion’ embodied in the Peace Ballot would 
expect the  UK  to stick by its responsibilities to a fellow member of the 
League. Using the Royal Navy to enforce economic sanctions against 
Italy in a bid to guarantee collective security, however, might trigger a 
military confrontation in the Mediterranean. Despite their lack of 
preparation, this was not a fi ght that Britain’s sailors were likely to 
lose, but the losses suffered in the process might cripple their  long- term 
preparations against Germany and Japan. Meanwhile, Italy would also 
be lost as a European ally. The government’s attempt to square this 
strategic circle consisted of promising ‘collective resistance to all acts of 
unprovoked aggression’ (as Hoare, now foreign secretary, put it in 
Geneva that September), but in fact preparing the mildest of sanctions, 
in the knowledge that they would be as unprovocative as they were 
ineffective, and insisting on  co- operation with the French, who were 
expected to demand that Britain give up on Abyssinia in the hope of 
securing Italian support against Germany. 

 In October, the Italians fi nally launched their  much- threatened inva-
sion and quickly overran Abyssinia. The British implemented their 
minimal sanctions, and Hoare convinced his colleagues to hold back 
from further action until he had settled matters with the French. Bald-
win, meanwhile, took the opportunity to call a general election for 
November. The anger occasioned by Italian colonial misdemeanours 
allowed him to crowbar support behind a policy of rearmament 
designed to deter Germany. Baldwin’s promise to the electorate was 
that the government was rebuilding the armed forces to fulfi l its 
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continuing commitment to world peace through the covenant of the 
League of Nations. He reassured them that this was not an arms race –  
there would be, he said, ‘no great armaments’ –  but rather a responsible 
policy to guarantee national security in an unstable age. The linkage 
between ‘arms and the covenant’ was eagerly taken up by Conservative 
candidates: in their election addresses they made even more frequent 
reference to the League of Nations than they did to the government’s 
economic record. The government’s 1935 manifesto explicitly linked 
challenges at home and overseas to conclude that: ‘In present circum-
stances, it is more than ever necessary that the British Government 
should not only be united amongst themselves, but that they should 
represent that spirit of national cooperation which will best secure the 
confi dence and respect of the world.’ 4    

 Meanwhile, the tension between Lansbury’s principled pacifi sm and 
the growing desire of the right of his party to do something more prac-
tical about the looming international catastrophe was about to snap. At 
Labour’s 1935 party conference in October, Ernest Bevin launched a 
devastating attack on Lansbury and those who were trying to take the 
party further to the left. 

 By 1935, Bevin had become a man who was used to getting what he 
wanted. He was the orphaned son of a maid, who had worked as a 
farm labourer and delivery driver before becoming a trade union organ-
izer. Union work taught him how to persuade men and wield power. 
Bevin’s role in organizing dock labour during the First World War 
turned him into a national fi gure. Like most of the older trade union 
bosses, Bevin had no problem combining socialism and patriotism, and 
with his own secure support base in the  TGWU , he had little time for 
the machinations of Labour’s political wing. 5    Now he delivered a bru-
tal bludgeoning to Lansbury’s presumption of moral authority, accusing 
him of ‘hawking your conscience round from body to body asking to 
be told what to do with it’. Lansbury resigned. With his deputy, Clem-
ent Attlee, having taken his place (but Lansbury’s face still on the 
party’s leafl ets), Labour fought the election in disarray. In foreign 
affairs, it now revived its support for collective security –  even backed 
by military sanctions  –   but opposed the government’s defence pro-
gramme as ‘a danger to the peace of the world and the security of the 
country’. 6     
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   The verdict of 1935  

 The government got another crushing victory that set a parliamentary 
balance that would endure, though no one then knew it, until 1945. 7    
Four hundred and  twenty- nine National Government  MP s were 
returned. Three hundred and  eighty- seven of them were Conservatives, 
but vestigial traces of a coalition remained in the form of eight repre-
sentatives of ‘National Labour’ (who had put economic stability ahead 
of remodelling society) and  forty- four ‘Liberal Nationals’ (who had put 
keeping out socialism ahead of defending free trade). On the opposition 
benches, the Liberals were reduced to a mere  twenty- one  MP s. Labour, 
despite its travails, recovered to win 154 seats. Another four  MP s sat 
for the Independent Labour Party, which had split from Labour in 
1931 because it was insuffi ciently socialist, and one Communist  MP , 
Willie Gallacher, was fi nally elected (after fi ve unsuccessful attempts 
since 1922), for the Scottish constituency of West Fife. 

 This parliamentary pie chart refl ected the strength of the National 
Government’s position as a coalition of the moderate right and Bald-
win’s success in positioning his administration as the responsible choice 
for domestic stability and international security. The government rallied 
to its support not only the middle classes, who had benefi tted most from 
its economic policies, but also a majority of  working- class electors, 
mainly by presenting ‘National’ as the rational,  non- denominationally 
Christian and unifying opposite of a Labour Party portrayed as ideo-
logical, atheistic and sectional. With  MP s elected in every part of the 
 UK , and special attention paid in the election manifesto to nationalist 
feeling in Scotland (with proposals to return the Scottish Offi ce to 
Edinburgh), a  Conservative- dominated government could really claim 
to have made a successfully ‘national’ appeal. The Conservative  MP s in 
the 1935 intake also changed the nature of the party in the Commons. 
It became less diehard and less aristocratic, and more interested in 
issues such as the effi ciency of business. That also meant that it drew 
further away, in style and substance, from the sort of politics repre-
sented by Winston Churchill. 

 In contrast to the government’s success, Labour’s recovery could not 
conceal another electoral failure. It had not recovered the reputation 
for responsibility so painstakingly gathered during the 1920s but 
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destroyed by the events of 1931. Whereas the government proffered more 
of the same economically –   gradual recovery, increasing prosperity – 
 Labour offered a much more radical alternative. Proposals for taking 
the holdings of the joint stock banks into public ownership had been 
quietly abandoned since 1931, but the party still proposed nationaliz-
ing the commanding heights of heavy industry, the Bank of England, 
fuel and power, and imposing central economic planning to direct 
resources towards the construction of a more equal society. The result-
ant promise of expropriation and social strife served to alienate the 
party from the middle classes and from female voters. Labour’s plans 
to increase welfare spending had wider appeal, but did little to restore 
its reputation for budgetary prudence or to dispel its opponents’ charge 
that it was the party of the unemployed. Internationally, meanwhile, 
Baldwin’s electoral strategy had cast Labour’s uncertainty and rejec-
tion of rearmament as further examples of its idealistic irrationality. 

 Labour would have struggled anyway, but the party’s chances were 
further hit by the decline of the Liberals as a third force in politics. 
With fewer Liberals standing, voters who were determined, after 
1931, not to allow Labour back into offi ce, now tended either to sup-
port the National Government or to withhold their ballots. The electoral 
consequences were grim. In 1935, Labour won a slightly higher per-
centage of the total votes than in 1929, but in the new bipolar political 
landscape forged by the economic crash, this got it only just over half 
as many seats as it had six years before. Its parliamentary position 
might partially have recovered from the hiding of 1931, and it was 
certainly the only major party of opposition, but it had little prospect 
of forming another government while Baldwin’s National alliance 
endured. 

 The election of Clement Attlee as Labour leader after the election 
did not seem likely to improve the party’s chances of returning to offi ce. 
The son of a  well- to- do solicitor, Attlee had been educated at 
Haileybury, the public school that trained the men who ran the British 
Empire. Mission work in the East End had helped to convert Attlee to 
socialism, and he joined the Labour Party in 1908. During the First 
World War, he served as an infantry offi cer at Gallipoli, in Mesopota-
mia and on the Western Front. After the war, he rose through the ranks 
of local politics, becoming mayor of the London borough of Stepney, 
then  MP  for Limehouse. His military experience led to his being 
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appointed  under- secretary for war in the 1924 Labour government. He 
was one of the few Labour  MP s who retained his seat after 1931. 

 Attlee was not a charismatic fi gure. He was physically small, didn’t 
say much, and seemed reluctant to impose himself on people. This led 
a lot of his opponents to underestimate his ruthless drive and skill at 
operating the levers of power. Like most of the rest of the Labour lead-
ership, Attlee’s time in local politics and experience of the party’s own 
Byzantine bureaucracy had given him a lengthy training in how to get 
what he wanted from a committee. These were, however, skills that 
looked more impressive in offi ce than in opposition, where Attlee 
seemed indecisive and hesitant. His hard work in the House won the 
loyalty of the few Labour  MP s who remained after 1931, but many of 
those who supported him for the leadership in 1935 did so because they 
thought he would follow the Labour Party rather than direct it. After 
MacDonald’s departure, Labour had its suspicions of leaders who 
might follow their own path. 8    

 This was one reason why Attlee’s greatest rival, Herbert Morrison, 
was not elected leader in his place. Morrison was the son of a South 
London policeman, and had been a shop boy and a brewery clerk 
before becoming a  full- time socialist activist. He was blind in one eye, 
but chose to refuse military service during the First World War on the 
grounds of conscientious objection rather than disability. After the 
war, Morrison was elected as a Labour mayor and  MP , and as a Lon-
don County Councillor. He served as transport minister in the Labour 
government, but lost his seat in 1931. 

 London, however, was Labour’s one great success story of the 
 mid- 1930s. The party won control of the London County Council 
( LCC ) in 1934, and Morrison became the leader of the world’s greatest 
metropolis. Apart from the trade union bosses, this made him the most 
powerful Labour politician in the country. As leader of the  LCC , he 
introduced a green belt for the city, began new schemes of slum clear-
ance and fought for the money to build a new bridge across the Thames. 
He also oversaw the introduction of the London Passenger Transport 
Board, a public corporation to run the capital’s underground railways, 
trams and buses. Moreover, he managed to do all of this without add-
ing too much to the rates, a key achievement for a party seeking to 
rebuild its reputation for fi nancial respectability. 9    

 Morrison was a very modern politician. He understood the need for 
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a  give- and- take relationship with journalists, set up press releases and 
press conferences and loved playing up to his image as a cheeky Cock-
ney barrow boy made good. He also grasped the importance of modern 
advertising and publicity techniques when it came to broadcasting 
Labour’s message to the electorate. Having been  re- elected as an  MP  in 
1935, he immediately set about making a run for the leadership. The 
strength of his image as a little London superman, however, meant that 
he was seen as out of touch with Labour’s roots in the industrial areas. 
Morrison was also on the conservative, gradualist wing of the Labour 
movement, and his battles against Communist infi ltration brought him 
into confl ict with the Labour left, which backed Attlee instead. For all 
his grasp of how to communicate with the public, Morrison was not a 
subtle political operator, and his attempts to win supporters made him 
look untrustworthy. He had clashed with Ernest Bevin about transport 
workers’ rights, and the union leader maintained a lasting hatred of the 
city boss. After Morrison was defeated over the party leadership, he 
refused to accept the nomination as Attlee’s deputy. Instead, that place 
went to the former schoolteacher Arthur Greenwood. Morrison spent 
most of the rest of the 1930s concentrating on running London, but he 
had not given up his ambition of leading his party. 10      
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State and Society  

 The result of the 1935 election confi rmed the triumph of a particular 
version of democracy. Labour’s espousal of a democratic socialism –   
constitutionally achieved but egalitarian, collective and in which the 
state would transform society –   proved unavailing in the face of the 
liberal democracy represented by Baldwin –  individualist, ecumenical 
and replete with freedoms responsibly enjoyed, including the freedom 
to be jobless, hungry and poor. These fundamentally different visions 
refl ected a broader set of debates about the place of the state, which had 
been set off by the crises of the 1930s and the rise of totalitarian regimes 
overseas. 

   Planning and Protection  

 In the  UK , as throughout the world, the great slump had encouraged 
calls for greater government intervention. 1    The urgent activity of the 
dictatorships, above all the Soviet Union’s massive programmes of 
industrialization under the Five Year Plans, seemed to provide potent 
examples of the improving power of central direction. This sparked an 
enthusiasm for planning as a panacea across the British political spec-
trum. Labour’s economists, for example, promoted planning as the 
only route to socialism. In contrast, the intellectual pressure group 
Political and Economic Planning saw state involvement as a means 
to preserve, rather than to supersede, capitalism. The Next Five Years 
Group –   among whose members was the dissident Conservative  MP  
Harold Macmillan –  argued for a mix of public and private enterprise 
in an economy planned by and for industrial federations: a corporatist 
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vision similar to that favoured by Oswald Mosley. As this suggested, 
not only did the ‘planomaniacs’ diverge widely in their aims, but some 
of them also posed their own threat to democratic politics. 2    And while 
planning attracted some support on the fringes, it never became the 
accepted wisdom among academic economists. 

 Some cheerleaders for planning were infl uenced by another eco-
nomic outlier, John Maynard Keynes. An academic, former civil servant 
and sometime Liberal, Keynes was also a public intellectual, already 
widely acknowledged as one of his generation’s most provocative 
minds. Keynes was no friend of planning, and his analyses of market 
irrationality offered little hope to those who were. Rather, he believed 
that improved management of economies could be undertaken to 
enhance the general good. 

 From the late 1920s, Keynes advocated state investment in public 
works as a means to ameliorate the effects of the slump –  an approach 
that underpinned the 1929 Liberal manifesto. Keynes’ pursuit of a 
novel middle ground that would address economic problems without 
recourse to more revolutionary forms of state intervention interested 
moderate fi gures across all the major parties. 

 In 1936, the publishing house run by Macmillan’s brother brought 
out Keynes’  General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money , in 
which he argued that governments should take responsibility for mini-
mizing unemployment by using a mixture of interest rates and capital 
investment funded by borrowing to manage demand. As its author rec-
ognized, however, the  General Theory  was a rather technical treatise 
that had little immediate impact. More striking to contemporaries was 
the New Deal then taking shape in America under President Roosevelt. 
This was conceived without Keynesian infl uence, but it could be taken 
as a dramatic example of what he suggested might work: massive 
government spending on infrastructure to relieve unemployment. In 
Britain, similar ideas had emerged in the Liberals’ 1929 electoral mani-
festo, and were put forward again by David Lloyd George as he tried to 
stage a political comeback in spring 1935. 

 Unsurprisingly, given its champions, to most supporters of the 
National Government planning looked like a fundamentally  un- British 
threat to private enterprise and individual freedom, the preserve of the 
ideologically extreme and the politically unscrupulous. In the Treasury, 
Keynes was regarded as bright but impractical. Borrowing to fund 
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public works would expand the national debt, increase the demand for 
imports, worsen the balance of trade, erode business confi dence, and 
therefore worsen the economic crisis. In 1934, to meet charges that it 
was doing too little to help the unemployed, the government did intro-
duce ‘special areas’ legislation to encourage investment in the depressed 
industrial heartlands. These measures were, however, poorly resourced, 
ineffectual and publicly criticized even by some of those responsible for 
making them work. 

 In Neville Chamberlain’s view, there was simply no quick fi x to the 
issue of regional industrial decline. As he told the Commons: 

  There is one thing I do detest in politics, and it is humbug. I have never, 

therefore, attempted to mislead the public into an expectation that there 

was any speedy way out of our trouble. I have said from the beginning . . . 

that while there are many ways of dealing with this problem that one 

could think of, we shall only solve it by degrees and steady progress 

towards a restoration of normal conditions. 3     

 Or, as he had put it privately in November 1936, discussing south Wales: 
‘when all is said and done, there must remain a large number of people 
for whom we can fi nd no work . . . and who must either move, or stag-
nate there for the rest of their lives’. 4    

 The pursuit of ‘normal conditions’, however, had in fact involved the 
chancellor in several innovative interventions by the state. As well as 
the tariffs imposed from 1931, Chamberlain’s time at the Exchequer 
also saw the inauguration of the Bank of England Exchange Equaliza-
tion Account, which, in default of a return to a fi xed standard against 
gold, bought and sold currency to iron out fl uctuations in the value of 
the pound. In 1936, to forestall a new crisis brought about by a devalu-
ation of the franc, the British, French and Americans agreed a new 
tripartite scheme to fi x their currencies against each other: a much 
delayed restoration of the international  co- operation that had broken 
down as they blamed each other for the slump. The National Govern-
ment also supported schemes to rationalize production in depressed 
industries, maintained the farm subsidies introduced by the previous 
Labour administration, introduced new agricultural marketing boards 
to promote British produce, and brought to fruition its predecessor’s 
plans for the London Passenger Transport Board, in the process taking 
private assets into public ownership. During 1937, it extended the 
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provision for ‘special areas’ and nationalized the revenue from land 
under which coal was mined. By that point, there was even a more sym-
pathetic reception from the Treasury for Keynes’ suggestion that, with 
the boom beginning to overheat, the government should delay capital 
expenditure in order to reduce infl ation and stimulate future demand. 
None of these measures was given the fanfare of the New Deal, nor 
were they connected by any great overarching plan, but they did 
demonstrate Chamberlain’s pragmatic willingness to use state action 
to bolster economic stability.  

   Welfare, Health and Education  

 The government’s inability to solve the problem of mass unemployment 
meant that the welfare of the jobless remained a major issue of social 
policy throughout the 1930s. 5    It posed signifi cant challenges to the sys-
tem of unemployment relief established over the previous two decades. 
Most manual workers paid national insurance against periods of tem-
porary unemployment. Those who had exhausted their contributions 
or lacked insurance had recourse either to a dole funded by the Treas-
ury or to payments from local Public Assistance Committees, funded 
by the rates. Under Labour, rising joblessness had bankrupted the 
national insurance fund and threatened budgetary defi cits. The 
National Government cut benefi ts, reintroduced the requirement for 
claimants to prove they were seeking work, and brought in a stringent 
household means test, much detested by the unemployed for its humili-
ating scrutiny of family fi nances. In so doing, it demonstrated its 
determination to balance the budget without permanently increasing 
tax and to halt what many senior Conservatives, including Baldwin, 
feared was a slide into unlimited spending by politicians buying the 
votes of a venal electorate. 

 Characteristically, Chamberlain responded to a big problem by seek-
ing a complex and overarching solution. Over the winter of 1934, he 
pursued an overhaul of the entire unemployment benefi t system, 
 re- establishing the national insurance fund on an actuarially sound 
basis and replacing local committees with a single Unemployment 
Assistance Board which would set welfare payments for the whole 
country. This would, he hoped, take the issue out of politics, thus 
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avoiding both unrestrained future spending and negating local chal-
lenges to the paucity of provision from Westminster. In the short term, 
however, many of the  long- term unemployed were left getting less 
money than they had before.  Well- supported demonstrations erupted 
across the  UK . With an election looming, the government backed 
down, delaying the new scheme’s implementation until 1937 and fi xing 
the basic rate of payment to ensure that nobody lost out. 

 The episode confi rmed Chamberlain’s reputation among his oppon-
ents as a callous despot with little regard for the unfortunate. The 
chancellor’s vision of himself could not have been more different. 
Chamberlain thought, with good reason, that he was one of the great 
social reformers, far more set than most of his colleagues on bettering 
the condition of the people as a moral as well as a political duty. As 
he noted with amusement, this meant that many Conservatives saw 
him (alongside Hoare) as one of the only two real ‘socialists’ in the 
Cabinet. 

 As the recovery continued, Chamberlain started to turn his ambi-
tions into reality. The government supported slum clearance (though 
always privileging private housebuilding over council construction) 
and extended national insurance to new categories of workers. New 
legislation improved factory conditions and forced local authorities to 
employ more midwives. From the middle of the decade, Chamberlain 
sought to tie these initiatives together in a  wide- ranging campaign to 
improve the nation’s health. During the fi rst half of 1937, this found 
expression in a new Physical Training and Recreation Act, which aimed 
to improve the ‘national physique’ by promoting group exercise, better 
diets and voluntary summer camps. This was, if not exactly strength 
through joy, then at least health through physical jerks, porridge and 
fresh air. 6    

 As Chamberlain’s proposals indicated, this was a period when 
concerns about social inequality combined with  longer- running fears 
about the decline of the British racial stock to encourage demands for 
more active improvements to the nation’s health. The 1936 study  Food, 
Health and Income , by Sir John Boyd Orr, an expert in the new science 
of nutrition, for instance, suggested that half the population had an 
inadequate diet and that a fi fth of British children were chronically 
malnourished. Boyd Orr left a furious account in his memoirs of a 
clash with Sir Kingsley Wood, the Conservative minister of health, in 
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which the latter insisted that there was no real poverty left in Britain 
because no one now died of starvation. Whatever the truth of the tale, 
the confrontation was instructive: the National politician concerned 
with relative improvement and unwilling to see personal diet as the 
responsibility of the state; the campaigning technocrat eager to meet 
the nutritional needs of the people whether they wanted it or not. 7    

 By the late 1930s, the system of medical care was also the subject of 
signifi cant political debate. 8    As with unemployment benefi t, most but 
not all workers were covered by a contributory national scheme of 
medical insurance. This was administered by insurance companies and 
friendly societies, and entitled members to be seen by a ‘panel’ doctor, 
a general practitioner paid per patient and thereby discouraged from 
specialism. Measures of public health, including school health and 
midwives, were under local authority control. So too were some public 
hospitals, others being funded by voluntary donation. There were wide 
discrepancies in provision across the country depending on what local 
ratepayers would stand, with the most economically deprived and least 
healthy areas least able to meet their inhabitants’ medical needs. Hos-
pital care was not covered by national insurance and had to be paid for 
by anybody whose income exceeded the minimal level set by the means 
test. 

  Working- class patients –  particularly parents prioritizing their chil-
dren’s needs –  therefore often ended up enduring debilitating but not 
terminal ailments that could not be treated by inexpert panel doctors. 
 Middle- class Britons, meanwhile, had to arrange their own health 
insurance and complained increasingly about its high cost as the dec-
ade went on. Here then was another ineffi cient system comprised of 
incremental accretions from previous partial reforms.  It was ripe for 
another dose of the massive bureaucratic redesign in which Chamber-
lain specialized. And indeed, when the Conservatives started to think 
about how they would win the general election due before the end of 
1940, one of the policies under consideration was a nationwide restruc-
turing of medical provision within the existing insurance framework. 9    

 Like the health system, Britain’s schools were also widely seen as in 
need of reform. Here too, the traditions of localism and voluntarism, as 
well as continuing sectarian suspicions and piecemeal reforms, had 
produced a pattern of infi nite local variation but very limited attain-
ment, in which most people’s education consisted of elementary 
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schooling that stopped at fourteen. Earlier attempts to overhaul educa-
tion and to strengthen secondary provision had fl oundered in the face 
of concerns about cost and the consequences of expanding state provi-
sion for the autonomy of church schools. The Education Act of 1936 was 
a cautious attempt to get through more limited reforms: it aimed to 
raise the school leaving age to fi fteen by 1 September 1939, but put in 
place such widespread exemptions that  seven- eighths of children would 
not have been compelled to stay at school past fourteen. 10    

 Starting in 1933, the Board of Education’s Consultative Committee 
(chaired from 1934 by Sir William Spens, a natural scientist and master 
of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge) deliberated at length over the 
structure of secondary education. The committee’s report, published at 
the very end of 1938, set out much more dramatic suggestions for 
reform. The school leaving age would be raised to sixteen, and from 
eleven, pupils would enter a tripartite system of grammar, modern and 
technical schools, to which they would be allocated on the basis of 
their performance in written tests. There they would study specifi c and 
complete curricula (a departure both from the extra years that had 
been tacked onto the elementary school programme, and from the 
grammar schools’ existing focus on preparing students solely for uni-
versity), which would be designed to meet their different aptitudes. The 
Spens report rejected the widespread use of comprehensive schools –  in 
which children of different abilities would be taught in the same 
 institution –  but it emphasized the importance of achieving parity of 
staffi ng levels and esteem across the secondary system: the ‘modern’ 
schools should not be seen as the poorer cousins of the grammars. 11    All 
this was too much for the Board of Education, which was still working 
on extending the leaving age to fi fteen and was well aware of the cost 
and controversy that would be involved in the Spens proposals. The 
report was carefully shelved: perhaps its recommendations might come 
in useful in the future. 

 As discussions of welfare, health and education indicated, the 
National Government was eager to improve the condition of Britain, 
and that meant that it was open to pressure –  political and practical –  
to increase and centralize the role of the state. The measures it enacted, 
however, involved a distinct conception of the nation and its citizens, 
with the emphasis on individual responsibility and a reluctance to take 
on any great new spending commitments of uncertain size and 
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duration. Among a large part of the electorate –   including the many 
 working- class voters, even in areas of high unemployment, who dis-
dained overreliance on the dole –  such limitations were not fl aws but 
rather demonstrations that this was a more practical administration 
than the Labour alternative. To a signifi cant proportion of progressive 
opinion, however, the government’s policies fell well short of their 
hopes for social improvement. Ironically, however, for all the concern 
about national welfare during the 1930s, it was national security that 
would drive on the greatest expansion of the state.   
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   8
Division and Unity  

 In the year following the 1935 election, a series of events overseas –  the 
continuing confl ict in Abyssinia, Hitler’s reoccupation of the Rhine-
land and the opening of the Spanish Civil War  –   exercised a heavy 
infl uence on British politics. Their effect was fi ssiparous: in some cases 
intensifying divisions between right and left, but also splintering polit-
ical parties and the peace movement among themselves. British politics 
might have been polarized by the crumbling of peace, but the political 
system of the 1930s did not fracture. The resolution of a further crisis, 
this time over the Abdication, allowed Baldwin to stage a remarkable 
comeback in the twilight of his premiership. 

   ‘The realisation of what 
sanctions mean’  

 No sooner had the government been returned to offi ce on the basis of 
its commitment to collective security than it was revealed that Hoare 
had in the meantime agreed a secret deal with his counterpart, the 
French foreign minister Pierre Laval, to acquiesce in the Italian seizure 
of Abyssinia. 1    Amid outrage from all sides, Baldwin disclaimed all 
knowledge of the scheme, temporarily removed Hoare from offi ce, and 
appointed Anthony Eden in his stead. 

 Although he was a son of the landed gentry, Eden was a progressive 
politician who appealed to people who weren’t diehard Conservatives. 
He was young –  just  thirty- eight when he became foreign secretary –  
and  good- looking, with a matinee idol’s moustache. He had served as a 
junior offi cer in the First World War, in which both his brothers died. 
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Like many younger Conservatives, Eden came back from the trenches 
convinced that something needed to be done to improve the lot of the 
working class. In the aftermath of the slaughter, he had also become 
convinced that nations ought to work together to end the scourge of 
war. As a junior minister at the Foreign Offi ce in the 1920s, he had 
established a reputation as an enthusiast for the League of Nations. 
Despite the fact that he had initially supported Hoare’s plan, he was 
seen as the moral alternative, and was hence the ideal man to restore 
the government’s reputation. It was an extremely popular appointment. 
In a government of old men, Anthony Eden looked like the future. 2    

 Attempts to placate Italy were now abandoned in favour of slightly 
more stringent sanctions. In practice, however, the League of Nations 
proved unable to forge, let alone enforce, the international economic 
embargo that might have made Italy disgorge its conquests. Without 
French, American or German participation, British economic sanctions 
had little effect, and by the end of April 1936 the Abyssinian forces had 
been completely defeated. 

 Meanwhile, Hitler used the ratifi cation of the  Franco- Soviet pact in 
Paris in February as a justifi cation for another  long- planned act of 
aggression. On 7 March, with the world’s eyes still on Abyssinia, his 
troops marched back into the Rhineland  –   a key industrial area in 
western Germany, demilitarized after 1918 to allow the French an easy 
invasion route into their old enemy in the event of another war. Here 
was another direct challenge to the terms of Versailles, but one that 
neither the French nor the British government was minded to oppose 
by force of arms. 

 France, previously apparently immune to the worst of the Depres-
sion, was now tumbling into a series of fi nancial and political crises 
that were worsened by the prospect of war. French ministers and gen-
erals did not want to fi ght, but they were quite happy to emphasize 
their bellicosity in order that the British would take the blame for not 
confronting Hitler. The British government, in turn, was not about to 
fi ght for a concession they had been willing to cede in any case. Hitler 
was left to incorporate a remilitarized Rhineland, a success that 
emboldened him to open the question of a return of Germany’s former 
colonies. What seemed, in retrospect, like the most  clear- cut moment 
at which Hitler could have been ‘stopped’ passed almost without com-
ment. Hitler was astonished at the French and British passivity. 
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 From the end of 1935, the failure of collective action over Abyssinia 
and the rise of German power ensured that foreign policy remained a key 
topic of political debate. Conservative  MP s shared in and responded to 
the public outrage at the revelation of the  Hoare– Laval discussions. For 
Conservative supporters of the League, Hoare had betrayed Britain’s 
international obligations. Eden thought that Italy was a bigger threat 
than Germany. Even the majority of Conservatives who lacked faith in 
the Geneva organization were conscious of the weight of  pro- League 
sentiment in their constituency postbags. From the backbenches, Sir 
Austen Chamberlain pressurized the government to get rid of Hoare and 
to try to assert Britain’s global authority, but was encouraged to muffl e 
his attacks by a veiled –  and ultimately unfulfi lled –  promise of a return 
to the Foreign Offi ce. 

 The imperialist wing of the party, meanwhile, had fewer concerns 
about Abyssinia’s right to independence, but feared that Hoare’s con-
niving had undermined Britain’s international reputation and status. 
Once he was gone, however, they became worried, as before, that a 
confrontation with Italy in the Mediterranean would threaten imperial 
security. Their sense that the Empire was at risk was heightened when 
it appeared that the government was in fact ready to discuss German 
demands to return the colonies ceded at Versailles. 

 For all Conservatives, Hitler’s incursion into the Rhineland strength-
ened the belief that unnecessary and ineffective sanctions were pushing 
Germany and Italy into alliance and weakening Britain’s position in 
Europe. The Rhineland crisis also brought out Conservatives’ Franco-
phobia. Since the mechanisms of collective security were broken –  as 
most presumed they were after Abyssinia –  the  UK  should not tie itself 
into any fi rmer system of continental alliances of the kind that had 
proved ruinous in 1914. 

 This was also Baldwin’s view. As he pointed out in private, the effect 
of the Abyssinian crisis was to make an  anti- League argument for him: 
‘One thundering good thing we have got out of it is the realisation of 
what sanctions mean. They mean that we have got to be much more 
 self- contained. Europe had to be rearmed and to be ready, that is the 
conclusion that follows upon collective security.’ 3    The prime minister’s 
 hands- off approach to foreign policy created a strong impression in his 
own party that he was letting policy drift just when what was needed 
was decisive action. Those Conservatives who wanted rapprochement 
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with Italy worried that his unwillingness to take a stand would carry 
the country into an unnecessary war. 

 Neville Chamberlain was convinced that sanctions were illogical. 
At the end of May, he pressed the Cabinet to abandon them. When a 
decision was delayed, he made a widely reported speech stating that 
collective security as practised by the League had ‘failed to prevent 
war, failed to stop war, failed to save the victims of aggression’. Con-
tinuing sanctions in the current circumstances would be ‘the very 
midsummer of madness’. This deliberate attempt to force through his 
preferred policy worked. On 18 June 1936, Eden announced the end of 
sanctions. 

 In late July, Baldwin submitted to backbench pressure and met a 
delegation of senior Conservatives, who offered him two days’ worth 
of advice on strategy and foreign affairs. The prime minister made it 
clear that if Hitler went ‘stark mad’ and attacked France or Belgium, 
Britain would have to go to their aid. He was, however, certainly ‘not 
going to get this country into a war with anybody for the League of 
Nations or anybody else or for anything else’. To that end, he hoped 
that German ambitions might now be directed eastwards, on the basis 
that if there had to be a war, it should be between ‘Bolshies’ and 
‘Nazis’. 4    This more explicitly isolationist approach at least provided a 
policy direction around which the bulk of Conservatives could rally. 

 By August 1936, Baldwin was exhausted. His health broken, he was 
ordered to take a prolonged rest, during which Chamberlain effectively 
took charge of the government. Baldwin had already resolved that he 
would resign as soon as Edward  VIII , brought to the throne by his 
father’s death in January, was safely crowned.  

   Arms and the Men  

 Meanwhile, fed by repeated revelations of German strength, Britain’s 
rearmament programme had continued to grow. 5    In February 1936, the 
Cabinet approved a new scheme for the period  1937–  42 that included 
the construction of seven battleships and four aircraft carriers, and 
the expansion of the  RAF ’s   UK -  based squadrons to at least 1,500 
aircraft  –   more if the German air force kept getting larger. For all 
Baldwin’s earlier promises that there would be no arms race, this was a 
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programme designed to ensure that the  UK  maintained the world’s 
most powerful fl eet and developed one of its strongest air forces, but 
the point was still to deter a war, not to fi ght one. 

 The price of rearmament also kept growing. Defence spending for 
the fi nancial year  1935–  36 was £137 million pounds: higher, as a pro-
portion of  GDP , than it had been since the early 1920s. At the start of 
1936, it was estimated that the new programme would cost at least 
another £1,000 million by the early 1940s. 6    To start to meet these 
costs, Chamberlain increased the basic rate of income tax in his April 
1936 budget by 1¼ per cent and introduced a controversial levy on 
sugar, while Treasury offi cials prepared to raise a defence loan to cover 
future expenditure. In striking contrast to their attitude to defi cit 
spending on public works to reduce unemployment, borrowing for 
defence was seen as an acceptable  short- term solution to the problem of 
national security. 

 As it turned out, increases in revenue made a loan unnecessary in 
1936. The Treasury tried to retain a leash on spending, but its key aim 
was less to hold back rearmament than to match it to strategic priori-
ties, as the key debates revolved around industrial rather than fi nancial 
capacity. 

 The last war had educated a generation of strategists in the import-
ance of mass production. Throughout the  inter- war period, military 
contracts were placed to try to maintain  munitions- building capacity, 
and it was generally acknowledged that another major confl ict would 
see massive government intervention to expand and direct armaments 
production. Everybody knew that this would have to happen in the 
event of another war, but how far it should happen in peace was a dif-
ferent matter. Intervening to escalate munitions production would be 
an expensive and economically disruptive process. It would also be pol-
itically costly, not least because, in the era of dictatorship and central 
planning, it carried overtones of the state suborning private enterprise. 
Since the aim of British strategy was still deterrence, defence pro-
grammes targeted increases in  front- line strength that would put off 
potential opponents, not the wholesale shifting over of industry towards 
a wartime level of munitions output. 

 Even this more limited approach to rearmament, however, posed 
its own set of problems. The  UK  had at this time no single Ministry 
of Defence, but rather separate service ministries  –   the Admiralty, 
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War Offi ce and Air Ministry  –   to represent each of the armed ser-
vices.  While the government owned some munitions factories and 
dockyards, the bulk of military equipment was bought from private 
contractors with which the individual service ministries negotiated 
design briefs and orders. As the forces all entered into their expansion 
programmes, their demands competed for limited industrial capacity 
without regard for strategic priority. They competed not only with each 
other, but also with purchasers from overseas and the demands of civil-
ian consumption at home. During 1936, instances increased of 
rearmament being delayed by bottlenecks in production. By the end of 
the year it was apparent that aircraft deliveries in particular were well 
down on the targets laid out that spring. As the government spent 
more, however, suspicions also grew about the healthy profi ts being 
made by the arms industry. Together, these provided the context for a 
debate about whether to step up state control. 

 In January 1936, Lord Weir –  a Scottish industrialist who had over-
seen an exponential increase in aircraft output during the last war, and 
was now advising the government on future arms production –  sounded 
a warning to ministers about the demands of the expanded rearma-
ment programme. Its completion, he wrote, would require either a 
‘ semi- war organisation’ of industrial controls or a reduction in ‘normal 
civil activity and our export trade’. Weir opposed the fi rst as a conces-
sion to socialism and the second as a threat to the economic recovery. 
When the Cabinet approved the programme the following month, it 
therefore decided not to instruct industry to prioritize defence orders, 
but did agree to invest more money in increasing capacity. This would 
happen through a ‘shadow factory’ scheme, under which automobile 
companies agreed to build new plants on the government’s account to 
 mass- produce planes and  aero- engines designed by aircraft manufac-
turers. In two years’ time, when these factories came on line, they 
would help to ensure the completion of Britain’s deterrent air force. 

 Experts such as Weir were convinced that the limited availability of 
skilled workers in the engineering sector would be a critical obstacle to 
expanding arms production. In the last war, this obstacle had been 
overcome by ‘diluting’ the workforce –  breaking down manufacturing 
processes into simpler operations that could be performed by less quali-
fi ed workers while paying skilled engineers more to oversee their new 
colleagues. Such schemes could only be put in place with the agreement 
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of trade unionists with their own set of concerns: a desire to see jobs 
brought to their members who were still unemployed; an insistence that 
they too should benefi t from fat arms contracts; and a fear that, if no 
war came, the current boom in arms production would be followed by 
a slump that would leave skilled workers on the streets. The govern-
ment shied away from intervening in questions of industrial relations, 
worried that discussions at a national level with trade union leaders 
would be encumbered by its ideological differences with Labour. 
Instead, ‘dilution’ was left to be settled at a local level by negotiation in 
individual factories. 

 In early 1936, under parliamentary pressure over problems in pro-
duction, Baldwin created the new post of minister for  co- ordination of 
defence. Churchill held back in his criticisms of the government in the 
hope that he might be given the job. It would offer a dynamic leader the 
chance to invigorate industry, drive on rearmament and increase his 
political capital. For precisely these reasons, Baldwin and Chamberlain 
had no intention of giving it to him. Instead, the post went to the for-
mer attorney general, Sir Thomas Inskip. His role was not to instruct 
industry, but rather to align competing demands for scarce industrial 
resources. Churchill’s cronies caricatured Inskip as an incapable 
 yes- man, and called his appointment ‘the most cynical . . . since Calig-
ula made his horse a  pro- consul’. Unlike their man, Inskip’s equine 
qualities tended more to the  cart- horse than the show pony, but this 
was no disadvantage in his efforts to achieve compromises that would 
square the circle of genuine strategic diffi culty. 

 Disappointed, Churchill now ramped up his attacks on the govern-
ment. In the budget debate in April, he argued that peacetime standards 
were insuffi cient to the defence crisis now facing the nation: ‘we must 
substitute other conditions –  not necessarily war conditions, but condi-
tions which would impinge upon the ordinary daily life and business of 
this country’. 7    When he went with other backbenchers to visit Baldwin 
at the end of July, he put a fi gure on that sacrifi ce: 25 to 30 per cent of 
the key engineering industries must be devoted to the manufacture of 
arms. 

 From the moment he arrived in his new job, Inskip too had pondered 
whether the government ought to intervene in industrial production. 
As Weir, Chamberlain and the Treasury all made plain, such interfer-
ence would come at a cost: a reduction in engineering exports that 
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would ‘lose a large part of our world market not merely temporarily 
but probably forever’, and an impingement on domestic consumption 
requiring ‘a degree of forbearance on the part of the community which 
would only be forthcoming in the face of grave and imminent emer-
gency’. 8    As Chamberlain explained: 

  I do not believe that it  is  imminent. By careful diplomacy I believe we 

can stave it off, perhaps indefi nitely, but if we were now to follow Win-

ston’s advice and sacrifi ce our commerce to the manufacture of arms we 

should infl ict a certain injury on our trade from which it would take 

generations to recover, we should destroy the confi dence which now 

happily exists and we should cripple the revenue. 9     

 Inskip was duly persuaded against greater measures of compulsion. 
 Churchill was not mollifi ed. Since Inskip was not controlling indus-

try, he returned to demands for the formation of a Ministry of Supply 
to direct the provision of materiel. In  mid- November 1936, when Lib-
eral  MP s tabled an amendment to the King’s Speech calling for the 
nationalization of the defence industries, in the hope that eliminating 
profi t would halt the arms race, Churchill took the opportunity to 
accuse the government of wasting time in a period of ‘procrastination, 
of half measures, of soothing and baffl ing expedients, of delays’. What-
ever its ambitious programmes for the future, he charged, for the next 
eighteen months the armed forces would be dangerously weak in the 
face of a revitalized Germany. 10    

 Defending himself, Baldwin blamed past public opinion for current 
defi ciencies in defence. Looking back to 1933 and 1934, he argued that 
there had been a ‘stronger pacifi st feeling running through this country 
than at any time since the war’. Nonetheless he had managed, during 
the 1935 election, to secure public support for rearmament, something 
which would not have been possible if he had spoken out more ardently 
at an earlier date. The result, however, was that democratic Britain 
was lagging two years behind dictatorial Germany in its military 
preparations. 11    

 At the time, the prime minister’s colleagues thought this a poor per-
formance: ‘a terrible confession of weakness and an unnecessary gift to 
the opposition’. 12    Ever since, Baldwin’s words have been turned against 
him to accuse him of putting party interests ahead of national security. 
The charge is inaccurate: the government had certainly shaped its 
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presentation of rearmament for electoral effect, but a fear of the polit-
ical implications of popular pacifi sm had not slowed down rearmament. 
What Baldwin omitted, however, was the prolonged process of offi cial 
negotiation between the decision to  re- arm in 1933 and the actual in-
auguration of a new defence programme in  1934–  35. 

 The lack of urgency in these discussions might have delayed the start 
of rearmament, but it did not necessarily leave Britain less well pre-
pared for the confl ict that eventually developed in 1939. In the aircraft 
industry –  the key concern for politicians living under the shadow of 
the bomber –  the issue impeding production for the moment was not 
a shortage of labour, fi nance or offi cial direction, but rather the need 
to adapt to a period of dramatic change in aircraft design, as the 
 fabric- covered,  open- cockpit biplanes of an earlier era gave way to a 
new generation of enclosed monoplanes, metal skinned, tubular strut-
ted and capable of dramatically improved performance. These aircraft 
required not only new skills and new assembly lines for their manufac-
ture, but also, since they were being pressed into development more 
quickly, more modifi cations –  and concomitant delays –  as they moved 
from prototypes into mass production. This was the reason that the 
deliveries of the most modern aircraft ordered during 1936 were ini-
tially so disappointing. 

 This was a problem that would only be solved by the accumulation 
of industrial experience. Throwing a Churchillian supply supremo into 
the mix would probably have generated more confusion than progress. 
Quite aside from its possible economic consequences, an  all- out pro-
gramme of military expansion in the  mid- 1930s would have lumbered 
Britain with a fl eet of immediately  out- dated aircraft. Since Churchill’s 
predictions of an imminent attack proved wrong, Britain’s cautious 
start to rearmament actually left it better prepared than it would other-
wise have been for the war that actually began at the end of the 
decade. 

 These debates around the  co- ordination, direction and control of 
military supplies would rumble on throughout the years that followed. 
They got to the heart of the dilemma facing democratic politicians in 
the second half of the 1930s: how far should they subordinate freedom 
and prosperity to security? It was typical of the age that these debates 
focused on military technology, the profi t motive and the role of the 
state. Yet they also developed into a thoroughfare for political 
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ambition. In the era of total war, the man who controlled munitions 
production would exert unparalleled powers over national life.  

   Defending the Empire  

 The proliferation of Britain’s potential maritime opponents, the belated 
start to naval rearmament and the furore over the threat from the air 
all meanwhile had implications for the defence of the Far East. 13    The 
launch of powerful new German commerce raiders (armed merchant 
vessels) and the risk of a war with Italy in the Mediterranean both 
required the Royal Navy to commit its capital ships to European waters. 
Though the Admiralty was now embarking on a major new programme 
of construction, battleships and aircraft carriers took time to build. 
Older ships were taken out of action as they were refi tted to bring them 
up to date. Yet the commitment to send a fl eet to Singapore in the event 
of hostilities with Japan remained the centrepiece of defence planning in 
the Far East. As the base at Singapore approached completion, the gap 
between commitments and resources was refl ected in the drawing out of 
the ‘period before relief’ –  the time that it was expected to take to ass-
emble and despatch a fl eet, and for it to then reach Singapore –  from six 
weeks to seventy days in 1937. Privately, the Admiralty already thought 
that six months would be more likely. In that length of time, a Japanese 
attack might do serious damage to the British Empire. 

 As the ‘period before relief’ elongated over the fi nal years of the 
1930s, the governments of Australia and New Zealand repeatedly 
sought confi rmation from the British that they intended to live up to 
their promises to defend the Empire. As they prioritized the more immi-
nent dangers in Europe, the British authorities became increasingly 
slippery about how they expressed their determination. Everyone con-
cerned studiously avoided the sort of showdown that might have 
exposed the redundancy of the ‘Singapore strategy’. The British did 
not want an argument that would threaten Commonwealth unity  –   
not least because Canada and South Africa did not share the same 
defence priorities as the Pacifi c Dominions. The Australians and New 
Zealanders wanted to stick with their existing defence plans –  which 
did not include bearing the full fi nancial burden of protecting them-
selves against Japan. No one wanted to make a public admission of 
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imperial weakness that would only encourage the Germans, Italians 
and Japanese. 

 Meanwhile, plans for the defence of Singapore were overhauled. 
Originally, the naval base had been defended only against an attack 
from the sea, since the Malayan peninsula was presumed to be effect-
ively impassable. Since the 1920s, however, the economic development 
of Malaya had resulted in a good network of roads and ports. Not only 
would the fl eet take longer to arrive, but the base was now exposed 
to an attack from the north. From the late 1920s, the  RAF , ever keen to 
demonstrate the importance of an independent air force, had angled to 
take over the strategic burden in the Far East.  In 1936, the chiefs of 
staff agreed that the air force should assume responsibility for the 
immediate defence of the Far Eastern theatre, although still with the 
aim of protecting Singapore as a base for the fl eet, and the  RAF  started 
work on constructing the airfi elds in Malaya from which British planes 
were meant to dominate the surrounding area. By now, however, its 
main focus was on building up its strength in the  UK , rather than in 
the Empire. Just as with the naval base, the British built the facilities for 
a future war and hoped that they could fi nd the forces to fi ght it. 

 The new airfi elds were built without reference to the army, but they 
had important implications for the soldiers who would have to fi ght for 
Malaya on the ground. If the airfi elds could not be protected, then an 
invader would be gifted positions from which to control the skies. To 
make the most use of aircraft range, some of these airfi elds were in the 
north of Malaya. In order to protect them, and to guard against the 
risk of being outfl anked by an invasion further south, the army would 
have to defend the whole of the peninsula at the same time. The only 
way to make the new strategy for defending Singapore work was 
through massive reinforcements of planes and soldiers. As the Euro-
pean crisis remained unresolved, the defence of the Far East became 
even more a matter of bluff. 

 In the Middle East, meanwhile, the rise of tensions with Italy had 
made the British increasingly concerned to protect their position in case 
of a future war. Although Britain had formally granted Egypt its inde-
pendence in 1922, the British maintained a substantial military garrison 
in the country. This enabled them to protect the Suez Canal, but it was 
also one of the means by which the British could infl uence Egyptian 
politics. Egypt was notionally a constitutional monarchy, and politics 
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between the wars had been a  three- way struggle between the king, the 
British and the Wafd –  a  well- organized nationalist party which usually 
did well at the ballot box. Since the Egyptians had never accepted the 
terms on which they had been granted independence, the British mili-
tary occupation remained without legal basis. During the fi rst half of 
1936, however, the threat from Italy made both the Egyptian national-
ist government and the British eager to come to an agreement that 
would bolster their security. On 22 August, they signed a  twenty- year 
treaty that gave Egypt more control of its own armed forces and elim-
inated the extraterritorial privileges previously enjoyed by Europeans 
in Egypt. In turn, the British kept their military bases close to the Canal, 
and accepted a limitation of the garrison to a maximum of 10,000 troops. 14    

 That limitation only increased the strategic importance to Britain 
of Palestine, which had been mandated to the  UK  by the League of 
Nations in 1922, and would provide a crucial assembly point for imper-
ial troops in the event of a European war. Yet in Palestine, the British 
were now facing the consequences of the confl icting promises that they 
had made to Arab and Jewish nationalists at the height of the Great 
War. Under the Balfour Declaration of 1917, a White Paper of 1922 and 
the terms of the League of Nations’ Mandate, the British were commit-
ted to facilitating Jewish immigration and the creation of a Jewish 
national home. In Britain, there was substantial political support for 
Zionism, which was seen as a means to further Palestine’s economic 
development and secure the position of the British Empire. The same 
documents, however, also bound the British to protect the rights of the 
existing Palestinian population, the majority of whom were Arab, and 
to develop representative government within the Mandate. 15    

 During the 1920s, Palestinian Arabs began to organize themselves 
politically for the fi rst time. In London, proposals for greater self- 
government were repeatedly blocked because it was feared that if the 
Arabs were given control of their own affairs, they would ban fur-
ther Jewish immigration. In turn, the Arabs lost faith in British claims 
to impartiality. These tensions in the Mandate were turned into a crisis 
by the infl ux of Jewish refugees after Hitler came to power in Germany 
in 1933. At a point where most countries maintained strict border con-
trols, Palestine was one place that Jews escaping persecution in Europe 
could enter fairly easily. 

 Concerned that they would eventually be turned into a minority, 
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Arab leaders wanted Jewish immigration to stop. Violence fl ared over 
the winter of 1935, and in April 1936 Arab workers began a well- 
supported general strike. During the summer, Arab guerrillas attacked 
Jewish settlements and cut the oil pipeline that ran across the north of 
Palestine. The British responded with a tough security crackdown that 
embraced collective punishment, including the destruction of houses, 
for communities thought to be harbouring insurgents. The colonial 
authorities and the military disagreed about how much force could be 
used to repress the uprising but, as the revolt continued over the sum-
mer, the military won out. The British brought in more soldiers and 
threatened to introduce martial law if the strike was not brought to an 
end. In October 1936, a ceasefi re was negotiated while a British royal 
commission considered Palestine’s future.  

   Popular Fronts  

 During 1936, France and Spain elected Popular Front governments 
composed of broad spectra of  left- wing parties. 16    This encouraged 
similar efforts in Britain to forge political alliances that could challenge 
the National Government. They came from two different directions. 

 The fi rst derived from moves to align Labour, Liberals and dissident 
Conservatives in a progressive partnership to unseat Baldwin’s coali-
tion of the moderate right. The Next Five Years Group began exploring 
such ideas in 1935, although it took until the end of 1936 to launch a 
campaign for a ‘People’s Front’. It received support from the rebel 
Tories Harold Macmillan and Robert Boothby, but also from Liberals, 
including Sir Walter Layton, the editorial director of the  News Chron-
icle  (which advocated such an alliance in its pages), and the newly 
elected  MP  for Barnstaple, Richard Acland, who saw much common 
ground between Liberal aspirations and Labour’s socialism. The 
People’s Front was also backed by the Communist writer John Stra-
chey, and G. D. H. Cole, the Labour intellectual. Cole argued that, 
given the swing that would be needed to transform the party’s 1935 per-
formance into an outright victory, such an alliance was the only way of 
achieving power in the next decade. 

 The second driver towards  co- operation on the left originated from 
the key shift in international Communist strategy. In 1935, Moscow 
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instructed Communist parties around the world to abandon class war 
in favour of constructing ‘united fronts’ of all  working- class organiza-
tions, which would then build tactical alliances with other  left- wing 
parties. This change underpinned the creation of Popular Front govern-
ments elsewhere in Europe. From 1936, the Communist Party of Great 
Britain campaigned to be allowed to affi liate with Labour. 

 A third impetus came from the maverick King’s Counsel, Sir Staf-
ford Cripps. Cripps the son of a rich lawyer, had trained as a chemist 
before becoming a barrister. He had run one of the biggest munitions 
factories in Britain for the Ministry of Munitions during the last war, 
before carving out a sparkling career at the Bar. Herbert Morrison 
encouraged him to join the Labour Party, and in 1930 he was made 
 solicitor- general in the Labour government and found a safe parlia-
mentary seat in Bristol. Having retained his seat in 1931, he was left as 
one of Labour’s leading lights in the Commons. 

 Cripps was a man of faiths, and in the early 1930s he embraced 
Marxism with an ardent fervour. Through a new organization, the 
Socialist League, he tried to push Labour further left, against the mod-
eration of the unions, and he spoke of class war and revolution. He was 
also a man of wealth, who was funding the League, paid the set up and 
running costs of the  left- wing newspaper  Tribune  and had provided 
funds to relieve the fi nancial strain on Attlee when he was acting as 
deputy leader. More moderate Labour fi gures groaned at the way that 
Cripps’ extremist views kept giving ammunition to the  Tory- supporting 
press, but he remained a star turn in the Commons (even though he 
loathed its boozy atmosphere, which encouraged him to become tee-
total), and he did not stage his own bid for the leadership. Cripps 
denounced sanctions against Italy and rearmament on the basis that 
they were policies put forward by politicians who were the enemies of 
the working class. Since war and Fascism were the product of capital-
ism and imperialism, the only hope was  working- class solidarity at 
home and internationally, and the Socialist League called for a united 
front with the  ILP  and the Communists. 17    

 The different ‘fronts’ that arose after 1935 were connected by the 
growing sense of a Manichaean struggle with Fascism and a rising dis-
gust at the government’s foreign policy. Many of those who sought to 
form popular fronts believed, like Cripps and A. J. Cummings, the 
 News Chronicle   ’s editor, that they were the only alternative to a 
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‘ boiled- shirt fascism’ incipient in the National Government and which 
would be brought to the surface in the event of war. 18    Even those who 
did not think like this might be persuaded of the need for electoral alli-
ances to displace an administration that was fatally mishandling world 
events. During 1936, the Liberal Party recognized the need for rearma-
ment, and its leader, Sir Archibald Sinclair, furiously attacked the 
government for its abandonment of Abyssinia. Sinclair’s conviction 
that a change of government was a precondition of effective rearma-
ment and a moral foreign policy made him more sympathetic to the 
idea of a progressive pact. 

 By the end of 1936, anxieties about the rising tide of Fascism 
had been further stoked by the Spanish Civil War. On 17 July, an 
attempted Nationalist coup led by General Francisco Franco, against 
the government of the Republican Popular Front, sparked off a fer-
ocious  three- year confl ict. Germany and Italy swiftly intervened to 
help the Nationalists, transporting soldiers from Spain’s North African 
colonies, supplying weapons and before long sending ‘volunteers’ to 
join in the fi ghting. 

 In Britain, ministers and offi cials worried that the confl agration of 
ideological extremes in Spain would engulf the whole of Europe. Their 
primary concern was not, therefore, to protect the democratically 
elected Spanish government but rather, as Eden told the House of Com-
mons at the start of 1937, to make sure that: ‘the confl ict shall not 
spread beyond the boundaries of Spain’. The British government pres-
sured the French Popular Front to minimize any aid to their comrades 
across the Pyrenees: instead, the two governments set up an inter-
national agreement on  non- intervention, backed up by naval patrols 
and a supervisory committee in London. This did nothing in practice 
to reduce German and Italian involvement, but it did leave the Republic 
dependent on Soviet military aid for its survival. Until the end of 1936, 
a swift Nationalist victory appeared certain, but the Republicans man-
aged to hold out, and after a year of war a military stalemate had set 
in across central Spain with Republican garrisons besieged along the 
northern coast. 

 British public interest in the Spanish Civil War took time to get going. 
Spain was little considered before the confl ict broke out, its politics 
complicated by factors  –   extremist factionalism and the place of the 
Catholic Church –  that seemed very foreign to most Britons. The wave 
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of violent atrocities on both sides at the start of the war aroused wide-
spread condemnation and further alienated British commentators. 19    

 The situation changed, however, over the winter of  1936–  37. First, as 
the Republic’s military and political situation stabilized, the confl ict 
could be understood more easily as a  two- way fi ght rather than a descent 
into anarchy. Secondly, British involvement increased. Disregarding 
offi cial attempts to limit involvement, British volunteers arrived in 
Spain and found their way to the front line. The majority of the several 
thousand British volunteers served with Republican forces, most of 
them as part of the British battalion of the International Brigade, which 
saw action for the fi rst time in the early months of 1937. Most were 
young  working- class men, although a cohort of  middle- class intellectu-
als linked the war directly to progressive opinion at home. Many had 
been politically active, and the  CPGB  played a signifi cant role in 
recruiting, but while most were set on socialism, for many the rationale 
for fi ghting was to defend democracy rather than to inspire world 
revolution. A smaller, less celebrated number of volunteers  –   a mix 
of zealous Catholics, aristocratic adventurers and Fascist fellow 
travellers –  also journeyed to Spain, to fi ght for the Nationalists. At the 
same time, a British home front developed in this foreign war as a result 
of efforts to aid its refugees. Local welfare campaigns sprang up across 
the country,  co- ordinated from the start of 1937 by a National Joint 
Committee for Spanish Relief. That spring, the arrival of boatloads of 
child evacuees from the Basque ports provided dramatic evidence of the 
war’s victims and elicited much sympathy. 

 Few Britons were fully conversant with the labyrinthine complexi-
ties of Spanish politics, but from the end of 1936 the war provided an 
easily accessible arena in which to play out their own anxieties about 
violence, democracy and dictatorship. In terms of public debate, it 
tended to polarize existing party political positions. Most Conserva-
tives backed the government and accepted its argument about the need 
to contain the contagion. Imperialist fears about the implications of 
German or Italian infl uence for Gibraltar were less signifi cant than the 
desire to avoid a Communist takeover, and a signifi cant minority of 
Tories actively supported the Nationalists as opponents of international 
Bolshevism. 

 In contrast, the majority of the British left, convinced that this 
was part of a wider fi ght to save democracy, became increasingly 
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committed to the Republican cause and antagonized by the unequal 
effects of  non- intervention. The government’s refusal to help the Repub-
lic was seen as the equivalent of its abandonment of the unemployed 
and evidence of its underlying support for Fascism. Criticism from 
Labour and Liberal  MP s became increasingly vituperative, and 
demands rose for the supply of arms in order at least to level the playing 
fi eld of  non- intervention. The role played by the Communist Party in 
mobilizing direct support for Spain was the principal factor in a signifi -
cant rise in its membership during the late 1930s: it did particularly 
well in appealing to potential recruits from the ancient universities 
who wanted actively to oppose Fascism. Surveys published by the 
 News Chronicle  also suggested that the weight of public opinion was 
increasingly siding with the Republic, probably because, outside 
Britain’s Catholic communities, it was perceived as an embodiment 
of organized labour or as the fairly elected underdog. Here too, it 
seemed, was fertile ground for the formation of a  centre- left front that 
linked progressive aspirations at home with the defence of democracy 
abroad. 20    

 Some fronts did form. In the two years after its formation, as ‘a sort 
of reading “Popular Front” ’ by the publisher Victor Gollancz, the Left 
Book Club, which made available cheap copies of key books with a 
 left- wing perspective on current affairs, had 50,000 members. Its big 
print runs meant that it could claim plausibly to have reached beyond 
party confi nes and tapped into a broader body of public opinion that 
was worried by war, Fascism and the state of British society and sought 
more radical reforms than the National Government was ready to 
offer. 21    That this was a cause with potentially wide appeal, particularly 
when couched in less partisan terms than those favoured by the 
 quasi- Communist Gollancz, was evidenced by the success of the Pen-
guin Specials published by Allen Lane in the last years of the 1930s. A 
list curated to provide quality opinion at a reasonable price included 
works on ballet, literary taste and modern German art, but was domi-
nated by works that took an  anti- Fascist stance on international affairs, 
which sold in the hundreds of thousands. The sense that, in the face 
of a looming threat to civilization, progressive people should work 
together in the cause of democracy was also central to the ethos and 
early work of  Mass- Observation, with its central alliance between a 
Communist, Madge, and a lapsed Liberal, Harrisson. 
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 At a local level, there were also instances of successful  co- operation 
on the basis of opposition to the government’s foreign policy. In prac-
tice, any ‘front’ had little chance of unseating the government 
constitutionally until the next general election, which was due at the 
latest by 1940.  By- elections, however, provided an opportunity for 
local alliances. At Derby in July 1936, and in three West Country con-
stituencies in summer 1937, Liberal and Labour activists worked 
together against National candidates. In the former, the increased turn-
out probably played a major role in a Labour victory. 

 There were, however, insuperable obstacles to a Popular Front ever 
becoming an effective nationwide political force. The greatest of these 
was the Labour leadership. After its partial recovery in 1935, Labour 
would have been central to any successful alliance but, despite the 
enthusiasm of some party members, their leaders remained fi rmly 
opposed. Senior Labour politicians and trade union bosses regarded 
such suggestions from the left as attempts at a parasitic takeover. Quite 
aside from their personal loathing for Communists, they also recog-
nized the electoral risks if they were to be tarred with the brush of 
political extremism. They vigorously challenged and threatened with 
expulsion anyone who promoted a ‘front’ that might include the  CPGB . 
Cripps only avoided being expelled from the party by shutting down 
the Socialist League and the campaign for a united front. 

 Labour’s leaders also saw more harm than good in an alliance 
towards the political centre. Whatever common ground they shared 
over the means of state intervention, they profoundly disagreed with 
progressive Liberals and Conservatives about the ends of achieving 
socialism and empowering the unions. Differences also remained over 
foreign policy. The Liberals came round during 1936 to supporting 
rearmament, but Labour  MP s continued to vote against the defence 
budget to demonstrate their disapproval of the arms race. 

 With the memory of 1931 still fresh, any suggestion of a move 
towards the middle ground would have been easily cast as a betrayal of 
Labour’s principles. More than that, a tactical realignment of Labour’s 
position was strategically unnecessary. Unlike their counterparts in 
France and Spain, Labour’s leaders did not believe that they faced 
an imminent threat to the democratic process from domestic Fascism. 
Citrine and Bevin in particular, the most powerful fi gures within 
the Labour movement as a whole, might have loathed the National 
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Government, but they did not believe that it was about to try, like the 
Nazis, to smash trade unionism. 22    

 Rather than forming an emergency front, Labour could therefore 
play a longer game –   avoiding any dilution of its party’s values with 
political alliances, attempting to infl uence government policy as re-
armament required greater  co- operation with the unions, and hoping 
that future events would bring it to power on its own terms, if not at 
the next election then at least by the one after that. 

 It is hard to say whether this belief was well founded. Opinion 
polling in the later 1930s suggested simultaneously the popularity of 
Labour’s proposed policies on health and welfare, and that very few 
people would vote differently to get them. The  middle- class progres-
sives who made up much of the audience for the Left Book Club and 
the Penguin Specials might have formed a ‘reading popular front’, but 
that did not mean that they were going to support a party still seen as 
economically and politically incompetent and  overcommitted to the 
organized working class. 

 On Spain, Labour’s policy was cautious, a position shaped primarily 
by Citrine and Bevin. In practice, neither had much love for the more 
extreme elements on the Republican side, and they tended to see Labour 
activists’ desire to provide military aid as  Communist- inspired threats 
to their authority. Along with a few  right- wing Labour  MP s, they had 
come round much earlier than the bulk of the party to supporting re-
armament, but their belief that the  UK  needed to be protected from 
German aggression militated against sending weapons to the Republi-
cans. Aware as they were of the shortfalls in production for the forces, 
Britain’s leading trade unionists thought that those arms that were 
available probably ought to be used to defend the  UK . They were also, 
however, sensitive to the risks that would be posed by a Fascist victory 
to Britain’s position in the Mediterranean. As Bevin pointed out in 
August 1936: ‘it would be a strange thing that it would fall to the lot of 
the Labour Party to save the British Empire’. 23    

 Eager to avoid any equivalent fracture in British society –  not least 
with their Catholic members, antagonized by Republican attacks on 
the Church  –   Citrine and Bevin preferred the equitable enforcement 
of an arms embargo to any actual embroilment in the Spanish Civil 
War. They tried to warn the government off policies that were 
too  pro- Nationalist, but they also carefully diverted trade unionists’ 
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energies away from demands for military intervention and towards 
campaigns to provide welfare and medical aid for refugees. As Labour 
politicians struggled to defi ne their own distinctive position beyond 
criticizing government policy, the party’s apparent inactivity dis-
appointed those who demanded ‘arms for Spain’ and allowed the 
Communists to make much of the running in actually assisting the 
Republic. The trade unions’ stance, however, helped to ensure that 
reactions to the new Spanish ulcer were much less destructive in the 
 UK  than they were in France, where left and right were now at daggers 
drawn. 24    

 Nonetheless, the threat of international confl ict and the political 
polarization occasioned by the war in Spain made any  cross- party pol-
itical grouping much harder to maintain. During 1936, both tendencies 
affl icted the  anti- war movement. The upsurge in international aggres-
sion raised divisive questions about the best response from those who 
wanted peace. One radical answer was a reassertion of absolute paci-
fi sm, as embodied in the Peace Pledge Union (PPU), inaugurated in 
1936 by the Reverend Dick Sheppard –  the charismatic former vicar of 
 St- Martin- in- the- Fields, and now canon of St Paul’s  –   who asked 
young men to promise that they would take no part in any future war. 
The messianic tone of Sheppard’s crusade separated it from those who 
continued to espouse absolute pacifi sm on political, rather than reli-
gious, grounds, and who now worked to expand their own national 
network of peace councils to support local resistance to war. By autumn 
1937, although wracked by internal disputes, the  PPU  had attracted 
considerable publicity and 120,000 members. 25    

 In contrast, less extreme opponents of war drew the lesson from 
international inaction over Abyssinia that more concrete measures of 
collective security now needed to be put in place. That meant rebuilt 
defences and more formal alliances: an uncomfortably traditional form 
of power politics but one now increasingly at odds with government 
policy. The disagreement between pacifi sts and those willing to fi ght to 
preserve the peace opened up divisions within the League of Nations 
Union as it struggled with the League’s embarrassing ineffectiveness in 
restraining Italy. Although it lost members during the second half of 
the decade, the  LNU  was still a signifi cant organization, with a quarter 
of a million members in 1938, but it too was wracked by political 
differences. Over the summer of 1936, in an effort to rebuild the 
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movement’s popular foundations, Lord Cecil became involved with a 
new International Peace Campaign. This was a  Europe- wide move-
ment, which was particularly strong in France. Most of the  LNU ’s 
staff regarded it as a front for Communism. This apparent move to the 
left made it much harder for the Union to stage its appeal to the public or 
government on the basis of being  non- partisan. At the same time, how-
ever, the moderate stance of most of the  LNU ’s remaining members 
also left it seeming boring and out of touch to the ardent young sup-
porters of the Peace Pledge Union or the Communist Party of Great 
Britain. By the end of 1936, it was becoming increasingly diffi cult to 
occupy the political middle ground. 26     

   ‘Premier Takes Stock, Finds 
Brita in Best’  

 Remarkably, given these foreign and domestic vicissitudes and his fal-
tering health, Baldwin managed to  re- forge his own popular front. 27    
The prime minister’s sense that he was building a moral case for resist-
ing a global slide towards catastrophe exacerbated his distress when 
Edward  VIII  refused to place duty over pleasure. The grappling over 
Edward’s fate also, however, afforded Baldwin an opportunity for pol-
itical recovery as he performed once more his favourite role of national 
conciliator. As he reassured the country in a newsreel address issued in 
the middle of the discussions that led to Edward’s abdication, and tell-
ingly entitled ‘Premier Takes Stock, Finds Britain Best’: ‘True to our 
traditions, we have avoided all extremes. We have steered clear of fas-
cism, communism, dictatorship, and we have shown the world that 
democratic government, constitutional methods and ordered liberty 
are not inconsistent with progress and prosperity.’ 28    While Margesson, 
the chief whip, made sure that Conservative  MP s backed the govern-
ment, Baldwin was able once more to turn the issue into one of 
responsibility. With a faulty king removed and a safer one put in his 
place, Baldwin retired straight after George  VI ’s coronation, in a glow 
of  non- partisan affection. 

 In contrast, the Abdication wrecked Churchill’s efforts to secure a 
return to power. He too had sought during 1936 to construct an alli-
ance of opinion on international affairs that would reach beyond party. 
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He tried to direct the League of Nations Union’s attention to the dan-
ger from Germany. He also met with  anti- Nazis  –   including Tories, 
Liberals, Citrine and leading Jewish businessmen –   as part of a new 
group which titularly declared itself for the Defence of Freedom and 
Peace (also known as ‘The Focus’). By the end of the year, these private 
meetings had transmuted into a public movement that held a great rally 
under the auspices of the  LNU  at the Albert Hall on 3 December. 
Speakers demanded a recommitment to the covenant of the League of 
Nations, greater rearmament and the incorporation of the  USSR  into a 
security framework designed to restrain Germany. Churchill’s commit-
ment to the latter point indicated an unusually continental perception 
of strategy. This marked him out from other Conservative dissidents on 
defence, such as Leo Amery, who preferred imperial isolation. Despite 
the suspicions aroused by his participation, this mobilization of inter-
nationalist opinion temporarily seemed to have the potential to propel 
Churchill back into cabinet orbit. 

 All this was ruined by the Abdication. Having established a friend-
ship with the monarch when he was Prince of Wales, Churchill was 
seen to have a key position as the king’s advisor. He argued that Bald-
win’s lining up of political opinion to force the king’s hand was 
unconstitutional, and he hoped that, given time, Edward could be 
persuaded to give up his romantic attachment without renouncing 
the throne. 

 Lining up to protect the king alongside Churchill was his old friend 
Max Aitken, Lord Beaverbrook. A Canadian businessman who had 
left his homeland under a cloud of corruption allegations before the 
Great War, Aitken had become, after his arrival in Britain, a Conserva-
tive  MP , a press magnate, a peer and then minister of information in 
1918. His ascent had been much aided by a generous chequebook: 
Beaverbrook liked to put others in his debt. 29    

 After the war, Beaverbrook had overseen the transformation of the 
 Daily Express  into the country’s leading national daily. By the late 
1930s, it had a circulation of 2.4 million. Determinedly opposed to the 
‘socialists’ –  as it called the Labour Party –  the  Express  also set itself 
against unearned privilege and waste in high offi ce, and for the ‘little 
man’ with aspirations to do well for himself. Although Beaverbrook let 
his editors, writers and cartoonists put across their own views where it 
was good for business, he used the  Express  as a megaphone for his own 
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political opinions, and its leader writers soon learned to follow their 
master’s strident, exhortatory style. Beaverbrook’s deep pockets and 
infl uence with his fellow press lords gave him a power that he loved to 
exert, not only for personal and political gain but also for mischief and 
spite. 

 An outsider who desperately wanted to be on the inside, Beaver-
brook had been very much at home in the dynamic world of the Lloyd 
George governments, but was left out of the ‘responsible’ politics of the 
1930s. He and Baldwin loathed each other with a passion stoked by 
their confrontation over Empire Free Trade. Beaverbrook and Church-
ill, on the other hand, who had been friends since the former entered 
the Commons in 1911, remained on good terms even though they had 
differed over issues including the return to the gold standard, Indian 
constitutional reform and Beaverbrook’s Empire Crusade. Their rela-
tionship became more distant during the 1930s because Beaverbrook 
thought Churchill’s career was over and he would be no more use to 
him politically, but they were reunited by the debates over Edward 
 VIII ’s love affair with Wallis Simpson. Both Churchill and Beaver-
brook saw themselves as loyalists, who were sticking by a king betrayed 
by the unscrupulous Baldwin. 

 Initially, Beaverbrook followed the king’s request to keep the affair 
out of the papers, and on Edward’s behalf he lobbied his fellow press 
lords to do the same thing. From a modern perspective, what is aston-
ishing is how easy it was to keep the story out of the public sphere. The 
press, the newsreels and the output of the  BBC  were controlled by a 
relatively small group of people who were interconnected by their own 
network of privilege and power, and who were strongly susceptible to 
appeals to propriety and the national interest. If they all decided that a 
story should be suppressed, then a conspiracy of silence could be very 
effectively maintained. 30    

 Like everyone else, Beaverbrook had presumed that, eventually, 
Edward would be persuaded to give up his attachment to Wallis. Once 
the story broke, however, he threw the whole weight of his newspapers 
behind the monarch. ‘We cannot afford to lose the King,’ trumpeted 
the  Daily Express . ‘We cannot let him give up the throne.’ 31    On this, as 
with pretty much everything else on which its master took a stand in 
the late 1930s, the paper was soon proved wrong. 

 Whatever Beaverbrook’s motivation was for defending the king, 
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most of the British political elite presumed that he had done so only in 
order to have another go at Baldwin. That only confi rmed the wide-
spread view of Beaverbrook’s irresponsibility. Beaverbrook blamed the 
government chief whip for thwarting his ambitions: he never forgave 
Margesson. 32    Churchill’s motives were regarded with similar suspicion. 
Most people at Westminster thought that he had tried to exploit a 
national tragedy to advance his own position. When he tried to speak 
up for Edward in the Commons, fellow  MP s shouted him down. The 
collapse in his political stock doomed the  always- unstable coalition 
around his Defence of Freedom and Peace Union, which swiftly dis-
integrated. It was one more episode to add to Churchill’s record of 
adventurous failures.  

   ‘  No-one is more convinced 
than I  am of the necessit y 

for rearmament’  

 There had never been much doubt that Neville Chamberlain would 
replace Baldwin. During the autumn of 1936, he had taken an even 
greater role in the formation of policy, including the reformulation of 
strategy away from a military commitment to mainland Europe and 
towards an even more substantial role for the  RAF . He was widely seen 
as the  prime- minister-  and  Conservative- leader- in- waiting. At the last 
moment, however, there was a minor but inauspicious stumble that 
refl ected both the growing diffi culties posed by rearmament and Cham-
berlain’s continued devotion to grand solutions. 

 In early 1937, the chancellor announced that the government would 
take out a loan of up to £400 million to cover some of the £1,500 mil-
lion it now expected to spend on defence over the next fi ve years. This 
unlocking of further funds posed two problems.  The fi rst was that 
further resources would only increase the armed forces’ demands. The 
second was the domestic impact as the scale of defence expenditure 
drove up infl ation and allowed private arms manufacturers to build up 
huge profi ts. As he complained to his sister that spring: ‘ No- one is more 
convinced than I am of the necessity for rearmament & for speed in 
making ourselves safe’, but the tensions thus created could all too easily 
result in 
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  a series of crippling strikes, ruining our programme, a sharp steepening 

of costs due to wage increases, leading to the loss of our export trade, a 

feverish and artifi cial boom followed by a disastrous slump and fi nally 

the defeat of the Government and the advent of an ignorant unpre-

pared & heavily pledged Opposition to handle a crisis as severe as that 

of 1931. 33     

 In the April 1937 budget, his last as chancellor, Chamberlain therefore 
put a further three pence on income tax, but also announced a new 
National Defence Contribution –  a tax on the growth in business prof-
its during the period of rearmament, graduated according to a highly 
complex formula so that those who had done best out of the inter-
national crisis would pay the most. This was intended to raise funds for 
defence, demonstrate to the armed services that public resources were 
fi nite and emphasize to the electorate not only that security came at a 
price, but also that the government intended to spread that cost fairly. 

 Swiftly, however, the new tax ran into a storm of criticism. Almost 
everyone believed that it was too complicated. For Labour it did too 
little to control profi teering by private arms manufacturers. Conserva-
tive backbenchers saw it as an assault on business. Meanwhile share 
prices fell as they had not done since the dark days of 1931, in turn 
reducing the government’s ability to borrow money for rearmament. In 
the face of such opposition, as the budget passed through the Com-
mons in May, the defence contribution was transmuted into a fi xed rate 
5 per cent tax on business profi ts. The  mis- step did nothing to halt 
Chamberlain’s ascent to 10 Downing Street, but once again his desire 
to deliver an interconnected  cure- all had outreached his capacity for 
political leadership. 34    

 Nonetheless, when he succeeded Baldwin on 28 May 1937, Cham-
berlain was welcomed by the  Conservative- supporting press as a 
political strong man. He was the same age as Baldwin, and his Cabinet 
had no one in it to do the administrative heavy lifting for him as he had 
done for his predecessor. It was, however, precisely the new premier’s 
determination and drive that seemed set to reinvigorate the National 
administration. 

 When Chamberlain came to construct his Cabinet, Margesson sug-
gested that it might be a good idea to fi nd a ministerial place for 
Churchill. The new prime minister quickly dismissed the idea. He was 
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too busy to go to the coronation fl eet review, but he noted with amuse-
ment that his wife, Annie, who went in his stead, had been ‘fortunate 
in fi nding Winston’, who proved only too ‘delighted to show her how 
admirably he would fi ll the offi ce’ of fi rst lord of the admiralty by talk-
ing her through the ships on display. 35    Chamberlain, however, had no 
intention of offering a ministerial position to a potential rival of unpre-
dictable temperament, dubious loyalty and proven poor judgement. As 
he told his new secretary of state for war, Leslie  Hore- Belisha, when the 
latter canvassed Churchill’s inclusion, ‘He won’t give the others a chance 
of even talking.’ 36    For all his naval ambitions, in the early summer of 
1937, Churchill was marooned on the backbenches, his chances of seiz-
ing the tiller as distant as Labour’s of winning the next election.    



   Part T wo 

 From Peace to War  
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‘More sufferings to come’  

 A few seconds after eleven o’clock on 11 November 1937, the two min-
utes’ silence of the Armistice Day ceremony at the Cenotaph in London 
was shockingly disrupted. A ‘ thick- set,  fair- headed man,  bare- headed, 
and wearing a mackintosh’ broke through the line of sailors at the edge 
of the crowd. His shouts, ‘in a high tormented voice’, just audible to 
those listening to the ceremony on the wireless as well as those closest 
to the Cenotaph, protested against ‘All this hypocrisy!’: ‘You are delib-
erately conniving at another war.’ Several policemen –   all remaining 
strictly silent –  jumped on the lone protestor and subdued him. Aside 
from a few turned heads to see the cause of the noise, the king, his 
senior offi cers and ministers remained absolutely still. 

 Once the two minutes were up, the man who had broken the silence 
was removed. It was subsequently announced that he was Stanley Sto-
rey, a  forty- three- year- old veteran who had recently escaped from the 
asylum to which he had been committed the previous February. His 
sense of upset, if not his accusation, aroused a widespread sympathy. 
As the  Manchester Guardian   ’s reporter explained, his shout had not 
seemed the outburst of a lunatic, but rather: 

  the agonised cry of one who had found the strain of the moment and of 

his own convictions too much to be borne. As such it heightened one’s 

own feelings almost intolerably. There must be few people who can 

attend the celebrations of Armistice Day without having to thrust into 

the background of their minds the fear that all the suffering of twenty 

years ago has not prevented more sufferings to come.  

 During the fi nal years of the 1930s, the sense that another world war 
was coming grew increasingly strong. The prolonged anticipation of 
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this second cataclysm was one of the key differences from the outbreak 
of its predecessor, which had come as a total shock to Britons in the 
summer of 1914. In 1937, however, it did still seem that more sufferings 
might yet be averted. 1    

   ‘Far reaching plans .  .  .  for the 
appeasement of Europe & Asia’  

 Neville Chamberlain arrived at 10 Downing Street determined to sort 
out a potentially disastrous international situation. Britain now faced 
the threat of three wars at the same time: with Germany in Europe, 
with Italy in the Mediterranean and with Japan in the Far East. As far 
as Chamberlain was concerned, collective security was dead and the 
League of Nations defunct. Of Britain’s potential allies, France was 
politically unstable, the  USSR  was ideologically antipathetic and 
the  USA  was unreliably isolationist. Until Britain’s rearmament pro-
grammes were more complete, it was in a vulnerable position, but the 
scale of those programmes themselves now threatened the economic 
revival. In this hazardous environment, keeping the British Empire safe 
would require a balancing act of global scope and epic complexity. 

 This was exactly the sort of problem that Chamberlain liked to 
solve. Five months into his premiership, he was already able to inform 
his sister that he had in mind ‘far reaching plans . . . for the appease-
ment of Europe & Asia and for the ultimate check of the mad arms 
race, which if continued must involve us all in ruin’. 2    At the base of 
these plans were two presumptions. The fi rst was that a war was in 
nobody’s interest. The second was that it should be possible to resolve 
all the aggressor powers’ grievances by a process of interlinked negoti-
ation rather than ad hoc reaction. Being strong enough to make violence 
look unattractive was a key part of Chamberlain’s approach, but he 
saw no point in making threats that the  UK  could not back up, nor in 
constructing alliances that might precipitate an unnecessary war. 

 Chamberlain found a welcome ally in the senior civil servant Sir Hor-
ace Wilson, already installed in Number 10 as a special advisor to the 
prime minister. Wilson was a  self- made man. The son of a furniture 
maker, he had entered the civil service in 1900 as a boy clerk, then taken 
a  part- time degree at the London School of Economics. Having 
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established a reputation for settling diffi cult industrial disputes during 
the Great War, in 1921 he was appointed permanent secretary at the 
Ministry of Labour, where he played an important part in ending the 
General Strike. Although the unions resented him for his skill in unpick-
ing their position before negotiations began, in 1930 the second Labour 
government made Wilson its chief industrial advisor, a title he retained 
for the rest of the decade. When Baldwin returned to Downing Street in 
1935, he needed someone else to keep an overview of the business of 
government as it passed through the prime minister’s offi ce. Wilson was 
brought in to take up the job, and Chamberlain kept him on. 3    

 The two men had got to know each other well during the Ottawa 
trade talks in 1932. They were both hardworking, seemingly humourless 
fi gures with a strong grip on administration. Chamberlain’s personality 
meant that his colleagues seldom became his comrades, and of the people 
he worked with, Wilson became probably the closest thing that he had to 
a friend. Sir Horace’s position was powerful: all the papers coming in 
and out of 10 Downing Street passed through his offi ce, and Chamber-
lain valued his advice on economic policy and the composition of his 
cabinet. On 20 May 1939, Wilson was made permanent secretary of the 
Treasury and head of the civil service, which put him in charge of the 
appointment of all the senior offi cials in Whitehall. 

 Wilson’s enemies saw him as a Cardinal  Richelieu- like fi gure, pull-
ing the strings of power behind the throne. Wilson maintained that he 
was servant, not master: he supported Chamberlain, but he did not 
control him. 4    Before long, however, Chamberlain would come to rely 
on Wilson as a diplomatic  go- between as well as a domestic political 
fi xer. This refl ected not only their shared belief that the international 
problem could be solved by fi nding grounds for reasonable agreement, 
but also Chamberlain’s desire, unlike his predecessor, to take fi rm con-
trol of foreign policy. 

 The new prime minister’s determination to solve the European situ-
ation himself put him at loggerheads with the Foreign Offi ce. His 
willingness to appease Hitler aroused shrill opposition from the For-
eign Offi ce’s senior civil servant, Sir Robert Vansittart, a  long- term 
Cassandra of the dangers of German revival. Chamberlain also found 
himself in disagreement with the foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, who 
had grown used to doing what he wanted while Baldwin was prime 
minister. 
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 Over the rights and wrongs of German expansion in Central and 
Eastern Europe, Eden differed little from the prime minister, although 
given his liberal reputation he was anxious not to be seen to be giving in 
to dictators. Like Chamberlain, Eden also found Vansittart’s incessant 
harping on the German threat unhelpful, and he had already lined up a 
possible replacement: Sir Alexander Cadogan, an aristocratic career 
diplomat whom Eden had got to know on Britain’s delegation to the 
League of Nations. As soon as Baldwin had appointed him, Eden had 
invited Cadogan to return from his posting as ambassador to China 
so that he could serve as Vansittart’s deputy and future successor. 
Where Vansittart was volatile, spiky and increasingly given to writing 
interminable memoranda on the need to stand up to Hitler, Cadogan 
was calm, smooth and pragmatic in his desire to match Britain’s foreign 
policies with what it could actually do. For the moment, he was also 
more optimistic about the prospect of arranging a settlement with 
Germany. 5    

 The thing that really set Chamberlain and Eden apart was the 
foreign secretary’s hatred of Mussolini. The Italian dictator’s broken 
promises about  non- intervention in Spain had left Eden deeply suspi-
cious of any rapprochement. Compared to Chamberlain, Eden was 
much less worried about the risk of the Empire being attacked simulta-
neously by Germany, Italy and Japan. That meant he had much more 
room to insist on a fi rm stance with the Duce. 6    

 Chamberlain, however, saw an improvement of relations with Italy 
as a  stepping- stone to a general European settlement. During the sum-
mer of 1937, he proffered recognition of Italy’s conquest of Abyssinia in 
the hope of reducing tensions in the Mediterranean and severing the 
developing connection between Rome and Berlin. When Italy joined 
Germany and Japan in the  Anti- Comintern Pact that November, he 
saw it as further evidence of the need to bring Mussolini back on side. 
For Eden, on the other hand, it was proof of the uselessness of relying 
on Italian promises. 

 In July 1937, a military scuffl e between Chinese and Japanese forces 
in northern China escalated rapidly into a  full- blown, but undeclared, 
war. As the Japanese armies advanced rapidly in the north, and fi erce 
fi ghting raged all around the international settlement in Shanghai, 
China’s Nationalist government sought international support. Eager to tie 
the Japanese down in China, the Soviet Union sent arms and military 
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advisors, but would not sign an alliance that would drag the Red Army 
into the confl ict. In the West, the Nationalists aimed their diplomatic 
efforts at the United Kingdom –  supposedly the other major power in 
East Asia. Aware as they were of the weakness of their defences in the 
Far East, the British did not do much to help. 

 No British minister wanted to be dragged into a repeat of the Abys-
sinian debacle, with the League of Nations imposing sanctions and the 
Royal Navy forced into a naval confrontation with Japan as a result. 
London therefore carefully defused China’s appeal to the League, 
removing any mention of a ‘war’, which would have compelled action 
from the signatories of the Washington Treaty, and condemning Japan’s 
actions without binding the  UK  to do anything about them. 

 The brutal nature of Japan’s assault outraged liberal opinion in Brit-
ain. Yet China was a long way away, and had been wracked by confl ict 
for decades: in practice, the war there never quite engaged public 
sympathies in the same way as the struggle in Spain. In contrast, a 
combination of a missionary tradition, concern at Japanese expansion-
ism and a desire to maintain a commercial open door all meant that 
there was a stronger  pro- China lobby in the United States. The  US  
president, Franklin Roosevelt, took the opportunity to try to educate 
American public opinion away from isolationism. On 5 October 1937, 
he gave a speech in which he called for the ‘quarantine’ of the nations 
that were spreading the ‘disease’ of ‘world lawlessness’. Though the 
nations were not named, many listeners interpreted this as fl oating the 
prospect of economic sanctions against Japan. 7    

 Chamberlain was sceptical. He suspected that Roosevelt wouldn’t 
stick by his words, but there was also the awful prospect that he 
would –  and that Britain would then have to reject sanctions because, 
with the European situation as yet unresolved, it could not bear the 
danger of a war in the Far East. The prime minister believed that Japan 
too could be appeased, and he did not want American idealism disrupt-
ing his own pragmatic pursuit of peace. Again, Eden disagreed. He 
shared Chamberlain’s concerns, but he argued that any opportunity for 
 Anglo- American  co- operation must be pursued. Precarious as Britain’s 
position in the Far East was, what it really needed now was a closer 
relationship with the United States. When it turned out that Roosevelt 
had never intended to initiate any sort of embargo, Chamberlain was 
vindicated. As he had always thought, America might be the ‘power 
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that had the greatest strength’, but ‘it would be a rash man who based 
his calculations on help from that quarter’. 8    

 In January 1938, Roosevelt put out secret feelers about a possible world 
conference, in which the democracies would offer greater access to raw 
materials in return for the dictators acting less aggressively. Chamberlain 
rebuffed them. That snub occasioned another fi ght with his foreign secre-
tary. Once more, Roosevelt’s proposals came to nothing, but the gap 
between the prime minister and his foreign secretary continued to grow. 

 Chamberlain was not, however, averse to closer  co- operation with 
the United States. Economic relations offered one avenue for a better 
transatlantic relationship. In the course of 1937, he convinced the Cab-
inet and Dominion ministers that the  UK  should accept a request from 
the  US  secretary of state, Cordell Hull, for negotiations about reducing 
trade barriers between the  USA  and the British Empire. For Hull, the 
liberalization of world trade was the only route to restoring global 
peace. For Chamberlain, the discussions were a way to educate Ameri-
cans in the fundamental soundness of British diplomacy. To that end, 
he was willing to concede reductions in imperial preference. 9    

 In the early months of 1938, as the  US  trade negotiations rumbled 
on, Chamberlain also tried to improve  Anglo- Irish relations. Here too, 
Chamberlain was willing to offer up concessions in the hope of an 
improvement in atmosphere. Controversially, this included ceding con-
trol of the ‘treaty ports’ –  three harbours on the western Irish coast from 
which naval power could be projected far out into the Atlantic, which 
had been retained by the British after 1921. Since, realistically, they 
could not have been defended against a hostile hinterland in time of 
war, Chamberlain thought they were better returned to Irish hands in 
the hope of friendship in the future. When the prime minister managed 
to settle the deal himself in direct talks with the Irish taoiseach, Éamon 
de Valera, it confi rmed his faith in the power of personal negotiation. 10     

   ‘ if you can get them by 
peaceful means’  

 Bereft of formal opportunities to establish communications with Hit-
ler, Chamberlain seized on the chance of a social invitation in November 
1937 to the lord president of the council, Lord Halifax, to attend an 
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international sporting exhibition in Berlin. During his visit, Halifax 
dropped in on the Führer to try to establish his intentions. 

 Eight years before, as Lord Irwin, Halifax had sought to rally mod-
erate opinion by offering India Dominion status. After returning to the 
 UK  in 1931, he had served as a minister for education and for the army. 
In 1934, he succeeded to his father’s peerage and became the third Vis-
count Halifax. 11    By now, his moral authority was such that he could be 
regarded, as one observer put it, as more ‘a Prince of the Church’ than 
‘a politician’. 12    In foreign affairs, he started from the same point as the 
prime minister: a reasonable treatment of German demands must be 
the route to a lasting peace. 

 Arriving at his fi rst meeting with Hitler, Halifax narrowly avoided 
mistaking him for a footman. 13    He left unsure as to whether the Nazi 
leader could grasp the concept of a ‘general settlement’. Nonetheless, 
they had talked over territorial revisions in Central Europe. Hitler 
wanted to incorporate the  German- speaking peoples of the old Habs-
burg Empire –  which had never been part of Germany –  into his new 
Reich. That included a German union with Austria –  the  Anschluss  –  
and the annexation from Czechoslovakia of the Sudetenland –  a region 
where the majority  German- speaking population was mixed up with a 
 Czech- speaking minority. Halifax reported back to the Cabinet that 
these issues could be resolved by negotiation. For Chamberlain, it was 
the only sensible solution. Why not, he wondered, just tell the Ger-
mans: ‘Give us satisfactory assurances that you won’t use force to deal 
with Austrians &  Czecho- slovakians & we will give you similar assur-
ances that we won’t use force to prevent the changes you want if you 
can get them by peaceful means.’ 14    

 As 1938 began, the prime minister and the lord president explored 
a variety of means of improving  Anglo- German relations. Vansittart 
was kicked upstairs to a new post as ‘chief diplomatic advisor’. Although 
comparisons were drawn with Sir Horace Wilson’s place as chief 
industrial advisor, in this case the intention was to sideline Vansit-
tart.  Cadogan took his place as permanent  under- secretary at the 
Foreign Offi ce: a place he would occupy for the next eight years. 
Plans were drawn up for colonial restitution that would give Germany 
a new say in the running of a huge strip of Central Africa, largely 
at the expense of the Portuguese, French and Belgian empires. Pres-
sure  was exerted on editors to tone down British press and radio 
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criticisms of the Nazis. None of this had any impact at all on Hitler’s 
behaviour. 

 Instead, German pronouncements on Austria became increasingly 
aggressive. In turn, Chamberlain reached out more urgently to Italy. 
The personal lead he took in these discussions, and his determination 
to offer recognition that Abyssinia now belonged to Italy, precipitated 
a climactic confrontation with Eden. The foreign secretary did not 
believe that this was the right means or moment for negotiation. For 
Chamberlain, on the other hand, the time had come to take decisive 
action, not least to subordinate a minister whose moral outrage was 
getting in the way of his policy. On 20 February, Eden resigned, along 
with his junior ministers, J. P. L. Thomas and Lord Cranborne. 15    
Cadogan confessed to the diary in which he vented the emotions that 
were seldom otherwise on show, that he had spent the day with ‘feel-
ings lacerated and one’s judgement torn in two’. 16    He liked Eden 
personally, but he thought that Chamberlain had the more sensible 
foreign policy. 

 Chamberlain appointed Halifax to take Eden’s place as foreign sec-
retary. As  under- secretary of state, he selected a  thirty- six- year- old 
Conservative called ‘Rab’ Butler. The son of a successful administrator 
in the Indian Civil Service, Butler was a dedicated believer in the sort 
of modern, moderately reforming Conservatism espoused by Baldwin 
and pursued by Chamberlain. His marriage to the daughter of the 
industrialist Samuel Courtauld had both given Butler a guaranteed 
income and helped to  kick- start his rapid political ascent. As 
parliamentary private secretary to Samuel Hoare, he had played a 
signifi cant role in defending the Government of India Bill against the 
attacks of the diehards. It said a lot for Butler’s ability to get on with 
people that he had nonetheless managed to stay on good terms with 
Churchill. With Halifax in the Lords, Butler would take on the duty of 
representing the Foreign Offi ce in the Commons. He fully agreed with 
Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement. 17    

 No sooner had the new team at the Foreign Offi ce taken up their 
posts than the Germans staged their  long- threatened occupation of 
Austria. On 11 March, Hitler  pre- empted a referendum on the 
 Anschluss  by launching an unopposed invasion. The majority of Aus-
trians celebrated this union with the Reich. Given such popular 
endorsement, there was no demand in Britain for a military response, 
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although there was much disgust at the violent suppression of dem-
ocracy and persecution of the Jewish population that followed. 

 Instead, the  Anschluss  focused attention on what would happen 
next. Through the spring and into summer, the fear that German 
threats to Czechoslovakia would spark a general war dominated Euro-
pean diplomacy. They also occasioned a signifi cant shift in the nature 
of British rearmament.  

   ‘To withstand the str ain’  

 By the end of 1937, the tension between the rising cost of the armed 
forces’ plans for expansion and the preservation of Britain’s economic 
strength looked like it was about to become unsustainable. Over the 
next fi ve years, the military wanted to spend up to £1,884 million on 
defence, but the Treasury thought that the maximum available from 
revenue and loans would be £1,500 million. 18    During the winter of 
 1937–  38, Sir Thomas Inskip, the minister for the  co- ordination of 
defence, undertook a review of policy to try to bridge this gap. 

 Inskip’s review took as its starting point the fact that the economy 
mattered. Rearmament required the import of raw materials and 
manufactured goods. These could only be purchased if the balance of 
payments was maintained by healthy exports. Britain’s ability to spend 
and borrow would be adversely affected by any reduction in the export 
trade, but excessive borrowing would in turn lead to infl ation, which 
would make exports less competitive. In peacetime, the government’s 
ability to impose economic controls or to increase taxation was limited 
by the need to maintain fi nancial stability and public support. Britain’s 
economic power also needed to be preserved because it was itself ‘the 
fourth arm of defence’. Winning any future confl ict would require the 
 UK  to enter it ‘with suffi cient economic strength to enable us to make 
the fullest uses of resources overseas, and to withstand the strain’. 19    

 Diffi cult choices therefore had to be made about priorities. Inskip 
laid out a hierarchy of British strategic interests: fi rst the defence of the 
 UK  and its trade routes; then the security of the Empire (since imperial 
possessions could be recaptured provided the home islands remained 
more or less intact); and lastly the territory of any British ally. This was 
an order heavily infl uenced by Sir Maurice Hankey, secretary of the 
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Committee for Imperial Defence, and Lord Chatfi eld, chief of the naval 
staff and chairman of the chiefs of staff, both strong advocates of 
imperial defence and naval expansion. 20    

 Putting Britain’s allies last –  adopting a strategy of ‘limited liability’ 
to mainland Europe, as opposed to making a ‘continental commit-
ment’ –  had crucial implications for the army. It was told to concentrate 
on  anti- aircraft defence at home and  small- scale expeditionary warfare 
in the Empire, rather than on the provision of substantial land forces 
for a European war. In contrast, the Royal Navy was allowed to 
continue with its current building programme. Much to Chatfi eld’s 
disappointment, Inskip would not mandate an even larger ‘new stand-
ard’ fl eet, however, intended to restore global superiority in the face of 
a new generation of Japanese battleships. The  RAF , in turn, was told 
to concentrate on building up its   UK -  based squadrons. Its plans for 
fi ghter construction should be maintained, but the aim of matching 
Germany’s bomber force with an equal number of British aircraft was 
now abandoned in favour of building more aircraft factories. The 
emphasis on fi ghters rather than bomber parity marked an important 
shift from deterrence to defence. 

 Despite all this, Inskip’s fi nal conclusion, presented in early Febru-
ary 1938, was that in the medium term there was no way to limit 
spending and to guarantee security. Given the worsening international 
situation, Britain must not appear irresolute. Inskip suggested a com-
promise to see the country through the period of greatest danger. Total 
defence spending in the period until March 1942 would be set at 
£1,650 million, the most the Treasury now thought the country could 
afford. Spending would, however, be  front- loaded, with as many orders 
placed in the next two years as possible. If there had been no easing of 
global tensions by that point, the  UK  would be faced with ‘a choice 
between defence programmes that we cannot afford and a failure to 
make defence preparations on an adequate scale’, for the ‘plain fact 
which cannot be obscured is that it is beyond the resources of this 
country to make proper provision in peace for defence of the British 
Empire against three major Powers in three different theatres of war’. 21    

 Inskip’s task had been much eased by Sir Horace Wilson’s advice 
that the Treasury’s estimates of the fi nance available for defence spend-
ing in 1942 were too pessimistic. If the international situation demanded 
a bigger military budget, Wilson argued, the chancellor would be able 
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to cut back spending elsewhere. 22    Inskip’s subsequent recommenda-
tions matched the prime minister’s belief that a mixture of rearmament 
and negotiation was the route to a general settlement that would be the 
best solution for Britain. The spending restrictions that Inskip kept in 
place were less good news for senior offi cers worried about falling 
behind potential totalitarian opponents. As his review worked its way 
through Whitehall at the beginning of 1938, they argued that their 
existing programmes would only be fulfi lled if the government took 
greater charge of the economy. 23    

 Then came the German annexation of Austria. Germany’s willing-
ness to use military force strengthened calls to improve Britain’s 
defences, particularly against a potential aerial  knock- out blow. It also 
heightened more general fears about the imminence of a European war. 
Would preparing for battle destroy the very values for which the coun-
try would be fi ghting? In the aftermath of the  Anschluss , the chancellor, 
Sir John Simon, tried to insist on sticking to the limits set by Inskip. 
Simon told his colleagues that no democracy could match Germany’s 
level of commitment: increasing munitions production in peacetime 
would require the sort of controls that would turn Britain into ‘a differ-
ent kind of nation’. During the last war, Simon had resigned from the 
Home Offi ce over the introduction of conscription. Now his liberal 
principles were once more being challenged by the relentless logic of 
military mobilization. 24    

 In fact, the government responded to the  Anschluss  with a signifi -
cant escalation of rearmament and an unprecedented intervention in 
the economy. On 23 March, after Sir Horace Wilson had cleared the 
ground with Sir Walter Citrine, Chamberlain staged a  well- publicized 
meeting with the  TUC  to ask for assistance in easing the supply of 
labour for the arms sector. 25    Union leaders happily promised to help. 
On the same day, he announced in the Commons that industry must 
now prioritize munitions over civil production. In his April budget, to 
the theatrical gasps of  MP s, Simon raised the basic rate of income tax 
to 5s. 6d. in the pound –   the same level at which it had been at the 
height of the Great War. 26    

 The chancellor fought successfully for the retention of the  fi ve- year 
target of £1,650 million for defence expenditure, but the deteriorating 
international situation made it diffi cult to turn down demands for even 
higher spending in the short term. At the end of April, the Cabinet 
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approved a new  RAF  scheme that increased the target strength of 
  UK -  based squadrons by more than a third, with fi ghter numbers 
increased by half again. To achieve this new plan, Britain would have 
to produce 12,000 aircraft over the next two years, although total out-
put in 1937 had been only about 3,500 planes. More signifi cantly, freed 
from the need to achieve numerical parity with the Luftwaffe, the Air 
Ministry now worked to maximize potential wartime production with 
a  co- ordinated programme of industrial expansion. 27    

 For all that, the  Anschluss  did not alter Chamberlain and Halifax’s 
conviction that Germany’s complaints about the Sudetenland could be 
peacefully resolved. Czechoslovakia was a much more dangerous fl ash-
point than Austria. The Czechs had treaties of mutual assistance with 
France and Russia. If Hitler attacked, he might trigger a  Europe- wide 
war. Britain was bound by no such agreement to Czechoslovakia, but 
would be dragged in by any attack on France. With British rearmament 
barely begun, no one in Whitehall thought the country was in a good 
position to pick a fi ght. On 16 March, Alec Cadogan described in his 
diary the conclusions he had come to after an evening spent grappling 
with ‘the situation and what we are to do about it’. Britain must not, he 
recommended, offer a territorial guarantee to Czechoslovakia: 

  I shall be called ‘cowardly’ but after days and nights of thinking, I have 

come to the conclusion that is the least bad. We  must  not precipitate a 

confl ict now –  we shall be smashed. It  may  not be better later, but any-

thing may happen (I recognise the Micawber strain) . . . Rearm, above 

 all  in the Air. That is the policy of least resistance, which the Cabinet 

will probably take. But I am convinced it is the lesser evil. 28     

 Bolstered by a depressing report from the chiefs of staff about the 
state of Britain’s armed forces, the prime minister and foreign secretary 
both agreed that a war would be pointless. France, Britain and Russia 
were all too weak to defeat Germany quickly. Opposing Nazi aggres-
sion with force of arms would not save Czechoslovakia, but merely 
start a long war in which Hitler would initially have the advantage. 
Britain could count on Dominion support if it were itself attacked, but 
the same would not necessarily be true if it intervened in a dispute 
about Germany’s eastern borders. 

 This pessimistic view overestimated German power, partly because 
it underestimated the damage the Czechs would do to any invader, but 
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it accurately refl ected Chamberlain’s desire to avoid a war. The prime 
minister was also, however, reluctant to encourage Hitler by simply 
giving in to his demands. During the spring of 1938 therefore, he and 
Halifax decided to leave Britain’s diplomatic position deliberately 
unclear. The withholding of any fi rm commitment of support would 
control French impetuosity, while the threat of a potential Franco- 
Russo- British alliance would restrain German aggression. 29    

 This strategy achieved the fi rst aim but not the second. Since Hitler 
did not think that Britain and France would fi ght, his campaign of 
threats against Czechoslovakia continued. British vagueness did, how-
ever, decide the position of France. In Paris, the fi rst quarter of 1938 had 
seen three changes of government as successive administrations strug-
gled with industrial and economic diffi culties amid bitter tensions 
between right and left. After the  Anschluss , a new conservative coali-
tion under Premier Édouard Daladier had massively increased defence 
expenditure. When resultant fears of infl ation led to a fl ight of foreign 
capital, Daladier devalued the franc and was rewarded with a surge 
in international investment. France’s generals were worried about the 
state of their country’s defences. With Daladier in charge, they hoped 
that another couple of years of peace would allow them to catch up 
with Germany. They would only contemplate fi ghting for Czechoslova-
kia with a guarantee of help from the  RAF . The French foreign minister, 
Georges Bonnet, was also desperate to avoid war. Unlike Chamberlain, 
Daladier saw Nazism as a fundamental threat to European peace, but 
uncertainty about Britain’s position left him unable to stand up to 
Hitler. 30    

 In late May 1938, false rumours circulated of an imminent German 
assault on Czechoslovakia. Lord Halifax told Berlin and Paris that in 
this case Britain might well be forced to intervene. When the scare 
passed,  Anglo- French fi rmness was reported to have won the day. For 
Hitler, this was more than a humiliation: it was a warning. If his oppon-
ents gained heart, how would they behave once their rearmament 
programmes had really got going? He told his generals to get ready for 
a swift invasion of Czechoslovakia and to begin planning for a war 
with Britain and France by the  mid- 1940s. The scene was set for the 
most drastic international crisis since the Great Depression.  
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   ‘Our country must 
be powerfully armed’  

 Events overseas also had implications for the National Government’s 
domestic opponents. Between 1936 and 1937, Labour’s offi cial position 
on alliances and rearmament had been reconfi gured by a powerful 
coalition of trade unionists, led by Citrine and Bevin, and  MP s on the 
right of the party, including William Gillies (international secretary to 
Labour from 1920 to 1945) and Hugh Dalton (Labour’s principal 
spokesman on foreign issues during the second half of the 1930s and 
party chairman  1936–  37). They were motivated by their fear of the 
existential threat from Nazism, a desire to improve Labour’s electoral 
chances by giving it a more coherent foreign policy, and a visceral Ger-
manophobia that was exacerbated by Hitler’s accession to power. 31    In 
spring 1933, Dalton returned from a brief visit to the country aghast 
at Nazi brutality and convinced that ‘Germany is horrible’ and that a 
‘European war must be counted now among the probabilities of the 
next ten years’. 32    

 Against much opposition from pacifi sts who wanted no truck with 
violence, internationalists who were more concerned with the war in 
Spain than British security, and the extreme left who saw the re- 
equipment of the armed forces as a capitalist conspiracy, these more 
conservative Labour fi gures pushed through a new policy of support 
for rearmament and a strong League of Nations, built around 
 co- ordinated action against aggressors by France, Britain and the 
 USSR . In July 1937, for the fi rst time since 1934, Labour  MP s did not 
oppose the annual vote on military spending. That October, Dalton 
laid out the shift in stance to the overwhelming approval of the party 
conference in Bournemouth: 

  In this most grim situation, not of the Labour Party’s making, our coun-

try must be powerfully armed. Otherwise we run risks immediate and 

immeasurable. Otherwise, a British Labour Government, coming into 

power tomorrow, would be in danger of humiliation, intimidation and 

acts of foreign intervention in our national affairs. 33     

 By the start of 1938, the offi cial policies of Labour and the Liberals 
were more or less in line: critical of the new, more active approach to 
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appeasement, in favour of rearmament and eager for greater inter-
national  co- operation. No British politician of any stripe wanted to 
precipitate another world war, and Labour and Liberal defence policies 
shared the government’s strategic logic: a large air force and navy, a 
reliance on economic power, and no great army to be sucked into the 
trenches of another Western Front. During 1938, the major areas for 
debate were not whether and how Britain should fi ght, but rather how 
to manage rearmament and whether a greater commitment to collect-
ive security would deter war or make it more likely. 

 With confl icts raging in Spain and China and Hitler becoming more 
aggressive, Chamberlain faced a much more diffi cult situation than his 
predecessor. His political position was further worsened by a personal-
ity that tended to exacerbate division. Publicly, as well as privately, he 
was dismissive of people like the Liberal leader, Sir Archibald Sin-
clair, who he thought abounded ‘in “uplift” and declarations of his 
devotion to high moral standards but who if he had his way would have 
plunged us into a bloody and ruinous war long ago’. 34    The prime min-
ister was not a man to suffer fools gladly, and his pitiless treatment 
of his opponents contributed to the bitter tone of politics in the late 
1930s. 35    

 Within a year of his accession to the premiership, Chamberlain was 
being warned by the Conservative Party chairman that while his strong 
leadership was uniting the Tories, his ‘outspokenness and precision 
had probably frightened the rather  weak- kneed Liberals who felt safe 
with S.[tanley] B.[aldwin]’. 36    The former prime minister himself, now 
elevated to the House of Lords, was also critical of his successor’s 
inability to build consensus: 

  He is a far better debater than I: he hits his opponents hard and our 

backbenches are enthusiastic. All good as far as it goes. But the Labour 

fellows say ‘We are back to the Party Dog fi ght . . . And there never can 

be a national foreign policy as long as he is there.’ 37     

 As Baldwin recognized, the importance of appearing ‘national’ would 
only increase as the prospects of peace declined. A prime minister who 
could so easily be made to look divisive would struggle if he had to rally 
the nation in time of war. 

 The hatred that Chamberlain aroused on the opposition benches 
reinforced the suspicion that his government was sympathetic to 
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Fascism. Levelled at the prime minister, this was an unjust accusation, 
but his more active approach to appeasement did encourage a minority 
of Conservatives, including the former air minister Lord Londonderry, 
into foolish and ultimately unavailing attempts to extend the hand of 
friendship to Nazism. 38    

 The belief that the government was on the wrong side in a coming 
global cataclysm spurred on supporters of a Popular Front. The spring 
of 1938 saw fresh instances of local Liberals backing Labour candi-
dates in  by- elections, like that of West Fulham in April, where they had 
more chance of winning the seat. As befi tted the majority party of 
opposition, however, Labour insisted on putting up candidates in con-
stituencies the Liberals hoped to win, splitting the  anti- government 
vote and undermining hopes for a progressive alliance. 39    

 Even without this continued party intransigence on the left, how-
ever, a Popular Front faced insuperable problems to the right. The next 
general election was still two years away, and in the meantime the gov-
ernment had a huge parliamentary majority. It would only be displaced 
with the assistance of Chamberlain’s Conservative opponents. In the 
Commons in early May, Tory critics and opposition leaders did com-
bine for an attack on  RAF  rearmament which forced the resignation 
of the  hard- working air minister, Lord Swinton, and his incompetent 
deputy Lord Winterton. For the most part, however, Conservative 
dissenters proved wary of any outright challenge to the government. 
The overwhelming bulk of the party supported the broad principles of 
Chamberlain’s approach to Europe. For all that they would later cling 
to their status as ‘ anti- appeasers’, the few who disagreed with the prime 
minister’s policies in detail could not settle on an alternative approach, 
and almost all were wary of the  career- crippling consequences of dis-
loyalty in an unsuccessful cause. 40    

 Churchill’s attacks on the supposedly slow pace of rearmament con-
tinued, but for the time being he commanded little support inside or 
outside Parliament. Instead it was Eden who was seen as a potential 
leader for a new sort of government. Eden had been marked out as a 
Conservative rising star when Baldwin made him foreign secretary 
at the age of  thirty- eight. As a leading light of moderate Conservatism, 
he was already touted as a probable successor to Chamberlain. His 
internationalist credentials made him an attractive fi gure for Liberals 
and supporters of the League of Nations, and his apparent refusal to 
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make further concessions to the Italians received widespread public 
approval. 

 Once out of offi ce, Eden became a fi gurehead for a group of younger 
backbenchers, some of them rather ahead of the former foreign secre-
tary in their opposition to appeasement. In early 1938, he might have 
been able to lead a wider rebellion among Conservatives disgruntled at 
giving in to Mussolini. Eden held back, however. His hopes of leading 
the Conservative Party were not going to be best served by helping 
Labour to attack the prime minister. For all his antagonism towards 
Mussolini, he did not actually have a different policy to put forward on 
Austria or Czechoslovakia. His solution was to keep quiet in the Com-
mons but make public speeches on domestic issues, focusing, as befi tted 
a man who hoped to inherit Baldwin’s consensual crown, on the hopes 
of ‘Democracy and Young England’. Even his supporters, however, saw 
this as a ‘fl abby’ response to the growing international crisis. In trying 
to walk the line between promoting his career and looking disloyal, 
Eden managed to avoid both. Chamberlain, in contrast, was freed by 
the foreign secretary’s departure to be more explicit about his loss of 
faith in the League of Nations, offering the sort of decisive leadership 
that won over doubting Conservative  MP s. 41    

 As the spring of 1938 drew to a close, therefore, the prime minister’s 
position remained secure. Even more than before, however, his political 
future had become tied up with events overseas. In May, his confi dence 
was reinforced by the apparently successful aversion of a German 
attack on Czechoslovakia. By the end of September, however, it seemed 
certain that Europe was going to plunge into war.   
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 Between the middle of 1938 and the middle of 1939, Britain teetered 
between peace and war. The prolonged period of tension created an 
unstoppable strategic pressure to escalate the arms race, but it also 
started to change the political landscape. 

   ‘A man who could be relied upon’  

 During the summer of 1938, tensions over Czechoslovakia continued. 
British strategy remained the same: keep Germany and France guessing 
while pressing a peaceful resolution on the Czechs. On 12 September, 
Hitler gave a  much- anticipated speech in Nuremberg in which he 
denounced the oppression of ethnic Germans. Shortly afterwards, 
 pre- orchestrated riots broke out across the Sudetenland. Hitler now 
stood ready to give the order for an armed invasion. He was forestalled 
by a dramatic intervention from Chamberlain. 1    

 Since the end of August, Chamberlain and Sir Horace Wilson had 
been plotting a  top- secret diplomatic coup. Wilson hoped that the 
drama of a sudden personal mission would unlock the route to a nego-
tiated settlement. On 13 September, Chamberlain offered to fl y to 
Germany to talk directly with Hitler. Two days later, accompanied by 
Wilson, he was in the air bound for Berchtesgaden. It was a brave, 
innovatory and remarkably modern step: the era of shuttle diplomacy 
inaugurated by a man born in 1869. At their fi rst meeting, Chamber-
lain got Hitler to agree to hold back any military action while further 
attempts were made to secure  self- determination for the Sudetenland. 
The prime minister returned unimpressed by the Führer’s physical 
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presence (‘the commonest little dog he had ever seen’, 2    he told the Cabi-
net), but convinced that he could avert war and that, for all his 
‘ruthlessness’, Hitler was a ‘man who could be relied upon when he had 
given his word’. While Chamberlain and Hitler were talking, Wilson 
spoke with German diplomats. They assured him that the prime min-
ister was making a great impression as a strong man. Taking these 
comments at face value, Wilson relayed them to a suitably gratifi ed 
Chamberlain. 3    

 If arranging for the Sudeten Germans to decide their own form of 
government seemed uncomfortably like giving in to Hitler’s threats, it 
also appeared to be the only lasting solution to the problem. It certainly 
seemed preferable to military action to defend their continued govern-
ment by the Czechoslovak state. On this basis, Chamberlain was able, 
on his return to London, to secure the support of the Cabinet and of 
the French, who now joined with the British in telling Prague to acqui-
esce to a German takeover. 

 Convinced that he could use force without any immediate risk of 
outside intervention, Hitler became more aggressive. When Chamber-
lain fl ew to meet him for a second time, at Bad Godesberg, on 
22 September, he rejected plans for the Sudetenlanders to choose their 
own government. Instead he insisted that German troops would occupy 
the disputed area, no matter what and by force if necessary, by the end 
of September. 

 Gravely disappointed as he was by this belligerence, Chamberlain 
was willing to accede. Hitler, after all, assured him that this was the 
fi nal sticking point in the way of that  long- hoped- for European settle-
ment. Back in London, Hitler’s demands pushed Cadogan, in his 
measured diplomatic way, over the edge. Previously, as he explained to 
his diary on 24 September, he had been able to salve his concerns at 
‘ceding people to Nazi Germany’ with the belief that there would be 
‘an “orderly” cession’ of power under careful international control. 
Now, Hitler was ‘throwing away every last safeguard that we had’. 
Worse, when leading Cabinet ministers met that afternoon, he found 
that Chamberlain 

  was quite calmly for total surrender . . . Hitler has evidently hypnotised 

him to a point. Still more horrifi ed to fi nd  PM  had hypnotised H.[alifax] 

who capitulates totally.  PM  took nearly an hour to make his report, and 
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there was practically no discussion. J.[ohn] S.[imon], see which way the 

cat was jumping –   said that after all it was a question of ‘modalities’, 

whether the Germans went in now or later! Ye Gods! 4     

 Having tried, apparently unsuccessfully, to make Halifax change his 
mind, Cadogan thought that a disastrous decision was about to be 
made. He knew, he wrote, that Britain and France were 

  in no condition to fi ght; but I’d rather be beat than dishonoured. How 

can we look any foreigner in the face after this? How can we hold Egypt, 

India and the rest? 

 Above all,  if  we have to capitulate, let’s be honest.  Let’s say we’re 

caught napping: that we can’t fi ght now, but that we remain true to our 

principles, put ourselves straight into war conditions and  rearm .  Don’t  –  

above all –  let us pretend we think Hitler’s plan is a  good  one! I’ve never 

had such a shattering day, or been so depressed and dispirited. I can only 

hope for a revolt in the Cabinet and Parliament. 5     

 The next day, he got what he wished for. After pondering Cadogan’s 
advice, Halifax had spent a sleepless night grappling with his con-
science. Now he told the Cabinet that he thought the British should 
reject Hitler’s terms, even if it meant war. In a note passed down the 
Cabinet table, Chamberlain told him that this was ‘a horrible blow to 
me’, and that he did not think that he could accept responsibility if the 
French dragged Britain into war. When Halifax explained his night of 
torment, Chamberlain wrote back that ‘Night conclusions are seldom 
taken in the right perspective.’ 6    As far as the prime minister was con-
cerned, he was, as usual, the only one who was keeping his head. 

 A point of fundamental difference had opened up between the for-
eign secretary and the prime minister. Where Chamberlain still believed 
he could negotiate a lasting peace, Halifax told colleagues that he could 
see only one  long- term solution: the ‘destruction of  Nazi- ism’. 7    Other 
British ministers joined Halifax in opposing any further concessions to 
Hitler. The French also felt that they had reached the limits of what 
they could yield. Their intransigence seemed certain to end in war. 

 On 26 September, Chamberlain sent Wilson to talk to Hitler, beg-
ging for some sign that he was open to negotiation. After the German 
leader proved obdurate, the next day Wilson delivered a personal mes-
sage from the prime minister, warning that Britain would have to stand 
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by France if hostilities began. In best conciliatory mode, Wilson hedged 
the threat round with compromises and suggestions of the ways in 
which both sides could still fi nd a way out. This tactic worked less well 
with the Führer than it had done with British trade unionists. Shortly 
after their meeting, Hitler ordered the German army units that would 
lead the invasion to take up their positions on the frontier. 8    

 A European confl ict now seemed unstoppable. In Britain, the Fleet 
was mobilized, and naval and air reservists told to report for duty. Fifty 
thousand Territorial Army soldiers were called up to position their 
 anti- aircraft and coastal defence guns against a German surprise 
attack. Gas masks were issued to civilians, trenches dug in parks for 
shelters, and sirens warmed up, ready to warn the populace of the com-
ing assault. 

 This sudden mobilization revealed a range of military shortcomings. 
The Royal Navy was short of escort vessels and minesweepers, and had 
no secure onshore storage space for its ammunition reserves. The army 
had only about a third of the guns and searchlights it thought it needed 
to protect London. Most of the weapons it did have were relics of  1914– 
 18, and all its  anti- aircraft batteries lacked key ranging and com-
 munications equipment. 9    Of the  twenty- six fi ghter squadrons then 
available to the  RAF  for home defence, only six had been equipped 
with the most modern aircraft. Five of those had Hurricanes whose 
guns froze up over 15,000 feet, and the other had only just received 
new Spitfi res. 10    If it came to striking back, a shortage of parts meant 
that only half of Britain’s  front- line bombers could actually be put into 
the air. 11    

 In terms of  air- raid precautions (ARP), preparations were equally inad-
equate. In 1935, the government had told local authorities to prepare 
precautionary schemes, but progress had been very limited, fi rst 
because it was not clear where the funding for  ARP  would come from, 
and secondly because many  Labour- controlled councils viewed prepar-
ing for a war as tantamount to starting one. The 1937  ARP  Act, which 
came into force on 1 January 1938, required local authorities to submit 
detailed plans to the Home Offi ce, for which the government provided 
 three- quarters of the necessary fi nance with  grants- in- aid. Nine months 
later, many councils hadn’t even begun putting their plans together. 
Some were ready to issue gas masks to adults (none were as yet avail-
able for children); others had only just started to survey how many 
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masks they might need. Plans to evacuate more vulnerable civilians –  
particularly children  –   from the most  at- risk urban areas were still 
embryonic: it was not until the second half of September that the Lon-
don County Council and the Home Offi ce began to improvise schemes 
to get people out of the capital. Perhaps unsurprisingly, a major pre-
occupation for offi cials planning how to implement these ad hoc 
schemes was how they would deal with the panic that was expected to 
result. 12    

 How serious would any of these defi ciencies have been had Britain 
gone to war? Although the timing was bad, since the process of 
 re- equipping the  RAF  with modern planes actually left squadrons inef-
fective for several months, the British, French and Czech air forces 
outnumbered their potential Luftwaffe opponents. British air produc-
tion and schemes for wartime aircraft output were in the course of 
catching up with their enemy equivalents: a point concealed from Brit-
ish analysts by their habit of overestimating the quality of German 
preparations. Not only was there no Luftwaffe plan for an immediate 
air attack on London: such an operation was at this point well beyond 
the capability of the German air force. If the British military could have 
done little in the short term to aid the Czechs, in retrospect it is clear 
that they would have been perfectly capable of defending the  UK  
against any threat their enemies could muster while the Royal Navy 
steamed into place to blockade the German economy. None of this, 
however, would have offered a quick or easy victory. 13    

 At the time, it was the dangers to the  UK  that seemed more obvious. 
The chiefs of staff, eager to avoid a war until rearmament was more 
advanced, backed up their prime minister’s reluctance to resort to arms 
by emphasizing how unprepared the armed forces were. The sense of 
unreadiness leaked out to, and was shared by, ordinary people as they 
heard rumours from their relatives in the forces, wondered what their 
local council was doing, or examined their own inadequate plans for 
what to do in the event of war. This terrifying moment of collective 
insecurity was articulated in Chamberlain’s mournful radio address to 
the nation on 27 September 1938, in which he lamented how ‘horrible 
fantastic, incredible’ it was to be gearing up for an assault on British 
cities ‘because of a quarrel in a faraway country between people of 
whom we know nothing’. 14    

 The following morning, Wilson, now back in London, met with a 
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representative of the German Foreign Offi ce and made it clear that, 
while the British were still willing to compromise on the Sudetenland, 
if Hitler invaded Czechoslovakia, public opinion would force the gov-
ernment to declare war. 15    An hour later, Chamberlain sent a fi nal offer 
of talks to Hitler, then went to explain events to the Commons. The 
Chamber was packed with  MP s sombrely anticipating the outbreak of 
war. In the middle of his speech, Chamberlain was suddenly informed 
that Hitler had agreed to another meeting. When he announced to the 
House that he was going to fl y to Germany once more in search of 
peace, all sides erupted in rejoicing. 

 The next day, the prime minister set off to Munich for a  four- power 
conference between the British, the French, the Germans and the Ital-
ians. This essentially agreed to everything that Hitler had demanded at 
Bad Godesberg while denying him a war and guaranteeing the borders 
of the reduced Czech state. Chamberlain could therefore present it as 
the outcome of negotiation rather than capitulation. He had also got 
the German dictator to sign, in the course of a private meeting, an 
 Anglo- German agreement committing both countries to work to 
resolve differences and secure peace in Europe. 

 With this step towards a general settlement made, Chamberlain 
returned, physically exhausted but emotionally elated, to London. He 
was greeted by cheering crowds: fi rst at the airport, then at Bucking-
ham Palace (where he joined the royal family on the balcony), then at 
Downing Street. Describing the scene to his sister, Chamberlain wrote 
that the streets ‘were lined from one end to the other with people of 
every class, shouting themselves hoarse, leaping on the running board, 
banging on the windows & thrusting their hands into the car to be 
shaken’. Caught up in the moment, and rather against his better judge-
ment, the prime minister told the crowd that he had secured not only 
‘peace with honour’, but also ‘peace for our time’. 16     

   ‘A putting off of evil days’  

 The outpouring of emotion when it appeared that war had been averted 
was, however, only one facet of a complex and fl uctuating range of 
reactions. By the spring of 1938,  Mass- Observation was applying itself 
to the question of what exactly Britons thought about the international 
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situation. It was now engaged in two area studies: one in Bolton and 
the other in West Fulham, where it was paid to provide research sup-
port for Labour in the  by- election. 17    In both places, Tom Harrisson 
claimed to discern the same pattern. More or less equal proportions of 
people had already made up their minds for or against the govern-
ment’s foreign policy, but in the middle was a large group who were 
left ‘uncertain, ignorant, bewildered’. 18    Their confusion only increased 
as the onrush of global events encouraged a sort of  self- protective 
apathy. 

 Later, looking back on the  drawn- out crises of March to September 
1938, Harrisson argued that they demonstrated the disconnection 
between politicians, the media and the people. Since no one really knew 
what the public was thinking, anyone could claim that their preferred 
policy was the one that represented the weight of popular opinion. With 
newspapers concentrating on the evidence that backed up their editorial 
stance, it was very diffi cult accurately to discern public attitudes that 
were, in any case, changing as quickly as the international situation 
itself. 19    

 Even people who had already adopted a party line found it diffi cult 
to know what to make of international events that seemed to be leading 
inexorably to war. Some lacked the time, information or interest to dis-
cuss events in Central Europe; as one Bolton barmaid responded to an 
investigator’s question about the  Anschluss   : ‘Oh, I’m not fussy.’ 20    A 
third of those interviewed on the streets of west Fulham in March 1938 
simply did not answer questions about foreign policy. Although they 
might have been wary of talking about it in depth, many of those who 
did respond plainly had an opinion, even if Harrisson might have clas-
sifi ed them as ‘bewildered’: ‘I can’t understand it properly, but it doesn’t 
seem too good to me’, or, more tersely: ‘It’s a  f— ing mess, ain’t it?’, 
which seems as accurate a description of European diplomacy in the 
late 1930s as any. 21    

 Unlike the  Anschluss , the Sudeten crisis clearly held the potential to 
spark a European war. For this reason, even Chamberlain’s political 
opponents welcomed his dramatic intervention in  mid- September. The 
 Labour- owned  Daily Herald  declared that his fl ight to Berchtesgaden 
‘must win the sympathy of opinion everywhere, irrespective of party’. 22    
Shortly afterwards, when  Mass- Observation interviewed inhabitants 
of a  working- class,  Labour- supporting street in West Fulham, every 
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other person said something positive about the prime minister. As a 
 fi fty- fi ve- year- old woman explained: 

  Oh, mister, it scared my wits out, thinking of the last war. They said it 

was going to be this week, and I heard the milkman say this morning 

that we can say the worst has passed now. He’s a Conservative, he says 

Mr Chamberlain’s done it by going in an aeroplane to Hitler. It was all 

over the paper. It’s a good thing we have men like that isn’t it? 23     

 After the prime minister’s return, however, suspicions grew about 
his intended solution to the crisis. On Sunday 18 September, a large 
demonstration, organized by the International Peace Campaign, assem-
bled in Trafalgar Square, where the Labour  MP  Ellen Wilkinson told 
them what to say to Chamberlain: ‘We don’t trust you. We believe that 
you went to Germany to fi x up a sale of the liberties of  Czecho- Slovakia.’ 
When Chamberlain arrived at Bad Godesberg he told Hitler that he 
had been booed on his way to the airport. 24    

 The news that the Bad Godesberg talks had broken down 
 dramatically escalated antipathy to Hitler. The 350 interviews that 
Mass- Observation conducted between Chamberlain’s second and third 
fl ights revealed growing opposition to any further appeasement. A 
 forty- fi ve- year- old woman had ‘Not thought about it much. If the men 
were in they’d talk about it a lot. They’re always saying as Chamberlain 
has swindled them, but I think he’s for peace.’ A younger woman 
explained: 

  If there’s one thing we want, it’s no more war. But I can’t see what we are 

going to do when he keeps on wanting things that he says, like that 

Czechoslovakia. I know what I’d do if I had him. My husband says, and 

I agree, that we will have a bigger war now sooner or later for this.  

 A painter expostulated: ‘I used to feel proud to be British but now I am 
ashamed of my own race’, while a  thirty- fi ve- year- old man declared: 
‘it’s the bloody limit when we give what’s not ours away. Besides, 
they seem to think we are cowards now. Chamberlain’s to blame for 
this, and we’ll not let him forget it either.’ 25    These were expressions not 
of ideological antipathy to Nazism, but rather of injured national pride. 
In that, they differed little from the growing opposition to further 
concessions from inside the Cabinet. When rebellious ministers said 
that the limit of public acceptance had been reached, they were right 
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to argue as if their gut reactions refl ected a wider mood. Yet the loom-
ing prospect of war was terrifying, particularly to those who could 
look back to the suffering of the last great confl ict. The horrifi c 
sense that a war would shortly crash over an unprepared country helps 
to explain the outpouring of relief at Chamberlain’s fi nal fl ight to 
Munich. 

 Orchestrating press reaction to the negotiations was an important 
part of the government’s diplomatic strategy. Unusually for a Conser-
vative prime minister, Chamberlain did not maintain close relations 
with the newspaper barons who still controlled a lot of the British 
press. He was only really on good terms with Lord Kemsley, the owner 
of the  Sunday Times  and the  Daily Sketch . By the late 1930s, however, 
the National Government had developed quite a sophisticated news 
management machine, and assisted by Sir Joseph Ball  –   a former 
 MI 5 offi cer who had been using his intelligence skills for the Conserva-
tive Party since 1924 and was now head of the Conservative Research 
Department –  Chamberlain gave special briefi ngs to reporters from the 
Kemsley papers, as well as for Lord Rothermere’s  Daily Mail . 26    The 
 Mail    ’s headlines during the Munich crisis told their own story about 
the need to manufacture national unity. Having instructed readers to 
‘Trust Chamberlain’ on 19 September, four days later it had to insist 
that ‘Those who hurl bitter accusations at this time’ were ‘attacking his 
noble project at its foundations’. 27    

 In practice, however, a mix of personal lobbying, prior preference 
and appeals to the national interest meant that most newspapers backed 
the government throughout the crisis.  The Times , which had the most 
infl uence with the political elite and on other journalists, generally 
took it as a matter of policy to support the government of the day. 
Its owner, Lord Astor of Hever, did not interfere with the paper’s 
editorial line, and its editor, Geoffrey Dawson, had backed appease-
ment since the days of the Baldwin government and continued to do so 
during the Munich crisis. Dawson got on well with Lord Halifax: like 
the foreign secretary, he was a High Anglican North Yorkshireman 
who had been schooled at Eton and Oxford. Baron Astor’s brother, 
Viscount Astor, who owned the  right- wing Sunday weekly the  Obser-
ver , had also backed Chamberlain’s brand of progressive Conservatism 
during the 1930s. The  Observer  too supported the government’s for-
eign policy. 28    
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 While Chamberlain was negotiating with Hitler, Sir Samuel Hoare 
held daily meetings with editors and proprietors, urging them not to 
criticize any concessions to Hitler lest they derail the pursuit of peace. 
Hoare was particularly well placed to discuss tactics with Beaverbrook 
because the press lord was secretly giving him fi nancial support. 
Beaverbrook had identifi ed Hoare as a man he wanted to champion at 
the start of the 1930s, and he gave him at least three gifts of £2,000 in 
order to sustain his political career. Hoare was unsuccessful in his 
attempts to persuade Chamberlain to give Beaverbrook a ministerial 
offi ce, but the press lord –  who believed in appeasement in any case –  
was attracted for the moment by the idea of working alongside the 
government to promote peace. 29    The  Daily Express  lauded Chamber-
lain’s achievements at Munich, insisting that the prime minister had 
guaranteed the happiness of millions by ensuring that there would be 
‘no war this year or the next’. 

 Yet journalists who did not enjoy the same cosy relationship that 
Beaverbrook had with Hoare accepted the argument that the press had 
a responsibility not to rock the international boat and rejoiced in the 
avoidance of war. Both the  Liberal- supporting  News Chronicle  and 
Labour’s paper, the  Daily Herald , criticized the abandonment of the 
Czechs, but they also recorded their gratitude that peace had been pre-
served. Meanwhile, the  BBC  publicized popular expressions of relief 
and excluded critical commentators from the airwaves, and Halifax 
leant on the newsreel company, Paramount, to ensure that it did not 
screen footage of Ellen Wilkinson attacking the government during the 
rally in Trafalgar Square. In the immediate aftermath of Munich, the 
voices of those who supported the government sounded much louder 
than those who opposed it. 30    

 The joyful crowds that slowed the prime minister’s journey back 
from Heston airport to Downing Street were, however, a spontaneous 
assembly, not a journalist’s fabrication or the concoction of an offi cial 
propagandist. Chamberlain had become the unlikely hero of those who 
prized peace above all else. The  ILP MP  James Maxton insisted that 
he had fulfi lled the wishes of ‘the mass of the common people of the 
world’. 31    Yet even at its apogee, relief was not the sole emotion. For 
many Britons, gratitude at the preservation of peace was mixed with 
worries about the future and a lingering sense of doubt about whether 
Britain had done the right thing. As a country schoolteacher, who had 
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spent the crisis awaiting the arrival of refugee children from London, 
wrote to his family at the start of October: 

  I wonder how you are all feeling after this nightmarish week. Immensely 

relieved and thankful and hoping like all of us that it really is the begin-

ning of better things and not just a putting off of the evil days. Perhaps 

Hitler will keep his word and is quite genuine that he doesn’t want any-

thing more in Europe, but I’m afraid I don’t trust that lad one inch, not 

me. Still, Chamberlain seems to and after all he has met the man face to 

face and has talked to him, so I gather he must know a little more about 

him than does the mere man in the street. 32     

 Beneath a hum of resolutions lauding the prime minister, some local 
Conservative activists also expressed concerns about concessions to 
Hitler and defi ciencies in defence. They were comforted by the prospect 
that, as the backbench Tory  MP  Sir John  Wardlaw- Milne put it: ‘there 
can be very little doubt that we shall be considerably better off a year 
or two hence than we are today. Germany’s rearmament has gone very 
far; ours still has a long way to go.’ 33    Here was the start of the myth 
that Chamberlain had avoided war in order to give the country the 
chance to be better prepared the next time round. 

 Like the rest of the country, the Cabinet was in the end grateful that 
war had been avoided. Unlike Chamberlain, Halifax was downcast, 
rather than elated, at what he explained to the Lords had been a ‘hid-
eous choice of evils’. 34    For all his shame at the outcome, he had no 
intention of resigning. Rather he would drive on rearmament and insist 
on a fi rmer stand against the dictators in the future. Of the ministers 
who had challenged Chamberlain to oppose Hitler, only one, the fi rst 
lord of the admiralty, Alfred Duff Cooper, resigned. 

 Parliament debated the Munich settlement over four days at the start 
of October. Duff Cooper’s resignation speech was couched in terms of 
personal conscience calculated to do the least possible damage to the 
government. Chamberlain’s justifi cation of his policy was confi dent: 
the ‘real triumph’ of Munich was that it had shown that the great 
powers could ‘agree on a way of carrying out a diffi cult and delicate 
operation by discussion instead of by force of arms, and thereby they 
have averted a catastrophe which would have ended civilisation as we 
have known it’. 35    Labour and Liberal  MP s attacked the government’s 
isolationism and the ineffi ciency of rearmament, but they could not claim 
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that they would ultimately have gone to war to save the Sudetenland. 
Loyal Conservatives rallied behind a prime minister whose ‘high cour-
age’, ‘deep faith’ and ‘grand humanity’ had, as one put it, ‘drag[ged] us 
back from that abyss into which we were so nearly being hurled’, ‘the 
maddest war with which a reluctant people has ever been faced –   to 
fi ght over a method of implementing an agreement which had already 
been reached by all concerned’. 36    

 Conservative critics of appeasement found it diffi cult to align them-
selves, let alone persuade their colleagues. Eden made another speech 
advocating a ‘revival of our national spirit’. 37    Leo Amery –  who disagreed 
more with the practice than the principle of Chamberlain’s policy  –   
demanded the introduction of national service. Churchill crowned a 
denunciation of past errors in defence and foreign policy by rejecting 
peaceful coexistence with a Nazi regime ‘which vaunts the spirit of 
aggression and conquest, which derives strength and perverted pleasure 
from persecution, and uses . . . with pitiless brutality the threat of murder-
ous force’. 38    Winding up for the government, Rab Butler responded that: 

  we have two choices, either to settle our differences with Germany by 

consultation, or to face the inevitability of a clash between the two 

systems of democracy and dictatorship. In considering this, I must 

emphatically give my opinion as one of the younger generation. War 

settles nothing, and I see no alternative to the policy upon which the 

Prime Minister has so courageously set himself  –   the construction of 

peace . . . There is no other country that can achieve this, and . . . in our 

efforts to understand, to consult with and, if possible, to get friendship 

with Germany, we do not abandon by one jot or tittle the democratic 

beliefs which are the very core of our whole being and system. 39     

 In the fi nal division, no Conservative voted against the government and 
only  twenty- fi ve abstained. Churchill was one of the few who publi-
cized their iconoclasm by remaining seated in the Chamber while the 
votes were counted. 40     

   ‘We must  do  something’  

 Munich left a political quagmire. A  by- election in Oxford, already 
under way as the crisis reached its peak, demonstrated some of the 
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issues involved. The seat had been held by the Conservatives at the 
1935 election. This time round, it was contested for the party by Quin-
tin Hogg, a brilliant young barrister and son of a Tory grandee and 
former lord chancellor, Lord Hailsham. There was local support for 
the idea of a Popular Front, and in  mid- September the Liberal candi-
date stood down to allow a single opposition fi gure to run. After a 
lengthy debate, a month later the Labour Party also agreed not to con-
test the seat, and its candidate, Patrick Gordon Walker, withdrew in 
favour of the philosophy don A. D. Lindsay, master of Balliol College, 
who ran against Hogg as an ‘Independent Progressive’. Lindsay was in 
fact a member of the Labour Party –  an allegiance that aroused some 
Liberal suspicions –  but received support from dissident Conservatives, 
including Eden, Churchill and Macmillan. 

 Emotions ran high on both sides during the campaign. Lindsay’s 
supporters insisted that ‘A vote for Hogg is a vote for Hitler.’ Their man 
was better suited to debating academic points in the cloister than kiss-
ing babies on the doorstep, and Gordon Walker rightly suspected that 
he would struggle to bring out the  working- class vote. When the 
 by- election took place, on 27 October, the turnout rose to 76 per cent 
(from 67 per cent in 1935) but Conservative support remained secure. 
Hogg won with a  much- reduced majority. 41    

 Writing in his diary a few days before the election, an aggrieved 
Gordon Walker explained the tensions created within the opposition 
by reactions to Munich: 

  An hysterical state of mind was created largely in middle class and Uni-

versity circles . . . The hysteria took the form of ‘We must  do  something’, 

‘We must have something that can be successful.’ It concentrated itself 

on the worst, most obvious fault –  namely hostility to Chamberlain him-

self. People persuaded themselves that this was important. ‘We only 

have six months  –   if we don’t beat Chamberlain there’ll be no trade 

unions to preserve’. Quite ludicrous ideas about the importance of Lind-

say’s victory were evolved. That it would check Chamberlain, lead him 

to alter his policy, frighten Hitler etc. 

 Any talk of the importance of holding the Labour movement together, 

of building up its strength, of looking not only to Oxford but to 

the whole series of  by- elections and to the General Election –  all these 

were swept away by the argument that nothing else mattered but the 
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next 6 months –  and some defeat of Chamberlain, however achieved –  in 

Oxford. 42     

 The tensions between the desire of many local activists to ‘do some-
thing’ and their own determination to keep control of strategy and play 
a longer game, posed challenges to the Labour leaders throughout the 
last year of peace. 

 Barely a week after the Oxford  by- election, another Nazi outrage 
confi rmed the anxieties raised by the Sudeten crisis. On the night of 
9 November 1938, the Nazis unleashed a wave of violence against Ger-
man Jews. The  Kristallnacht  pogrom –  named for the shattered glass of 
looted Jewish businesses –  was followed up by the passing of further 
 anti- Semitic legislation. In Britain,  Kristallnacht  was reported as a 
shocking abandonment of civilized norms. 43    Sympathy for the victims 
as Jews was outweighed by alarm at this evidence of the atavistic 
aggression that made Germany an international danger. For the 
moment, Chamberlain stopped talking in public about any further dis-
cussions with Berlin. He was disgusted by Nazi violence and ready to 
allow Jewish refugees into Britain, but he was also determined that 
revulsion at German brutality should not get in the way of peace. For 
Halifax, in contrast,  Kristallnacht  was further evidence that Hitler rep-
resented an existential evil to which the only solution was confrontation, 
not negotiation. 44    

 On 17 November, another signifi cant  by- election took place, this 
time in the Somerset constituency of Bridgwater. Richard Acland, the 
Liberal  MP  for a neighbouring constituency, had carefully  co- ordinated 
a campaign to build up backing from local Liberal and Labour sup-
porters for the journalist Vernon Bartlett, a  long- time opponent of 
Fascism. Like Lindsay, Bartlett stood as an ‘Independent Progressive’; 
unlike Lindsay, he was suspected of being a  crypto- Liberal. Labour’s 
prospects were much worse than in Oxford, so the party’s decision not 
to fi ght Bridgwater caused fewer internal ructions. Acland avoided the 
presence of divisive national fi gures, such as Lloyd George or Stafford 
Cripps, who might have aroused partisan allegiances, and received no 
support from Conservative  anti- appeasers. If no more experienced as a 
politician than Lindsay, Bartlett was a much better campaigner. In a 
predominantly rural constituency, he reckoned that his willingness to 
talk corn and cattle (despite an almost total ignorance of agriculture) 
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was at least as important as his stance on foreign affairs. The Conser-
vative vote again held up, but this time an increased turnout gave 
Bartlett more votes than the Liberals and Labour had managed together 
in 1935, and he took the seat with a 2, 000- strong majority. The Bridg-
water result could be taken as evidence of how far public opinion had 
swung against the Munich settlement in the aftermath of  Kristallnacht , 
but there were plainly large numbers of people who, whether because 
they loved peace or were loyal to their party, continued to vote for the 
government candidate. 45    

 That December, another  by- election, at West Perth and Kinross, 
demonstrated that victory for the  anti- appeasers was by no means inev-
itable. It was sparked by the decision of the sitting Tory  MP , Katharine 
 Stewart- Murray, the duchess of Atholl (known as the ‘Red Duchess’ 
because of her support for Republican Spain), to resign her seat in 
protest at the Munich agreement. 46     Stewart- Murray’s criticisms of the 
government had already led to her being  de- selected by the constitu-
ency party, and she subsequently stood as an Independent without 
 co- ordinating her position with the opposition. In a straight fi ght with 
an offi cial Conservative candidate, heavily supported by Conservative 
Central Offi ce, she was defeated on a  much- reduced turnout by 
1,300 votes. 47    

 Here was a potent warning to dissident Conservatives of the conse-
quences of disloyalty. Like several other rebels over the winter of 
 1938–  39, Churchill had to face down  de- selection challenges from 
Conservative activists in his constituency. While the weight of public 
attitudes and the fate of Chamberlain’s foreign policy remained in the 
balance, no Conservative could hope to survive if they launched a 
 full- blown challenge against their party leader. What they could do 
was to keep up their demands for military expansion and its inevitable 
concomitant –  increased government controls. During the autumn of 
1938, backbench advocates of rearmament called not only for a Minis-
try of Supply with powers to direct industry, but also for the immediate 
introduction of national service. Since the  co- operation of organized 
labour would be essential to controlling manpower in this way, such 
calls were coupled with suggestions for widening the coalition to create 
a more ‘national’ government. Accepting the need for such an expan-
sion posed an implicit question about the position of such a partisan 
prime minister. 48    
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 Chamberlain’s position was just as diffi cult as that of his critics. He 
was safe for the moment from any rebellion or opposition assault, but 
the ambiguous reaction to the Sudeten crisis did not allow him to seek 
a new public mandate. In the aftermath of Munich, Conservative Cen-
tral Offi ce did moot plans to capitalize on his popularity with an 
immediate general election, but the risk of seeming to take advantage 
of a national crisis was too great. The  by- election results that followed 
convinced Conservative strategists that ‘the uncertainties of the inter-
national situation and national defence  . . . aggravated by the strong 
feeling aroused by the Jewish persecutions’ 49    had left the public mood 
too unpredictable for them to go to the country. There was no room for 
Chamberlain to replicate Baldwin’s success in 1935, and reconfi gure 
the presentation of policy to capture the centre ground on foreign pol-
icy. On the contrary, his political fate now rested even more squarely on 
the success of his dealings with the dictators.  

   ‘The connection bet ween 
diplomacy and str ategic 

strength’  

 Certain as he was of the possibilities of negotiating with Hitler from a 
position of strength, the prime minister returned from Munich con-
vinced that, as he informed his Cabinet colleagues at the start of 
October, it was right to make maximum efforts to repair defence defi -
ciencies, but wrong to think ‘that as a thanks offering for the  détente , 
we should at once embark on a great increase in our armaments pro-
gramme’. 50    This line was increasingly diffi cult to hold against those 
ministers who wanted a more active response, not least because conces-
sions over the Sudetenland had been justifi ed in terms of British 
weakness. In the month after Munich, Chamberlain’s service ministers 
demanded increases in rearmament. 

 The greatest pressure came from the Air Ministry, where a new 
Conservative secretary of state, Sir Kingsley Wood, had been appointed 
in May 1938. A lawyer drawn into politics through his specialism in 
industrial insurance, Wood was sustained by a deep Methodist faith. 
The soft lines of his face, replicated in his circular spectacles, belied a 
sharp intelligence and an eagle eye for political advantage. Wood had 
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become an ally of Chamberlain’s after serving under him at the Minis-
try of Health in the 1920s. He had no experience of running a forces 
department and happily admitted that he ‘did not know one end of an 
aircraft from the other’: he was made secretary of state for air because 
he could be relied upon to defend government policy in the Commons. 
At the end of October, however, he presented a plan for aerial expan-
sion that took a very different line to the prime minister’s. 51    

 Wood in turn was being pressed by Air Marshal Sir Wilfrid Free-
man, a senior  RAF  offi cer who played a crucial role in the development 
of British air power in the decade after 1935. Freeman also had a 
 razor- like mind, a cynical sense of humour, and little tolerance for 
other people’s ineffi ciency. To a degree matched by few others, he 
understood the process by which aircraft were designed, ordered and 
made. Although Freeman had been marked out as one the  RAF ’s rising 
stars after the last war, his progress had been brought to a halt in 
1935 when he divorced his wife. In the 1930s, even a  self- consciously 
‘modern’ organization like the  RAF  regarded this as beyond the pale, 
and Freeman prepared to leave the service. 52    

 Hitler saved Freeman’s career. Rather than retiring, in April 
1936 Freeman was put in charge of research and development at the Air 
Ministry. Designing new aircraft was one of the most expensive and 
 failure- fraught things that armed forces around the world did in this 
period. With aircraft technology changing rapidly, Freeman had to 
balance the need for the most advanced equipment possible with the 
danger of picking unproven aircraft designs. He learned to work with 
the aircraft industry, guiding the aircraft fi rms to come up with new 
planes and  aero- engines from which the Air Ministry could pick the 
best. Among other things, Freeman signed the fi rst production order 
for the Spitfi re fi ghter, and encouraged the development of the heavy 
bombers with which the  RAF  hoped to carry the fi ght to Britain’s 
enemies. 

 In June 1938, Freeman was made responsible for aircraft production 
as well as research and development. That meant grappling with the 
bigger issues of manufacturing and supply as well as the specifi cs of 
aircraft design. Under Freeman, the Air Ministry developed a much 
larger production department that dealt with issues including subcon-
tracting, materials and factory construction as well as airframes and 
 aero- engines. Freeman’s reaction to the Munich crisis was simple: 
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‘Peace in our time . . . that means we have a few more months to get 
ready. How can we increase our programme?’ Through Wood, Free-
man pressed the Cabinet for decisions. 53    

 Convinced that only they could win a coming war, the air staff had 
drawn up an even larger scheme for  RAF  expansion. Newly aware that 
a German decision to concentrate on  medium- sized bombers gave them 
the chance to seize the lead in heavier aircraft, they proposed a fresh 
concentration on constructing British bombers. As Wood made plain 
to his colleagues, the scale of these plans would require controls on 
industry and manpower. When they came before the Cabinet at the 
start of November, Wood justifi ed these steps by arguing that it was 
only by ‘strengthening our air position that we could give our diplo-
macy the help which it required. From the domestic point of view, our 
weakness in the air was the cause of great anxiety in the country.’ 54    

 The chancellor and the prime minister both opposed such a dra-
matic escalation in the arms programme. Simon warned that well 
before it was complete, the new air force scheme would threaten domes-
tic stability: 

  The damage which I apprehend is not of the sort which can be got over 

by calling for ‘sacrifi ces’; it would consist of weakening our economic 

and fi nancial strength as no increase in taxation could remedy. Excessive 

borrowing entails risk of higher costs, higher wages, and almost cer-

tainly higher interest rates so that the burden on the country even if 

tolerable at fi rst becomes progressively worse. Moreover, it means sub-

stantially increased imports and substantially reduced exports. Our 

balance of payments –   already a serious problem –   will become more 

and more serious. In the end our monetary reserves (which have already 

been heavily depleted since the crisis by withdrawal of foreign capital 

from this country) might be still more rapidly exhausted and we should 

have lost the means of carrying on a long struggle altogether. 55     

 Chamberlain highlighted the gap between his attempts to match diplo-
macy and deterrence and Wood’s proposals, which would escalate 
the arms race. In the aftermath of Munich, however, it was impossible 
to dismiss the importance of aerial security. The Cabinet would not 
agree to let the  RAF  expand as if it were already at war, but it did 
approve the formation of twelve new fi ghter squadrons and the gradual 
 re- equipment of Britain’s bomber forces with heavy aircraft. It also 
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sanctioned efforts to build industrial capacity so that aircraft produc-
tion could be further accelerated after war broke out. The aim was for 
Britain to be able to manufacture 17,000 aircraft in the fi rst year of a 
confl ict that began in October 1939, and 2,000 aircraft a month by the 
end of 1941. 56    

 In France too, the response to Munich was a dramatic escalation of 
rearmament. Unable politically to get agreement on new controls on 
industry, Daladier instead placed the defence burden on French work-
ers.  Non- military public spending was slashed, laws on working 
conditions set aside and fresh investment promised to the arms indus-
try. The French left now split between those who wanted to improve 
the country’s defences and those who fell back more resolutely on 
pacifi sm. When the trade unions met Daladier’s new approach with a 
general strike, the response was a violent crackdown. But though they 
exacerbated political divisions, the new measures did achieve an 
increase in munitions output. 

 Back in Britain, discussions of defence preparations were cast in 
a new light in  mid- November by the events of  Kristallnacht . Reports 
came from inside Germany that Hitler’s aggression was being egged 
on by Nazi extremists who would be happy to accept a war against a 
declining British Empire. A month before, Lord Halifax had told 
Chamberlain that he approved of Eden’s calls for a widening of the 
government to bolster ‘national unity’. Now, convinced that only the 
language of force would turn the tide, he told the prime minister that 
Britain must increase air rearmament still further and institute a com-
pulsory national register of men fi t for military service or industrial 
labour –  a prerequisite for conscription. 57    

 Chamberlain disagreed with Halifax’s remedies, but he could not 
ignore this pressure. Over the autumn and winter, he brought in new 
expert ministers to bolster his ‘national’ credentials without threaten-
ing his grip on power. Sir John Anderson (an eminent civil servant 
turned independent  MP ) became lord privy seal with a particular 
responsibility for  air- raid precautions. With the prime minister’s sup-
port, Anderson rapidly pushed through attempts to improve provision 
of shelters, gas masks, emergency services and evacuation. Lord Chat-
fi eld (formerly fi rst lord of the admiralty) replaced Inskip as minister 
for the  co- ordination of defence. 

 Chamberlain was not willing to concede either a Ministry of Supply 
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or military conscription, but he did now start discussions of a national 
register that would direct enthusiastic volunteers into the right areas 
and encourage others to offer their service. Voluntary measures also 
had the advantage that they would be more easily reversed once peace 
had been secured. With the  TUC   –   no more eager than the prime 
minister to see the current government conscripting its members but 
determined to resist Fascism –  lending its support, a huge campaign for 
voluntary national service was launched with much fanfare during 
January 1939. In a radio broadcast, Chamberlain informed listeners 
that ‘Compulsion is not in accordance with the democratic system 
under which we live, or consistent with the tradition of freedom which 
we have always striven to maintain. We are confi dent that we shall get 
all the volunteers we want without recourse to compulsion.’ 58    

 As 1938 turned into 1939, the prime minister was depressed by the 
sense that peace remained as distant as ever. The fi nal conclusion of the 
 Anglo- American trade treaty offered some hope of transatlantic 
 co- operation, but the pursuit of an agreement with the Italians had 
been endangered by their aggressive demands for the cession of terri-
tory from France. 59    

 Over the winter, rumours from Germany, assiduously passed on by 
French intelligence, suggested that Hitler might, in a fi t of fury, launch 
an attack westwards against Holland, France or even the  UK . The 
threat greatly strengthened the hand of those, including the foreign sec-
retary, who wanted Britain to make a more concrete commitment to 
French security. It was a decisive moment. On 6 February, having 
agreed that British generals could begin full staff talks with their 
opposite numbers across the Channel, Chamberlain told the Commons 
that any attack on French vital interests would ‘evoke the immediate 
cooperation of Great Britain’. 60    

 This was an acceptance of the continental commitment that had 
been rejected under Inskip’s review a year before. As far as Chamber-
lain was concerned, however, this was not a  U- turn. He was just 
adapting the same approach he had used all along. Previously such fi rm 
demonstrations of his determination had been impossible because Brit-
ain had been too weak to make them plausible; now that rearmament 
had strengthened his hand, he could shift the balance in his quest for 
peace between concession and deterrence. Characteristically, he 
lamented to his sister that he was the only one clever enough to 
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understand: his ‘fi rmer line in public’ had been ‘applauded’ as a change 
in policy by critics who lacked any understanding of ‘the connection 
between diplomacy and strategic strength’. 61    

 Meanwhile, debates about a Popular Front were once again occupy-
ing the Labour Party. In January 1939, Sir Stafford Cripps launched a 
new campaign for a broader alliance between ‘everyone to the left of 
Neville Chamberlain’. As Cripps explained to readers of  Tribune , this 
front could still not include Conservatives, since even the ‘best inten-
tioned Tory Democrats will be driven into fascism when the economic 
circumstances call for that type of repression’. Labour’s National 
Executive rejected Cripps’ proposals as politically naive. Undeterred, 
Cripps publicized his message in an attempt to raise Labour supporters 
against the leadership. He could not win over the majority of the party, 
but his message of urgent action did appeal to many frightened by the 
danger of Fascism. The internecine struggle was only resolved in May 
1939 with his formal expulsion from the Labour Party. It was to prove 
one of the most important events of his political career. 62    

 As winter turned to spring, with the prospect of a united opposition 
receding still further into the distance, the prime minister’s political 
future looked rosy once more. Providing his plans for a European 
settlement came off, by the autumn he would fi nally be able to fi ght an 
election that would capitalize on his status as peacemaker to secure 
another term in government. With peace secured, he would be able to 
return to his true calling: improving the  well- being of the British people. 
All that was needed was for Hitler to live up to the promises he had 
made at Munich.  

   ‘the utmost of its power in 
resist ing such a challenge’  

 On 15 March 1939, German troops marched into what was left of 
Czechoslovakia. Announcing the German invasion to the Commons, 
Chamberlain concentrated not on Hitler’s betrayal or the consequences 
for the Czechs, but rather on the need to keep working for peace. Given 
time to consider events, and following an anxious reaction from his 
supporters, he offered a very different face two days later, when he 
made a broadcast speech to the Birmingham Unionist Association. 
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Now he wondered aloud whether there were any limits to Hitler’s aims, 
or whether this was, ‘in fact, a step in the direction of an attempt to 
dominate the world by force?’ If it was, he cautioned, Britain would 
‘take part to the utmost of its power in resisting such a challenge’. 63    

 During the second half of March, rumours abounded that the Ger-
mans were going to seize further territory in Eastern Europe. One 
possible target was the northern part of Romania. Another lay between 
East Prussia and the rest of Germany, where a narrow corridor of Ger-
man land leading to the free port of Danzig had been allocated to a 
newly independent Poland at the end of the First World War. Polish fear 
of the Soviet Union (with which it had fought a war in 1920) had 
encouraged it to sign a  non- aggression pact with Germany in 1934. 
When negotiations on the future of the ‘Polish Corridor’ broke down, 
however, it found itself the target of Hitler’s threats. 

 As a military dictatorship that had taken the opportunity of Hitler’s 
assault on Czechoslovakia to expand its own borders, Poland was not 
a natural object for British sympathies. It was, however, a means for 
Chamberlain and Halifax to demonstrate their determination to brook 
no further  smash- and- land grabs by the Nazis. After a hurried period 
of negotiation, they quickly pushed through an  Anglo- French guaran-
tee to Poland, which was announced in the Commons, to cheers from 
 MP s, on 31 March. 

 For the fi rst time, Sir Horace Wilson seriously disagreed with the 
prime minister’s foreign policy. Keen as ever to seek conciliation, he 
thought that the commitment to Poland would restrict Britain’s room 
for manoeuvre and drag it into a war for Danzig. 64    Chamberlain 
thought he had surmounted this problem by guaranteeing Poland’s 
independence, rather than its borders. His aim was to make it clear to 
Hitler that further international aggression would be met with force, 
not to rule out the peaceful reallocation of territory after negotiation. 
A week later, Italy annexed Albania. Now Chamberlain could not stop 
Halifax when he argued that the best response was to offer further 
British guarantees to Greece and Romania, the countries that might be 
next on the dictators’ hit list. In turn, on 22 May, Germany and Italy 
signed a ‘Pact of Steel’ to  co- ordinate their economic and military prep-
arations for war. 

 Hitler’s attack on the rump Czech state also marked the start of a 
turn against Chamberlain by parts of the  Conservative- supporting 
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press. The prime minister’s continued willingness to negotiate with 
Hitler encouraged his Conservative critics to call for a reconstruction 
of the government. At the end of June, Viscount Astor and Lord Cam-
rose, the owners of the  Observer  and the  Daily Telegraph   –   both 
infl uential Conservative papers –   met with Anthony Eden to discuss 
how pressure could be brought to bear against Chamberlain. The  Tele-
graph  then launched a campaign to force the prime minister to give 
Camrose’s friend Churchill ministerial offi ce, in the hope that he would 
stiffen the government’s determination to fi ght. It was soon taken up by 
the  Observer , the  Manchester Guardian  and the  Yorkshire Post  –  the 
two most important regional dailies –  the  Daily Mirror  and even the 
 Daily Worker . Chamberlain ignored these calls, but Sir Joseph Ball –  
the director of the Conservative Research Department –  was very active 
in defending the prime minister’s position. As well as bugging the Eden 
Group’s phones in order to stay abreast of their machinations, Ball also 
used the pages of  Truth  –  a radical  right- wing weekly newssheet with 
a small circulation, which the Conservatives had secretly acquired in 
1936 in order to counteract Rothermere and Beaverbrook’s grip on the 
press  –   to run a virulent series of  anti- Churchill articles during the 
summer of 1939. 65    

 Meanwhile, the promises Britain was making had to be backed up. 
At the end of March, it was announced that the Territorial Army would 
double in size. A new shadow factory scheme for aircraft production 
was instituted. At the end of April, for the fi rst time in modern British 
history, the government introduced peacetime military conscription. 
Young men of twenty and  twenty- one now became eligible for six 
months’ compulsory training as ‘militia men’, followed by a period in 
the reserves. The need to make a big international impression –  rather 
than any pressing demand from Britain’s generals –  resulted in an annual 
recruitment target of a quarter of a million men. This would allow 
Britain not only to keep its  anti- aircraft defences in a state of readiness, 
but also to prepare an expeditionary force to support the French in the 
event of war. In a few months, the scale of Britain’s proposed commitment 
to a future land war in Europe had been transformed. At the time of 
Munich, the British had planned to send two divisions to fi ght alongside 
the French: by April 1939, they were planning to build an army 
 thirty- two divisions strong. 66    

 A rapidly expanding army would require immense supplies of 
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weapons, equipment and accommodation, but these could not be 
allowed to interfere with existing plans for the rearmament of the navy 
and air force. On 20 April, therefore, Chamberlain fi nally announced 
the creation of a Ministry of Supply. It would provide munitions for the 
army in  co- ordination with the other service ministries, but also had 
powers to direct industrial capacity and control reserves of strategic 
raw materials. 

 This was not a total takeover of private industry, nor a single organ-
izing body for all the armed forces headed by an arms supremo. 
Chamberlain’s fi rst appointment to be minister of supply was not a 
dynamic fi gure such as Churchill or Lloyd George, but rather the 
unassuming National Liberal  MP  Leslie Burgin. It was, however, a 
huge step for a government that had so long resisted dictatorial controls 
on the economy. As Burgin noted, his new post gave him ‘very drastic 
powers to require supplies to be delivered and work to be done’. 67    

 British defence spending accelerated rapidly during the fi rst half of 
1939. A White Paper that February laid out expenditure on the armed 
forces for the coming year of approximately £580 million, compared to 
£265.5 million in 1937. With the economy outside the arms sector 
struggling, and unemployment back up to 14 per cent, this was not an 
increase that could be funded through taxation. The government was 
also unwilling to countenance a reduction in social spending. Instead, 
Chamberlain announced a doubling of the Defence Loan to £800 
million. 

 By the time Sir John Simon presented his second budget, on 25 April, 
estimated defence expenditure had already risen further, to £630 mil-
lion. Warning that, even without a war, uncontrolled spending might 
spark another fi nancial crisis, Simon now struggled desperately to 
enforce limits on the service ministries. His attempts were undermined 
by the threat of hostilities. As Halifax had already told his colleagues, 
it was better to ‘be bankrupt in peace than beaten in a war against 
Germany’. 68    By the time the budget was debated for the third time, in 
 mid- July, estimates of defence expenditure for 1939 had risen to 
£730 million: a sum that for the moment could only be met by further 
government borrowing. 69    

 Having helped the government with its scheme of national registra-
tion, the trade unions felt betrayed by the sudden change of policy on 
conscription. They worried that the introduction of compulsory service 
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in the forces presaged a similar scheme for industrial work. Sir Walter 
Citrine –  himself long convinced that conscription was a necessary part 
of preparing the country for war  –   carefully directed protests away 
from strike action and towards attempts to improve conditions for ser-
vicemen and the treatment of conscientious objectors.  Eighty- fi ve per 
cent of Labour  MP s voted against the Military Training Bill when it 
passed through the House of Commons at the end of April, but the 
party leadership had already decided that, given its own determination 
to improve the nation’s defences, this was not an issue on which the 
party should fi ght. Similarly, business opposition to the extension of 
controls through the Ministry of Supply was limited, and concentrated 
on setting a time limit for its regulations rather than opposing their 
introduction. 70    

 In contrast to France, in Britain the solution to the problem of eco-
nomic mobilization was based on a compromise between government, 
business and labour that helped to preserve the relative stability of the 
1930s. In part this was a political difference. The lack of a mass Com-
munist party meant that British conservatives, unlike their French 
counterparts, concentrated on external rather than internal threats. 
The British labour movement was better controlled by its leaders and 
more cohesive. It also refl ected a different structure of industrial rela-
tions. The National Government was instinctively more comfortable 
dealing with business federations than with trade unionists, but from 
the  Anschluss  on, both were actively involved in rearmament. By the 
start of 1939, both were willing to accept greater government controls 
in the cause of national defence –  provided, on the one hand, that the 
trade unions got some restrictions on prices and profi ts, and on the 
other, that business owners were given the means to keep making 
money from offi cial contracts. The Treasury’s continued preference 
for an essentially capitalist solution to increasing production  –   as 
embodied by Lord Stamp, the economic expert brought in by Cham-
berlain to review war preparations in summer 1939 –  ensured that the 
restrictions the unions wanted were not implemented before the out-
break of war. The basis for an accommodation between state, capital 
and labour had, however, already been reached before the fi ghting 
began. 71    

 The importance of trade unions to the mobilization of industrial 
manpower meant that the continental commitment posed a danger to 
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Chamberlain’s position. It also made it harder for him to resist demands 
for an alliance with the Soviet Union. This had long been a complaint 
of the National Government’s parliamentary critics, and their clamour 
rose after the Polish guarantee. The case for  co- operation with the 
Soviets was strong. Not only could they provide immediate military 
intervention against a Nazi drive to the east, but their involvement 
would confront Germany with the prospect of dividing its forces in a 
 two- front war. Whether Soviet  co- operation was ever actually achiev-
able was another matter: Stalin probably had no intention of going to 
war. As far as Chamberlain was concerned, the prospect was so unlikely 
it was not worth urgently pursuing. Chamberlain suspected that the 
Soviets actually wanted to set Britain, France and Germany at each 
other’s throats while themselves staying out of any confl ict. He also 
doubted the military capacities of the Red Army, and emphasized the 
practical diffi culties of Eastern and Central European diplomacy where 
all the small states whose liberty Britain was meant to be defending 
were as concerned about Stalin’s ambitions as they were about those of 
Hitler. 

 Chamberlain’s position left him isolated as, during April and May 
1939, the dangers of involvement in a European war persuaded almost 
all of his ministerial colleagues that the advantages of a Soviet alliance 
outweighed its diffi culties. With obvious dissatisfaction, he submitted 
to their will, and on 24 May the Cabinet agreed to pursue a mutual 
defence pact between France, Britain and the  USSR . As the ensuing 
negotiations stumbled on through July and August, it became apparent 
that there was an unbridgeable gap between what the Soviets wanted –  
a binding alliance, plus a free hand to deploy their troops in smaller 
Eastern European states –  what the French and British would offer –  
more  mealy- mouthed defi nitions that would leave them free to stand 
back from a  Nazi- Soviet fi ght –  and the Western powers’ unwillingness 
to compel the Poles and Romanians to open their borders to the Red 
Army. Having helped to confi rm Soviet suspicions of  Anglo- French 
dilatoriness, Chamberlain was proved correct when the talks broke 
down. He rebutted suggestions that in the absence of an alliance with 
the democracies, the  USSR  might fi nd a way to work with Hitler 
instead. 72     



162

Br ita in ’s Wa r

   ‘let us offend the Jews 
r ather than the Ar abs’  

 The deteriorating situation in Europe had crucial consequences in the 
Middle East.  In July 1937, the Royal Commission into the future of 
Palestine had reported that a single state was no longer workable, and 
that the only solution was to partition the country between Jews and 
Arabs. Furious Arab leaders accused the British of going back on their 
promises, and in September 1937, the Arab revolt broke forth with 
renewed force. One thing the British thought they had learned from the 
disturbances of the year before was that they needed to crack down 
quickly. The men who had led the Arab general strike in 1936 were 
immediately arrested. Only one escaped: the mufti of Jerusalem, Amin 
 al- Husayni, who found sanctuary across the border in the Lebanon. A 
powerful Sunni cleric and member of one of Palestine’s most prominent 
political families,  al- Husayni had originally been appointed by the 
British. Now, he appealed to other Arabs and other Muslims to help 
him fi ght against the British and the Jews. 73    

 Back in Palestine, the British effort to decapitate the rebellion did 
not halt the violence, but it made it less well  co- ordinated and moved 
its focus out of the cities and into the countryside. This time, the British 
moved more quickly through the repressive repertoire they had learned 
elsewhere in the Empire. Parts of the Mandate were effectively placed 
under martial law. The British built a border fence, backed by fortifi ed 
watchtowers, to stop the fl ow of supplies over the  Syria–  Lebanon bor-
der. British police and army units swept through rural areas, searching 
Arab villages, destroying food and houses and imposing collective 
fi nes, all in an effort to turn the population against the insurgents. 74    

 It was a brutal campaign on both sides. Facing an elusive foe, and 
encouraged by their commanders to deal roughly with the Arabs, Brit-
ish troops used torture to extract information, beat suspects to death 
and forced prisoners to ride on the front of their trucks or trains when 
they travelled on routes that might be mined. 75    When they were 
attacked, they fi red back freely: anyone in the vicinity became a target. 
Meanwhile, as well as attacking Jewish settlements, security forces and 
communications, the guerrillas also carried out a campaign of terror 
against other Arabs, killing politicians who opposed the revolt and 
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farmers who sold land to the Jews. They also extorted money from the 
same villagers whom the British were fi ning for backing the rebellion. 

 During 1938, the violence escalated, and from the summer onwards, 
the British lost control of substantial portions of Palestine. Short of 
troops, they came to rely extensively on auxiliary policemen recruited 
from among the Jewish population. At the peak of the revolt there were 
about 14,000 of these armed ‘supernumeraries’. When it looked like 
the Czech crisis might result in a European war, the Colonial Offi ce 
considered using a Jewish army to hold down Palestine while the Brit-
ish concentrated on Germany. 76    

 British commanders appealed to London for reinforcements and 
approval for even tougher policies. With the threat of war rising in 
Europe, the British government wanted stability. Palestine was seen as 
crucial to British strategy –  an integral part of the defences of the Mid-
dle East, and the intended base for Britain’s imperial reserve –  and the 
revolt showed dangerous signs of affecting other parts of the Empire –  
not just among the predominantly Arab populations of Iraq and Egypt, 
but also, because of the mufti’s appeal to Muslim opinion, in parts of 
India as well. 77    

 British ministers were willing to make concessions to get peace in 
Palestine, but not until the revolt had been beaten. In pursuit of quick 
results, they sanctioned the military’s demands. 78    In the autumn of 
1938, after the Munich agreement gave them a breathing space in 
Europe, the British were able to deploy a second infantry division 
to Palestine. By the end of the year, their garrison had doubled to 
25,000 soldiers and two  RAF  squadrons. These reinforcements allowed 
them to take the offensive against the rebels throughout the Mandate. 
Their commanders included men whose names would become very 
familiar over the next six years, including Lieutenant General Bernard 
Montgomery and Air Commodore Arthur Harris. Unlike most of his 
 RAF  colleagues, Harris argued that air attacks on Arab villages would 
be a good way to cripple the guerrillas’ morale. 

 As the British continued their campaign over the winter of  1938–  39, 
the rebels had nowhere to go. Exhausted, the rural population increas-
ingly withdrew their support. The campaign consisted increasingly of 
internecine warfare between the guerrillas and Arab ‘peace bands’, 
organized by  pro- negotiation nationalists and armed by the British. 
Though the violence dragged on, by the spring it was already clear that 
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the revolt had been defeated. By the time the fi ghting fi nished, more 
than 300 Jews and 262 Britons had been killed, but so had more than 
5,000 Arabs (approximately 3,800 of them by the security forces: most 
of the rest by other Arabs). The total number of Arab dead was about 
0.5 per cent of the  non- Jewish population of Palestine in 1939. Trans-
lated into British terms, that would have meant the death of about 
200,000 people: or to put it another way, deaths as a result of confl ict 
among the Palestine Arabs were proportionately higher in the three 
years before September 1939 than they were among Britons in the three 
years afterwards. 79    The political consequences of the revolt were just as 
devastating: the urban elite who had led the Palestinian nationalist 
movement were either imprisoned, in exile, or had fl ed, and those who 
were left had no energy or interest in another battle for independence. 
Yet the need to quieten the Middle East was about to result in a dra-
matic reversal of British government policy. 

 During 1938, the colonial secretary, Malcolm MacDonald, had 
already moved to set up  British- Jewish- Arab negotiations on Palestine’s 
future. 80    The conference got under way on 7 February 1939, but no 
one in Whitehall, including MacDonald, actually thought that a com-
promise was going to be achieved. Their main aim was to placate the 
Arab states around the Mandate in order to restore the security of the 
British Empire in the Middle East. As Chamberlain, supporting Mac-
Donald, explained: ‘we are now compelled to consider the Palestine 
problem mainly from the point of view of the international situation . . . 
if we must offend one side, let us offend the Jews rather than the 
Arabs’. 81    

 After talks duly broke down at the end of February, the government 
developed its own policy. On 17 May 1939, the British published a new 
White Paper on Palestine. This abandoned partition, renounced the 
idea of creating a Jewish state, and promised that a united Palestine 
would be made independent within the next ten years. It also placed 
signifi cant restrictions on Jewish land purchases, and limited Jewish 
immigration to a maximum of 75,000 over the next fi ve years, with 
any immigration after that time permitted only with Arab consent. 
The implication was that the Jews would remain in a minority as 
Palestine moved towards a system of representative government. The 
commitments were very conditional: the White Paper stated that a 
future independence treaty would depend not only on the strategic 



165

Czechoslova k i a to Pol a nd

situation, but also on the participation of all the different communities 
in Palestine. 

 This was the same policy that the National Government had pursued 
over Indian  self- government, the Irish treaty ports, or Czechoslovakia –  
calculated concessions to avoid confl ict and safeguard the Empire. 
Since, however offended they were, the Jews were unlikely to make 
common cause with Hitler, the shift in offi cial stance made a lot of stra-
tegic sense. The restrictions on immigration also meant, however, that 
just when more Jews than ever were trying to fl ee from Europe, the 
British government made it harder for them to leave. There was little 
other offi cial British help to allow the majority of Jewish refugees to 
escape. 

 Unsurprisingly, the Zionist leaders rejected the White Paper. Its 
publication was greeted by a Jewish general strike and violent demon-
strations in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. By the summer of 1939, Zionist 
extremists in the Irgun terrorist group stepped up a bombing campaign 
against the Arabs and prepared for a future rebellion against the 
British. Meanwhile, the mainstream Jewish defence organization, the 
Haganah, secretly stockpiled guns and concentrated on organizing 
illegal immigration. In terms of the future of the Mandate, this was the 
more signifi cant development: although the Jews were divided politic-
ally, the one thing they could all agree on was that more of their people 
needed to be saved. That would bring them into direct confrontation 
with the British government. 

 On the Arab side, Amin  al- Husayni also opposed the White Paper. 
He argued that the measures it set out would neither end Jewish immi-
gration nor lead to any genuine independence for Palestine, since the 
British would simply use Jewish  non- cooperation as an excuse to main-
tain control. Yet his attempts to  re- ignite the rebellion failed. In October 
1939, after paying a bribe to the French chief of police,  al- Husayni was 
allowed to escape from Lebanon to Baghdad. 82    His war against the 
British and the Jews was not over yet. 

 Back in London, the government’s opponents held up the White 
Paper as another example of its weakness. When the new policy was 
debated in the Commons on 22 and 23 May 1939, Herbert Morrison 
told  MP s that the Jews were going to be ‘sacrifi ced’ to the government’s 
‘inability to govern  . . . to its apparent fear of, if not, indeed, its 
sympathy with, violence  . . . sacrifi ced to the  . . . preoccupation with 
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exclusively Imperialist rather than human considerations’. 83    Churchill, 
a committed Zionist who believed a Jewish state would bulwark the 
Empire, condemned what he called a ‘petition in moral and physical 
bankruptcy’: 84    

  Never was the need for fi delity and fi rmness more urgent than now. 

You are not going to found and forge the fabric of a grand alliance to 

resist aggression, except by showing continued examples of your fi rm-

ness in carrying out . . . the obligations into which you have entered. I 

warn the Conservative party . . . that by committing themselves to this 

lamentable act of default, they will cast our country, and all that it 

stands for, one more step downward in its fortunes . . . 85     

 In the subsequent vote, the government’s usual majority of more than 
two hundred was reduced to just  eighty- nine. 86     

   ‘the longer the war is put off 
the less l ikely it is to come’  

 As 1939 went on, Britain and France became increasingly confi dent 
about their prospects in a war with Germany. Britain was far from 
perfectly  battle- ready though. Its original programmes of rearmament 
would not be complete until 1942. Battleships were still on slipways, 
aircraft still unbuilt, and the army’s plans in  mid- gear change from 
an imperial expeditionary force to a continental leviathan.  Air- raid 
precautions provision remained inconsistent, as were preparations to 
mobilize the economy for war. Ration books were already printed, but 
there was no realistic plan about how to maintain the fl ow of supplies 
through Britain’s ports in the event of German air attack. 87    

 Nonetheless, by the summer of 1939 Britain was much better pre-
pared to withstand an immediate assault than it had been a year before. 
In the aircraft industry in particular, there had been a step change in 
production as factories solved the problems of adapting to modern 
aircraft construction, laid out their assembly lines and expanded their 
workforce. A mix of expansion, dilution and subcontracting meant 
that between June 1938 and June 1939, the workforce in aircraft facto-
ries doubled, while the structure weight of aircraft produced increased 
 three- fold. The number of aircraft built in Britain in the fi rst half 
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of 1939 was nearly four times greater than in the equivalent period of 
1938, and only slightly less than the total fi gure for all of 1936 and 
1937 combined. In the course of the year as a whole, Britain produced 
almost as many planes as Germany for the fi rst time since the start of 
the arms race. British monthly aircraft production exceeded the equiva-
lent German fi gure for the fi rst time in September 1939. By then, 
 twenty- six of the  RAF ’s  thirty- nine fi ghter squadrons had been 
 re- equipped with the most modern aircraft. Critically, these were now 
incorporated into an air defence system with an operational set of radar 
stations that would provide early warning of incoming raids. 88    

 Meanwhile, Sir Wilfrid Freeman had been putting in place measures 
to expand production still further in the future. These included concen-
trating the manufacture of the most advanced planes among groups of 
aircraft fi rms and subcontractors in the same areas; securing funds 
from the Treasury for new factories to make the  aero- engines and 
aluminium alloys needed to build the new planes, and laying the basis 
for a repair organization that would get damaged aircraft and engines 
back into action. By 1939, the total productive fl oorspace in use by the 
air industry totalled 8 million square feet. The Air Ministry planned to 
see that expand to 19 million square feet by 1941. Not only was Britain 
better protected than it had been in 1938, but it was also going to get 
even stronger in the years to come. 89    

 France too had seen its position transformed. As the labour controls 
implemented the previous year took effect, military production surged: 
tank output doubled and aircraft output quadrupled between 1938 and 
1939. Major new investment programmes were put in place to expand 
munitions production still further in the coming years. 90    Now, for the 
fi rst time in twenty years, French generals were talking in detail with 
their British counterparts about how the two countries could work 
together to defeat Germany. 

 The British and French general staffs were optimistic. Intelligence 
from Germany suggested that its rearmament programme was creating 
such economic problems that it was already past its peak: in contrast, 
British and French programmes were accelerating. This in itself might 
deter the Germans. If it did not, it would decide the war. Germany and 
its allies might try to use their temporary advantage on land and in the 
air, but they would be unable to challenge  Anglo- French command of 
the seas. It now looked as if the British and French would be able to 
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withstand any initial attack, and as any confl ict went on, they would 
mobilize the full weight of their global empires to unstoppable effect. 
Meanwhile Germany, blocked from obtaining crucial resources, would 
grind to a halt and be forced to admit defeat. In turn, this belief in a 
prolonged test of  military- economic power encouraged a tough line on 
Germany’s eastward expansion –  it should not be allowed to ameliorate 
its position by grabbing resources from the Balkans and Eastern 
Europe. 91    

 In contrast, the British Treasury remained much less sanguine about 
the country’s  long- term strength. Expenditure on defence had breached 
all limits. Although the arms industries were booming, the rest of the 
economy seemed primed for another recession just as the surge in gov-
ernment spending ramped up infl ation. The huge quantity of imports 
required for rearmament, including steel from  German- controlled 
Czechoslovakia, was devastating the balance of payments. Interna-
tional investors, spooked by the crises of  1938–  39, were withdrawing 
their money from the City of London. That exerted a downward pres-
sure on sterling, but the  US  Treasury made it clear that it expected the 
Bank of England to abide by the 1936 tripartite currency agreement, 
and sell gold and foreign currency reserves in order to prop up the 
pound. 

 Concerned by the international situation, President Roosevelt had 
now initiated America’s own programme of rearmament, and despite 
the continued strength of isolationist opinion, he had sought to bolster 
resistance to the dictators by privately reassuring Chamberlain that he 
would do his best to put  US  industrial strength behind Britain if war 
broke out. By the spring of 1939, however, suspicions were growing in 
the  US  that, under the guise of the pressures on sterling caused by re-
armament, the British were allowing a depreciation of their currency to 
gain a competitive advantage over American exporters. Despite his 
words of support, moreover, Roosevelt had not revised the Neutrality 
Acts that prohibited sales of  US  arms to nations that were at war. 92    
Aware of the need to keep America on side, and given the alternative of 
attempting to impose at short notice currency controls across the whole 
Sterling Area, the British complied for as long as they could. Between 
March 1938 and 25 August 1939, when the attempt was fi nally aban-
doned, maintaining exchange rates cost the  UK  £300 million in gold, 
40 per cent of the reserves on which it was counting if it proved 
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necessary to fi ght a long war. As the chancellor laid out to the Cabinet 
in July, with the limited measures available to control the economy in 
peacetime, Britain would be able to maintain its current level of mili-
tary effort for only about another nine months. The economic pressures 
created by preparing for battle were such that they could only be 
mastered with  far- reaching controls that would be politically acceptable 
only once hostilities had actually begun. 93    

 The problem of diminishing British currency reserves was as noth-
ing, however, to the diffi culties facing Germany and Italy as they 
struggled to keep up with the  Anglo- French rearmament surge. By 
 mid- 1939, German plans to increase aircraft and munitions production 
were being hamstrung by shortages of raw materials. Balance of pay-
ments and infl ation crises loomed. Spending increased, but production 
slumped. Meanwhile, the Japanese decided not to join the Pact of Steel: 
they were more concerned about tensions with the  USSR  than being 
dragged into a European war. The Italian government also voiced anxi-
eties as it realized how far it had fallen behind in the arms race and how 
little chance it would have in the face of British and French naval block-
ades. British policy seemed to be working. 94    

 Hitler understood that the combination of Britain, France and 
America –   which he always presumed would fi ght on the side of the 
democracies –   would eventually win a prolonged arms race. He still 
believed, however, that he had a couple of years to get ready for this 
defi ning war in the west. One preliminary was to secure his eastern 
fl ank. When the Poles not only refused to enter into an alliance with 
Germany but instead secured  Anglo- French security guarantees, he 
was infuriated. Britain and France were, he was sure, playing the same 
game they had over the Sudetenland. They would try to coerce him 
with threats, but if he called their bluff they would not ultimately be 
willing to fi ght. Happy as he was to accept the risk of battle, he reas-
sured his generals that British and French threats of action were empty. 
Now was the moment to destroy Poland. 

 Chamberlain, having read the reports of Germany’s economic prob-
lems, believed that Hitler must fi nally understand the logic of his situation. 
In late July he told his sister that it was now clear that the Führer 

  has concluded that we mean business and that the time is not right for 

the major war. Therein he is fulfi lling my expectations. Unlike some of 
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my critics I go further and say the longer the war is put off the less likely 

it is to come at all as we go on perfecting our defences, and building up 

the defences of our allies. That is what Winston and co never seem to 

realise. You don’t need offensive forces suffi cient to win a smashing 

victory. What you want are defensive forces suffi ciently strong to make it 

impossible for the other side to win except at such a cost as to make it 

not worthwhile. 95     

 Convinced that peace could still be achieved but unable to pursue it too 
openly, during the summer Chamberlain kept up secret contacts with 
German leaders through British  pro- Nazi sympathizers and European 
businessmen. He wanted to make clear that, if Germany could prove it 
did not want war, room was still open for negotiation. None of these 
contacts came to anything, but by their nature they demonstrated how 
diffi cult the prime minister’s position had now become. However much 
he believed that his  long- term strategy was reaching fruition, his oppon-
ents cast every strengthening of Britain’s stance as proof of his earlier 
failure. Where he looked for opportunities to make a fi nal grasp for peace, 
they raised the fear that he was planning to give in to Hitler again. 96    

 At the start of August, the Commons debated whether to adjourn, as 
the government proposed, for its normal summer recess. Labour tabled 
an amendment suggesting that, given the international situation, the 
parliamentary break should be shortened to just three weeks. Eden 
remained silent; Churchill attacked the government for avoiding debate 
and calling any criticism unpatriotic. Determined to demonstrate his 
control, Chamberlain made the issue a motion of confi dence. In the 
vote that followed, forty rebellious government  MP s abstained, but the 
rest, including Eden, rallied behind Chamberlain. The Labour motion 
was defeated.  MP s departed for what was supposed to be a long 
vacation.  

   ‘Orientals can insult 
Englishmen with impunit y’  

 Just over a week after Britain issued its guarantee of Polish independ-
ence, Cheng  Lien- shih, a Chinese banker who worked for the Japanese, 
went to the theatre in the British concession in the town of Tientsin, in 
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the  Japanese- controlled zone of northern China. There, he was assas-
sinated by Chinese nationalists. The fate of the suspects in Cheng’s 
murder would spark a crisis that laid bare just how vulnerable Britain’s 
position in the Far East had become. 97    

 When the war with China started in summer 1937, Japanese gen-
erals had expected a quick victory that would allow them to concentrate 
on building up their strength for a future struggle with the Soviet Union 
and the Western empires. Instead, they got bogged down in a seemingly 
unendable confl ict that absorbed men and money without conclusive 
result. The Japanese were better equipped and trained than their Chin-
ese opponents, and by the end of 1938 they had captured most of 
northern China and the eastern seaboard. The Nationalist government 
had been forced to retreat to the south-western stronghold of Chong-
qing, while a Communist enclave waged a guerrilla war against the 
Japanese in the north. Yet during 1938, while the eyes of the world 
were on Austria and Czechoslovakia, Nationalist troops had shown 
that they could fi ght long campaigns against the Japanese –  and even 
sometimes beat them –  without allowing themselves to be destroyed. 
By the start of 1939, there were about a million Japanese soldiers in 
China. That year, the war would cost Japan almost half its national 
budget. It seemed no closer to a conclusion. 98    

 The new British base at Singapore had been opened –  with work still 
going on to complete it  –   in February 1938. With the threat of war 
looming in Europe, however, the British had neither the ships to des-
patch a fl eet to Singapore, nor the planes to spare to defend Malaya. 
Given the weakness of their defences, the British were far from unhappy 
to see the Japanese stuck in China. Notwithstanding Chamberlain’s 
desire for a rapprochement, British ministers and offi cials often had the 
feeling that they ought to be standing up to the Japanese more –  and 
that they would do so, as soon as matters in Europe had been resolved. 
Though often contemptuous of the corruption and ineffi ciency that 
plagued the Nationalist war effort, British observers were confi dent 
that Chiang  Kai- shek’s regime would survive, and the British did what 
they could to support China –  all the while carefully trying to avoid 
any confrontation with the Japanese. 99    

 It was little enough. Britain provided the Nationalists with a paltry 
amount of fi nancial aid to stabilize the Chinese currency, and by rec-
ognizing them as the legitimate government, undermined Japan’s 



172

Br ita in ’s Wa r

argument that it was imposing order on a lawless state. More impor-
tantly, the British also allowed military supplies for the Nationalists to 
travel through their territory. In the year after the war broke out, 
60,000 tons of munitions a month moved through the British treaty 
port of Hong Kong. In February 1938, the British allowed the construc-
tion of the Burma Road, a  700- mile route snaking north through 
mountainous terrain from Lashio in Burma to the Chinese city of Kun-
ming. It was completed in October 1938 (at which point the British 
loaned the Chinese £500,000 to buy trucks to run along it). 100    It was 
ready only just in time: in the same month, the Japanese advance to 
Guangzhou surrounded Hong Kong. Alongside a rail line from the port 
of Hai Phong in French Indochina, the Burma Road would provide a 
vital supply link from the outside world to Chongqing. 

 Even the very limited help that the British government was giving to 
the Nationalist regime infuriated the Japanese army. It also, however, 
offered it an opportunity to explain to the Japanese home front why it 
was failing to win the war. During the spring of 1939, ultranationalist 
propagandists in Japan, some funded by the army, whipped up a storm 
of public anger against the duplicitous British imperialists who were 
exploiting the Chinese in order to hold Japan back from its rightful 
destiny as a great power. 

 In Britain’s  South- East Asian colonies, meanwhile, the war mobilized 
the sympathies of the Chinese diaspora, including the wealthy mer-
chants of Singapore. Just as in China, a temporary alliance was formed 
between Nationalist and Communist leaders, who organized door- to- 
door collections and boycotts of Japanese businesses. Between 1937 and 
1942, Chinese communities in  South- East Asia remitted home the 
equivalent of about £80 million –  perhaps a third of the war expenditure 
of the Nationalist government. During the fi rst two years of the war, 
Japanese exports to Malaya fell by 75 per cent. Violent demonstrations 
against Japanese interests made the British colonial authorities nervous: 
who knew what the next target might be of all this  anti- imperialist 
angst? 101    

 At the start of 1939, as confl ict in Europe grew more imminent, a 
debate took place within Whitehall about whether to adapt British 
strategy. A war with three opponents  –   Germany, Italy and Japan –   
seemed as likely as ever. Everyone agreed that it would be beyond 
the Empire’s resources to fi ght all three at once. The answer seemed to 
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be to despatch the weakest one fi rst. In the event of such a war, there-
fore, the admirals wanted to concentrate their efforts initially on 
beating the Italians in the Mediterranean. This would mean abandon-
ing the existing pledge to send a strong fl eet to the newly opened base 
at Singapore. 

 The question was whether to recognize this by changing the plans 
about how to defend the Empire. If Britain accepted that the Singapore 
strategy was now unachievable, it could plan instead to send out a ‘fl y-
ing squadron’ of just two capital ships to the Far East. If these ships 
could avoid being brought to battle, they might just be enough to make 
things diffi cult for the Japanese until more forces became available. 
Such a drastic change of plan was, however, bound to lead to a con-
frontation with the Dominions. For that reason, the ‘fl ying squadron’ 
proposal was rejected. Instead, the British now dropped the Singapore 
strategy in practice, but retained it in principle. At the start of July, the 
‘period before relief’ was raised from seventy to ninety days. In a 
 three- front war, the Royal Navy was not now going to forsake the 
Mediterranean to sail out to the Far East, yet planning for a confl ict 
with Japan remained predicated on the commitment that it would do 
exactly that. 102    

  Overstretched as they were, the British had little choice but to look 
to the United States to assume the burden of being the dominant West-
ern power in the Pacifi c and East Asia. As yet, it was still far from 
certain that they would take up the load. By the spring of 1939, the 
Americans were taking more of an interest in the fate of China. They 
arranged a loan of $25 million to the Chinese government and issued a 
‘moral embargo’ on the sale of aircraft parts to Japan. 

 Not least because of their work together on the China station, rela-
tions between the British and American navies improved from the fi erce 
rivalry that had existed in the 1920s to a closer  co- operation and shar-
ing of information. In March 1939, Roosevelt welcomed an inquiry 
from Lord Halifax about the resumption of talks on naval strategy. 
They eventually took place –  in conditions of extraordinary secrecy –  
that June, at the home of the American chief of naval operations 
(and Roosevelt’s trusted friend) Admiral William Leahy. A single 
 British offi cer handed over signal and code books that would allow the 
two navies to work together if a war broke out. He also explained –  
with much more honesty than the British showed to the Pacifi c 
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Dominions –  that Britain’s European commitments meant that it was 
for the moment unable to send a fl eet worthy of the name to Singapore. 
In turn, Leahy made it clear that if war broke out in Europe, Roosevelt 
would send the  US  fl eet to the American base at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii 
in order to act as a deterrent to the Japanese. In the event that both 
countries found themselves at war with Germany, Italy and Japan, he 
thought that the  US  fl eet would concentrate on the Pacifi c. Since they 
could not hope to defend their forward base in the Philippines, the 
Americans might use Singapore to take on the Japanese –   providing 
that the British could also send at least some capital ships to give the 
impression to the American public of a joint effort. 103    

 In retrospect, the grand strategic division that Leahy suggested  –   
created de facto by the vacuum left by the collapse of the Singapore 
strategy –   looks a lot like the way that the  Anglo- American alliance 
would organize the war that broke out in December 1941. At the time, 
however, the talks offered some reassurance but little certainty. Their 
extreme secrecy indicated just how isolationist public opinion in Amer-
ica still was: any suggestion that the two navies were talking would 
jeopardize plans for  co- operation. There was no pledge to come to Brit-
ain’s aid if America was still at peace. Crucially, despite repeated 
suggestions over the next two years from British admirals, the  US  navy 
had no intention of deploying its ships to Singapore before the outbreak 
of war. 

 Meanwhile, back in Tientsin, the British police had arrested four 
suspects in the murder of Cheng  Lien- shih, and handed them over 
to the Japanese for interrogation. By spring 1939, this was a well- 
established procedure: provided they showed on their return no visible 
sign of having been tortured, the evidence thus gathered would be 
used to turn the suspects over for a trial in a Chinese court that was 
collaborating with the Japanese. This time, however, the men retracted 
their confessions, and Chiang  Kai- shek intervened to say that the Chin-
ese government wanted them released. This ruptured the pretext behind 
which the British had been hiding –  that the collaborating court repre-
sented the legitimate government. Trapped, the British authorities 
interned the men. 104    

 Back in London, Chamberlain was furious at the mess that had been 
allowed to develop at Tientsin. The British sought ways to hand back 
the Chinese suspects without losing face. Yet for the Japanese, the 
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incident had become a means to demand much more, including com-
plete recognition of their plans for a new order in Asia and an end to 
British support for Chiang. On 15 June 1939, the local army com-
mander decided to impose a blockade on the British concession. 
Roadblocks were thrown up and traffi c was halted. As they passed 
through Japanese checkpoints on their way in and out of the conces-
sion, the white inhabitants were subjected to humiliating searches and 
abuse. As offi cials in Tientsin complained, the Japanese seemed set on 
showing that, ‘Orientals can insult Englishmen with impunity’ because 
the ‘British Empire is too enfeebled to react’. 105    

 Indeed it was. Without abandoning the Eastern Mediterranean  –   
which it now did not want to do –   two capital ships were the most 
the Admiralty could spare to reinforce Britain’s position in the Far 
East. That was far too small a force to raise the stakes in the negotia-
tions over Tientsin. Nor –  notwithstanding the discussions that were 
now taking place about future strategy –  were the Americans about to 
come to Britain’s aid in a crisis that preceded the start of a war –  and 
which they thought that British incompetence had started in the fi rst 
place. The chiefs of staff advised the Cabinet that without America’s 
help, it ‘would not be justifi able . . . to take any avoidable action which 
might lead to hostilities with Japan’. 106    The British government had no 
choice but to negotiate and submit as gracefully as it could. 

 Eager though they were to drive the British out of China, Japan’s 
leaders did not want to push the Tientsin crisis to the point of war. 
Since the start of the year, the Japanese government had been debating 
whether to conclude a military alliance with Germany. Everyone 
wanted the security of a German alliance against the Soviet Union. No 
one except the army wanted to take the risk of committing Japan to a 
war against Britain, France and the United States while so much Japa-
nese strength was being used up in China. Talks with Germany broke 
down, however, leaving Japan diplomatically isolated. The Japanese 
Foreign Ministry, navy and powerful business corporations all feared 
American economic sanctions, and were anxious to avoid creating a 
situation in which the British could successfully call on American help. 
Even the army, which was otherwise keen to force bigger concessions 
from the British and to assert its own right to make policy in China, 
had its attention occupied elsewhere. Since May 1939, clashes between 
Soviet and Japanese forces on the Mongolian border had escalated into 
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major fi ghting. At the start of July, against orders from Tokyo, offi cers 
in Manchuria took the offensive, but were stopped in their tracks by a 
determined Red Army defence. With China still not pacifi ed, Japan 
was in no position to win a northern war against the Soviet Union  and  
pick a fi ght with the Western powers. Ironically, the British weren’t the 
only ones who were worried about a confl ict on three fronts. 107    

 The problem was the intensity of the anger against Britain that had 
now been inspired among the Japanese population as the army sought 
to build support for a German alliance. During July 1939, more than a 
million people were estimated to have taken part in  anti- British rallies 
and demonstrations in Japan. 108    The ferocity of the emotions thus 
aroused showed signs of getting out of hand: any Japanese politician 
who suggested compromise would be threatened with assassination by 
extremist groups. 

 On 22 July 1939, after a week of discussions in Tokyo, the British 
ambassador, Sir Robert Craigie, and the Japanese foreign minister, 
Arita Hachirō, agreed a set of accords that were meant to lay the 
grounds for further discussions on policing and economic relations and 
hence resolve the crisis. Without  US  help and with war drawing nearer 
in Europe, the British were forced to abandon their previous policy and 
to recognize the legitimacy of Japan’s occupation of northern China. In 
London, the government hoped that it would be able to sell the accords 
as simply promising a friendlier attitude towards Japan. There was no 
possibility that Japanese ministers would publicize it as anything other 
than the humiliating climbdown it actually was. 

 Four days later, however, the  US  announced that it was abrogating 
its commercial treaty with Japan. This was not actually a sign of a 
hardening American mood. On the contrary, it refl ected how much 
money American businesses were making out of Japan’s rearmament 
boom as shipments of oil and scrap iron fl owed across the Pacifi c. The 
impetus in Congress to abrogate the treaty came not from any desire to 
show displeasure at Japanese behaviour in East Asia, but instead from 
businessmen who hoped it could be renegotiated on better terms, 
although Roosevelt’s administration gladly backed the move because it 
would mean that the White House could impose economic sanctions 
without reference back to Congress. 

 The British, however, took this as a sign that the Americans wanted 
to take a tougher stance in the Pacifi c. The best way to secure American 
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support in the Far East would be to back them up and defy the Japanese 
in the economic discussions that were now taking place. With 
 anti- British feeling still running high, the Japanese were unwilling to 
accept any compromise. The talks continued through August with 
both sides expecting that they were going to fail. This raised the dan-
gerous possibility of a further breakdown in  Anglo- Japanese relations, 
driven on by the strength of popular animosity in Japan, in which Brit-
ain would fi nd itself having moved towards a Far Eastern confl ict far in 
advance of any possible assistance from the United States. In addition, 
from  mid- August, German pressure on Poland was backed up with 
increasingly violent threats of military action. Might war break out in 
the west and the east at the same time? 

 Inadvertently, the Soviet Union now saved the British Empire. First, 
on 20 August 1939, the Red Army launched a major  counter- offensive 
against the Japanese on the Mongolian border. By the end of the month, 
they had driven back the Japanese army. Two days later, it was 
announced that the  USSR  and Germany were about to sign a 
 non- aggression pact. Its public clauses declared that the Soviet Union 
and Germany would remain at peace for the next ten years and give no 
assistance to the other’s enemies in the event of a war. Secret addenda, 
which became apparent the following month, laid out how Poland 
would be divided between the two, and awarded the Soviets a sphere of 
interest through a wide swathe of Eastern Europe. Ribbentrop, Hitler’s 
foreign minister, had been able to give his Soviet counterpart Molotov 
what the Western democracies had not: a free hand to dismember other 
states to address the security concerns of the Soviet Union. 

 No one had expected this. In Japan, the news of the defeat in Mon-
golia had been kept from the public, but the  Nazi- Soviet pact could not 
be concealed. Suddenly, the Soviets were freed of the threat of a war in 
the west, and all Japan’s diplomacy and strategy was called into ques-
tion. The government fell, and the  anti- British movement collapsed. 
With the attention off Tientsin, local concessions to the Japanese  –   
including the handing over of the four murder suspects –  allowed the 
crisis to be resolved, and the blockade was fi nally lifted in March 1940.  
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   ‘We must finish the Nazi 
regime this t ime’  

 In Europe, the strategic implications of the  Nazi- Soviet pact were just 
as dramatic. Germany’s eastern front was now secure. It could attack 
Poland not just without fear of Russian intervention but in cahoots 
with the Red Army. Access to Soviet raw materials and a porous east-
ern border would help to protect Germany against the effects of an 
 Anglo- French blockade. On the other hand, this alignment with the 
Bolsheviks gave Mussolini the excuse he was looking for to avoid any 
immediate military commitment to Germany under the Pact of Steel. 

 In London, news of the pact came as a shock, but though it made it all 
but certain that Germany would invade Poland, it had little effect on the 
British and French governments’ determination to respond with a declar-
ation of war. The loss of such a powerful potential ally in the east did not 
change the argument that now was the moment when the western dem-
ocracies must enter a trial of strength. As General Pownall, vice chief of 
Britain’s imperial general staff, explained to his diary at the end of August: 

  We must fi nish the Nazi regime this time. To compromise and discuss is 

useless, it will all happen again. If the Nazi regime can be so discredited 

that it disappears from Germany by German action, i.e. without a war, 

so much the better. If that doesn’t happen we must have a war. We can’t 

lose it. Last September we might have lost a  short  war. Now we shouldn’t, 

nor a long war either. But that the regime must go I am convinced. 109     

 Even Sir Horace Wilson had decided that the time had come to deal 
fi rmly with the Nazis. On 31 August Birger Dahlerus, the Swedish 
businessman who acted as Göring’s  go- between with the British, rang 
Wilson to propose a peaceful settlement based on the Poles giving the 
Germans everything they wanted. When Dahlerus tried to blame the 
whole crisis on the Poles, Wilson put the phone down on him. 110     

   Preparing for battle  

 Well before August 1939, the physical preparations for war became 
much more apparent in the  UK . A huge programme of government 
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construction was under way. In total, the estimated cost to completion 
of all the  defence- related works being built by autumn 1939 was 
£284 million –  about seven times the government’s annual expenditure 
on social services in 1938. 111    The Admiralty was building a large new 
underground armament depot at Dean Hill in Hampshire, mine depots 
and reinforced  oil- storage tanks in Pembrokeshire, and a new munitions 
factory at Caerwent in Monmouthshire, as well as £3  million- worth of 
new protective measures at the naval bases at Rosyth, Scapa Flow and 
Invergordon. The War Offi ce was building training depots and stores at 
Longtown in Cumberland, Chilwell in Nottingham and Donnington in 
Shropshire. It was also engaged on a rushed new programme of camps 
for the recently conscripted militiamen. 

 By 1939, the  RAF  had 158 airfi elds in the  UK , three times more than 
in 1934. 112    Each was a major building project, requiring the levelling, 
drainage and sewing of long grass runways (easier to camoufl age and 
more forgiving to land on than concrete) and the erection of accommo-
dation for aircraft, equipment and personnel, usually in that order. Each 
cost, on average, about the same as a naval cruiser. 113    Behind them lay a 
rapidly expanding network of stores (including major sites in Cheshire, 
Shropshire and Gloucestershire), repair depots (at Warrington, Hartle-
bury, Abbotsinch and Stafford) and a massive new training base at St 
Athan. A quarter of the Air Ministry’s construction budget was allo-
cated to building new factories, such as the massive new Spitfi re works 
then under way at Castle Bromwich, near Birmingham. 

 Meanwhile, the Ministry of Supply had taken over the building of 
Royal Ordnance factories. Before rearmament began, state munitions’ 
production had been concentrated in three factories. By September 
1939, six more had opened and another twelve had been approved, 
including works at Bridgend, Bishopton and Chorley. Most were posi-
tioned as far away as possible from German airfi elds and British cities, in 
Wales,  north- west England and Scotland. They were immense sites, 
with their own power and water plants and rail lines, laid out over 
hundreds of acres of fl at land to minimize the hazards of explosives’ 
production and dotted with bunkers to store their dangerous output. 

 Alongside this expanding structural presence, the armed forces also 
sucked in more men. For most of the  inter- war period, the Territorial 
Army had struggled to recruit. After Munich and  Kristallnacht , how-
ever, its ranks fi lled with new volunteers. In Warwickshire, for example, 



180

Br ita in ’s Wa r

enlistment between May and October 1938 was twice what it had been 
the year before, and between August and October ten times higher. 
The expansion of the Territorials’  anti- aircraft role saw the formation 
of new workplace units from organizations as diverse as London Trans-
port, Lloyd’s of London and the Frigidaire factory in Wembley. 
Nationally, the result was that by the end of the year, the Territorial 
Army had over 200,000 members and was within a few hundred men 
of its peacetime recruitment target. When the number of Territorial 
infantry battalions was doubled in spring 1939, new recruits poured in: 
88,000 in April alone. The introduction of conscription served a stra-
tegic and diplomatic purpose for the government, but it did not refl ect 
a shortage of volunteers. 114    

 Efforts to improve  air- raid precautions were the most visible part of 
the preparations for war. Despite the German bombing raids on Lon-
don during the last war, this was still a very new way to think about 
fi ghting. For all the discussion of air attack since 1918, no one really 
had any experience –  beyond reports from China and Spain –  of what 
a modern air war between two major European powers would be like. 
The year after Munich saw extensive debate over shelter provision, 
with the Labour and Liberal parties demanding more state action and 
the construction of deep underground shelters. Offi cial policy, how-
ever, was that, since there was no guaranteed protection against a 
direct hit, the dispersion of the population in small shelters would 
better minimize casualties than their concentration in larger bunkers. 
Building deep shelters for all of Britain’s  city- dwellers would have been 
extremely expensive, and would have restricted the forces’ expansion 
programmes. Government policy was also conditioned by the fear that 
deep subterranean bunkers would encourage a ‘shelter mentality’, from 
which the huddled masses would never emerge to continue the war 
effort. 115    

 Instead, there was the Anderson shelter: a small,  mass- produced 
steel structure for erection in individual gardens or backyards. It was 
distributed free to those who lived in vulnerable areas and earned less 
than £250 a year or who were compulsorily covered by the National 
Health Insurance Act. Everyone else had to pay £5.  One- and- a- half 
million Andersons were provided between February and September 
1939. For those  inner- city households without suffi cient backyard space 
to erect an Anderson, local authorities and landlords were meant to 
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provide shelters in basements, streets and public spaces. As with the 
rest of the  ARP  system, offi cial shelter provision was based on the pre-
sumption that air attacks would be brief but devastating, take place in 
daylight and involve prolifi c use of poison gas. Both Andersons and 
public shelters were meant to offer a  short- term, quickly accessible 
form of protection. 116    

 In the year after Munich, the structure of civil defence developed 
signifi cantly at national and local levels. The spring of 1939 saw the 
appointment of regional commissioners who would take charge of each 
of the thirteen Civil Defence regions into which the country was divided. 
Most local authorities now had in place an  ARP  controller –  normally 
the town clerk, a professional local civil servant –  to direct emergency 
preparations, and to report to committees of councillors and municipal 
offi cials. The fi rst half of 1939 saw a stepping up of efforts to survey 
shelter needs and in the conduct of  ARP  exercises of varying levels of 
elaborateness. Nevertheless,  ARP  remained as much a matter of dis-
cussion as practice, and where local authorities were late starting, they 
found themselves involved in a desperate competition for available sup-
plies of equipment and materials. Even within the same cities, boroughs 
varied signifi cantly in their level of planning and provision. An inde-
pendent report into local authority  ARP  in June 1939 suggested that 
‘in many areas’ there was ‘still no decision as to methods’. 117    

 A network of  ARP  workers was meant to provide the human coun-
terpart of  air- raid shelters. Some of them were in  full- time paid posts, but 
the majority were  part- time volunteers. At the lowest level,  air- raid 
wardens were meant to be the equivalent of Anderson shelters –  local 
volunteers who would make sure that their neighbours abided by the 
blackout regulations and provide the fi rst line of reporting and response 
in the case of raids. Behind them were teams of decontamination, 
rescue and  fi rst- aid workers as well as fi refi ghters and policemen. The 
whole system of emergency response for raids was to be directed by 
control centres mostly located in, or close to, council offi ces. 

 The fi rst appeal for  ARP  workers in March 1938 had met a less than 
overwhelming response. By that June, only 200,000 potential wardens 
had come forward towards a total target of a million, and only a quar-
ter of them had received any training. As with the Territorial Army, 
recruitment accelerated rapidly between 1938 and 1939. An auxiliary 
fi re service, to provide paid  part- time support to local fi re brigades, was 
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instituted in 1938: over the next year, the number of fi remen nationally 
increased from 5,000 to 75,000, 85 per cent of whom were auxiliaries. 
When  Mass- Observation questioned  ARP  workers in Fulham, the 
three  most- frequently given reasons for joining were ‘A Desire to Help’, 
‘Sense of Duty’ and ‘Patriotism’. Two respondents explained their range 
of motivations: 

  Man, upper working class, aged 45: ‘Well I suppose more or less it’s in 

the blood, isn’t it? I done four and a half years in the Great War, so it 

comes natural really.’ 

 Woman, upper working class, aged 28: ‘Everybody else seemed to be 

doing it. I just wanted to do something . . . It seemed to be the right thing 

to do.’ 118     

 By July 1939, the national total of  ARP  staff was close to a revised tar-
get of 1.6 million, but whereas some areas had  over- recruited, many of 
the most vulnerable urban boroughs were still struggling to fi ll their 
ranks. 119    Left to themselves, most people were not getting ready for 
war. Despite the huge increase in voluntary participation in Britain’s 
defences between 1938 and 1939, the total numbers involved were at 
most only about a tenth of the adult population. 120    

 It had been intended that a third of those recruited for  ARP  work 
would be women, who expected to work as nurses, drivers and war-
dens but not on the ‘heavy rescue’ work parties that would undertake 
the exploration of bombed buildings. By 1939, the Women’s Voluntary 
Service –  a body originally founded the previous year at the instigation 
of the home secretary to lobby local authorities to accelerate their pre-
cautionary measures against air attack –  was also taking a signifi cant 
role in planning evacuation and  post- raid welfare. Recruited under the 
leadership of the formidable philanthropist Lady Stella Reading, by the 
outbreak of war the  WVS  had a centre in most counties of England and 
about 165,000 members. Almost entirely they were  middle- aged, 
 middle- class housewives. The unpaid organizers of the  inter- war world 
of Women’s Institutes and whist drives for the local Conservative Asso-
ciation were now preparing themselves to withstand the impact of 
enemy air attack. 121    

  ARP  remained the subject of political controversy. At a national 
level, both Labour and Liberals criticized the government’s unwilling-
ness to provide deep shelters as a further instance of its inadequate 
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preparation and its lack of care for the people. For the government’s 
opponents, a foreign policy that had missed the opportunity to avoid a 
war was matched by an  ARP  policy built on blatantly class lines. Even 
after 1938, some more  left- wing councils dragged their feet on their 
 ARP  schemes. 122    

 More frequently, however, local politicians of every political stripe 
worked up plans while blaming the failures of central government for 
their shortfalls. Civil defence was a civic responsibility. In Glasgow, for 
example, the lord provost, Patrick Dollan, and his wife Agnes, major 
fi gures in Scottish socialism and  anti- war resisters in the last great con-
fl ict, now became leading lights in drumming up support for the city’s 
 ARP  services in what Dollan called ‘the defence of civic and national 
freedom’. Fighting Fascism meant getting ready to resist the bombers 
too. 123    

 Plans for evacuating the vulnerable similarly mixed controversy and 
compliance. On 5 January 1939, the Ministry of Health issued a circu-
lar laying out the  Government Evacuation Scheme  for England and 
Wales. At the same time a similar scheme was being worked out for 
Scotland. Given the aim of removing millions of children and adults 
from Britain’s big cities, the only way to provide accommodation in the 
reception areas was to rely on billeting evacuees in private homes. 
Householders would be paid a billeting rate of 10s. 6d. per week for the 
fi rst unaccompanied child, and 8s. 6d. for each thereafter. Those who 
were unwilling to take evacuees voluntarily would be compelled to do 
so by the local billeting offi cer. 

 Billeting rates were not exactly generous, but by the start of spring 
1939 offers had been made to look after more than 2.5 million unaccom-
panied schoolchildren across England, Wales and Scotland. Yet the 
threat of the state invading the home to force housewives to take in 
other people’s children aroused considerable anger among some poten-
tial billetors, particularly in those areas, such as rural Kent, where a 
rich mythology already existed around the excesses of visiting urban 
hordes. Accommodation that was privately reserved for family and 
friends making their own way out of the cities did not have to be offered 
for billeting. By February, this designation had been applied to more 
than a million rooms in the reception areas, a sixth of all their surplus 
accommodation. 124     
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   Speaking for Brita in  

 How did Britons react to the slide to war? One way to get a sense of 
that is by using the polls conducted by the British Institute of Public 
Opinion ( BIPO ). The Institute had been founded in 1936 when Henry 
Durant, a PhD student at the London School of Economics, was offered 
the chance to lead a British outpost of the  opinion- polling business set 
up in the  US  by George Gallup. Gallup’s aim was to let ordinary people 
infl uence government policy by assessing their attitudes, but he also 
recognized that there was money to be made in selling evidence of 
opinion to newspapers. Both aspects appealed to Durant  –   a 
 working- class boy made good with a  public- school scholarship and a 
City job as an insurance actuary, but also a member of the Labour 
Party. Rather like  Mass- Observation, therefore, the  BIPO  was social 
research with political intent –  and where  Mass- Observation was just 
trying to keep the wolf from the door, Durant also wanted to run a 
 profi t- making business. 125    

 The  BIPO ’s most commonly employed technique relied on paid 
researchers living in different parts of the country conducting inter-
views with a sample group of about 1,500 adults. This sample was 
meant to replicate the nation as a whole in terms of age, class, gender 
and geographic distribution (although the  BIPO  did not cover North-
ern Ireland). Interviewers were not meant to ask the same person twice, 
or to ask more than three people in the same street or fi rm. Otherwise, 
they had free range about how diligently they sought out their inter-
viewees, not least in judging the social class to which they thought they 
belonged. Respondents were asked questions with a relatively limited 
range of answers, and the results were presented in easily understood 
percentage form. 

 It was these headline fi gures that made the  BIPO ’s fi ndings news-
worthy. From 1938, the sole right to publish the Institute’s fi ndings was 
purchased by the  Liberal- supporting  News Chronicle , and for the next 
year, the paper was the Institute’s only paying customer. The  News 
Chronicle  had in theory no editorial control over the polls, although 
it hung its own news stories on their fi ndings. In practice, Durant 
sometimes used questions passed on to him by the editor from the 
chairman of the paper’s board, the Quaker chocolate magnate 
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Laurence Cadbury, and promoted opinion polling as a means to show 
how unpopular the National Government’s foreign policy had become. 
Nonetheless, Durant’s aims were idealistic, and he was more commit-
ted to the cause of voicing what the public were thinking than 
misrepresenting them for a political ideal. 

 During 1938, the  BIPO  surveys demonstrated the ways in which 
appeasement split opinion. Both before and after the  Anschluss , only a 
quarter of respondents would admit that they were in favour of ‘Mr 
Chamberlain’s foreign policy’, while almost  three- quarters thought 
that Eden had been right to resign. Only a third, however, thought that 
the  UK  should defi nitely ‘promise assistance to Czechoslovakia if Ger-
many also acts toward her as she did toward Austria’. In the immediate 
aftermath of the Sudeten crisis, just over 50 per cent of those ques-
tioned agreed that they were satisfi ed with Chamberlain as prime 
minister, as against 40 per cent who disagreed. Although these approval 
fi gures fell in November, as disillusionment with the settlement grew, 
they were back up by the end of the year. 126    

 By the start of 1939, Munich was clearly seen as a postponement, 
rather than as a deliverance. Asked to decide which of a number of 
statements came nearest to their own view of ‘Mr Chamberlain’s policy 
of appeasement’, 28 per cent picked ‘It is a policy which will ultimately 
lead to enduring peace in Europe’; 46 per cent ‘It will keep us out of 
war until we have time to rearm’; and 24 per cent ‘It is bringing war 
nearer by whetting the appetites of the dictators’. 127    

 Well before Hitler demonstrated his contempt for the Munich settle-
ment by crushing the rump Czech state in March, the  BIPO ’s results 
suggested that opinion had shifted against extremisms of the right. At 
the end of 1938, asked whom they would like to win in a war between 
Russia and Germany, 61 per cent chose the former against only 9 per 
cent for the latter. In January 1939, asked whether, if they had to 
choose, they would rather live under Communism or Fascism, two- 
thirds chose the former, less than a quarter the latter. 128    By April, in a 
marked change from the views expressed after the  Anschluss , 73 per 
cent of respondents favoured guaranteeing the borders of small nations. 
Notwithstanding evidence of support for Cripps and Churchill, Cham-
berlain’s approval rating remained solid as his government took a 
tougher line with Germany. By August, as the situation in Eastern Eur-
ope deteriorated, 76 per cent of those surveyed by the  BIPO  agreed 
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that if Germany and Poland went to war over Danzig, the  UK  ought to 
fulfi l its ‘pledge to fi ght on Poland’s side’. 129    

 These polls had no effect on government policy. There is no evidence 
that ministers thought of them as anything other than what they would 
have expected from the paper that published them. Their fi ndings did, 
however, accord with a much broader sense in the British press that 
public opinion had shifted against appeasement in the spring of 1939. 
Even those papers that did not support the government’s guarantee to 
Poland, such as the  Beaverbrook- owned  Daily Express  and  Evening 
Standard , highlighted that the move, as the latter put it, ‘accords with 
the changing outlook of the British people’. 130    

 The belief that another dose of Munich would be unpopular 
strengthened the hand of those within government who wanted Cham-
berlain to take a stronger stance against Germany. It also helped to 
underpin the Labour leadership’s conviction that defying Hitler was 
not just ideologically necessary but politically advantageous. On 
16 August, Labour’s own  Daily Herald  explained clearly to the party’s 
supporters that further appeasement could not be tolerated: ‘Nothing 
is more desirable than the pacifi cation of Europe. But it will not be 
obtained by such means. The lesson of Munich is decisive. There can-
not be another.’ 131    By the end of August, the  Daily Mail , which had so 
assiduously supported the Munich agreement a year before, was edito-
ralizing a public unwillingness to give in once more to Hitler’s threats: 
‘our patience is becoming exhausted. We will not continue indefi nitely 
under the shadow of war . . . If we have to fi ght we shall know that we 
have done all in honour possible to preserve peace.’ 132    

 Had public attitudes really changed? Arguably, a straight line led 
from the opinions expressed in the Peace Ballot of 1935 to public reac-
tions to German aggression over 1939. Most Britons thought war was 
evil, and the majority thought that ultimately those who persisted in 
trying to wage it should be countered with military force. 133    That had 
always been the stance of leading fi gures in the League of Nations 
Union such as Lord Cecil and Gilbert Murray. What had altered was 
the extent to which Fascism in general, and Nazism in particular, was 
seen as the existential enemy in a battle for civilization in which the 
front line was edging closer to British doorsteps. This was the feeling 
that led many former advocates of pacifi sm –  including the publisher 
Victor Gollancz, the novelist Storm Jameson and the scientist J. D. 
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Bernal –  to change their minds over the course of 1939 and come round 
to the point of view that Hitler must be fought. 134    

 The concern with trying to understand the implications of Nazi 
ideology was apparent in the success of Penguin Specials such as  What 
Hitler Wants , which sold 150,000 copies after its publication in 1939. 
Such books never reached more than a small fraction of the reading 
public, but by the autumn of 1939, there was no need to have grappled 
with  Mein Kampf  to recognize the Führer as a rather more traditional 
sort of enemy: the villainous,  jumped- up foreign autocrat who was 
breaking promises, acting unfairly, laughing at Britain and trying to 
take over the world. 

 Chamberlain’s foreign policy had never been based on building a 
consensus at home, but one consequence of his pursuit of peace was 
that by summer 1939, any failure to compromise had to be laid at the 
German dictator’s door. The personal antipathy expressed against him 
by ordinary Britons during the Sudeten crisis only became more marked 
over the subsequent year. Hitler’s evident determination to have a war 
aroused a deep anger that came from the same place as popular royal-
ism. If this was not the bombastic nationalism of the early twentieth 
century, it was an emotion often expressed in essentially patriotic 
terms. Right up until the last moment, however, wanting to stand up to 
Hitler did not mean accepting that war was inevitable. On the con-
trary, the hope was widely expressed that he would back down in the 
face of fi rmer action. 

 As August ended, Britons readied themselves for war without quite 
yet being convinced that it was going to come.  Mass- Observation (M-O) 
now sent out a request to its national panel of respondents to start fi lling 
in a crisis diary. A  twenty- eight- year- old medical student in Edinburgh, 
having spent the 28 th  playing golf and reading, reported ‘plenty of chat-
ter’: ‘ NR  (man, 65) very petulant with Hitler, but he is having business 
worries and in addition is “socketting” his mashie shots. Very dramatic 
manner of condemning Hitler, with a wonderful air of personal indig-
nation.’ Later on, he had an argument with two older women about the 
‘advisability’ of war: ‘They held that loss of “honour” was worse than 
war but that war was terrible –  all the poor dead children etc.’ 135    

 The next day, a young male bank clerk in Kent recorded what his 
customers were saying. The international crisis was ‘almost universally 
topic of conversation, ousting subject of holidays’. But they were: 
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  almost entirely optimistic about situation. ‘There will be no war’ and 

such remarks very prevalent. Only one person contrary: he hopes for 

war or else ‘British Empire’ will lose prestige . . . One person possessed 

a fatalistic view: ‘If it comes, it comes, that’s all we can say.’ One woman 

most indignant with  Nazi- Russian  non- aggression pact: ‘They are both 

a lot of scurrilous rogues. Neither of them will keep his word. Two such 

opposite things –  Fascism and Communism –  cannot be united.’ 136     

 On the same day, another  M- O diarist, a  thirty- seven- year- old middle- 
class housewife in Blackheath, ‘determined to have one more decent cut 
and set’, made her way into central London to get her hair done. On the 
way, she bought more nails to fi x up the inside of her family’s  air- raid 
shelter, and looked out for places where she could hide if the bombing 
began. ‘How soon’, she mused, ‘one becomes war minded’: 

  In the train I looked for shelters in the little back gardens of the houses 

between New Cross & London Bridge. How many of them had no room 

at all for an Anderson. Tried not to picture the havoc a medium sized 

bomb would create in one of those narrow streets. 137     

 Two days later, Walter Musto, a  sixty- year- old government cloth 
inspector who was keeping a diary for himself, wrote about the pros-
pect of confl ict for almost the fi rst time that year. Unconsciously, he 
echoed Chamberlain’s words to Halifax after Munich: 

  A gigantic tidal wave of political, fi nancial and personal complexities 

surrounds almost to extinction the essential factors of dispute, which 

appear to me to be elementary and turn on the abandonment of a power-

ful few of those principles of sound ethics generally accepted, at least by 

the more entrusted races, the world over. But so it is and the ‘man in the 

street’ can do little to dissect the course of events except prepare for the 

worst whilst hoping for the best. 138      

   ‘There are so few pacifists’  

 Alongside this mix of patriotism, fatalism, anger and optimism must be 
set continuing opposition to the idea of war. The British were much 
less divided about whether to go to war in 1939 than they had been 
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before the fi ghting broke out in 1914, but even so, one in four of those 
questioned by the  BIPO  in August did not support the  UK  standing 
by its territorial guarantee to Poland. A substantial proportion of the 
population did not want to fi ght on this issue, including British Fascists 
and Communists, the Beaverbrook press and a persistent body of abso-
lute pacifi sts. Yet they felt themselves increasingly on the outside as the 
majority swung behind standing up to Hitler, even with all the risks 
that entailed. 

 Since 1938, Oswald Mosley had set the British Union of Fascists to 
campaign for peace, an approach that may have helped to restore par-
tially  BUF  membership from the trough of  1936–  37. On 1 September, 
he issued a message to party members encouraging them not to fi ght in 
‘a quarrel of Jewish fi nance’ –  although, because Mosley knew that it 
would be scrutinized by the security services, he was careful to say that 
Fascists in the armed forces should obey orders. Over the following 
months, the  BUF  instructed its members in how to register as conscien-
tious objectors  –   not because they thought that they would secure 
exemption from service, since they had no objection to violence in 
itself, but in order to publicize their opposition to the ‘Jewish War’. 139    

 The Communist Party of Great Britain found itself in a profoundly 
diffi cult position after the  Nazi- Soviet pact. Having campaigned for a 
unifi ed  anti- Fascist front, it was now ordered into a  volte- face by Mos-
cow, promoting the pact as a brilliant piece of diplomacy that would 
avert war and denouncing any  co- operation with the imperialist pow-
ers in their confrontation with Germany. Even the  CPGB ’s own party 
secretary, Harry Pollitt, found this impossible to stomach and lost his 
post as a result. Both the resultant confusion and the disjuncture with 
popular opinion set back recruitment to the party. 140    

 Beaverbrook was convinced that rising  Anglo- German antagonism 
was principally the fault of Jewish sympathies in rival newspapers and 
mistaken entanglements in Europe. He believed that Britain’s security 
lay in imperial isolationism. Reassured by improvements in rearmament, 
and certain above all of his own power to infl uence events, he set his 
papers to try to secure a breathing space for negotiation. Between Janu-
ary and  mid- August 1939, the  Daily Express  insisted eight times that 
‘Britain will not be involved in a European war’. 141    

 The pacifi sm that had proved so popular in the  UK  at the start of the 
1930s was not totally extinguished. Pacifi sm remained deeply ingrained 
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at a local level within the Labour movement, parts of which continued 
to press against any involvement in war. The Peace Pledge Union, which 
had responded to the government’s national service campaign with its 
own ‘peace service’ handbooks, advising work that could be under-
taken to stop a confl ict, claimed an increase in membership after the 
introduction of conscription, but overall it was rendered increasingly 
irrelevant by the passage of events. Leading pacifi sts’ continued enthu-
siasm for appeasing Germany laid them open to the charge of sympathy 
with Fascism. 142    

 Across the country, pacifi sts struggled with the moral quandaries 
posed by their faith. Two of them were Arnold  Monk- Jones and Eileen 
Bellerby, teachers living in London and Cheltenham respectively, who 
met and fell in love during the last months of peace, and became 
engaged in June. Part of their  long- distance courtship –  alongside com-
paring notes on patent  eye- strengthening exercises –  was a discussion 
of peaceful principles. Eileen’s pacifi sm was more absolute than 
Arnold’s, but over the summer, she argued him round. At the start of 
September, he told Eileen that he would refuse military service if he 
were required to undertake it: 

  I am fully convinced that universal pacifi sm, say, in this country, would 

have prevented war; because the more pacifi sts there are, the better the 

future state of the world. The counter consideration that troubles me is 

this: once we are at war, avoidable though it may have been in the past, 

ought we not to work for the victory of our side, as being slightly the less 

bad of the two? If my pacifi sm now increases the chance of a German 

victory, is it sound? 143     

 Eileen comforted him: ‘I don’t think you need worry that your paci-
fi sm will increase the chance of a German victory. There are so few 
pacifi sts even now that the number can’t make much difference to the 
fi ghting.’ 144     

   ‘constructive opposit ion’  

 Even after the  Nazi- Soviet pact, Chamberlain was determined not to 
give up on peace. Hoping that signs of British seriousness would make 
Germany step back from the brink, he tried to keep open lines of 
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communication with the Nazi leadership. His apparent prevarication 
encouraged his opponents’ fears that he would fi nd a way to leave 
Poland in the lurch. 145    

 On 24 August Parliament, rapidly recalled, passed in a single day the 
Emergency Powers (Defence) Act, which handed over to the authori-
ties, in the cause of national security, all but complete control over the 
lives of British citizens for the duration of the coming confl ict. The next 
day, the commitment to Poland’s independence was  reiterated with the 
formal signing of the  Anglo- Polish alliance. In the last days of August, 
the Fleet, reservists and Territorials were mobilized. During the early 
hours of 1 September, German troops invaded Poland. This meant war. 

 Chamberlain now sought to broaden his government by bringing his 
opponents into offi ce. Signifi cantly, it was Churchill to whom he turned 
fi rst, offering him both a ministerial appointment as fi rst lord of the 
admiralty and a place within the smaller War Cabinet that would be set 
up to streamline  decision- making during the confl ict. Churchill had 
experience of war management, of course, and now that war had come 
his restless aggression might be turned to advantage rather than pose a 
threat to peace. Chamberlain’s approach also indicated the extent to 
which Churchill had, in the last months of peace, replaced Eden as the 
foremost Conservative dissident. Churchill gladly accepted the chance 
to serve the nation once more. At his instigation, Chamberlain also 
found space for Eden, albeit at the Dominions Offi ce and outside the 
War Cabinet. 146    

 Labour’s leaders trod a careful path. They wanted simultaneously to 
ensure Chamberlain stood up to Hitler and doom him politically while 
avoiding the charge that they were undermining the war effort. Attlee 
had spent the summer of 1939 recovering from surgery on his prostate. 
While he offered commentary from his convalescent bed in Wales, 
 day- to- day leadership devolved to his deputy, Arthur Greenwood, who 
in late August and early September put in the performance of a political 
life otherwise drowned in drink. In the Commons, Greenwood attacked 
the prime minister’s policies while emphasizing that Labour would 
back the government if it confronted Hitler. 

 Behind the scenes, the senior leaders of the Labour movement had 
already decided that they would not allow themselves to be  co- opted by 
Chamberlain. On 1 September, the prime minister tried to give Labour 
a junior place in a reformed coalition. The offer was rejected. Instead, 
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Labour adopted a position of ‘constructive opposition’. That meant in 
practice supporting the fi ght against Nazism, denying Chamberlain the 
chance ever to claim that he was genuinely a national leader, but leav-
ing open the possibility that it might serve in another coalition under a 
different prime minister. 147    

 Chamberlain aided Labour’s cause by botching the political theatre 
of the declaration of hostilities. Assured of the Dominions’ support, 
and angered by Hitler’s apparent determination to plunge the world 
into confl ict, by 1 September Chamberlain had decided that Britain 
would have to fi ght.  Co- ordinating an ultimatum to that effect with the 
French would be an important signifi er of allied unity. Daladier, how-
ever, asked for more time, partly because he still needed to bring round 
his foreign minister, Bonnet, who was arguing for peace, partly so that 
the French army could get further with its mobilization. The British 
government accepted this delay on the basis that it would allow the 
evacuation of vulnerable civilians from London and other cities. 

 On 2 September, the suggestion came through that the Germans 
might be willing to consider a peace conference under Italian auspices. 
That afternoon, Halifax and Chamberlain argued to the Cabinet that, 
since Britain was waiting for France anyway, it was worth waiting 
another day to see whether Hitler would take up this opportunity. Both 
made it clear that negotiations could only take place once German troops 
had been withdrawn to their own territory. They were argued down by 
a group of ministers, including Hoare, Wood and  Hore- Belisha, who 
thought that this would give the wrong impression about British reso-
lution. At their insistence, it was agreed that war must be declared at 
midnight, but Chamberlain told his colleagues that he must consult with 
the French on this basis. When he and Halifax did so, they were told that 
Paris still wanted more time: they decided that French requirements 
should take precedence over the decision of the Cabinet. 148    

 That evening, Chamberlain gave a brief statement to the Commons 
about the European situation. Although many  MP s were aware of the 
diffi culties in negotiation with the French, he was concerned not to 
reveal the divisions across the Channel. But the result was that he gave 
the impression of having decided to keep his options open. Rather than 
giving a timescale for the opening of hostilities, he explained that if 
Hitler pulled back, Britain would still be willing to oversee  German- 
Polish negotiations. 
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 It was a complete misjudgement of the mood of the House.  MP s had 
been waiting for their prime minister to lead them into battle, and 
Chamberlain’s apparent prevarication gave a remarkable opportunity 
to his opponents. As Greenwood stood up to reply, Leo Amery, incan-
descent with fury, squeaked across the Chamber: ‘Speak for England, 
Arthur!’ From the opposition benches, other  MP s followed up with 
‘Speak for Britain’ and ‘Speak for the Workers’. It was of vital import-
ance for Labour’s political future that Greenwood was seen to do the 
former, not the latter. The Labour deputy leader recognized what he 
had to do, and gave the most important speech of his career. This was 
his fi nest hour. 149    

 Whatever the reasons for delay, Greenwood asked: ‘how long are we 
prepared to vacillate at a time when Britain and all that Britain stands 
for, and human civilisation, are in peril?’ However ‘hard it may be to 
the right hon. Gentleman –  and no one would care to be in his shoes 
tonight’, there must be ‘no more devices for dragging out what has 
been dragged out too long. The moment we look like weakening, at 
that moment dictatorship knows we are beaten. We are not beaten. 
We shall not be beaten. We cannot be beaten; but delay is danger-
ous.’ 150    His victim, still waiting on word from Paris, could only promise 
that he would try to give the Commons a more defi nitive statement the 
next day. 

 French tardiness was not Chamberlain’s fault, but he had put in a 
disastrous political performance. Being forced to war by a malevolent 
dictator was one thing; having to be forced into it by your own oppos-
ition quite another. Severely shaken, the prime minister was then faced 
with a rebellion from within the Cabinet. Ministers who had thought 
they had already decided on war were furious at his apparent betrayal. 
Now, they were even joined by Sir John Simon, who also insisted on a 
speedy declaration of hostilities. 151    At 11.30 that evening, the Cabinet 
reconvened, and it was settled that, no matter what the French did, an 
ultimatum would be issued to Berlin at nine the next morning. Two 
hours after that, when Hitler failed to withdraw his forces from Poland, 
Britain declared war on Germany.  
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   ‘ I  am certain that the 
r ight will prevail’  

 For most Britons, the last hopes of peace had already been blown away 
on 1 September by the news that German forces were bombing War-
saw, the announcement that schoolchildren and vulnerable adults 
would be evacuated from major cities the following day, and the imple-
mentation, that evening, of a full blackout. In Bristol, a junior law 
librarian noted the immediate effects for  Mass- Observation: 

  ‘ BRITAIN MOBILISES ’ yell the posters. Already a few men are to be 

seen outside the post offi ce, with their kit bags. And a young solicitor I 

know is patrolling the street in a special constable’s uniform. To quote 

headlines ‘Britain is ready’. Mr B,  41- yr old clerk,  ARP  warden, comes 

in, shakes his head over Hitler ‘The only thing to do now is to smash 

him’ he says, like everyone else.  

 There were minor compensations: ‘Dad didn’t take the usual explosive 
tonight. I suppose worry is a cure for constipation.’ 152    

 In Cambridge, a  twenty- fi ve- year- old secretary felt her world fall 
apart when her father interrupted her lunch with an announcement of 
the attack on Warsaw. 

  All our plans for the future were shattered, everything in ruins. My 

fi ancé knew that his new job, which he had not yet started on, the job he 

had always set his heart on, would have to be abandoned. His academic 

career would be at an end. And our married life might be at an end 

too. However, we decided to marry the next day if possible instead 

of waiting till next week. We went down to the Registry offi ce and 

found they could just fi t us in, although they were working overtime 

with marriages. We went back home, and spent the evening helping to 

darken the windows with old curtains. Went to bed exhausted and slept 

soundly. 153     

 At his Territorial Army post in Yorkshire, Gunner Ewart Clay 
recorded a similar sense of dislocation. He was not keeping a diary, but 
he knew he was living through a historic moment and so wrote an 
account at the time of his own experience of going to war. A  sub- editor 
on the  Yorkshire Evening Post , the son of pacifi st parents and himself 
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a former member of the  PPU , Clay had forsworn his earlier refusal to 
fi ght after Hitler marched into Prague, and joined the Territorials in 
March 1939. Already on duty during August, he recalled shortly after-
wards that 1 September had been the day when the mood on his station 
changed: 

  It took an hour to force my mind from its accustomed groove . . . and to 

realise that henceforth, for weeks or for years, and perhaps forever, the 

old ways were closed to me, that my family were to be left to plough 

their own furrow in a world out of its sense, and that my wife was now 

facing, without what support my presence might have given, the pros-

pect both she and many other women feared and abominated more than 

anything else in the world. 154     

 Not everyone was so downcast. When Clay’s  brother- in- law wrote to 
him to describe the atmosphere at home, he noted that: ‘A peculiar 
excitement pervades the atmosphere. Quite a few people, mostly men, 
seem glad that the hour to “get Hitler” has arrived. Complete lack of 
imagination in most cases as to the real consequences of war.’ 155    

 On Sunday 3 September, church attendances were smaller than 
expected as people stayed in to listen to the prime minister’s explan-
ation that Germany had ignored Britain’s fi nal ultimatum and that 
consequently the two countries were at war. 156    Chamberlain laid out a 
moral cause for the nation: ‘Now may God bless you all. May He 
defend the right. It is the evil things that we shall be fi ghting against –  
brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution  –   and 
against them I am certain that the right will prevail.’ 157    

 Across London and much of the south-east, the announcement was 
followed by the fi rst false alarm of the war, as an unexpected French 
plane triggered an  air- raid warning. For Private G. E. Tapp, a Territo-
rial soldier, the siren announced 

  to England that once again we were the opponents of Germany in the 

fi ght for  . . . what? On our side  –   the settlement of the European 

problem –  to be brought about only by the complete destruction of Hit-

ler’s regime. To crush Nazism and all it stands for, and to bring peace to 

Europe. Hitler’s motive can only be guessed at. His real aim, even if 

clear to himself, must be forever a secret of that warped brain. We are 

now soldiers on active service –  with a Cause. 158     
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 There were less idealistic reactions. The Bristol law librarian recorded 
his response to Chamberlain’s speech: 

  He claims to have done everything possible for peace, and I suppose he 

has, within his limits. He’s not evil, just incapable of any large imagin-

ation or foresight. He’s not directing events, he’s just being shoved 

protestingly about. After the speech come announcements of the closing 

of places of entertainment, about shelters and gas masks. And then, to 

leave no doubt in any one’s minds, to prove that we are fi ghting for the 

old loyalties and not for a new world, the National Anthem was played. 

To hell with the anthem, and the silly old Empire. My sister, in accord-

ance with instructions, goes at once to report to the hospital. Father, 

jittery, goes upstairs with sheets of paper to black out, permanently, 

every window in sight. 159     

 Pride, cynicism, duty, survival: all four would characterize Britain’s 
experience of its second great war.    



   Part Three 

 Being at War  
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   11
Limited War  

 As it turned out, the outbreak of war was the greatest  anti- climax in 
modern British history. 

 The fi rst Britons killed by enemy action died on 3 September, when 
the German submarine  U- 30 torpedoed the liner  SS   Athenia . Of the 
1,418 passengers and crew aboard, 112 were killed, including 68 Britons 
and 30 Americans. 1    The next day, British aircraft unsuccessfully 
attacked German warships in Wilhelmshaven and Brunsbüttel. There 
was, however, no sign of the  much- anticipated air assault on British 
cities. It took until 16 October for the fi rst British civilian to be hurt in 
an air raid, when a  machine- gun bullet fi red as British fi ghters pursued 
German bombers after an attack on naval vessels in the Firth of Forth 
wounded a housepainter in Leith. Otherwise, despite frequent false 
alarms in the fi rst weeks of the war, the aerial apocalypse was mark-
edly absent. On the European mainland, the Germans advanced rapidly 
through Poland, aided by the invasion of Soviet forces from the east on 
16 September. By 6 October, the Poles had been completely defeated 
and their country divided between the conquerors. Meanwhile on the 
Western Front, the French and British armies remained on the defen-
sive, waiting for the Germans to make the fi rst move. 

 This was not what the  all- devouring contest for the future of civil-
ization was meant to be like. Before long, Britons were calling it the 
‘Bore War’. Later, they would come to use the Americanism ‘Phoney 
War’. For the French, it was the  drôle de guerre . In many ways, this 
‘funny sort of war’ was just a continuation of the colder confl ict that 
had been under way since the previous autumn, except that now the 
Allies attempted to deter Germany not with the threat of confl ict, but 
with the certainty of defeat in a drawn-out war. Yet for all the lack of 
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action, the ‘Bore War’ was a crucial period in determining military and 
economic mobilization, political destiny, and whether the war would 
be fought to a fi nish at all. 

   Running the war  

 The onset of hostilities resulted in a new structure of government. New 
ministries  –   Home Security, Information, Food, Economic Warfare 
and Shipping – were brought into being alongside the  new- born Ministry 
of Supply. At the top, Chamberlain formed a War Cabinet with nine 
members. It combined the core of the National Government  –
Chamberlain, Halifax, Simon and Hoare (now lord privy seal) –   the 
four forces ministers –  Chatfi eld, Churchill, Wood and  Hore- Belisha –  
and the strategic experience of Lord Hankey, who returned from 
retirement as minister without portfolio. 

 The War Cabinet was the ultimate arbiter of British strategic policy. 
It was often attended by the chiefs of staff –  Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, 
General Sir Edmund Ironside and Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir 
Cyril Newall –  but preliminary discussion of military matters was soon 
hived off into a  Sub- Committee for Military  Co- Ordination, where they 
met with the service ministers under Chatfi eld. Other Cabinet commit-
tees directed the mobilization of the economy. The Ministerial Priority 
Committee, also chaired by Chatfi eld and set up just before the out-
break of war, oversaw issues of labour, transport, production and 
construction. After hostilities began, it was partially superseded by a 
Ministerial Committee on Economic Policy, chaired by Simon, which 
took charge of broader questions of economic priorities and organiza-
tion. On domestic issues, there was similar overlap between Committees 
on Home Policy, Civil Defence and Food. This sedimentary layering of 
committees maximized  co- operation between different departments, 
but it also left the government open to charges of  over- discussion and 
delay. Chamberlain was still reluctant to appoint individual supremos 
to take charge of defence and the war economy. Or rather, he saw no 
reason to dilute the existing power of the prime minister and the Treas-
ury to try to balance competing strategic demands. 2    

 Britain’s new alliance with France also required a structure of 
 co- ordination and control. The Allies set up the Supreme War Council, 
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a forum attended by the most senior ministers and military offi cers 
from both countries. The general staffs from both sides of the Channel 
liaised through the Allied Military Committee. On the civil side, 
 Anglo- French committees for purchasing and economic  co- ordination 
were formed to arrange for the mutual production of raw materials and 
munitions and the buying of supplies and equipment from the  USA . 

 Compared with the last war, these structures were put in place 
remarkably swiftly. While detailed arrangements were already agreed 
to ensure that Britain would provide the coal needed by French indus-
try, however, there was little progress in  co- ordinating military 
production. It took until the end of 1939 to reach agreement on how 
the cost of the war would be split (60:40 between the  UK  and France, 
in line with their respective national wealth). The Supreme War Coun-
cil provided the means to iron out differences in private and demonstrate 
mutual commitment in public, but it did not mean that the Allies shared 
a genuinely joint approach to the waging of the war. When push came 
to shove, it was the differences between them that would prove decisive. 3     

   ‘hold on t ight’  

 The Allies entered the war with a strategy of  long- term military mobi-
lization combined with economic disruption. 4    Since the start of 1939, 
they had planned together on the basis that Germany would start ‘more 
fully prepared than ourselves for war on a national scale’, with ‘super-
iority in air and land forces, but  . . . inferior at sea and in general 
economic strength’. 5    The pressure would be on the Germans to win a 
short war. It was expected that they would follow up their attack on 
Poland with an offensive in the west, probably through neutral Belgium 
and Holland because of the strength of the French border defences 
along the Maginot Line. The Allies must absorb and repel this assault 
while they built up their strength. Their fi nancial reserves and control 
of the seas would allow them to accelerate their own industrial mobili-
zation. The Royal Navy would cut off Germany’s seaborne trade, while 
diplomatic action and  pre- emptive purchasing would restrict the fl ow 
of raw materials from neutral Europe. If economic strangulation did 
not spark a revolt against Hitler, it would create the military conditions 
for a battlefi eld victory within three years. 
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 This was a very sensible strategy. It played to the Allies’ strengths, 
and it was based on an understanding that, in the age of total war, 
military power existed well beyond the battlefi eld. Yet in an era of 
ideological battles, leaders in France and Britain would fi nd this 
cautious, measured strategy diffi cult to sustain. 

 Bearing in mind the anxieties of the 1930s, British ministers could 
consider themselves fortunate that the  UK  was fi ghting Germany alone. 
They presumed that the Nazi economy was already operating close to 
its limits and that Germany would rapidly be affected by an economic 
blockade. They also thought that Hitler’s decision to carry his country 
into war had left him politically vulnerable at home. They therefore 
believed that the war would end not with the Allied armies utterly 
crushing German resistance in the ruins of the Reich –  an outcome that 
had not been achieved in the last war even after all the bloodshed of the 
Western Front  –   but rather via negotiation with a successor regime 
after the Germans had themselves got rid of Hitler. Here was one of the 
most important but least appreciated consequences of the last war: 
when they visualized victory, none of the men who led Britain into war 
imagined the campaigns of 1945. 

 The war they thought they had in front of them looked bad enough. 
Depressed at the failure of his efforts to preserve the peace, Chamber-
lain briefl y contemplated resignation. He soon rallied, however, 
bolstered by the conviction that however little he enjoyed war, no one 
could do a better job of being prime minister. Before long, he had 
convinced himself that a long and bloody war might not actually be 
necessary. As he explained to his sister in early September: 

  There is such a wide spread desire to avoid war & it is so deeply rooted 

that it surely must fi nd expression somehow. Of course the diffi culty is 

with Hitler himself. Until he disappears and his system collapses there 

can be no peace. But what I hope for is not a military victory –  I very 

much doubt the possibility of that –  but a collapse of the German home 

front. For that it is necessary to convince the Germans that they cannot 

win. 6     

 Still furious at the betrayal of the Munich agreement, Chamberlain had 
no intention of compromising with Hitler again. Once more reasonable 
Germans grasped his attitude, he thought they would depose the Füh-
rer and come to the negotiating table rather than continue with a war 
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they did not want and could not win. After Poland had been defeated, 
Chamberlain discounted reports that Hitler was preparing an early 
offensive in the west. He did not think the Germans would risk getting 
stuck in another bloody,  trench- bound stalemate like that of  1914–  18. 
Chamberlain still believed that Britain should get ready for a long total 
war, partly as an insurance policy, and partly because evidence of its 
commitment to the fi ght was vital to convincing the Germans they were 
bound to lose. While he wanted to push on the war effort, however, he 
did not want to go so hard in the present that he broke British power in 
the future. Nor could Chamberlain see the point of escalating the inten-
sity of military operations: that might make it harder for peace 
sentiment to gain ground in Germany. If the Allies held fi rm and looked 
determined, he was sure, enemy resistance would crumble from within. 7    

 This was a typically rational Chamberlain prognosis. Having per-
ceived the logic of German defeat, Chamberlain presumed the Germans 
would see it too, and that he could therefore  fi ne- tune Britain’s effort to 
secure a quick victory at minimum effort. The price to be paid if the 
Allies had to fi ght a  drawn- out total war, however, was equally inescap-
able, and it is hard not to see Chamberlain’s optimism as a bulwark 
against despair. After the War Cabinet decided to announce to the pub-
lic that it was planning for a  three- year war, Ironside noticed that the 
prime minister had ‘put his forehead on the table and kept it there for 
nearly ten minutes. When he eventually looked up he looked more than 
ghastly.’ 8    

 Chamberlain’s belief that Hitler would not attack in the west distin-
guished him from his colleagues, but they didn’t disagree about the 
overall direction of the war. 9    Simon feared the onset of ‘intense war-
fare’ in the spring but still wanted to restrain expenditure in the hope 
of preserving Britain’s purchasing power in the long term. 10    Like Cham-
berlain, Halifax was against precipitate military action, but recognized 
the diplomatic necessity of demonstrating British determination to the 
French. The foreign secretary was particularly keen to preserve neutral 
opinion, restrict any expansion of the war and to keep Italy and Japan 
from joining Germany’s assault on the democracies. 11    

 Churchill’s impulses were more combative. From the start, the new 
fi rst lord of the admiralty was a disruptive element in the War Cabinet: 
always harking back to his experience of the last war and commenting 
on the minutiae of other ministers’ business. 12    His colleagues also 
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suspected that the constant stream of minutes and letters from Church-
ill’s offi ce were intended to create his own archive ‘for the purpose of 
quotation in the Book that he will write hereafter’. 13    Having offered his 
opinion on everything, Churchill would be able to pick selectively to 
prove he was right when he produced his own account of how he had 
won the war. 

 Unlike Chamberlain, Churchill’s instinct was to try to seize the mili-
tary initiative. No sooner was he in offi ce than he ordered plans drawn 
up to send battleships into the Baltic to cut the fl ow of raw materials to 
Germany from neutral Scandinavia. He also wanted to drive on indus-
trial mobilization on the home front. While Churchill wanted the war 
fought harder and more quickly, however, he did not differ in his fun-
damental analysis of how Britain would win. Rather, his interventions 
fi tted within the broader scope of British strategy: attacking the Ger-
man economy while building up the army on the Western Front. 14    He 
talked of the war as a fi ght ‘to save the whole world from the pestilence 
of Nazi tyranny’, 15    but, like everyone else, he presumed that the end of 
the confl ict would come through negotiations with a new German 
government after it had overthrown Hitler. 

 Discussions in September about how to adapt rearmament plans 
demonstrated the differences between senior ministers about how to 
approach the war. One of the consequences of Churchill’s  wide- ranging 
engagement with strategy was that he was an unusually  unselfi sh fi rst 
lord. Rather than fi ght for more resources for the navy, he wanted to 
shift its construction plans to provide the multitude of smaller vessels 
that would be required for escort duty and minesweeping. Although 
work continued on the fi ve battleships already due for delivery between 
1940 and 1941, plans to lay down new battleships were put on hold 
until the emergency programme of smaller escort ships was completed. 
In the air, unlike at sea, planned expansion increased still further. 
Reports of the Luftwaffe’s role in defeating the Poles  re- emphasized for 
Chamberlain the importance of building up British airpower, and the 
Air Ministry was allowed to up its production target from 2,000 to 
2,550 aircraft a month by 1942 in the  so- called ‘Harrogate Programme’ 
(named after the town to which the Ministry had been evacuated). 

 The army’s future occasioned more disagreement. Under the plans 
laid down in spring 1939, it was meant to grow to  thirty- two divisions 
over the next two years. Now,  Hore- Belisha proposed to build a 
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 fi fty- fi ve- division army over the same period:  thirty- two from the  UK , 
fourteen from the Dominions, four from India, plus another fi ve divi-
sions’ worth of equipment for Britain’s allies. This would mean an 
army rather smaller  –   although much more mechanized  –   than that 
Britain had deployed at the end of the last war. It would be about half 
the size of the French army on the Western Front in 1940. Churchill 
and Halifax supported the plan, with the former arguing that forty 
divisions should be ready for battle by the end of the fi rst year of war. 
An army this big would be necessary to convince the French that the 
British did not mean to leave them, as Churchill put it, paying ‘almost 
the whole blood tax on land’. 16    Yet as he later admitted, neither he nor 
any of the other ministers involved actually had any idea what a mod-
ern division really meant in terms of manpower. The British wanted an 
army with lots of machines, but that meant they would need lots of 
soldiers behind the lines maintaining tanks and trucks or bringing up 
supplies of petrol and spare parts. The total number of men needed to 
support each division was much higher than in the last war. Churchill, 
like the rest of his colleagues, had picked a number based on what they 
wanted rather than what they knew the country could achieve. 

 At the time,  Hore- Belisha’s call for a  fi fty- fi ve- division army aroused 
serious objections on other grounds. Chamberlain was anxious not to 
impinge on air force expansion. The Ministry of Supply objected that 
it was struggling hard enough trying to meet the  thirty- two- division 
target: there was not the industrial capacity within the  UK  to equip 
more than twenty divisions over the next twelve months. Even General 
Ironside –  an early proponent of a larger army –  made it clear that he 
only really wanted troops who were properly equipped. 

 Looking over the forces’ programmes as a whole, the chancellor, Sir 
John Simon, was appalled. Together, if they went ahead as planned, 
they would require such heavy purchasing in the United States that the 
 UK ’s dollar reserves would be exhausted by the middle of 1941 –  well 
before the end of a  three- year war. 17    When the War Cabinet discussed 
the matter at the end of September, however, ministers were unwilling 
to resolve that the war effort would have to be restricted because of a 
lack of funds. Simon recorded their verdict in his diary: ‘The only thing 
that matters is to win the war, even though we go bankrupt in the pro-
cess. There would be no comfort if we lost the war in the refl ection that 
we still possessed a credit balance of dollars.’ 18    The War Cabinet 
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therefore approved the  fi fty- fi ve- division target as the ultimate goal of 
British war production for the army. In so doing, however, Chamber-
lain demonstrated his reluctance to go too far too fast. 

  It was certain that we must plan for expansion now, and by planning he 

meant not only the preparation of schemes, but the siting, erection and 

equipment of factories and the provision of materials and labour. This 

would cost a certain amount of money and effort, but would not commit 

us to carry out the programme to its full extent at any particular time, 

or, indeed, at all. On the other hand, unless the plans were initiated now, 

it might prove to be too late. 19     

 As this suggested,  fi fty- fi ve divisions remained a vague aspiration rather 
than a concrete goal. In fact, the Ministry of Supply and the War Offi ce 
continued to plan on what they thought they could actually equip –   
which was the  thirty- two divisions already agreed on, albeit prepared 
for very heavy levels of wartime wastage –  and the Treasury refused to 
pay for the increases in capacity necessary to reach the higher fi gure. 20    
This fi tted well with the prime minister’s actual approach to the war: 
keeping the effort commensurate with Britain’s means, limiting dollar 
expenditure to make sure it lasted out the war, and trying to maintain 
a healthy export trade at the same time as developing military produc-
tion. So far as he could, Chamberlain intended to keep the dogs of war 
on a tight leash. 21    

 The fi rst great challenge to British strategy came from across the 
Channel. For years, it had been an article of faith with France’s soldiers 
that in any confl ict with Germany, they must face their opponents with 
a war on two fronts. The abandonment of Czechoslovakia, the 
 Nazi- Soviet pact and the rapid collapse of Poland removed any hope 
that the Germans would be forced to split their armies between east 
and west. When the war began, the French therefore thought about 
opening a new theatre of operations, in the Balkans. They hoped that 
an expeditionary force landed in Greece would rally the countries of 
Southern and Central Europe against the Nazis,  pre- empt any German 
drive for the region’s raw materials and force Hitler to face a new 
threat from the south. This was the start of a  long- running theme: the 
idea of a Southern Front would entice desperate Allied strategists 
throughout the war. The French  commander- in- chief, Maurice Gam-
elin, was reluctant to divert any forces from the Western Front, but the 
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Balkan plan received extensive support from Daladier and from Gen-
eral Maxime Weygand, the French commander in the Middle East, 
who would get to run any such expedition. 22    

 When Daladier broached the idea at the Supreme War Council meet-
ing on 22 September, however, the British refused to play ball. They 
questioned the military and logistical feasibility of a Balkan interven-
tion, and feared that it would provoke Italy to declare war. Sir Alexander 
Cadogan, the top civil servant at the Foreign Offi ce, recorded Cham-
berlain’s bomb disposal effort: ‘ PM  threw gentle showers of cold water 
on it, and the French didn’t seem entirely convinced by their own argu-
ment. It’s moonshine to me.’ 23    Moonshine or not, Daladier continued 
to press the project as the autumn went on. This persistence demon-
strated both the gaping hole left in French strategy by the absence of an 
Eastern Front and a loss of faith in the outcome of a long war. As the 
French worried more and more about whether time was really on their 
side, so they would press more and more urgently for immediate mili-
tary action. 

 For the moment, British optimism trumped French gloom. The gov-
ernment stayed carefully clear, however, of laying out what a successful 
end to the war would actually look like. Ministers and offi cials recog-
nized the advantages of setting out clear objectives as a means of 
establishing the Allies’ moral supremacy, but they didn’t want them to 
get in the way of winning the war. Chamberlain told the War Cabinet 
in early September that he ‘was unwilling to attempt to defi ne our war 
aims as this might have the effect of tying us down too rigidly and 
might prejudice an eventual settlement’. 24    The Soviet assault on Poland 
made it even less likely that the British government would lay out a 
vision for  post- war Eastern Europe. As Cadogan noted: ‘We can no 
longer say “evacuate Poland” without going to war with Russia, which 
we don’t want to do!’ 25    

 In practice, the one aim on which the prime minister was wholly set 
was the ‘destruction of Hitlerism’. 26    By this he meant simply that the 
German dictator would have to go: after Prague, there was no way that 
Hitler’s word could be trusted. As he put it privately in  mid- October: 
‘that accursed madman. I wish he could burn in Hell for as many years 
as he is costing lives.’ 27    Halifax, although keener on a statement of war 
aims, shared the same perspective. Both men accepted that a peace 
settlement might be possible with a successor government that still 
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contained leading Nazis. The idea that Hitler’s German opponents 
might be persuaded into launching a coup, if they thought that they 
could thereby stop the war, was very tempting, and the Foreign Offi ce 
spent a lot of time exploring every potential avenue for negotiation. 28    
Meanwhile, the mistaken belief that they were in communication with 
German army plotters led  MI 6 into its greatest disaster of the early 
war, when two British agents turned up in the Dutch border town of 
Venlo, at what they thought was a meeting with the offi cers involved, 
only to be kidnapped by the German intelligence services. They had 
been stringing the British along from the start. 29    

 The poverty of intelligence about German capabilities and inten-
tions was one of the distinctive features of British  decision- making at 
this stage of the war. Like the rest of the British war effort, the intelli-
gence organizations were undergoing a period of rapid expansion, a 
growth in personnel that itself complicated the analysis of information 
about the enemy. Yet there were important developments for the future. 
During the last months of peace, the British were informed that Polish 
intelligence had established methods to crack the encryption of the 
Enigma machine, which was used by the German armed forces to en-
cipher their communications. Improvements in the Enigma technology 
had blinded the Poles since 1938, but from the summer of 1939 British 
resources were applied to the techniques they had developed. 

 Only at the start of 1940, however, were the Polish  code- breakers –  
now evacuated to a post outside Paris –  and the Government Code and 
Cipher School in the  UK , able to make the fi rst wartime decrypt, which 
allowed them to read communications from the last quarter of 1939. 
And only in the spring of 1940 would the British start to regularly 
and with little delay decipher the Luftwaffe Enigma. The different 
settings used by the German army and navy remained for the moment 
largely secure (in contrast, the Germans soon  re- broke the Royal Navy’s 
main cipher, which they had already been reading before the war). Even 
the data from the Luftwaffe was for the moment more useful in build-
ing a picture of the enemy’s command structure than in providing any 
evidence of their intentions. Other intelligence sources allowed the 
British to establish a reasonably good picture of the size and deploy-
ment of the German army, but they gave little reliable indication of the 
ways in which German planning was developing during the fi rst months 
of the war. 30    Industrial intelligence was similarly limited. Economic 
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warfare was central to British strategy, but it relied on having a very 
precise picture of what was happening in Germany, and reliable statis-
tics on German production of and access to key raw materials proved 
very hard to establish. By January 1940, for example, the Ministry of 
Economic Warfare had received ‘almost a dozen’ estimates of German 
oil consumption. Each of them was completely different from the 
others. 31    

 While British strategists were overly pessimistic in their estimates of 
German economic and air power, they underestimated Hitler’s willing-
ness to take military risks. No one was more guilty of this than 
Chamberlain, but he was far from alone. The prime minister’s great 
fear, once it was clear that a  knock- out blow would not immediately 
be unleashed on the British home front, was not a German military 
offensive, but rather that Hitler would use a peace deal of his own to 
attack Allied morale –  that having seized what he wanted from Poland, 
the Führer would offer to stop the fi ghting. For the British and French 
people, devoid of ‘the strong centripetal force of mortal danger’, such 
an offer might be very tempting, and it would get Hitler what Cham-
berlain thought he wanted: an eastwards expansion of territory 
without a major war. Given his antipathy to the Nazi leader, the prime 
minister was determined to resist this ‘peace offensive’, while still leav-
ing open the way for a genuine peace move from a different German 
government. 32    

 From the end of September, the ‘peace offensive’ duly got under way, 
fi rst with a further round of covert visits by Göring’s Swedish friend 
Birger Dahlerus to explore a possible settlement, then, on 6 October, in 
a broadcast speech by Hitler to the Reichstag. Poland had ceased to 
exist, he told his listeners, but on everything else he was sure he could 
reach an agreement with his opponents. The Allies immediately rejected 
this gambit in private, but the diffi culty of fi nding a form of words that 
would not solidify German sentiment behind Hitler meant that it took 
longer for them to make a statement in public. It was not until 12 
October  –   after senior ministers had spent days discussing what to 
say –  that Chamberlain formally responded in the House of Commons. 
There, he insisted that Britain was fi ghting for ‘freedom’ and ‘progress’, 
and that the Germans would have to make a concrete demonstration of 
their commitment to peace before negotiations could begin. What 
exactly they should do was left deliberately vague. The Germans had 
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got themselves into this mess –   now they must work out how to get 
themselves out of it. 33    

 Hitler’s peace offer had already bolstered Chamberlain’s confi dence 
that he had the right strategy to win a waiting war: 

  Hold on tight. Keep up the economic pressure, push on with munitions 

production and military preparations with the utmost energy, take no 

offensive unless Hitler begins it. I reckon that if we are allowed to carry 

on this policy we shall have won the war by the Spring. 34     

 The Führer took a different perspective. He was indeed worried about 
Germany’s prospects in a  long- term confl ict. That, however, drove him 
not towards peace but rather towards more desperate action. Even as 
the Allies were considering his peace offer, he instructed his generals to 
plan an immediate attack into the Low Countries and northern France. 
From bases there, Germany would have a better position from which to 
launch air and sea raids on the  UK . As senior German offi cers recog-
nized, such an offensive carried no prospect of escape from a new 
variant on the same slogging battle of attrition that they had undergone 
in the last war. They were rescued by the weather. As Europe entered 
one of the coldest winters for a generation, poor conditions meant that 
plans for a Western Front offensive were repeatedly postponed, then 
put off until the following spring. 35    One of the consequences of these 
delays was that over the winter of 1939, the Allies received repeated 
rumours that a major German offensive was imminent. When these 
failed to be substantiated, they strengthened Chamberlain’s conviction 
that Hitler couldn’t risk a military offensive at all. 36     

   ‘at the moment, the Sea Empire is 
at a disadvantage’  

 As it was, ‘holding on tight’ was pretty much all that Britain could do. 
The military choices made during the years of rearmament had left it 
with armed forces that were well equipped to conduct a  long- term 
maritime war and to defend the  UK  from aerial attack, but which could 
do very little to affect the course of the war on the European mainland. 
Eleven days into the war, Ironside recorded that since Gamelin had no 
desire for offensive action, the balance of the contest would be decided 
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by the differences between Britain and Germany: ‘It is a war of a Sea 
Empire against a Land Empire and at the moment the Sea Empire is at 
a disadvantage  . . . The more I look into our strategical position the 
more serious does it seem.’ 37    

 At sea, the war, though often boring, was very far from phoney. 
While a convoy system for Allied and neutral merchant vessels was put 
into place, German  U- boats, mines and surface raiders exacted a steady 
toll of ships during the fi rst months. The Royal Navy itself suffered 
 high- profi le losses during the early weeks, including the aged aircraft 
carrier  Courageous , sunk by a submarine in the Western Approaches 
on 17 September, and the battleship  Royal Oak , torpedoed on 
14 October during a daring  U- boat raid on the fl eet anchorage at 
Scapa Flow. The decision, taken relatively late in the 1930s, to return 
to the base at Scapa meant that there had been little time to repair its 
defences, and the British fl eet was now forced to change location 
between Scottish harbours while its defi ciencies were made good. This 
complicated the Admiralty’s efforts to stop German capital ships 
reaching the high seas. 

 Meanwhile, Churchill despatched Britain’s aircraft carriers to join 
the hunt for the  U- boats. This not only exposed them to disproportion-
ate risks –  as the loss of  Courageous  indicated –  but it also showed a 
very poor understanding of how to catch submarines. Air power would 
prove crucial to the war against the  U- boats, but the ocean wastes hid 
the submarines just as well as the convoys. Sending out hunting groups 
with valuable capital ships without good intelligence was just a waste 
of resources. 38    

 A new German weapon caught the British by surprise. Laid by 
planes or submarines and sitting on the sea fl oor, magnetic mines were 
detonated by the infl uence of a ship’s  electro- magnetic fi eld as it passed 
overhead. The heavy underwater blast wrecked delicate electronic 
equipment and broke the victim vessel’s hull. The British had experi-
mented with their own magnetic mine before the war, but had not 
developed any  counter- measures. The Germans laid 470 of these mines 
in the fi rst months of the war. Because they were extremely diffi cult to 
detect, and the British did not know how many they needed to fi nd, 
they caused disruption out of all proportion to their actual number. At 
one point in November, all but one  deep- water channel into the Port of 
London was closed by reports of mining, and the most important docks 
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in the country were almost shut down. By the end of the year, magnetic 
mines had also severely damaged the battleship  HMS   Nelson  and the 
 brand- new cruiser  HMS   Belfast . 

 By then, however, the Germans, who had not prepared for an  all- out 
attack on British shipping, had run short of mines. In the meantime the 
British had swiftly devised a solution: a programme of ‘degaussing’ 
ships by fi tting loops of electric cable around their hulls to neutralize 
their magnetic fi eld, coupled with the ‘  LL -  sweep’, in which small boats 
drew long cables through the water, pulsing a current to create a fi eld 
that would set off the mines behind them. There was an extraordinary 
run on cable manufacturers throughout the world, but the threat of the 
magnetic mine was quickly countered. 39    It was the fi rst instance of 
the technological back and forth that would continue for the rest of the 
war. In this struggle between rival industrial economies, there were 
almost no  super- weapons –  only innovations that might secure a tem-
porary advantage before being factored out when they forced an enemy 
response. The appearance of a new threat, however, could force an 
opponent into a desperate reaction that would soak up resources that 
could have been used on something else. 

 These early setbacks had little effect on the colossal preponderance 
of maritime strength with which Britain entered the war. Even without 
counting in the French Marine Nationale, the Royal Navy dwarfed the 
Kriegsmarine, not only in its current strength but also in its programme 
for refi tting and construction. The bulk of German vessels were more 
modern than their British counterparts, but the performance gap was 
not signifi cant enough to make up for their enormous numerical defi cit. 
In 1939, unlike in  1914–  18, there was no prospect of the Germans even 
attempting a major fl eet action to challenge British naval supremacy. 
Instead, the Germans adopted a strategy of sneaking capital vessels out 
into the Atlantic to conduct prolonged raids on merchant shipping. 
This not only indicated their overall weakness, but also combined high 
risks and diminishing returns. The longer such raids went on, the more 
likely the British were to be able to concentrate strength against them, 
and any loss to the Germans was proportionately much greater than 
that to their opponents. 40     

 In this light, the period of the Bore War was actually one of unsurpris-
ing British naval success. The British presumed that the rapid introduction 
of a convoy system and improved underwater sonar detection by escort 
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vessels would stop any offensive by German submarines, and by the end 
of 1939 the expectation seemed to have been fulfi lled. Once the convoy 
system was in place,  merchant- ship losses to  U- boats declined rapidly, 
and nine German submarines had been sunk by British forces since the 
start of the war. That was a fi fth of their operational strength. Another 
nine  U- boats were sunk before the end of March 1940. 41    On 13 Decem-
ber 1939, the most successful German commerce raider of the early war, 
the pocket battleship  Admiral Graf Spee , was tracked down after a 
long hunt across the Atlantic by three cruisers –  two British and one from 
the New Zealand navy –  and fought to a standstill off Uruguay at the 
Battle of the River Plate. Forced into the neutral harbour of Montevideo, 
threatened with internment, short of fuel and fearing that British 
reinforcements were on their way, the German commander, Hans Langs-
dorff, scuttled his ship, then shot himself. 

 Meanwhile, the Royal Navy had continued the long, boring work of 
winning the maritime trade war. During the fi rst six weeks of the war, 

Table 1. British and German comparative fl eet strengths, 
September 1939

   British Commonwealth  Germany 

 Post 1906 Battleships  8 (7)  0 (2) 

 Aircraft carriers  7 (5)  0 (1) 

 Battlecruisers and pocket 

battleships  2 (1)  5
 

 Cruisers  66 (23)  6 (5) 

 Fleet destroyers  100 (32)  17 

 Escort destroyers, sloops, 

corvettes  101 (78)  0 

 Post 1927 Submarines  60 (9)  57 (29) 

 Registered merchant fl eet 

(gwt, vessels over 

1,600 gwt only)  17,524  3,762 

 Numbers in brackets = ships under construction or being refi tted. Source: S. Roskill, 
 The   War at Sea,  1939–  1945, I  (London, 1954), pp.  577–  92, 614;  naval- history.net; 
C. Behrens,  Merchant Shipping and the Demands of War  (London, 1955), p. 23. 
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the British seized 338,000 tons of contraband goods on their way to 
Germany. By the start of January 1940, the Northern Patrol –  which 
covered the vast swathe of ocean  north- west from the Shetlands, via the 
Faroes and Iceland to Greenland, making use of armed merchant cruis-
ers, civilian liners requisitioned at the start of the war and fi tted with 
naval guns to allow them to undertake routine escort and patrol 
work  –   had sent 248 neutral ships for inspection at the contraband 
control base at Kirkwall, on Orkney, and intercepted 17 German mer-
chant vessels, most of which were scuttled by their crews to avoid 
capture. 42    

 By April 1940, the Germans had lost about 300,000 gross weight 
tons of merchant shipping (proportionately more of their merchant 
fl eet than the 800,000 tons the British had lost over the same period, 
almost all of which had been replaced either by new ships or by the 
 re- employment of captured German vessels). A million tons of German 
shipping was stuck in overseas ports for fear of capture, and of the 
 eighty- six German merchantmen that had evaded the blockade and got 
home, only four would even attempt a voyage beyond European waters 
over the coming year. German merchant ships had effectively disap-
peared from the high seas. 43    

 Yet the Royal Navy’s colossal maritime preponderance did not easily 
translate into rapid offensive success. The search for the decisive attack 
was the dominant note of Churchill’s whole time at the Admiralty, not 
just because he was naturally belligerent, but also because he recognized 
how important it was to seize the initiative in an area where Britain 
was so strong. His  wide- ranging strategic enthusiasm meant he was 
keener on accelerating the whole British war effort than fi ghting his 
departmental corner. Churchill’s decision that the navy should be rela-
tively parsimonious in its demand for resources put him at loggerheads 
with admirals who wanted to build up a fl eet big enough to see off the 
Italians in the Mediterranean and the Japanese in the Pacifi c, as well as 
the Germans in the North Sea. While the fi rst lord was all for sending 
aged battleships charging into the Baltic, the chief of the naval staff, 
Admiral Pound, wanted to preserve his forces for future confl icts. 
Pound supported the idea of an early naval offensive against Italy in the 
event of a  three- front war. After the confl ict with Germany broke out, 
the admiral persuaded his fellow chiefs of staff to raise the ‘period 
before relief’ for Singapore to six months. 44     
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   ‘the best hope of obtaining 
decisive results’?  

 In comparison with the Royal Navy, the  RAF  proved ineffectual. Since 
1936, the  RAF  in the  UK  had been organized by function into sepa-
rate Fighter, Bomber and Coastal Commands. The last was by far the 
smallest: it had not been given priority during the years of rearmament. 
Coastal Command’s main job at the start of the war was reconnais-
sance over the North Sea, primarily to provide warning of any break-
out of German surface ships. It lacked the aircraft, munitions and 
tactics to tackle enemy submarines, which it had been presumed would 
be dealt with by the Royal Navy. 45    

 Fighter Command had been much better favoured during the 1930s, 
especially after the shift to domestic defence in 1938. Following the 
despatch of fi ghters to France to provide air cover for the British Exped-
itionary Force, the Command had  thirty- fi ve squadrons,  twenty- two of 
which were equipped with modern Hurricanes and Spitfi res. This left 
its total strength well short of the  fi fty- three squadrons that were then 
thought necessary to defend the  UK , the shipping routes along the east 
coast and the fl eet base at Scapa Flow. During the fi rst months of fi ght-
ing, there were few actual German incursions to fi ght off: Fighter 
Command’s heaviest losses came on 6 September when a mistaken 
warning of a German attack resulted in a mass scramble, during which 
British forces shot down three of their own aircraft. 46    

 The war revealed a striking disjunction between Bomber Command’s 
presumed purpose, its scope for action and its actual capabilities. Since 
1918, the  RAF  had emphasized the power of bombing as a strategically 
decisive weapon, and Bomber Command was conceived as an inde-
pendent force. The air staff had worked up sixteen Western Air 
Plans for the employment of Bomber Command in the event of a 
war with Germany. These included a plan for a ‘ counter- force’ attack 
on the German air force and air industry ( WA 1); plans to attack 
the German navy and protect British trade ( WA 2,  WA 3,  WA 7, 
 WA 12 and  WA 15); and proposals to set light to German forests, bomb 
Nazi party headquarters and drop propaganda leafl ets on Germany 
( WA 11,  WA 13 and  WA 14 respectively). Most time was spent on  WA 5, 
the plan for a massed bombing attack on German industry. Variants of 
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this plan called for attacks on German oil supplies, and on the heavily 
industrialized area of the Ruhr. Like many of the  RAF ’s other propos-
als, these were based on the assumption that accurate bombing of key 
targets could quickly cripple Germany’s ability to prosecute the war. 

 Once the British started formal discussions with the French in early 
1939, however, it soon became apparent that Bomber Command would 
not be allowed to attack the German home front. The French, much 
weaker in the air than the British, did not want to provoke German 
raids on their own cities. As importantly, the British government feared 
the consequences for neutral opinion if they were seen to have opened 
such a bombing war. Although rules for the conduct of air warfare laid 
out at The Hague in 1923 had never been ratifi ed, the international law 
relating to the bombardment of civilians was very clear: it was illegal 
not only deliberately to target  non- military objectives, but also to 
undertake operations that would carelessly place a civilian population 
at risk. 47    

 When the war began, therefore, Bomber Command was restricted to 
attacking enemy forces and military installations and the dropping of 
propaganda leafl ets over Germany. It was assumed that Britain would 
at some point in the future ‘take the gloves off’ and begin a wider 
bombing campaign, but only after the Germans had justifi ed it by 
initiating their own aerial atrocities. In fact, at the outset of war both 
sides at least attempted to abide by international law. In Poland, Ger-
man air operations in support of ground troops killed a lot of civilians, 
but while the British publicized these casualties, they were not seen to 
justify retaliation against German cities. Despite continuing opposition 
from the French, the air staff promoted an attack on the Ruhr as a 
potential response to a German offensive in the west. In that case, they 
argued to the War Cabinet, ‘the best hope of obtaining decisive results’ 
from bombing would be an assault on a dense industrial region with a 
population ‘which might be expected to crack under intensive air 
attack’. 48    

 Yet such an attack was actually completely beyond Bomber Com-
mand’s capabilities. As had become increasingly obvious to its 
commander, Air Chief Marshal Sir Edgar  Ludlow- Hewitt, during the 
fi nal years of peace, the British didn’t have the planes or the crews to 
conduct a successful bombing offensive. On the outbreak of war, about 
half of Bomber Command’s aircraft were Battles and Blenheims, light 
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bombers with small bombloads and limited range. These were des-
patched to France as the ‘Advanced Air Striking Force’ in order to bring 
them within range of Germany. Its  longer- range aircraft were all 
 twin- engine models, two of which  –   the Hampden and Whitley 
bombers –  dated from the fi rst half of the 1930s. Together with their 
more modern counterpart, the Wellington, they were relatively slow 
and lightly armed. Although categorized as ‘heavy’ bombers, they 
could not carry the sort of payloads necessary to infl ict major damage 
in a single trip. 49    Following a rapid expansion in numbers during the 
late 1930s, British bomber crews were also short on training and 
experience. Unlike the Luftwaffe, which had devised a means of using 
intersecting radio beams to help its crews fi nd their objectives, the Brit-
ish had no electronic navigation aids at the start of the war. As late as 
August 1939, 40 per cent of Bomber Command’s crews were unable to 
locate a target within a British city during daylight exercises. By night, 
when they had to navigate by the stars, things were even more 
diffi cult. 50    

 By 1939, plans were in place to improve Bomber Command’s strik-
ing power, both through additional training of its aircrews and through 
the arrival of much larger,  longer- ranged,  four- engined bombers  –   
genuine ‘heavies’  –   which had been ordered back in 1936 and were 
expected for delivery in 1941.  Ludlow- Hewitt proved an extremely 
cautious commander. He feared that if Bomber Command had to 
launch an attack against German industry in its current state, it would 
suffer such heavy losses that it would never complete these expansion 
plans. 

 The policy restrictions of the early war were therefore something of 
a lucky escape for Bomber Command. The limited operations it did 
undertake served only to emphasize its inadequacies. Of the  twenty- nine 
aircraft that fl ew off to launch the fi rst British air attack of the war, 
against German ships off Wilhelmshaven on 4 September 1939, only 
sixteen found the target, seven of which were shot down. Most of the 
losses were to  anti- aircraft fi re. One crew managed to bomb the Danish 
town of Esbjerg, 110 miles from their target. The damage to German 
vessels was minimal. Three months later, the British tried to attack the 
German fl eet again. Three raids in December concluded with cata-
strophic losses to a force of Wellingtons that attempted a daytime raid 
on German vessels in the Heligoland Bight. Of  twenty- two aircraft that 
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reached the area, only ten returned. This time, most of the losses were 
to German fi ghter aircraft. The disaster led  Ludlow- Hewitt to demand 
the indefi nite postponement of plans for a daylight attack on the Ruhr. 51    

 Meanwhile, Bomber Command’s heavier aircraft had also been sent 
on  night- time missions to drop propaganda leafl ets over Germany. 
These were diffi cult and hazardous because of the perils of long fl ights 
in winter conditions, but the rate of loss to the German defences was 
low. Here at least was a means to keep the Command in being and in 
training until new equipment arrived, but it was a sorry position for 
what was meant to have been Britain’s strike arm. In the spring of 
1940, the chiefs of staff accepted that, for the moment, Bomber Com-
mand was in no position to contribute to the winning of the war.  

   ‘unfit for war, pr actically in 
every aspect’  

 At the start of September, fi ve divisions of regular British troops moved 
to France where they made up the fi rst tranche of the British Exped-
itionary Force ( BEF ). This was a signifi cant achievement given that, 
when the fi rst formal commitment of their presence was made at the 
start of 1939, the War Offi ce had lacked not only any transport plans, 
but even the maps of France necessary to create them. By  mid- October, 
160,000 British troops had arrived, and that number doubled over the 
winter of  1939–  40 as a further eight divisions, composed of Territorial 
Army units, moved across the Channel. This military contribution was 
still, however, extremely small relative to that of France, which by 
1940 had deployed 104 divisions along the Western Front. Although 
the  BEF ’s commander had a right of appeal to London, he was for-
mally placed under French command. 52    

 The British army in 1939 was a curious mix of innovation and 
conservatism, hindered by recent changes in strategic policy and unable 
to live up to its dreams of modernity. For most of the  inter- war period, 
its senior offi cers presumed that it would have to send some form of 
force to mainland Europe in a future confl ict. Drawing on the lessons 
of the last war, they developed a doctrine on paper that would allow 
the army to fi ght a modern  all- arms battle. This was not, however, 
what it actually got to practise in peace. Scattered in imperial garrisons 
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and short of training areas at home, the army undertook  large- scale 
manoeuvres only once every ten years. Budget restrictions undermined 
the early British lead in armoured warfare. The slow pace of  inter- war 
promotion and a tradition of unquestioning obedience inhibited the 
intellectual development of the offi cer corps, and the army struggled to 
fi ll its annual quota of recruits. During the years of rearmament, equip-
ping a fi eld force had come a distant fourth behind the needs of the 
 RAF ,  anti- aircraft defence at home and the Royal Navy. The sudden 
acceptance of a continental commitment in the last months of peace 
had brought rapid expansion, but only at the cost of disruption and 
confusion. 53    

 The aspirations for the new  fi fty- fi ve- division army were Herculean. 
Never to be realized production plans called for it to be supplied with 
66,000 artillery pieces, 192 million rounds of artillery ammunition 
and 31,000 tanks in the fi rst two years of the war –  per annum fi gures 
much higher than those achieved in 1918, and for weapons that had in 
the meantime become more complicated. 54    As these numbers indicated, 
the army aspired to fi ght a land war of massive technological intensity. 
Machines were meant to provide the means to mitigate the heavy casu-
alties of  1914–  18. 

 When the fi ghting actually began, however, few British units were 
fully equipped. Some had no experience with the new weapons they 
were expected to use. The  BEF  was the only one of the armies on the 
Western Front that could claim to be fully motorized. It had only been 
able to make up the number of trucks it needed, however, by extensive 
requisitioning of civilian vehicles. Many of them quickly broke down 
for lack of servicing and spares. 

 The British planned to put proportionately many more tanks into 
the fi eld than any other combatant, but for the moment, their armoured 
units were still affl icted by the relatively low priority they had received 
during the years of rearmament. The Vickers Light Tank Mark  VI  
made up the majority of armoured vehicles available to the  BEF  in Sep-
tember 1939. It was the one really successful design of the  mid- 1930s 
but, designed primarily for reconnaissance, it was better suited to 
imperial policing duties than to going  head- to- head with enemy tanks 
in the  north- west European countryside. In 1932, the British had 
abandoned attempts to build a  multi- purpose medium tank on grounds 
of cost.  Since then, heavier tank designs had bifurcated between 
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‘cruisers’  –   faster,  lighter- armoured vehicles intended for rapid 
advances –  and ‘infantry’ tanks –  whose thick armour allowed them to 
provide close support for the  slow- moving infantry during an assault. 
Cruiser tank designs were still being introduced when the war broke 
out. None deployed with the  BEF  until the arrival in France of Brit-
ain’s 1 st  Armoured Division in April 1940. Instead, the  BEF ’s heavier 
armoured component was made up of a single brigade of fi fty infantry 
tanks. These were well protected, and some of them were equipped 
with a  2- pounder  anti- tank gun that could knock out any of their Ger-
man opponents, but like their cruiser counterparts, their mechanical 
reliability was poor. 55    

 Unlike the Germans, who had chosen to integrate their air forces 
closely with their army, the British did not have the aircraft, the experi-
ence or the communications to  co- ordinate air support for their ground 
troops. The Advanced Air Striking Force had gone to France to put it 
in range of Germany, not to provide assistance on the battlefi eld to the 
 BEF . The  RAF  thought that tying its planes to the army would repre-
sent a waste of valuable air resources. 

 The Expeditionary Force that spent the winter of  1939–  40 digging 
fortifi cations in northern France was not, therefore, the mechanized 
elite favoured by British military theorists between the wars. With lots 
of infantrymen, it was closer to the army of civilian volunteers that had 
fought on the Somme in 1916 than to the  high- tech,  well- coordinated 
behemoth that had advanced to victory in 1918. 

 As secretary of state for war, Leslie  Hore- Belisha had proved an 
eager and  publicity- hungry reformer. Visibly infl uenced by his civilian 
advisor, the military ‘expert’ Basil Liddell Hart,  Hore- Belisha had 
overhauled the upper ranks of the army in 1938. This brought to the 
fore two younger generals, Edmund ‘Tiny’ Ironside (who was a hulking 
 six- foot four), and John ‘Tiger’ Gort (one of the most decorated soldiers 
in the army, having won the  VC ,  DSO  and  MC  with three bars). In 
summer 1939 Gort was chief of the imperial general staff, the profes-
sional head of the war, and everyone presumed that Ironside would 
command the  BEF .  Hore- Belisha, however, dissatisfi ed with Gort’s 
performance at the War Offi ce, appointed them the other way around. 
Neither was temperamentally well suited for his job. Ironside lacked 
the political nous to function well at the interface between ministers 
and generals; Gort enjoyed the  day- to- day detail of soldiering too much 
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to revel in the diplomatic drudgery of Allied command. He often gave 
the impression that he would rather have been running the regimental 
sports day, or storming a pillbox  single- handed, than attending another 
staff conference. 56    

 Below Ironside and Gort was an army struggling to manage its new 
scale of operations. The number of qualifi ed staff offi cers was too few 
to run the  BEF , oversee the expansion of the army and man the War 
Offi ce in London. British regular troops were relatively well trained 
and some had extensive experience in small unit actions on the edge of 
Empire, but many of the men in the army were military novices: at least 
half of the Territorials called to the colours in summer 1939 had been 
recruited since the start of the year and both regular and  TA  units had 
to be made up to full strength with new conscripts, none of whom had 
served before July. There was no problem with the fl ow of men, but 
turning them into effective soldiers would take time. As a frustrated 
Ironside explained to his diary, ‘You can only make war with actual 
trained divisions.’ 57    Out in France, the commander of the  BEF ’s  II  
Corps, General Sir Alan Brooke, thought that this was exactly what he 
didn’t have. At the end of November, he confi ded to his diary: 

  On arrival in this country and for the fi rst two months the Corps was 

quite unfi t for war, practically in every aspect. Even now our  anti- tank 

gunners are untrained and a large proportion of our artillery have never 

fi red either their equipment or type of smoke shell they are armed with. 

To send untrained troops into modern war is courting disaster such as 

befell the Poles. 58     

 Gort, a naturally more obedient soldier, thought Brooke was being too 
negative. 59    The need to reassure the French meant that troops had to 
be sent across the Channel whether they were ready or not, and even 
poorly trained Territorial divisions could be employed on the construc-
tion of defences on the  Franco- Belgian border. By the spring of 1940, 
however, three of these formations were still classifi ed as fi t only for 
labouring duties. 

 In practice, therefore, after eight months of war, the  BEF  had just ten 
divisions that were really capable of  front- line service. As 1939 turned 
into 1940, most British troops were shivering in freezing billets or fi nd-
ing solace in the cafés of northern France. Chilblains, venereal disease 
and hangovers infl icted many more casualties than the enemy. When 
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the German spring offensive came, British generals agreed, everything 
would depend on how well the French army fought. 60     

   ‘Now You Know There’s A War On!’  

 The tightly controlled war that Chamberlain wanted to fi ght therefore 
actually fi tted well with the capabilities of Britain’s armed forces. For 
the moment, Germany’s maritime trade was pretty much the only thing 
that could be attacked with a reasonable possibility of success. This 
was less a failure of strategy than the outcome of specifi c decisions 
about how to balance resources between the wars. If, however, Britain 
was to shift from the defensive to the offensive as the war went on, its 
economy would have to be harnessed to the necessities of battle. 

 The fi rst months of the confl ict saw a signifi cant shift in the mobili-
zation of manpower. New legislation extended the extent of male 
military conscription, although there was as yet no move to compel 
civilian war work as well as service in the forces, or to conscript women. 
The call-up of reservists and auxiliaries, the extension of conscription 
and a healthy fl ow of volunteer recruits swelled the armed forces by 
about a million men between August and December. 61    

 Over the same period, munitions production also increased. The time 
lag between decisions being made by ministers, instructions being writ-
ten by civil servants and orders going out to manufacturers meant that 
until the end of 1939, British factories were still working on  pre- war 
expansion plans. Overall output therefore continued to refl ect the 
defence priorities set during the fi nal months of peace. The emphasis 
was on making aircraft and  anti- aircraft guns, not tanks and howitzers. 
It took until November for the requirements for the thirty- two- division 
army announced in April 1939 to be issued to industry. By that 
point, the politicians had decided that they needed to equip another 
 twenty- three formations. 62    There were substantial relative increases on 
peacetime output, but the absolute quantity of material produced for 
the army remained unsurprisingly small. In the fi rst quarter of 1939, for 
example, British industry had made a grand total of two  25- pounder 
fi eld guns. Between September and December, it made 111 of these guns, 
although none of the wheel assemblies on which they were mounted. 63    
More signifi cantly, however, there was substantial investment in 
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capacity for the future. Between the outbreak of war and February 
1940, work began on another eleven new Royal Ordnance factories, all 
intended to begin production by the spring of 1941. 64    

 The outbreak of hostilities brought industrial disruption. Reservists 
were called up. The imposition of blackout regulations and the com-
mandeering of rail and road transport for military use and civilian 
evacuation interfered with industrial logistics. Imports were initially 
disrupted by the temporary closure of the east coast ports (as a precau-
tion against air attack), the marshalling of ships into convoys and the 
reluctance of neutral shipping to sail into a war zone. New government 
contracts brought their own delays while shifts in production took 
place. Competition for limited stocks of raw materials, components, 
machine tools and skilled workers continued. The onset of an unusually 
severe winter led to increased absenteeism and transport delays. Des-
pite increases in production, deliveries to the armed forces fell behind 
schedule. So too did plans to expand war industry. 65    

 Meanwhile, the British state brought into action a wide range of 
regulations designed to direct resources towards the war effort. Raw 
materials such as timber and steel became subject to Control Boards, 
run by the Ministry of Supply, which issued licences for importation 
and usage. A system of export licensing was put into place to ensure 
that essential items did not reach the enemy. Conglomerates formed 
under the auspices of the Ministry of Supply and the Ministry of Food 
became the sole purchasers of commodities such as wheat and oil. The 
railways –  previously run by four major private companies –  were taken 
into national ownership for the duration. Some commodity prices and 
all rents were regulated. Agricultural subsidies, ministerial exhorta-
tions and, ultimately, compulsory dispossession were used to increase 
domestic arable production, and reduce reliance on imported food-
stuffs. As a result, between 1939 and 1940, the area of land under the 
plough in the  UK  increased by 1.5 million acres. 

 Financial restrictions included a requirement for the Treasury to 
approve all external transactions. Currency exchange was tightly 
restricted to maintain foreign reserves and shore up the value of ster-
ling. Banks were instructed to limit lending to prevent speculation and 
to encourage investment in government bonds. The state also took to 
itself the right to sell off gold and foreign assets belonging to British 
citizens in order to fund its own spending overseas. 66    
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  Three- and- a- half weeks into the war, Sir John Simon announced his 
fi rst wartime budget. This raised the standard rate of income tax from 
27.5 to 37.5 per cent, lowered tax thresholds and increased the rates of 
surtax and estate duty. Duty on beer went up 1d. a pint, on tobacco by 
1½d. an ounce and on sugar by 1d. a pound. Businesses that made 
more money than they had before the war now became liable to a 
60 per cent Excess Profi ts Tax. All together, increased taxation was 
expected to raise £995 million by the end of March 1940, to cover gov-
ernment expenditure that was anticipated to rise to £1,933 million. The 
difference between the two was to be found from additional borrow-
ing, with the fi rst war bonds to be issued in the spring of 1940 after the 
markets had recovered from the disturbance of the outbreak of 
hostilities. 67    

 Simon’s forecast increase in defence spending –  up from £382 million 
in  1938–  39 to £1,000 million in  1939–  40 –  was relatively modest given 
the immense task that lay before the Allies. It refl ected in part how high 
expenditure had already risen during the last full year of peace, but 
also how long it would still take to crank military production up to full 
speed. Press reactions to the budget, however, demonstrated how 
dramatic the fi scal burden felt at the time. The  Daily Mail  criticized 
Simon’s ‘method’ as ‘far too precipitate . . . the large all round increases 
in taxation, infl icted without warning, will mean a severe dislocation 
of trade and industry’. The  Daily Express  accused him of ‘going to 
work with a meat axe’ on the pockets of the public, while the  Daily 
Mirror  put its case with the headline ‘  NOW     YOU     KNOW THERE ’S 
A  WAR ON  !’ 68    Nonetheless, their resigned conclusion was that the 
cost of the war must be borne somehow, and that it would be better to 
pay more in the present than to store up still larger debts for the future. 

 Taken all together, the measures imposed at the start of the war 
were a remarkable extension of offi cial intervention that would have 
been unthinkable in a time of peace. They laid the groundwork for the 
much  further- reaching controls that would be introduced as the con-
fl ict went on. They also indicated, however, the expectation that time 
was on Britain’s side, the government’s hope that victory might be 
achieved without too much impact on the civilian economy, and the 
reality that controlling such a complex organism took time. 

 Shifting from peace to war was not simply a matter of fl icking a 
switch. It was a couple of months, for instance, before most of the 
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Ministry of Supply’s Control Boards even began to operate. To start 
with, controls were often inconsistent and incomplete. Deciding on 
controls meant working out which parts of the economy ought to have 
priority. There was no central direction about how to do this, and so 
individual boards worked on an ad hoc basis. Substantial sectors 
remained for the moment untouched by offi cial restrictions. While the 
war remained phoney, private,  pre- war stockpiles endured, the muni-
tions industries were still working up to full pace and there was only 
limited pressure for the government to get involved in order to maxi-
mize economic effi ciency. Motivation was limited too: ministers had 
gone to war to preserve national security, not to extend the reach of the 
state. 69    

 The war did not end unemployment. In fact, the jobless totals 
increased, from 1.23 million in September 1939 to 1.5 million in Febru-
ary 1940. In the midst of a total war, Britain seemed unable to shake 
off the enforced idleness of the 1930s: at the time and after, no statistic 
served better to damn the National Government’s gradualist approach 
to economic mobilization. Yet the unemployment fi gure was itself in 
part a result of the confl ict. The number of  long- term unemployed 
actually fell during this period by 86,000, a decrease thanks largely to 
the revival of heavy industry in the distressed areas as rearmament 
progressed. Other parts of the economy were, however, badly hit by the 
onset of hostilities, including the entertainment sector and private 
house building; 1939 was a better year to be a shipyard riveter than a 
Butlin’s redcoat. With war industry still accelerating, those who lost 
their jobs when the confl ict started were not immediately sucked into 
munitions factories. The government remained reluctant to control 
civilian workers in the same way as military conscripts. 70    

 The problems of industrial mobilization persisted into 1940. During 
the fi rst quarter of the year, another 350,000 men were called up into 
the armed forces. By June,  three- quarters of the country’s engineering 
workforce were working on government contracts. Output continued 
to increase: the index of aircraft production was 38 per cent higher in 
April 1940 than it had been in September 1939. Artillery, tank and 
ammunition production also all rose. Although unemployment reached 
a wartime peak of just over a million and a half in January and Febru-
ary, thereafter it fell rapidly. By April, the jobless total was under a 
million. 71    
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 Progress in increasing production, however, was well behind the tar-
gets set at the start of the war. In the aircraft industry, for example, the 
impressive growth in production during 1939 proved hard to sustain. 
In the fi rst months of 1940, a bottleneck in the supply of aluminium 
extrusions held up the entire sector, with some machines standing idle 
for want of components. Meanwhile, under the pressure of operations, 
the  RAF  found that it needed more spare parts for its existing planes. 
Instructions to the aircraft industry to produce more spares restricted 
increases in the number of fi nished aircraft. Under the Harrogate Pro-
gramme, British factories were meant to deliver 1,001 planes in January. 
In fact they delivered 719. By April, actual deliveries had risen to 1,081, 
but this was still 175 aircraft behind the target fi gure for that month. 
Delays imposed by production bottlenecks meant that the intake of 
new workers to the aircraft industry slowed almost to a standstill 
during the fi rst quarter of 1940. These industrial shortfalls rang alarm 
bells in Whitehall about the organization of the war economy and 
offered ammunition to the government’s critics in Parliament. 72    

 Every combatant country struggled with the transition to war. For 
all that it had spent years under totalitarian control, Germany came 
close to economic meltdown in the last part of 1939. A combination of 
Allied blockade and lack of foreign reserves meant that German import 
volumes collapsed to about 20 per cent of their  pre- war levels, forcing 
dramatic measures from the Nazi state. Determined on early offensive 
action, Hitler completely  re- prioritized the allocation of industrial 
effort, abandoning plans to build a large surface navy and concentrat-
ing resources on the production of artillery ammunition and aircraft. 
German munitions output stagnated –  partly because it took time to 
restructure production to meet Hitler’s new plans, partly because 
4 million reservists had been called up into the armed forces, disrupt-
ing the wider economy, and partly because the rail movements required 
to move troops between the Eastern and Western Fronts wrecked the 
distribution of coal. It was not until the start of 1940, as the new sched-
ules of raw materials kicked through, that the German war economy 
recovered suffi ciently to deliver the weaponry necessary for a major 
offensive on the Western Front. 73    

 Like Germany, France suffered economic consequences as it mobi-
lized its huge military reserves. The departure into the ranks of skilled 
workers from tank and aircraft factories meant that output slumped 
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during the fi rst months of the war, dispelling the optimism that had 
developed since Munich. Despite the best efforts of the new French 
Armaments Ministry to restore the situation, it was never able to meet 
targets set by soldiers who vastly overestimated the strength of the Ger-
man forces ranged against them. Despair about the state of munitions 
production increased the French sense of strategic crisis, but it also 
opened up political rifts about the way the war was to be run. For 
many French conservatives, fi ghting Communism at home was at least 
as important as fi ghting Nazism abroad. That left little room to forge a 
compromise in which the state, big business and trade unions would 
collaborate to mobilize the economy. 74    

 In the  UK  too, the direction of the war economy became the subject 
of fi erce political debate. The underlying framework of  co- operation 
established before the war, however, persisted despite the outbreak of 
hostilities. British business leaders generally accepted that state inter-
vention in the wartime economy was not some sort of capitalist 
 end- of- days. If it was to happen, they thought it was better they were 
involved. During the fi rst months of war, industrialists fl ocked into 
government service to run the new Control Boards. British trade union-
ists despised Chamberlain, but they also wanted to defeat Fascism. 
Opposing the war effort might see them sidelined as unpatriotic: they 
hoped that they would be able to extract a better deal for their people 
by working with the government to handle the provision of industrial 
manpower. 75    

 The National Government was by nature better attuned to the inter-
ests of business than those of organized labour, but having invited the 
unions to assist in rearmament after the  Anschluss , it was now unable 
to exclude them. Chamberlain knew that he needed trade union 
 co- operation, and at the start of the war he asked the  TUC  to partici-
pate in the committees that would manage mobilization. Sir Walter 
Citrine readily accepted, ensuring union involvement was enshrined 
throughout the bureaucratic machine, from the Food Control Commit-
tees that determined prices and supplies at a local level, via the Tribunals 
that decided on applications for exemption from conscription, to the 
Supply Council of the Ministry of Supply, which took decisions about 
munitions production, and the National Joint Advisory Council, set up 
by the Ministry of Labour as a forum for senior business and union 
leaders to discuss industrial issues. 
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 Trade union agreement was particularly important to plans for 
industrial dilution –  the key means of expanding the workforce as the 
momentum of war production developed –  the control of skilled labour 
and the limitation of wartime infl ation. Union leaders were willing to 
barter these against the introduction of greater economic planning –   
not just as a means to win the war but as an absolute good. At the same 
time, the organizations representing big business also came round to 
more central planning as a prerequisite for increased munitions pro-
duction. On both sides, the extension of state power came to be seen as 
a logical response to the exigencies of war.  

   ‘Where she stands, we stand’  

 Britain’s declaration of war brought in the Commonwealth by choice 
and the Empire by defi nition. Just over an hour after Chamberlain 
announced the outbreak of hostilities, the Australian prime minister, 
Robert Menzies, also took to the radio to tell his compatriots that ‘in 
consequence of a persistence by Germany in her invasion of Poland, 
Great Britain has declared war upon her and that, as a result, Australia 
is also at war’. For Menzies, it was an inevitable development: as a law-
yer he took it as constitutionally  self- evident that once George  VI  was 
at war with Germany, so were all his Dominions. As he told his radio 
audience: ‘one King, one fl ag, one cause’. 76    

 In Wellington, the New Zealand government exercised its ability to 
declare war in its own right. As a result of the time difference and the 
decision to wait for confi rmation from London that Germany had not 
complied with the British ultimatum, this did not happen until 11.30 on 
the evening of 3 September, although the proclamation of war was 
backdated so that it coincided exactly with that of the  UK . Two days 
later, the Labour prime minister, Michael Joseph Savage, then gravely 
ill, broadcast to New Zealand. He told listeners that: ‘Both with grati-
tude for the past and confi dence in the future, we range ourselves 
without fear beside Britain. Where she goes, we go. Where she stands, 
we stand.’ 77    

 Canada took slightly longer to join the war. On 3 September, the 
Canadian prime minister, Mackenzie King, also went on air to promise 
that his country would take part. Canadian politics, however, made it 
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more important for him than for his antipodean counterparts to give 
the impression that Canada was acting independently of the  UK . King 
explained that ‘it would be up to Parliament to decide the form and 
scope of Canadian participation’, and it took until 9 September for a 
resolution approving the country’s full involvement to be passed through 
the legislature. Canada formally declared war the following day. 78    

 In South Africa, the outbreak of war was more divisive. Prime Min-
ister J. B. M. Hertzog, an Afrikaner nationalist, saw no reason for 
fi ghting on Britain’s side in what he regarded as a purely European 
confl ict. He wanted the country to remain neutral. The South African 
parliament rejected neutrality by eighty votes to  sixty- fi ve, and Hertzog 
was deposed by his own party in favour of his  pro- war deputy, Jan 
Smuts. When Hertzog went to the  governor- general, Sir Patrick Dun-
can, to ask for a general election, Duncan exercised the royal prerogative 
to refuse his request. 79    

 Ireland stayed out of the war. For the taoiseach, Éamon de Valera, 
neutrality was the only option for a small nation, still striving to achieve 
its independence, to escape the global Armageddon. Since neutrality 
demonstrated Irish freedom and defi ed British power, it received wide-
spread public support. Ireland’s refusal to join in Britain’s war had 
signifi cant military consequences. Much to Churchill’s fury, the Royal 
Navy was not allowed to make use of the former treaty ports, much 
reducing the reach of its escorts into the Atlantic. The British also 
worried that Ireland would function as a conduit for German spies 
or a  re- provisioning base for their submarines, or even fall prey to an 
invasion. 

 Inevitably, however, given the country’s economic dependence on 
the  UK , Irish neutrality had what de Valera called ‘a certain consider-
ation for Britain’. The Irish government shared vital meteorological 
data, provided extensive  co- operation on matters of intelligence and 
security (including eventually joint military exercises) and gave prefer-
ential treatment to British servicemen who strayed over the border. 
Perhaps as importantly, de Valera’s stance neutered more extreme 
nationalists and ensured that Britain did not have to deal with a hostile 
neighbour on its western shore. In practice, British naval dominance 
made a German invasion of Ireland unlikely, but an aggressively anti-
pathetic neighbour could have made Britain’s life much harder rather 
than covertly aiding its cause. 
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 With the exception of some skilled agricultural workers, the Irish 
government did not stand in the way of those of its inhabitants who 
wished to travel to Britain to work or serve. The fi rst days of the war 
saw Irish ports overfl owing as emigrants returned home and private 
evacuees and potential conscripts sought safety. Over the following 
months, however, the fl ow returned to usual, as thousands of Irishmen 
and women travelled to Britain, some seeking employment, others, 
unlike the taoiseach, eager to join the fi ght against Hitler. 80    

 In the Middle East, the governments of Egypt and Iraq resisted Brit-
ish pressure to make a declaration of war. The British, represented in 
Cairo by the forceful ambassador, Sir Miles Lampson, had long accepted 
the Egyptian monarchs’ habit of forcing out governments formed by 
the electorally successful nationalist party, the Wafd, in favour of their 
court favourites. They thought they had a better chance of infl uencing 
arbitrarily appointed ministers than those holding a genuine popular 
mandate. Lampson had known the young Egyptian king, Farouk, since 
he was a child, and liked to believe he could control him. 81    

 When the Egyptian premier, Muhammad Mahmud, resigned in 
August 1939, Farouk selected a palace offi cial, Ali Maher, to replace 
him. He was effi cient and competent, but he was also strongly 
 anti- British. Ali Maher dismissed ministers who supported the  UK , 
and refused to declare war, but he did declare martial law and break 
off diplomatic and trade relations with Germany. The British pondered 
whether they should use the threat of military force to make Farouk 
dismiss Maher. They decided, however, that it was better not to run 
the risk of destabilizing Egyptian politics still further by intervening 
against the prime minister. 

 The Iraqi army, unlike its Egyptian equivalent, played a major role 
in politics. At the end of 1938, in the latest of a series of coups, it had 
installed a new government under Nuri  as- Said. Nuri wanted to work 
with the British, but there was a strong strand of  anti- imperial feeling 
among the Iraqi military and political elite, in whom a rising Arab 
nationalism had been stoked by anger at British policy in Palestine. It 
was no accident that when the mufti of Jerusalem, Amin  al- Husayni, 
escaped from Lebanon in October 1939, he went to Baghdad, where he 
received a warm welcome from those who opposed Britain’s continued 
presence in the Middle East. 

 In April 1939, the young Iraqi monarch, King Ghazi, had died after 
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crashing his sports car into a lamppost. In a sign of hostility to the Brit-
ish, rumours ran wild that they had been responsible: in Mosul, the 
mourning for the king turned into a riot, during which the British con-
sul was battered to death with a pickaxe. Ghazi’s son was still a child, 
and under the regency of his uncle, Emir Abdul Illah, the Hashemite 
royal family became even more dependent on British support for its 
survival. 

 In September 1939, Nuri  as- Said wanted to declare war alongside 
the British, but the army offi cers who had put him in power did not. 
Nuri did, however, declare a state of emergency, intern German nation-
als and break off diplomatic relations with Berlin. The British shied 
away from trying to force Iraq into a declaration of hostilities because 
they feared that Nuri –  a weakened presence, but still on their side –  
would be displaced as a result. Here, as in Egypt, their goal was stability 
in the Middle East so that Britain could concentrate on the war against 
Germany.  

   ‘the bulwark of Brit ish 
rule in India’  

 There was no choice about whether India would go to war. If, by 
September 1939, the constitution devised in 1935 had come fully into 
effect, then the viceroy, Lord Linlithgow, would have had a federal 
assembly with which to consult about a declaration of hostilities. Des-
pite his best efforts, however, it had not: the requisite number of princes 
had not signed up to the plan for an Indian federation by 1 September 
1939, the date the British had set for their accession. Britain’s declar-
ation of war therefore committed India to hostilities too. Linlithgow’s 
announcement of this fact on 3 September, without any apparent 
discussion with the major political parties, antagonized nationalist 
opinion. 82    

 In fact, Linlithgow had been keeping Gandhi  up- to- date with the 
progress of events. The two men met on 4 September. Gandhi viewed 
the war as both a human catastrophe and even further evidence of the 
redundancy of Western materialism. Yet he told the viceroy that he 
could not help but regard the confl ict ‘with an English heart’, and wept 
at the idea of London’s great buildings being pounded into dust by 
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German bombs. He said that he would back the British and encourage 
Congress supporters to lend their  non- violent  soul- force in support of 
the war effort. Yet he was no longer in charge of the Congress. Instead, 
the decision about what the party should do lay with Jawaharlal 
Nehru. 83    

 Nehru saw the confl ict as an inevitable consequence not just of 
Fascism but also of British imperialism. Though he wanted to see the 
former defeated, he was by no means bound to support the latter. On 
the contrary, he viewed the outbreak of war as an opportunity both to 
put the British on the spot about India’s future and to assert his own 
power within the Congress. He composed a demand for a clarifi cation 
of war aims that was put to the British on 14 September. If they were 
truly committed to democracy, Nehru told them, they should commit 
to granting India full independence. In that case, the Congress would 
 co- operate fully in the war effort. If they would not, it would withdraw 
its support from the war. When Linlithgow, with the approval of the 
Cabinet, responded simply by repeating Britain’s commitment to allow-
ing India to achieve Dominion status after the war, Nehru instructed 
the Congress ministries that now governed eight out of the eleven 
Indian provinces to resign. He thus broke the very effective relationship 
that had been building up between provincial Congress politicians and 
British offi cials as they got used to governing in harness together. 
Instead, he was able to drive the Congress towards a confrontation 
with the Raj. 

 Linlithgow remained one of the great supporters of the 1935 consti-
tution, which he had done a lot to draft, but he now saw his job as 
making sure that India was mobilized as effectively as possible for 
Britain’s war. To that end, he was willing to explore the possibility of 
bringing Indian politicians into his Executive Council, which was the 
closest thing the Raj had to a central government. He still believed that 
the best route would be to build an Indian federation. He did not think 
that constitutional concessions to the Congress were in Britain’s inter-
est, not least because of the consequences they would have on communal 
relations. 

 When he heard the news that the Indian National Congress was 
withdrawing from provincial government, Mohammad Ali Jinnah, the 
leader of the Muslim League, was overjoyed. He recognized this as an 
overplaying of the Congress’s hand, which would reduce its infl uence 
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on the government of India and advance the claims of the Muslim 
League. He ratcheted up communal tensions, declaring 22 December 
1939 a ‘day of deliverance’, on which Muslims should celebrate their 
liberation from the tyranny of Congress provincial rule, and became 
even fi rmer in his position that he could not accept any settlement of 
constitutional questions on the Congress’s terms. 

 In Britain, the moderate Conservatives of the Chamberlain govern-
ment believed that something had to be done to address the Indian 
impasse. It was not just that without Congress’s  co- operation it would 
be diffi cult fully to mobilize India for the war, but also that the party’s 
withdrawal from government raised the prospect of another civil dis-
obedience campaign and resultant crackdown from the authorities. At 
the very least, that would absorb valuable resources and damage Brit-
ain’s claims to be fi ghting for freedom. At worst, it might endanger its 
control of the situation in India altogether. There was also a feeling 
that the exigencies of war ought to provide a moment for a dramatic 
appeal to Indian opinion. The problem was how this was to be done, 
given Indian suspicions of British intentions and Linlithgow’s rather 
plodding approach. The marquess of Zetland, the secretary of state for 
India; Halifax and Butler, at the Foreign Offi ce; and Sir Samuel Hoare, 
therefore all welcomed an offer of intercession from Sir Stafford 
Cripps. 84    

 Like other members of the British intelligentsia, Cripps had been 
energized by the outbreak of war. He expected to be called upon to 
fulfi l some great public service –  as he had done in the last confl ict –  
and prepared himself for action by resigning his lucrative practice at 
the Bar, only to fi nd himself at a loose end as the call to offi ce failed to 
arrive. Cripps was not the sort of man to take this opportunity to with-
draw from public life. Instead, he sought to establish himself as an 
unoffi cial envoy who could address the great international problems 
brought into sharp relief by the war. 85    

 The issues on which Cripps wanted to work showed both his ideo-
logical commitments –  he welcomed the Red Army’s invasion of Poland 
as a saving force in the class struggle that would liberate the Polish 
people  –   but also his understanding of  geo- politics  –   he saw the 
 Molotov- Ribbentrop pact as evidence of the essential pragmatism of 
Soviet foreign policy rather than an inevitable alignment of totali-
tarianisms. Since Soviet  co- operation was probably a precondition of 
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defeating Hitler, he thought, Britain should fi nd out what it could do to 
trump the Nazis’ offer. This was also the view to which both Lord 
Halifax and Rab Butler in the Foreign Offi ce now increasingly inclined, 
and they supported Cripps’ idea of travelling to Moscow as a route to 
improving  Anglo- Soviet relations. Cripps also recognized the impor-
tance of Nationalist China as the front line of a struggle to contain 
Japanese aggression. Here too, and again with the backing of the For-
eign Offi ce, he wanted to go to see conditions in Chongqing for himself. 
Given the importance of America in the confl ict on which Britain had 
now embarked, a visit to Washington would also be most useful. In the 
course of the world tour –  and quest for employment –  that was now 
shaping in Cripps’ mind, he decided that he should also call in on India, 
where he already had an idea about how to smooth the path to inde-
pendence from the Raj. 

 Cripps had been building an interest in India since the  mid- 1930s. 
The principal vector through which this developed was his friendship 
with Nehru  –   established by letter and constructed in person when 
Nehru visited Britain in 1938. The two men shared an interpretation of 
the world built on class struggle, and that made Cripps a receptive 
audience for the education that Nehru gave him in Indian politics: a 
righteous Congress, representing a truly united India, struggling for a 
democratic future against the  divide- and- rule imperialism of the Brit-
ish, the despotism of the Indian princes and the  self- interest of the 
landowners who made up the Muslim League. This perspective –  and 
Cripps’ own aspirations for the war –  underpinned the plan that he had 
drawn up to solve the stalemate in India, and which he tried out on 
Whitehall in the autumn of 1939. 

 In order to demonstrate its commitment to freedom and democracy, 
Cripps suggested Britain should offer India full Dominion status, 
including the right to secede from the Commonwealth. As soon as the 
war was fi nished, a representative assembly should be formed to settle 
the terms of a new Indian constitution by majority vote. Britain and 
India would guarantee its implementation –  and the protection of com-
munal rights –  by a  fi fteen- year treaty. This was effectively the scheme 
preferred by the Congress leadership. These proposals were met with 
some approval from Zetland, Halifax and Butler, all of whom facili-
tated the  round- the- world trip on which Cripps now embarked. As 
Zetland told Chamberlain, Cripps’ visit might provide a way to break 
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the constitutional logjam: at the very least, the attraction of his plan 
was that handing over the constitutional problem to Indians would 
mean that any subsequent inability to agree a satisfactory solution 
would not be Britain’s fault. 86    Cripps went as an entirely unoffi cial 
envoy, but with the good wishes of those who believed that building a 
more progressive Empire was a crucial part of winning the war. 

 During December 1939, Cripps toured around India, meeting politi-
cians and offi cials to discuss the future. He was clearly and publicly 
Nehru’s guest, and he was predisposed to be impressed by his meetings 
with the Congress leadership and dismissive of Jinnah’s argument that 
the problem of minority rights could not be settled by a majority deci-
sion in a democracy. Since he saw the question in terms of class rather 
than community, Cripps was optimistic about the ease with which a 
political solution could be found. The sticking point was how a consti-
tutional assembly should work –  so the British should seize the initiative 
by bringing the party leaders together and presenting them with a plan 
that would address their anxieties on that score. That put a lot of 
emphasis on Linlithgow’s ability to do the dirty work of inspiring, cajol-
ing and coercing. Cripps suspected that Linlithgow – ‘by nature’, as he 
put it, not ‘a negotiator at all but rather a judge’ –  was not up to the job, 
a belief confi rmed by a meeting with the ‘rather  sphinx- like’ viceroy at 
which he did all the talking and Linlithgow sat quietly, taking notes. 87    

 Back in London, meanwhile, Zetland had been promoting some-
thing very like the Cripps plan to Linlithgow and the Cabinet. 
Chamberlain  –   while not committing himself  –   accepted Zetland’s 
argument that something needed to be done. From New Delhi, Linlith-
gow responded much more frostily. Having spent the previous three 
years trying to get agreement on the 1935 constitution, the viceroy had 
a more accurate sense that the sort of settlement Cripps wanted could 
not just be magicked up out of thin air. He saw no reason simply to 
submit to demands from the Congress, and in the process give away 
Britain’s negotiating position and antagonize the Muslims, who were at 
least supporting the war effort. He framed his response in terms that 
made very clear what, in his view, the changes of the 1930s had been all 
about: 

  After all we framed the Constitution as it stands in the Act of 1935, 

because we thought that way the best way  . . . of maintaining British 
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infl uence in India. It is no part of our policy, I take it, to expedite in 

India constitutional changes for their own sake, or gratuitously to hurry 

the handing over of the controls to Indian hands at any pace faster than 

that which we regard as best calculated, on a long view, to hold India to 

the Empire. 88     

 Zetland disagreed. On 2 February 1940, he asked the Cabinet to approve 
the idea of India being offered the right to make its own  post- war 
Dominion constitution, subject to a treaty with Britain and agreement 
between the parties on how to construct the representative assembly. 

 This proposal was fi rmly blocked by Winston Churchill. He could 
not, he told his colleagues, share the general enthusiasm for resolving 
the tensions between Muslims and Hindus: 

  Such unity was, in fact, almost out of the realm of practical politics, 

while, if it were to be brought about, the immediate result would be that 

the united communities would join in showing us the door. He regarded 

the  Hindu- Muslim feud as the bulwark of British rule in India.  

 Sir John Simon backed him up, explaining that ‘there was every reason 
for not going any faster than we were obliged to’ (perhaps the most 
characteristic statement of his long  fence- sitting career). 89    Sir John 
Anderson –  a former Indian civil servant –  who had previously agreed 
with Cripps that the British could not rule India indefi nitely by force, 
shared the view that Linlithgow, as the man on the spot, ought to be 
the one who determined policy. As Zetland pondered a renewed appeal 
to the Cabinet, Churchill and Simon wrote to Chamberlain to make 
clear that they would oppose any further concessions to the Congress. 
By the start of 1940, with much else on his plate, the prime minister 
had little incentive to open up a row with senior ministers about an 
initiative that still looked like it could be put off to a later date. 

 Meanwhile in India, Jinnah had taken advantage of the Congress’s 
withdrawal from government to up the ante. On 23 March 1940, at a 
huge meeting in Lahore, the Muslim League passed a resolution calling 
for those provinces where Muslims were in the majority to be allowed 
to form their own ‘independent states’. Jinnah’s eyes were not on the 
war but on the end of British rule. The League had now staked out 
its position if the British tried to give a single, united India its 
independence. 90    
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 To the Indian National Congress, both Jinnah’s claim to represent all 
of India’s Muslims and his call for the country to be partitioned were 
unacceptable. Yet as so often, the Congress was divided. Discontented 
and out of offi ce, party members wanted to stage another civil disobedi-
ence campaign. Congress leaders doubted that, in the circumstances 
of the war, such a campaign would receive mass support. In the after-
math of the Lahore resolution, it would look even more like an offensive 
to achieve a Hindu India: it might even lead to a civil war. With the 
British apparently undisposed to negotiate, any resort to civil disobedi-
ence could only be a stopgap to keep the party together, rather than a 
positive step towards gaining India its freedom. Moderate Congress-
men, such as Chakravarti Rajagopalachari, argued that it was time to 
reverse their policy and work with the British to support the war effort. 
During the spring of 1940, the Congress Working Committee sat 
through a long series of meetings at Wardha debating what to do next. 

 In London, those who had opposed any concession to the Congress 
celebrated. On 12 April 1940, Chamberlain’s assistant private secre-
tary, John Colville, recorded in his diary a conversation at Number 
10 between Sir John Simon and P. J. Grigg, another former Indian civil 
servant who was now the permanent  under- secretary at the War Offi ce. 

  Simon was quite amusing in describing what he called ‘the masculine 

and simple view’ adopted by Winston in the Cabinet. Winston rejoiced 

in the quarrel which had broken out afresh between Hindus and Mos-

lems, said he hoped it would remain bitter and bloody and was glad that 

we had made the suggestion of Dominion status which was acting as a 

cat among the pigeons. Both Simon and Grigg agreed that this was not 

the moment to give anything away in India: we must remain fi rm as a 

rock, because British rule was today essential in India. 91      

   ‘our abilit y to provide 
equipment is the limit ing 
factor in our war effort’  

 Meanwhile, the Commonwealth and Empire had been moving to war. 
At the outset of hostilities, it was not fully clear what the military con-
tribution of the Dominions would be. Of their small armed forces, the 
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navies were the most involved in imperial defence planning, and at the 
start of the war they essentially acted as part of the Royal Navy. When 
it came to armies, the Dominions’ experience of the First World War 
simultaneously raised the expectation that they would send expedition-
ary forces to fi ght alongside the British in Europe and made any 
such mission politically controversial. In Australia, where fears of the 
Japanese threat to the north ran high, the despatch of troops overseas 
was particularly diffi cult. Nonetheless, during the fi rst three months of 
the war, all the Dominions committed to sending land forces outside 
their borders. A Canadian division began to arrive in the  UK  from 
December 1939. When New Zealand announced that it would send a 
division too, that forced the Australians to follow suit. South African 
troops, recruited on the basis that they would serve only in Africa, 
began to be deployed outside the country in the summer of 1940. All 
these forces initially relied on voluntary recruitment, although Australia 
introduced conscription for its home defence militia in October. 92    
Dominion divisions would serve under British command for the rest of 
the war, but the fi nal decision about their employment always rested 
with their government back home. In this, as in other areas, the 
wartime  Commonwealth functioned more like an alliance than an 
empire. 

 When it came to the air, the British hoped that the Dominions would 
provide trained aircrew rather than aircraft. Drawing on  pre- war 
connections between the Commonwealth air forces, at the start of 
hostilities the British proposed that the Dominions, and particularly 
Canada, should host the training facilities necessary to produce the 
large numbers of aircrew necessary for an air war over Europe. As well 
as providing safe training areas for British personnel, this would also 
involve the raising of signifi cant contingents of Dominion aircrew. The 
proposal was championed by Vincent Massey and Stanley Bruce, the 
Canadian and Australian high commissioners in London, and negotia-
tions over the scheme began in Ottawa in October. 

 The British suggested an immense programme, requiring 54,000 
staff and 5,000 aircraft, that at its peak would turn out 2,200 trained 
aircrew a month, at a cost of about a billion Canadian dollars over 
three years. When the Canadians baulked at the scheme, a smaller one 
was developed, requiring a mere 3,500 training aircraft to produce 
1,900 aircrew a month by early 1942. This was still a colossal 
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undertaking, which demonstrated the incredible ambition of Britain’s 
airpower advocates. As a point of comparison, the Luftwaffe, which 
stuck with its  pre- war system of fl ying training during the fi rst half of 
the war, would turn out only 1,662 new fi ghter pilots during the  whole  
of 1942. 93    

 In 1939, however, the process of agreeing the air training plan also 
demonstrated how far the requirements of national politics now 
impinged on imperial  co- operation. Negotiations took place around 
the proportion to be paid by the  UK  (which provided aircraft and 
equipment), Canada (which bore the brunt of the expense and ran the 
whole operation) and the other Dominions, as well the number of air-
men who would take part. Mackenzie King pushed discussions to the 
brink of collapse by insisting on further conditions: a commitment that 
the  UK  would buy Canada’s wheat harvest (it had already committed 
to purchase large quantities of Australian and New Zealand commodi-
ties in order to keep their economies afl oat), a public statement that this 
could be Canada’s main contribution to the war, which he would pres-
ent to the isolationist lobby at home in the forthcoming election, and 
an agreement that Canadian personnel would serve primarily in squad-
rons designated as distinctly part of the Royal Canadian Air Force. 
This helped to drag the negotiations out until  mid- December, at which 
point the British conceded all his demands. The fi rst schools of what 
would be known as the British and Commonwealth Air Training Plan 
opened at the end of April 1940, with the fi rst graduates emerging the 
following September. 94    

 The contribution of the Dominions to war production was similarly 
slow to get started. Despite attempts to develop munitions and aircraft 
industries in the antipodean Dominions in the 1930s, it was clear that 
Australian, New Zealand and South African troops would all be 
dependent on  British- made equipment. Canada expected to make more 
of an industrial contribution  –   not least in the production of motor 
vehicles –  but it too had done little to build up arms manufacture before 
the outbreak of war. Moreover, British orders were inhibited by the fact 
that Canadian purchases had to be paid for out of a dwindling stock of 
dollars. 95    

 India was traditionally the manpower reserve of the Empire. Indian 
troops were meant to reinforce the Middle East or to relieve British 
soldiers of garrison duties so they could be redeployed to Europe. In 
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November 1939 the Westminster government agreed to pay and main-
tain all Indian forces stationed outside the Raj for the duration of the 
war. At fi rst, the Indian army grew only slowly, from 160,000 to 
170,000 Indian offi cers and other ranks between 1 October 1939 and 
1 January 1940. 96    Although Indian arsenals made some small arms, 
artillery pieces and ammunition, most of their heavier equipment 
requirements would have to be met from the  UK . 97    

 At the start of the war, the British did not plan to use the manpower 
of the African colonies to expand the Empire’s military effort. As the 
colonial secretary, Malcolm MacDonald, explained to ministerial col-
leagues at the start of 1940, existing units of African troops might be 
expanded to undertake additional garrison duties, but 

  our ability to provide equipment is the limiting factor in our war effort, 

not our ability to provide manpower. For at least the next two years the 

raising of new combatant units in the Colonial Dependencies will not on 

strict military merits be practicable, because all the available supplies of 

equipment will be required for units considered to be of superior fi ghting 

quality, raised in this country or the Dominions. 98     

 Financially, however, the whole Commonwealth and Empire was 
immediately drawn into the war. The  pre- war sterling bloc now became 
a wartime Sterling Area. Within its boundaries, British expenditure 
was funded by local governments, and the payments credited to blocked 
accounts in London, the  so- called ‘sterling balances’. The British con-
trolled the repayment of these balances. They were to prove a crucial 
mechanism in fi nancing the war, allowing Britain to acquire crucial 
commodities and pay and provision servicemen overseas while building 
up sterling liabilities for the future. For the British, the fact that they 
were going to repay the sterling balances was both a marker of their 
imperial good intentions, and a crucial element in maintaining inter-
national confi dence. In practice, however, the sterling balances provided 
Britain with  interest- free loans, the repayment value of which would be 
steadily eroded by infl ation. As the war spread around the globe in the 
years after 1939, and the largest balances were built up by India and 
Egypt, some of the poorest people in the world would be paying the 
immediate costs of Britain’s war. 

 Most members of the Sterling Area also pooled their reserves of 
foreign currency and precious metals under London’s control. British 
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spending from these reserves was also credited to the blocked balances. 
The  UK  therefore benefi tted from the overseas earning power of colo-
nial exports, above all Malayan tin and rubber and South African and 
Australian gold. Over the fi rst sixteen months of the war, British con-
tributions to the dollar earnings of the Sterling Area were only just over 
half those provided by imperial commodities, and only a third of those 
that came from the sale of  Dominion- mined gold. To save dollars, 
countries within the Sterling Area also agreed to implement controls on 
currency conversion and restrict imports from the  US . As well as lend-
ing money to the  UK  through the sterling balances, therefore, they also 
forwent the American manufactured goods that they would otherwise 
have been able to buy. Membership of the Sterling Area stopped coun-
tries spending the money they had earned. This sacrifi ce was a cause of 
considerable resentment, and during the early period of the war, import 
and currency controls were not as stringent as they would subsequently 
become. South Africa, with its mineral reserves and where involvement 
in the war remained politically controversial, was notably lax in imple-
menting the restrictions. 99    

 The international effects of the Allied war effort extended well 
beyond the British and French empires. Using its control of the seas and 
the Allies’ economic and fi nancial power, the  UK  attempted to per-
suade neutral countries to accept the terms of the Allied blockade. Such 
suasion was harder than it had been a generation before because of 
Britain’s relative economic decline, but the Allies could still offer huge 
markets and fi nancial security, as well as threatening to cut off supplies 
that might be  re- exported to Germany. 

 Countries in Central Europe, their economies closely aligned with 
the Reich, proved all but immune to Allied infl uence. Others were more 
vulnerable. As the Spanish foreign minister put it to a British negoti-
ator, his country would accept Allied economic restrictions ‘not because 
we love you, but because the British Empire is our best market’. Like 
Spain, Argentina, Brazil and Portugal all allowed  UK  purchases to be 
credited to sterling balances held in London. Again, this was a marker 
of British economic power: the scale of existing  UK  capital assets in 
these countries operated as a guarantee against default. By the spring, 
the threat of the blockade had even persuaded Denmark to enter into 
an agreement to cut its agricultural exports to Germany. This was 
a policy the Danes would have found it very hard to follow without 
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provoking their neighbour had the Nazis not invaded in any case in 
April 1940. 100    

 In the Mediterranean, Britain tried to use its economic infl uence to 
achieve diplomatic objectives. In an attempt to keep Mussolini sweet 
and Italy out of the confl ict, the British committed to purchasing large 
quantities of Italian vegetables. In the hope of promoting a  pro- Allied 
bloc in the Balkans, they also purchased the bulk of the Greek and 
Turkish tobacco crop. 101    From fl ying schools in Alberta to farms on the 
Black Sea, Britain was building a global war.  

   Cash and Carry  

 The most crucial aspect of that worldwide confl ict lay in the Allies’ 
developing relationship with America. Since November 1938, Roosevelt 
had tried to shield the  US  from the twin evils of totalitarianism and 
war with his own programme of rearmament. He hoped that the pros-
pect of American factories turning out huge numbers of warplanes for 
despatch to the democracies would deter Germany from opening hos-
tilities. If that didn’t work, the groundwork would at least have been 
laid to prevent a Nazi victory. Notwithstanding the strength of isola-
tionist feeling in the States, Roosevelt wanted to fi nd a way to help 
Britain and France against Hitler. He was determined that this could 
happen without America being dragged into the war, but if the worst 
came to the worst and the democracies crumbled in the face of German 
aggression,  US  rearmament would at least have readied his country for 
battle. 102    

 When the war broke out, Roosevelt duly sought to avoid American 
involvement while enhancing the likelihood of Allied victory. Amer-
ica’s  pre- war neutrality legislation automatically imposed an arms 
embargo on both sides, prevented them raising loans for the purchase 
of munitions, and prohibited  US  citizens, ships and aircraft from ven-
turing into the combat zone. The president, however, privately reassured 
Britain and France that they would have his support. 

 In early October, Roosevelt arranged the setting up of a Western 
Hemisphere Neutrality Zone: an area patrolled by the  US  navy, within 
a line drawn 300 miles from the coast of all  non- belligerents in the 
Americas, out of which the combatants were instructed to keep their 
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armed forces. The British government was rightly sceptical of Amer-
ica’s ability to enforce the Zone, but accepted the argument that it 
would operate in the Allies’ favour, since  US  forces would take on the 
responsibility of policing these waters against raids on merchant ship-
ping. To allow the Americans to implement these patrols, the British 
secretly agreed to lease them land to build bases in Trinidad, Bermuda 
and St Lucia. This was the start of a long shift of Atlantic power away 
from the  UK  to the  US  during the war. In 1939, however, Hitler was 
just as wary as Roosevelt of drawing America into the war. To begin 
with, the operations of German naval vessels in the western Atlantic 
were tightly restricted, in order to avoid any incidents of the sort that 
had provoked  US  belligerence in 1917. 

 By 4 November, Roosevelt had steered through amendments to the 
Neutrality Acts. These allowed both sides to make purchases in Amer-
ica providing that they paid up front in dollars and transported them in 
their own ships. Given their much larger reserves of foreign currency 
and their control of the sea lanes, this ‘Cash and Carry’ system could 
only benefi t the Allies. The new legislation confi rmed to Hitler that, 
having won the war in Europe, Germany would ultimately have to 
confront America too. 

 Roosevelt’s policy was welcome news in Paris, where the French 
looked to American industry as a source of aircraft to make up their 
own production shortfalls. At the start of 1939, they had placed an 
order for 550 American aircraft. This was followed up with an order 
for another 4,500 planes after the war began. These aircraft, scheduled 
for delivery in October 1940, were meant to lay the path for an Allied 
offensive by bridging the air gap with Germany. 103    

 London’s approach was rather different. Although the Foreign Offi ce 
and the service ministries regarded America as a potentially useful 
source of military supplies, the Treasury was much more sceptical. For 
the moment,  US  munitions output was tiny relative to that of Britain 
and France. By the time the Americans had geared up production 
enough to make a difference, the Treasury argued, Britain would either 
have won the war or run out of dollars. Chamberlain thought  US  sup-
port would be useful because it would help to convince the Germans 
they could not win, rather than because it would have any practical 
impact before the war was decided. The need not to strengthen isola-
tionist feeling by bombing German civilians or harsh enforcement of 
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the economic blockade reinforced Chamberlain’s own preference for a 
limited war, but while he was happy to  co- operate with the Americans, 
he was not about to depend on them. As during the years of appease-
ment, the British prime minister worried that American meddling 
would upset his carefully laid plans. When the  US  despatched a mis-
sion to Europe at the start of 1940 to investigate the possibilities of a 
negotiated peace, he thought it would only encourage the Germans to 
hold out for better terms. 104    

 British spending in the States initially concentrated on buying 
 self- reliance rather than fi nished weapons. America’s arms industry 
might be tiny, but its engineers made the sophisticated machine tools 
that British factories needed to convert to war production. The  USA  
was also a vital source of raw materials, including rare metals such as 
molybdenum that were essential in the manufacturing of the best 
armour plate, airframes and ammunition. The British hoped that 
American arms factories would be used only to top up what they them-
selves could not produce. Of the $720 million which the  UK  planned, 
in January 1940, to spend in the  US  during the fi rst year of the war, 
27 per cent was meant to go on raw materials, 17 per cent on machine 
tools, and 11, 7 and 2 per cent on supplies for the air force, army and 
navy respectively. 105    

 Managing this fl ow of supplies required the creation of a British 
administrative body on the far side of the Atlantic, and once the Neu-
trality Acts had been modifi ed, the British Purchasing Commission, 
under the directorship of the Canadian industrialist Arthur Purvis, 
came into being on 7 November 1939. As Purvis worked through the 
problems of securing and  co- ordinating orders with  US  industry, he 
worked closely with the  US  Treasury secretary, Henry Morgenthau. 
They built a friendship that would be very important for the future. 106    

 Nonetheless,  Anglo- American relations remained hedged around 
with misunderstanding and suspicion. Since the British were prohibited 
from raising public or private loans in America,  UK  purchases had to 
be funded either by selling British investments in the States or by earn-
ing dollars with exports to America, and the British briefl y attempted 
an export drive to the  US . When the British restricted  non- essential  US  
imports, in order to preserve their dollars for as long as possible, they 
breached the terms of the 1938 Trade Agreement. Overseas purchasing 
in the cause of diplomatic infl uence also affected dollar imports, with 
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Greek and Turkish tobacco imports partially replacing those from the 
 US , much to the fury of the American agricultural lobby. During the 
1930s,  long- running American concerns about British protectionism 
had been stoked by the introduction of imperial preference. Now, the 
Americans feared that the British were taking advantage of the war to 
enlarge and reinforce their economic bloc. Roosevelt was keen to con-
tain Fascism, but he had no more interest than any other American 
politician in fi ghting to preserve the British Empire. 107     

   The  drôle de guerre ?  

 The National Government’s approach to the fi rst months of the war 
was soon cast as foolish or inadequate, but the tightly controlled 
version of the confl ict preferred by Chamberlain was  over- optimistic 
rather than irrational. If anything, the problem for the prime minister 
was that it had too much logic and not enough passion. Despite Cham-
berlain’s desire to restrict the war, the National Government also 
managed to lay down the foundations for a much more total prosecu-
tion of the confl ict in years to come. 

 It’s hard to say whether the choices made about how to fi ght in 
the early autumn of 1939 were the ‘right’ ones strategically. Britain’s 
options were so restricted that it is diffi cult to see what other decisions 
were available. Certainly the attempt to fi ght a limited war while pre-
paring for a more total confl ict was not stupid or cowardly. If Hitler’s 
generals had had the sense to turn against him, or if a rash German 
offensive on the Western Front in November 1939 had led to a 
 trench- bound stalemate, swiftly broken by the implosion of the Ger-
man economy, Chamberlain’s strategy might have been celebrated 
subsequently as a wily husbanding of national resources rather than a 
rush into the abyss. In that counterfactual case of an early Allied vic-
tory, Labour’s decision to stay out of the wartime government would 
have seen it castigated yet again as irresponsible and unpatriotic. It is 
interesting to speculate what the effect of this might have been at a 
 post- war general election. 

 The domestic implications of the Bore War are easier to ascertain. 
For Britons, a second great war was initially dominated not by the 
impact of enemy action, but instead by state attempts to protect the 
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population and to mobilize military power. Without the unifying 
power of imminent peril, there was no pressure to resolve the political 
antagonisms of peace. These were not deep enough to doom the war 
effort, but they were suffi cient to condemn the prime minister as the 
confl ict span out of his control.   
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   12
Boredom  

 On 1 October 1939, Winston Churchill gave a radio talk on the war 
situation for the  BBC . In the second half, he turned from international 
affairs to matters on the home front: 

  When a peaceful democracy is suddenly made to fi ght for its life, there 

must be a lot of trouble and hardship in the process of turning over from 

peace to war  . . . Meanwhile, patriotic men and women  . . . must not 

only rise above fear; they must also rise above inconvenience and, per-

haps, most diffi cult of all, above boredom. Parliament will be kept in 

session, and all grievances or muddles or scandals, if such there be, can 

be freely ventilated or exposed there. 1     

 It was an acute summary not just of the domestic diffi culties of the 
Bore War, but also of the perils it held for Chamberlain’s premiership. 

   ‘Home is not where one lives  .  .  .’  

 Fear and inconvenience had started just before war was declared as, in 
the early hours of 1 September, the great evacuation got under way from 
British cities. Across the country, hundreds of thousands of evacuees –  
schoolchildren, mothers, pregnant women, the disabled –   gathered at 
offi cial departure points, where trains, buses and boats carried them off 
as quickly as possible to the reception areas. 

 It was an immense exodus. In total, with teachers and helpers, 
almost a  million- and- a- half children and adults were moved as part of 
the offi cial evacuation. In London, 241,000 children were collected 
from 1,600 assembly points. 2    More child evacuees came from the 
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capital than anywhere else, but more children in total came from other 
urban areas: 84,343 from Greater Manchester; 79,930 from Mersey-
side; 71,393 from Glasgow; and 44,205 from the sides of the Tyne. 
Most of their journeys were, by modern standards, relatively short –   
perhaps 40 miles –  although some of them took hours on packed trains. 
More than a quarter of a million went to the Home Counties, 73,000 to 
East Anglia, almost 57,000 to Wales. 3    

 These offi cial evacuation schemes were just part of an even larger 
movement of population away from British cities. Wealthier individuals 
and institutions arranged their own departure and accommodation. 
Businesses decamped to emergency premises in rural towns. The  BBC  
despatched performers and technicians to Bristol and Evesham. The 
machinery of key government departments was also moved away from 
London: the Admiralty to Bath, the Air Ministry to Harrogate and the 
Ministry of Food to Colwyn Bay. 

 As a tidal wave of children, mothers and civil servants headed for the 
country, a ripple of the miscreant and the infi rm were pushed back to 
their homes. More than 5,000 prisoners and Borstal inmates were 
released early; 140,000 hospital patients were turned out of their beds 
to make way for expected  air- raid victims, including many awaiting 
treatment for tuberculosis. 

 Between late August and early September 1939, therefore, well over 
3.5 million Britons were on the move. 4    At the time and thereafter, it was 
the government evacuation of the vulnerable that attracted the most 
attention. As an exercise in emergency logistics, the offi cial scheme was 
a remarkable success. The planning skills of local government offi cials, 
the hard work of 40,000 teachers and helpers who accompanied the 
evacuation parties and 127,000  WVS  members who helped with their 
arrival, and the marvels of the public transport network together man-
aged to convey a  million- and- a- half people in short order without a 
single casualty. 5    

 Their work was much eased by the fact that, nationally, only about 
40 per cent of the evacuees expected under the government programme 
actually turned up. Rates of evacuation varied across the country. Sal-
ford and Newcastle evacuated more than 70 per cent of their child 
populations, Glasgow 42 per cent, but Edinburgh and Sheffi eld only 
28 and 15 per cent respectively. About half of London schoolchildren 
were evacuated. The reasons for these shortfalls also varied. Some 
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families had already moved their children. Others were unable to 
organize themselves to the offi cial timetable. For many parents, getting 
the children away had seemed like a good idea in theory, but in practice 
their fear of disaster encouraged them to keep their families together. 
One of the consequences of the lower than anticipated turnout of evac-
uees was to allow the government scheme to be compressed into fewer 
days, with the result that it was completed before the outbreak of war. 6    

 As an exercise in child welfare or the preservation of human dignity, 
offi cial evacuation was rather less successful. The embarkation and 
transport of evacuees was fraught with problems. In London, the fear 
of catastrophe if air raids hit mainline stations overcrowded with wait-
ing children meant that trains were fi lled with evacuees as they arrived 
and sent off again as quickly as possible. That broke up school parties 
and disrupted the programme of arrivals in reception areas. Elsewhere, 
transport provision differed according to the quality of local authority 
planning, and stories of confusion were legion. Rail delays turned some 
journeys into  drawn- out nightmares, both for children –  for whom the 
adventure of a school trip had turned into an epic of separation, bore-
dom and despair –  and for their accompanying helpers, their patience 
and ability to comfort their charges decreasing by the hour. 

 The luckier evacuees arrived where they were expected and were 
quickly made welcome in a willing billet. The less fortunate were un-
expected and unwanted: unloaded in an area that had prepared for 
someone else, conveyed to a church hall where potential hosts picked 
and chose according to who looked least dirty or most useful round the 
house, then carted off to a hazardous, or abusive, home away from 
their friends and siblings. Given the scale of the operation and the con-
fusion involved, it sometimes took weeks for accompanying teachers 
and billeting offi cers to sort out the mess and restore a semblance of 
normality  –   tracking down children, sharing classrooms with local 
schools and attempting to resolve the worst confl icts that had arisen 
between evacuees and hosts. 7    

 The newspapers, keen to reassure parents and keep up morale, 
emphasized that the nation was coming together to offer safe refuge. 
The  News Chronicle  headlined its report on 1 September: ‘  CASTLE 
AND COTTAGE WILL GIVE GUESTS WARM WELCOME  ’. 8    
The  Daily Express  had a report from ‘somewhere in Buckinghamshire’, 
where ‘Lights were burning in cottages and big houses as women 
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prepared spare rooms and put hot water bottles in the beds in which 
London children would sleep.’ 9    

 Even where it went according to plan, evacuation was a tearing pro-
cess. In Preston, a diarist for  Mass- Observation recorded the arrival of 
evacuees in his street: 

  what ‘things’ they were! Dressed in ‘old clo’ man [second hand] coats, 

dirty, common – . . . The offi cial in charge disposed of them in a busi-

ness like way . . . in spite of the shock the evacuees gave me I’m afraid a 

lump rose in my throat when one girl asked nervously, ‘Can’t I stay with 

my sister’, she was told ‘No, you go there and she will be across the road. 

You will be able to see her every day.’ I was sorry for the girls because 

they were so forlorn. 10     

 By its nature, evacuation brought Britons into contact with the 
unfamiliar. For individual households, even accommodating members 
of the same extended family meant a sharing of space that exposed the 
intimate variety of  day- to- day routine. In terms of religion, reception 
areas that knew only church or chapel were unready to meet the needs 
of Jewish or Catholic evacuees. In more rural settings, evacuation high-
lighted the gaps between country and city life –  the supposed pleasures 
of fresh air, nature walks and birdsong offset for evacuees by the scar-
city of shops and cinemas, restricted hours of pub opening and the 
daily hardship of agricultural life. 11    

 The gap between urban and rural was compounded by the separa-
tions of class. At the time, much media attention was devoted to the 
transformative effect of evacuation on Britain’s stately homes, but the 
majority of hosts were actually  middle-  and  working- class families 
who were not able to insulate themselves from their guests. The evacu-
ees on the government scheme, meanwhile, came disproportionately 
from the least well off families in the inner cities who had no other 
option for escape. The offi cial programme of evacuation, therefore, 
supervised by the  upper-  and  upper- middle- class doyennes of the  WVS , 
took children and mothers from the poorest urban areas and sent them 
to live with  better- off, but not necessarily wealthy, householders in the 
reception areas. 12    

 What resulted was a profound clash of cultures that was intensifi ed 
by the stress and uncertainty of evacuation. 13    As soon as the evacuees 
arrived, a fl ood of stories from the reception areas described dirty 
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children and slatternly mothers wreaking havoc on accustomed domes-
ticity. On 4 September, for instance, the  Mass- Observer in Preston, out 
on his rounds as a printer’s agent, reported tales that were being 
repeated across the country: 

  much talk about evacuees. I heard that the children were fi lthy, 

 bug- ridden  –   wore dirty clothes, would not eat proper food for they 

wanted toast and fi sh & chips. Some of the kids had to wear fresh 

clothes. Many housewives buying their guest a complete  rig- out from 

pyjamas to coats. 14     

 His neighbour had taken in 

  a mother and baby but was deeply thankful to get rid three days later. 

The mother was fi lthy, she switched on the lights in the middle of the 

night, ate food with her hands, and let the baby tension on the carpet! 

My neighbour is a house proud woman; she was in tears most of the 

time. 15     

 The same tone was refl ected in more formal reports. The clerk of one 
Welsh rural district council wrote that the majority of the evacuees 
who arrived in early September ‘were not in a fi t state of cleanliness to 
be received in any clean home’, ‘In some cases, as a result of their fi lthy 
habits, every scrap of bedding, clothing, and even blinds and curtains 
had to be destroyed.’ 16    The  WVS ’s Lincolnshire county organizer 
recorded householders’ shock at ‘the disgraceful and disgusting condi-
tions in which a certain portion of the population lives’ and reserved 
particular condemnation for the behaviour of evacuated mothers, 
mostly ‘the low slum type . . . some of them out for what they can get, 
most of them dirty, many of them idle and unwilling to work or pull 
their weight’. 17    In  mid- September, a bitter debate took place in the 
Commons in which rural  MP s aired complaints from their constituents 
about, as one put it, ‘the dreadful scourge . . . placed upon the homes 
of Britain’. 18    

 How fair were these stories? In reaction against attacks on evacu-
ated mothers, one billeting offi cer countered that her experience was of 
‘nice, decent women who fi tted in to the best of their power and tried 
to bear with country conditions’. 19    Labour  MP s representing urban 
constituencies angrily defended their people against charges of deliber-
ate fouling of billets while highlighting the very poor living standards 
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that persisted in the slums. Meanwhile, the Ministries of Health and 
Education sought to defend themselves against the charge that their 
 pre- war activities had been found wanting. 20    

 At least some of the instances of lousiness and bedwetting were 
worsened by the circumstances of evacuation: the  close- packed trains, 
the upset of separation and the diffi culties of locating distant toilets 
in strange houses. Disastrous though children’s incontinence could be 
to the domestic economy of poorer hosts, its reporting rate was not 
unaffected by the chance to claim an additional laundry allowance 
from the government. 

 A signifi cant portion of evacuees were visibly the products of child-
hood poverty. Evacuation came early on a Friday, when the weekly 
wages of the working class were most tightly stretched, and at the end 
of summer, before families had invested in new shoes for the winter. A 
subsequent study of more than half a million child evacuees found that, 
of those from London, 27 per cent had parents who were either depend-
ent on  out- of- work benefi ts or on very low incomes. In Liverpool and 
Sunderland, the equivalent fi gure was 40 per cent. 21    

 Many therefore simply could not meet the offi cial guidance about 
what clothes and boots to take with them. Of the 31,000 Newcastle 
children registered for evacuation, for example, about one in eight were 
judged to have inadequate footwear and one in fi ve insuffi cient cloth-
ing. The same sort of thing was true for headlice: an investigation 
spurred by reports of this apparent plague found not only that city 
children were more likely to be infested than those in the country, but 
also that rates of lousiness were much higher in urban schools than had 
been made apparent by the  well- advertised but perfunctory peacetime 
inspections. 22    

 The scale of the government scheme meant that it inevitably included 
evacuees who were chaotic and unpleasant, just as it also involved hosts 
and offi cials in the reception areas who were unsympathetic snobs. 
Probably neither should be taken as typical relative to the stoic endur-
ance that was actually evident on both sides. Stories of unruly evacuees 
also revealed how different the lives of the urban working class were 
from those of  middle- class families in the reception areas. Asked later 
in the war what they thought of Oxford, evacuees from the East End of 
London explained: ‘If we play ball in the streets a window opens and 
an old lady puts her head out and starts telling us off.’ Months of 
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nagging can be heard in an evacuated girl’s account of what was differ-
ent in her new home: ‘I cannot do as I like in the house. I must also 
come in when I am told and sit down and eat my meals properly and 
not run out into the street with a slice of bread in my hand.’ Explaining 
what she had learned from evacuation, one girl commented sagely that: 
‘Home is not where one lives, but where one has all the people one loves 
and knows.’ 23    

 Cultural clashes could be played for laughs. In  mid- October, the 
Hampstead writer Gwladys Cox enjoyed ‘an amusing wireless sketch’ 
in which: 

  An aristocratic couple were heard entertaining their slum evacuees, 

whose manners and behaviour were execrable. The master of the house, 

however, assures his perturbed wife that, in a very short time, a refi ned 

environment will refi ne the children. In the end, the squire and the lady, 

by trying to ingratiate themselves with their guests, fall to the children’s 

level, and develop shocking speech and manners themselves. 24     

 Most people, however, didn’t fi nd evacuation a funny experience. In 
the words of an  M- O diarist from Chelmsford (who emphasized ‘This 
is not a personal bias as an evacuee lives with us and is harmless’), ‘I 
think the evacuation idea must have been evolved by an unimaginative 
unpsychological Robot. One cannot put up with another type of life 
with one for years or vice versa.’ 25    As she appreciated, alienation cut 
both ways: the strain quite as grim for the evacuated as for the 
billetor. 

 The criticisms levelled at the parents of  working- class evacuees usu-
ally underestimated the diffi culties they faced. Although some schools 
and local authorities in the danger areas appealed for donations of 
boots and clothes, little public money was available to kit out evacuees. 
Rumours from the reception areas that children had been sent away in 
their worst clothes to elicit charitable donations misinterpreted evacu-
ees’ reluctance to admit that their scarcely packed bags contained the 
best they had. For parents who remained at home and in work, tight 
household budgets posed awful questions: should they meet hosts’ 
demands for more money for clothes, send sweets to remind their chil-
dren of home, or buy a rail ticket so that they could visit in person and 
see conditions for themselves? 26    

 For mothers who had accompanied children in the evacuation, the 
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situation was even worse. There had been no offi cial preparation for 
what they were to do after their arrival. They were separated from 
much of the support network of family and friends that had sustained 
them at home, they worried about husbands and parents left behind in 
the cities, and were forced to fi t around someone else’s household rou-
tine. When they stayed inside, their domestic habits were criticized; 
when they walked the streets they were seen as lazy or negligent; and if 
they complained they were seen as ungrateful. Devon’s inspector of 
education explained that the restrictions of life in billets 

  create a very bad psychological disturbance for both mothers and chil-

dren. They become diffi cult, the children cry and are irritable, and the 

nervous energy of the mother is sapped. Sometimes she punishes them 

for nothing at all and at others she is over indulgent and sentimental.  

 There was an understandable desire ‘to escape from the billet’ but the 
evacuated mother had ‘nowhere to go. She does her shopping but lin-
gers over it,  shop- gazing and gossiping . . . I have seldom, if ever, since 
the war, been in the busy, crowded Exeter High Street without seeing 
these mothers and children wandering about looking miserable.’ God 
forbid that they should seek distraction or entertainment, let alone a 
drink: 

  I am told that the audience of the afternoon performances at the local 

picture houses contains a considerable number of mothers and young 

children, and they are also seen outside the local public houses in the 

evenings, the toddlers waiting for their mothers who are inside. 27     

 The situation of the billetors was not really any easier. Most had 
volunteered, rather than been compelled, to take evacuees into their 
homes for a period of uncertain duration. Aside from the disruption to 
their own family life, accepting evacuees could also mean considerable 
expense. The allowance paid by the government was steadily eroded by 
rises in the cost of living during the fi rst months of the war, at the same 
time that the incidental expenses of billeting –  laundry, medicine, bus 
tickets –  began to accumulate for hosts. 

 As well as the immediate confusion, the scale of relocation created 
its own problems. A large chunk of the population had moved suddenly 
away from the educational, medical and welfare services that had 
grown up to support them, at the same moment that local authority 
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staff and doctors were mobilized into civil defence and the armed 
forces. By itself, this meant a decrease in the quality of provision; a 
trend perpetuated by disagreements between district councils in the 
target and reception areas about who should bear the costs. As before 
the war, local councils attempted to recoup the costs of medical and 
social services expenditure from patients and recipients whose earnings 
fell above a variety of means tests. From October 1939, central govern-
ment also tried to recover some of the money it was spending on 
billeting allowances from parents, ‘in accordance with their ability 
to pay’. The scheme had widespread public approval, but the work 
required to track down families who were in motion between addresses 
and across local government boundaries meant that the cost of recov-
ery probably outweighed the sums returned to the Exchequer. 

 These efforts refl ected a wider stringency in the provision of assis-
tance that was based on both fi nance and morality. Offi cial funding 
was made available relatively quickly to ease the worst cases of hard-
ship among evacuees. It was not, however, well publicized, and it was 
provided only after thorough investigations into family circumstances. 
Worried about the implications of infl ation, the government wanted to 
avoid pumping too much money into the economy by taking on the 
maintenance of every child in the country. Ministers and civil servants 
phrased their caution over expenditure in terms of their fear that poorer 
parents would ‘forget’ children who had been evacuated and abdicate 
their family responsibilities to the state. 28    This got things almost 
entirely the wrong way round.  

   ‘so ignor ant of my 
neighbours .  .  .’  

 In fact, the greatest obstacle to the  long- term success of the offi cial 
evacuation scheme was that family ties were too strong. When the 
bombs did not begin to fall on British cities, evacuees returned home in 
droves. The rate accelerated as autumn turned to winter. Despite an 
offi cial campaign to ‘Leave the children where they are!’, by the start of 
December about a third of schoolchildren, and  two- thirds of mothers 
with young children, had gone back. In January 1940, a nationwide 
count revealed that almost half of all the children evacuated the 
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previous September, and about nine out of ten mothers, had travelled 
back to where they had come from. 29    

 Some were responding to a hostile reception from hosts. For others, 
the practical diffi culties had become too much to bear. Only in the face 
of imminent death and destruction was evacuation an attractive option; 
now, parents wanted children home and adults were sick of living in 
other people’s houses. Given the opprobrium levelled at them in the 
reception areas, it was unsurprising that evacuated mothers left fi rst 
and in higher proportions. They were then condemned for irrespon-
sibly exposing themselves to danger. Rates of return were also higher 
among poorer families  –   perhaps spurred on by the government’s 
attempts to recoup costs, although the least well off were exempt –  and 
those who remained were disproportionately older male children from 
households with higher incomes. In total, about half of London’s 
schoolchildren stayed away, but elsewhere the tide of evacuation ebbed 
more completely. Clydebank in Scotland, for example, had a reason-
ably good  take- up of its initial evacuation, with 3,400 out of 
7,500 children departing at the start of September and another 600 by 
the end of the year. Within two months, however, half of those evacu-
ated had returned, and by the end of 1940, fewer than 5 per cent of 
Clydebank’s children were still away from home. 30    

 In the expectation of air attack, at the outset of the war urban coun-
cils had shut schools and shifted staff to the emergency services. Two 
thousand schools across England and Wales, including  two- thirds of 
all those in London, had been requisitioned for use by the military or 
 ARP . As a result, those children who either stayed at home or returned 
from evacuation were left without education or the public health 
services that went along with it. Similarly, urban hospitals, which were 
being paid a premium to keep their beds clear for  air- raid victims, 
transferred staff from maternity care to casualty clearing sections. 
Amid fears of an epidemic of delinquency or disease, by November 
1939 plans were in place to  re- open emergency schools in cities 
(although it was not until the spring of 1940 that,  under- resourced and 
overcrowded, they began to open in the capital), and the Ministry of 
Health pressed hospitals to  re- open wards for the sick. 31    

 The fi rst months of the evacuation scheme therefore saw a struggle 
between the presumptions of offi cial planning and the realities of the 
Bore War. In retrospect, it says much for the fear of bombing and the 
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expectations of a dutiful populace that evacuation was contemplated at 
all. It would only ever have been judged a success if a rain of bombs and 
gas had actually followed the onset of hostilities. As Whitehall tried to 
ameliorate the situation in the evacuated and reception areas by encour-
aging local authorities to spend more on medical services and school 
meals, it also drew the lessons that any future programme could only 
work if it was on a smaller scale, came after air raids had actually 
begun and left out mothers completely. Even so, there were few takers 
when families were offered the chance to sign up for a new scheme of 
child evacuation in the spring of 1940. 

 For experts, evacuation offered a remarkable professional opportun-
ity. Once under way, it engaged a wide range of child psychologists, 
welfare workers, medical investigators and social science researchers. 
At least 240 studies of evacuation were published during the 1940s: it 
was an unprecedented phenomenon, examined to an unprecedented 
degree. For British child development experts, their work with evacuees 
strongly confi rmed a  pre- existing belief in the crucial importance of the 
family –  and mothers in particular –  in building psychologically healthy 
and socially  well- adjusted young people. These fi ndings would play an 
important part in shaping the provision of child welfare services for a 
generation to come. 32    

 Evacuation was also a political event. The state in which evacuees 
arrived in the reception areas fed directly into the debates about nutri-
tion, health and government welfare policies that had characterized 
the late 1930s. For some, the evacuation served to reveal the poverty 
of which they had previously been ignorant. Neville Chamberlain’s 
daughter reported to him the shocked response of one society hostess: 
‘I never knew such conditions existed, and I feel ashamed of having 
been so ignorant of my neighbours. For the rest of my life I mean 
to try & make amends by helping such people to live cleaner & health-
ier lives.’ The prime minister took a rather different view. Although 
disappointed ‘that all the care & money spent in the schools has 
not produced a better result’, he was still convinced that ‘however bad 
conditions are  . . . they are infi nitely better than they were 20 years 
ago’. 33    

 Evacuation was used to support the arguments of those who wanted 
to see a more dramatic improvement in the lives of the poor. In a radio 
broadcast in December 1939, for example, Margaret Bondfi eld, a 
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former Labour Cabinet minister, and now the chair of the Women’s 
Group on Public Welfare, a  non- partisan body set up to investigate the 
social problems revealed by evacuation, explained that the behaviour of 
‘a small minority of dirty,  ill- mannered and destructive elements’ was the 
result of the poor conditions in which they had grown up. ‘Let us now 
face the fruits of our neglect with courage and determination to end pov-
erty, ignorance and slums,’ she declared. ‘Unless we can win  this  fi ght on 
the home front, the end of the War may fi nd us defeated indeed.’ 34    

 The main effect of evacuation, however, was to confi rm a well- 
established view of the very poor as immoral, irresponsible and 
dangerous. This happened even among those who were keenest to 
improve Britain’s inner cities, most of whom stuck to the script of pro-
gressive politics in the previous decade: the state should do more to 
help, but its role must be to  re- educate the ‘slum mind’ of problem fam-
ilies who were incapable of rescuing themselves. 35     

   ‘The blackout depresses me 
frightfully’  

 For all the scale and drama of evacuation, the majority of Britons 
were not involved either as refugees or as billetors. Other  air- raid 
precautions had much more widespread effects. The shift to war was 
obvious in the transformation of British cities. Key buildings and 
monuments were hidden behind walls of sandbags. Tumescent barrage 
balloons fl oated overhead to ward off  low- fl ying enemy bombers. 
Everyone was meant to carry a gas mask. The warbling note of mis-
taken  air- raid sirens drifted intermittently through the early autumn 
air. In case the bombers arrived after nightfall, come dusk the entire 
country was blacked out. All street illuminations were extinguished 
and householders and business owners had to ensure that their build-
ings did not emit even the slightest chink of light. 

 For the fi rst eight days of the war, all places where large crowds 
might be at risk of bombing were closed, including dance halls, thea-
tres, cinemas and many sports venues. Newspapers, newsreels and the 
 BBC  were required to submit to a system of voluntary censorship, run 
out of the new Ministry of Information, designed to ensure that 
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nothing useful leaked out to Germany. Lest their transmissions aided 
enemy navigation, the  BBC  shut down its regional broadcasts and its 
nascent television service in favour of a single national radio pro-
gramme. This bore a steady stream of bulletins without much news, 
offi cial exhor tations to good wartime behaviour, and light music, much 
of it instrumental versions of popular tunes played by the apparently 
tireless  BBC  organist Sandy MacPherson, who appeared  fi fty- fi ve times 
in the fi rst two weeks of the war. 36    

 A Lancashire schoolteacher told  Mass- Observation: ‘The blackout 
depresses me frightfully. I was alone the other night in a strange town 
and I felt like sitting down in the middle of the road and weeping.’ 37    In 
the countryside of 1930s Britain, the unlit night was still familiar, but 
for the  city- dwelling majority, the blackout meant a sudden plunge into 
Stygian darkness. Those who ventured outside entered a world of near 
misses and collisions, as  road signs,  lamp- posts, kerbs, sandbags, 
pedestrians, cyclists and cars turned into invisible hazards. After four 
months of war, 17 per cent of those questioned by the  BIPO  in January 
1940 claimed to have suffered a physical injury as a result of the black-
out. 38    Petrol was the only commodity rationed from the outbreak of 
hostilities, which reduced the number of vehicles out and about, but 
road deaths rose from 6,648 in 1938 to 8,272 in 1939. 39    In this war, the 
fi rst casualties came from the very measures designed to protect the 
population from the enemy. 

 During those early jumpy days, the blackout offered a constant reminder 
of the threat of air attack. On 18 September,  Mass- Observation’s Bris-
tol law librarian diarist recorded: 

  My uncle visited us today. He has a black out complex. Whenever I 

switched a light on, he started jumping about, crying passionately ‘Put 

that damn thing out’. It was all quite unnecessary as we are well blacked 

out. Aunt got a bit narked. When uncle said, in extenuation, ‘Well, I was 

in the last war’, she said ‘So was I’. 40     

 Since the bombers failed to come, a host of  ARP  wardens kept them-
selves busy by searching out the slightest infringements of the blackout. 
By the end of 1939, in the  UK  outside Scotland, 64,918 people had been 
found guilty at magistrates’ courts of breaches of the regulations re-
lating to lights and sounds. Among them was a police inspector from 
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Nottingham, who on being told by a  passer- by that he was showing a 
light from his police station bedroom, promptly summonsed himself 
and was fi ned ten shillings. 41    

 Offences against the blackout constituted more than 99.9 per cent of 
all the convictions under the Defence Regulations in the fi rst months of 
the war. The remainder was made up almost entirely of those found 
guilty of minor security incursions. Sixteen unfortunates were con-
victed after they made the mistake of keeping pigeons in a prohibited 
area. At the same time, however, fewer vehicles on the road thanks to 
petrol rationing meant a quarter fewer motoring convictions in Eng-
land and Wales in 1939 compared to 1938. The number of those found 
guilty of being drunk or disorderly also fell, though not as dramati-
cally. In an era when killing yourself was still against the law, so did the 
total of successful and attempted suicides. 42    Boring though the war was 
for the moment, it seemed temporarily to have made life more worth 
living. 

 Some people positively welcomed the darkness. An  eighteen- year- old 
student opined to  Mass- Observation that: ‘Personally I like the Black-
out; to walk in the dark exercises the mind,  star- gazing is easier, and 
sex more sexy.’ 43    Whether this refl ected actual experience or merely 
aspiration, for those whose private lives depended on illicit encounters 
in public spaces –   young men and women too closely chaperoned at 
home for anything but a ‘ knee- trembler’ against a wall, or men used to 
seeking each other out in the parks and toilets of big cities –  the new 
obscurity, and the availability of  air- raid shelters, certainly widened 
the scope of opportunity. 44    

 For others, however, the fi rst months of the war occasioned more 
frustration. The rates of marriage jumped by about a fi fth in 1939 com-
pared to 1938, the approach and outbreak of war encouraging a rash of 
weddings before it was too late. Fears of war also dissuaded couples 
from bringing children into an uncertain and increasingly expensive 
world. Once the confl ict began, evacuation and enlistment separated 
husbands and wives. During the fi rst two years of the war, the  pre- war 
decline in the birth rate accelerated. Whether from separation or anx-
iety, in an era when the overwhelming majority of children were born 
in wedlock and abstinence remained a major form of contraception, 
there was less married heterosexual sex than before. 45    

 Newer forms of entertainment were also badly hit, as wartime 
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measures suffocated the leisure culture of  pre- war urban life. With 
buses, trucks and trains requisitioned by the military, it was harder to 
move around. Those who could get out found little to do. The closure 
of cinemas –  for a brief moment, thanks to the local council’s presump-
tion of its safe location, Aberystwyth was the only place where fi lms 
were being shown anywhere in the  UK  –  meant the removal of the most 
popular form of public entertainment. Stadia were also requisitioned 
by the services and crowds limited to the capacity of  air- raid shelters, 
and so many football matches were cancelled that the leagues effect-
ively shut down. The football pools would have been hard hit, but 
they closed in any case in order to ease the load on the Post Offi ce. 
Constrained by the Ministry of Information, the  BBC  offered no 
explanation to listeners of its newly reduced service. The Corporation’s 
efforts to provide ‘background listening that didn’t require too much 
concentration between News Bulletins’ were constrained by the small 
staff of actors and musicians who were initially evacuated to Bristol 
and the Ministry’s insistence on approving everyone who might appear 
on air. As the  BBC ’s own analysis explained, the result was that every 
live show ‘from the  White Coons  to  Gentlemen You May Smoke  –  had 
a tendency to sound the same, because the same people were in it’. 46    

 The Ministry of Information faced a diffi cult situation. 47    Offi cial 
conviction that communicating with the public would be important in 
time of war had not been matched with much clarity about its remit 
and role. From an early stage, the Ministry did grasp the crucial point 
that it needed to manage the news, but there was little competence in 
its performance during the early months of the war. Although it was 
nominally in charge of censorship, decisions about what could be pub-
lished were actually in the hands of the service departments, which 
proved reluctant to release any information at all. Once French radio 
had announced the arrival of the  BEF  on 11 September, the British 
press were allowed to report the same news, only for the War Offi ce to 
rescind permission late on the same day. Only after police had swooped 
to confi scate newspapers that had already gone to print did the War 
Offi ce decide that the ban could actually be lifted after all. The Minis-
try of Information took much of the blame for the resultant confusion 
and its reputation with the press never really recovered. 

 The  middle- class dons and civil servants who had been brought in to 
staff the new ministry thought that the people needed to be exhorted to 
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play their part in the war. From an early stage, they sought to empha-
size that this was a confl ict in which everyone would have to play their 
part. Yet fi nding the right words to convey this sentiment proved diffi -
cult. An early government poster infamously declared ‘ Your  courage, 
 your  cheerfulness,  your  resolution will bring  us  victory’. Given the 
political divisions of the 1930s, the choice of pronouns was probably 
unwise, and Fascist graffi ti artists changed the ‘us’ to ‘Jews’ with 
alarming frequency. 48    With the high diction typical of the Ministry of 
Information at this point, another poster asserted ‘Freedom is in peril: 
Defend it with all your might’. 

 Unsurprisingly, with little military progress for the newspapers 
to report, during September the ineffi ciency of wartime restrictions 
became a central topic of press discussion. The papers complained 
about large numbers of  full- time  ARP  staff who now sat idle, the worst 
absurdities of blackout enforcement and the inadequacies of the  BBC ’s 
wartime service. Even more ire was directed against the Ministry of 
Information, which was portrayed as an  over- stuffed nest of bureau-
crats that was trying incompetently to keep everything secret. The case 
for the defence was not assisted when the minister of information, the 
elderly lawyer Lord Macmillan, admitted to Parliament that he had not 
been able to fi nd out what his department was meant to be doing. 

 Once the bombs failed to arrive, the fi rst fl ush of emergency meas-
ures were actually adapted fairly quickly. Before September was out, 
cinemas and dance halls had been allowed to  re- open, albeit with 
limited hours.  ARP  staff levels were hastily reduced. The blackout 
too was eased, to allow pedestrians to carry torches and better lighting 
for cars. In December, shops were permitted to illuminate their win-
dows very softly in the evening. A new system of regional leagues, 
which required less transport, even allowed competitive football to 
resume. 

 The  BBC  also responded quickly. By late September, some of the 
most successful  pre- war shows, including the immensely popular  Band-
wagon , were back on the air. During the late autumn, it pushed 
back against government controls by developing its own programme of 
talks by independent commentators as ‘postscripts’ to the nine o’clock 
news. In early 1940, it started up a new Forces Service aimed at meet-
ing the  BEF ’s desire for lighter music and variety. Having bounced 
back from the opening of hostilities, the Corporation was already on 
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its way towards its wartime apotheosis as a source of news and 
entertainment. 49    

 The Ministry of Information fared less well. It briefl y lost control of 
censorship –  ironically to the very armed forces who had actually got it 
into so much trouble with the press –  and its staff numbers were slashed. 
Chamberlain considered getting rid of it completely before handing it 
over to a new minister, the former  BBC   director- general Sir John Reith, 
in the following spring. He proved no more able to rescue its reputation 
than his predecessor. 50    

 None of these measures could make the Bore War exciting. Mass- 
Observation used a bank manager’s account of his evening to illustrate 
what life in Britain was like as autumn turned to winter in 1939: 

  Had a nice night last night. Tommy bloody Handley on the wireless 

again; read every book in the house. Too dark to walk to the library, bus 

every 45 minutes, next one too late for the pictures. ‘Freedom is in 

peril’, –  they’re telling me! 51      

   ‘ I ’m wondering what is going to 
happen when I’m called up’  

 Between August and December 1939 about a million men joined the 
armed forces. They came from four main sources: men who had recently 
served in the military and remained liable to  call- up in the event of war; 
 part- time Territorial soldiers and  RAF  and Royal Navy Auxiliaries who 
were mobilized to  full- time service on the outbreak of hostilities; men 
conscripted under the Military Training and National Service Acts; and 
volunteers who joined without being compelled. 

 Not everybody who was liable for national service was conscripted. 
By the end of 1939, all men in England, Wales and Scotland between the 
ages of twenty and  twenty- three had been required to register at the 
local offi ces of the Ministry of Labour. Fear of infl aming Irish national-
ism meant that conscription was never introduced in Northern Ireland. 
Potential conscripts were medically assessed, and could be exempted 
from service on the basis of physical disability, conscientious objection, 
employment in essential industries (not only directly  war- related 
work, but also other trades judged critical to the functioning of national 
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life), or family circumstances. Those selected for the armed forces 
might have their service deferred until there was training space avail-
able to accommodate them. So although 486,309 men presented 
themselves for registration between September and December 1939, 
only 122,200 conscripts entered the armed forces over the same period. 
In this phase of the war, more men –  192,500 in total –  joined as volun-
teers than as conscripts. As before the war, some were motivated by 
patriotism, a sense of duty and the desire for adventure. Others had in 
their minds the prospect that they might be conscripted in future: in 
one survey of 200 men who had volunteered in 1939, 62 per cent noted 
that they had expected to be called up anyway. 52    

 One powerful reason for volunteering was the chance that it gave 
a serviceman to infl uence his subsequent military career. All recruits 
could express a preference about which armed service they went into, 
but volunteers were more likely to get their fi rst choice. 53    The prefer-
ences men expressed revealed a great deal about the esteem in which 
the different armed forces were held.  Twenty- nine per cent of all those 
registered under the National Service Act between September and 
December 1939 said that they wanted to join the  RAF . It was perceived 
as the most modern and glamorous of the services. All its aircrew were 
volunteers, but most of its personnel were groundcrew who kept air-
fi elds working and aircraft fl ying. The  RAF  was therefore attractive 
both to those young men who wanted to soar above the clouds and to 
those who wanted to keep their feet on the ground but well away from 
the quagmire of infantry combat. The  RAF  took in 33,700 men in the 
fi rst four months of the war, only 2,000 of whom were conscripts. 54    

 If the Royal Navy was not seen as so progressive, it retained an 
immense amount of traditional popular respect. Fifteen per cent of 
those registering for service in the fi rst four months of the war 
expressed a preference for the navy and only a third of its intake in 
this period were conscripts. In comparison, although some regiments 
retained a good deal of local affection, the army as a whole was 
regarded as the most  old- fashioned, undemocratic and potentially 
horrendous of the services. Conscripts who wanted to end up in its 
ranks had simply not to express a preference. Even the army managed 
to take more volunteers than conscripts in 1939, by a ratio of 3:2, but 
for the rest of the war it would struggle with the quality of its pool of 
recruits. 55    
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 This hierarchy of military esteem was echoed in attitudes to the three 
women’s ‘auxiliary services’: the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force ( WAAF ), 
the Women’s Royal Naval Service ( WRNS ) and the Auxiliary Territor-
ial Service ( ATS ). As their titles suggested, these bodies were meant to 
provide support to the fi ghting forces, rather than to serve in the front 
line, and there was a strict prohibition on women bearing arms.  To 
begin with, the auxiliary services were not expected to play an import-
ant military role, and for the fi rst two years of the war there was little 
offi cial effort to recruit women. Nonetheless, by December 1939, 
43,000 women had volunteered to join the three services –  almost twice 
the number that the government had thought it would need before the 
war began. By the middle of 1940, there would be 20,500  WAAF s, 
10,000  WRNS  and 36,400 members of the  ATS . Like its male counter-
part, the  WAAF  was regarded as modern and exciting.  WAAF s had 
important jobs in the  RAF ’s communications network and had some of 
the associated glamour of aircrew. The smaller  WRNS  was seen as 
more socially exclusive. The  ATS  managed to appear simultaneously 
 old- fashioned and disreputable: offi cered by horsey aristocrats, clothed 
in unfl attering uniforms, and expected to wash, cook and type for sol-
diers with whom they were widely presumed to be sleeping. Since they 
were enrolled, rather than enlisted like male servicemen, at the start of 
the war female recruits could leave whenever they chose. More than 
13,000  ATS  members left the service in the fi rst fi fteen months of the 
war. 56    

 About 2 per cent of the men registering for national service during 
1939 requested that they be placed on the register of conscientious 
objectors. These men then went before local tribunals tasked solely 
with judging whether their objection was genuinely held. ‘Genuine’ 
objectors could be granted total exemption from any service, directed 
to undertake civilian work of national importance, or be registered for 
military service on a solely  non- combatant basis. Given the diffi cult job 
of judging the extent of other people’s beliefs, tribunals tended to accept 
clearly articulated explanations of  long- held religious or moral convic-
tion and to suspect that more confused, or more recently converted, 
objectors were trying to shirk their duties to their fellow citizens. They 
were generally unwilling to accept political objections as ‘genuine’ 
unless they could be seen in moral terms. The atheist Communist who 
objected to service in this war because it was imperialist was less likely 
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to be exempted than the Christian socialist who refused because all 
wars were wrong. 57    

 The total rate of objection among this fi rst tranche of conscripts was 
lower than might have been anticipated, given the strength of popular 
pacifi sm in the early 1930s, but it was enough to lead to a signifi cant 
backlog of cases during the Bore War. By the end of 1939, 14,995 men 
had provisionally registered themselves as conscientious objectors, but 
local tribunals had heard only 4,812 cases, of which 849 were rejected. 
Of the rest, more than half were required to do  non- military work of 
national importance. Tribunals often directed men to work in agricul-
ture or forestry on the basis that they could thereby help the country 
without injuring their principles, but the need for rural labour varied 
sharply across the country, so that objectors who had been told to get 
a farm job were soon complaining that they were unable to do so. 

 For those who volunteered for service or accepted their call-up, the 
shift from civilian to military life began in much the same way no mat-
ter which armed service they had entered. New recruits reported to 
unfamiliar barracks where they were issued uniforms and subjected to 
hours of  close- order drill (‘ square- bashing’). The exposure to military 
discipline, dress, diet and accommodation could all come as something 
of a shock. One of the militiamen registered under the Military Train-
ing Act in summer 1939 and called up at the outbreak of war recalled 
his fi rst day in the army: 

  We had khaki clothes thrown at us, boots that you were lucky if you got 

a proper left and right that fi tted more or less, and you hoped for the 

best, a kit bag, I won’t describe the underwear and vest, they were so 

coarse as to be  un- wearable, shirts, khaki shirts, again, they were so 

coarse that to those of us that had known better things it was like wear-

ing sackcloth and a complete range of torture . . . 

 We slept that fi rst night, or rather we lay on the bare fl oor. I don’t 

think anyone slept, there were moans and groans and sounds of ‘Oh 

Mother’ all night long. After two or three nights of very little sleep, you 

slept from sheer exhaustion. After two or three weeks, of course, things 

got a little bit better. 58     

 Like evacuation, enlistment meant exposure to difference: not only 
between civil and military life, but also between men who now had to 
live in close proximity. Here too, close encounters of the class kind 
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could both reinforce existing prejudices and bridge social divides. In 
the barracks of the Royal West Kent regiment in Canterbury, Ben 
Hooper, who had been a student at Durham University, then a science 
teacher, found that he was the only ‘educated bloke’ in a hut full of men 
‘of the labourer type’. As he confi ded to his girlfriend, 

  I’ve been very tactful and only spoken when asked. Actually they’re 

quite decent working lads from either the East End of London or Can-

terbury. Funnily enough, barring the sergeant I’m the only one who puts 

pyjamas on (we’re allowed to wear our own). The thought of wearing 

the same woolen long pants and thick shirt day and night for a week 

does not strike me as being too good. Of course the fi rst night I heard 

quiet asides, but last night the inoculation made most of them sweat, 

especially as we have plenty of blankets over us, and I think my hygienic 

ways struck them all more favourably. 59     

 Ewart Clay, the Yorkshire journalist turned Territorial gunner, 
noted in a letter to his wife the strange alliance formed between his 
sergeant, ‘Blackie’, a man with a ‘prize fi ghting face’ and a manner to 
match, and his commanding offi cer: ‘a tall, lean young man with abil-
ity, dry humour and money’. Together, they staged 

  strange drunken frolics. They have entered the mess in the small hours 

aglow . . . picked smaller sergeants from their beds, lifted them above 

their heads, and dropped them onto the bare wooden fl oors in their 

nightshirts, then kept them awake for a couple of hours while they sang 

and laughed. The two men differ in upbringing, education, social status 

and worldly possessions. They don’t even share the same language. Yet 

they are kindred spirits –  they are revelers with strong heads and tough 

bellies. 60     

 Clay’s account also showed, however, the extent to which service 
remained defi ned by class. Offi cers and men were expected to lead 
different lifestyles. Offi cer selection was a matter of meeting upper- 
middle- class social mores as well as displaying military aptitude. For 
many servicemen, the frustration of being made subordinate to men of 
lesser talents served to reinforce a sense of resentment at the established 
order. 61    

 The volunteer who enjoyed the sort of hearty  rough- and- tumble in 
which Blackie and his offi cer were engaged could fi nd much to enjoy in 
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these fi rst months of military service: physical fi tness and male cama-
raderie with little actual physical danger. For the conscript who wanted 
peace, privacy and contemplation, there was little choice but to endure. 
For both, enlistment also meant separation from family and friends. By 
March 1940, 27 per cent of those surveyed by the  BIPO  said that mili-
tary service had been responsible for parting them from someone ‘who 
was dear to you, such as a member of your family, your fi ancé(e) or 
sweetheart’. Only 4 per cent said the same thing of evacuation. 62    

 In Bolton,  Mass- Observation’s fi eldworkers often overheard people 
worrying about how those left behind would cope. A reservist with a 
wife and two children, on his way to the barracks at Bury, explained: 
‘The Army’s all right when you’re young, but it’s no good when you’re 
settled down and married. It’s got nothing for you.’ In a chip shop, a 
man tried to reassure Mrs Lyall, a ‘fat woman of fi fty or so’, who had 
just realized that her son would shortly be conscripted: ‘He’ll be all 
right. You’ve nothing to worry about.’ ‘Yes, but I won’t be all right,’ she 
said, ‘I had enough last war, they took my husband then, now they 
want my two lads.’ A  twenty- seven- year- old man, ‘upper wc’, set out 
his own situation: 

  All these things you hear, like what the Germans are doing in Poland, 

make you want to go and join up, I should like to, but I’m wondering 

what is going to happen when I’m called up. There are only my father 

and mother, both invalids, and Eric (brother) will go fi rst, so they’ll have 

no one to look after them. It worries me a lot. 63      

   ‘pr ices are slowly going up’  

 Military pay and allowances were not exactly generous. A private’s 
basic pay was fourteen shillings a week. If he was married, a portion of 
this was compulsorily allotted to his wife, together with a fi xed allow-
ance that increased if they had children: all together, a mother of two 
with a husband in the ranks got  thirty- eight shillings a week at the start 
of the war. This was just over half the average weekly  take- home pay of 
an adult male worker in manufacturing industry in late 1938. Military 
service did not, however, necessarily mean an immediate reduction 
in household income. All government departments, and some private 
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businesses, agreed to make up the pay of enlisted employees. Service-
men’s living expenses  –   accommodation, food, medical and dental 
care, clothing, laundry  –   were all paid for by the state. For the 
 middle- class recruit bedded down in his scratchy vest and drawers on a 
hard fl oor with a single blanket, struggling to digest the products of an 
overworked cookhouse, these might not have felt like much of a boon. 
Many young servicemen spent whatever spare money they had on 
buying additional food from the canteen. Nonetheless, entry into the 
armed forces cocooned men to some extent from the war’s impact on 
the civilian economy. 64    

 A whole range of goods soon got more expensive. In the short term, 
this had much more to do with transport diffi culties than government 
controls. The expense of wartime insurance and the decrease in the 
availability of neutral merchant shipping meant that import costs rose. 
Supplies of food remained suffi cient at a national level, but distribution 
diffi culties (thanks to military requisitioning of transport and  ARP  
restrictions), panic buying and stockpiling all led to some local short-
ages. Prices went up, and increased rates of duty after the war budget 
pushed them higher still. The  working- class Cost of Living Index –  a 
rather outdated measure, based on what had been thought necessary 
items of expenditure in 1914, but still a signifi cant one because it was 
the measure against which wage agreements were made –  rose by 12 per 
cent between September and December 1939. The cost of food items 
within the Index increased by nine points between September and 
October alone. 65    

 For some, increased earnings took some of the edge off price 
increases. Although  short- term unemployment increased as workers 
were laid off from  house- building and the leisure industries, the depart-
ure of men into the armed forces and the continuing stimulus of defence 
spending meant that those with jobs were often working longer hours. 
With controls on employment all but  non- existent, it was not uncom-
mon for employers working to fulfi l government contracts to poach 
skilled workers from their competitors by offering higher wages. For 
some people, therefore, the start of the war meant more money. 66    The 
worst hit were those dependent on a fi xed income: landlords (since 
rents had been controlled at the war’s outbreak), servicemen’s wives, 
old age pensioners and the unemployed (increases in allowances were 
put through only several months into the war). 
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 In October 1939, the  BIPO  asked respondents whether, apart from 
the budget, they had experienced ‘any change in employment or income 
as a direct result of the war’. Only 7 per cent said they were better off, 
against 32 per cent who said their situation had become worse, and 
61 per cent who said that they had as yet not been affected. The grad-
ual drain was recorded in late October in the diary kept by George 
Beardmore, a jobbing  clerk- cum- novelist who had already lost his job 
as a result of the war: 

  Prices are slowly going up. The twopenny bars of chocolate are to be 

smaller and restricted to standard lines, i.e. milk, plain, and with or 

without nuts. Gone are multitudinous varieties such as the  egg- fl ips, 

almond, grapefruit, and sandwiches. Sausages are now 7d a pound –   

beef that is. The makers say that skins now cost them more. 1d is charged 

for delivering papers. Bread is up ½d a quarter. Lyle’s Golden Syrup 

unobtainable, presumably because it stores well. 67     

 In a useful instance of the opportunities as well as the problems created 
by the war, Beardmore quickly found a new job, tracking down rate-
payers who were in arrears to Wembley Council after evacuating to the 
countryside. ‘The technique’, he soon learned, was ‘simple. You have to 
get in touch with the missing household’s milkman, who apparently 
knows everything about everyone, including the infi delities, and if he 
doesn’t know, ask the postman.’ 68    

 Uncertainties about the food situation delayed the introduction of 
rationing.  Pre- war planning for food rationing had drawn directly on 
the experience of the last confl ict. The ration was meant to solve the 
problem of rising prices and growing queues by assuring everyone 
equal access to a fi xed quantity of the foodstuffs that were expected to 
become scarce: meat, fats and sugar. The government anticipated that 
rationing would only be publicly acceptable if it were seen as a response 
to shortage and because it would be limited to a few items. Differences 
in individual need would be made up from a wide range of unrationed 
goods, including bread and potatoes. 69    

 By September 1939, the framework for food rationing was well 
developed. The country had been arranged into nineteen divisions, 
within which 1,400 local food control committees would oversee regis-
tration, regulation and distribution. Fifty million ration books had 
been printed ready for issue to householders, who would be required to 
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register with a retailer. The retailer would take coupons from the books 
alongside payment for the allocated ration, then pass the coupons on to 
the Ministry of Food in order to secure further supplies. Yet the intro-
duction of rationing was delayed by ministers’ uncertainty about public 
reaction. They feared that restrictions would suggest that Britain didn’t 
have enough food to go round, damaging morale and handing a propa-
ganda victory to the Germans. 

 Soundings of public opinion for the War Cabinet at the end of Octo-
ber suggested that there was broad approval for rationing, although 
Churchill worried that the press would complain at further ‘interfer-
ence with the liberty of the individual’. Chamberlain quoted with 
approval a report from a social worker in the East End: ‘In his view, if 
the working classes were persuaded that everybody was equally 
restricted and that wealth could not obtain concessions, and that sup-
plies could be obtained in an orderly manner without inconvenience, 
rationing would be easily accepted.’ 70    The appearance of fair shares for 
all was to remain the basic tenet of wartime rationing policy. That 
made the case for bacon and butter, both of which were already in 
relatively short supply, and which the War Cabinet decided would be 
rationed from January. Meat and sugar were for the moment left un-
rationed, but by the start of December, problems with supply and high 
levels of purchasing (as those who could do so stocked up on sugar in 
anticipation of restrictions), forced the decision that these too should 
be rationed –  sugar from January, meat from March 1940. The initial 
ration was four ounces of bacon and butter and twelve ounces of sugar 
per person per week. Meat was rationed by value, with each person 
entitled to buy 1s. 10d. worth a week. 71    

 Public responses to the announcement of rationing were generally 
favourable. The  Daily Express  launched a campaign in early Novem-
ber to ‘Stop Rationing!’ – ‘It is absolute nonsense. It gives the people 
a sense of insecurity. It makes them feel that their supplies are 
 unreliable’ 72    –  but this set it fi rmly against the tide of popular opinion. 
A  BIPO  poll in the same month indicated that 60 per cent of those 
questioned thought food rationing was necessary, against 28 per cent 
who thought it was not required. 73    Although  M- O recorded a range of 
grumbles about the specifi c nature of rationing –  in the words of one 
 working- class man ‘quarter of a pound of  f—  bacon a week. Not a 
bloody square meal in it’ 74    –  it also found general approval of the idea 
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of fair shares for all. For some, the minor personal sacrifi ce of con-
sumption in pursuit of victory was positively enticing. Having listened 
to a broadcast by W. S. Morrison, the minister of food, Richard 
Brown –  a designer at an engineering fi rm in Ipswich, an eager wartime 
volunteer and, incidentally, an enthusiastic reader of the  Express   –   
totalled up his family’s rations in his diary and concluded that: 

  We shall have to cut down a little more on sugar, but not much. We 

ought to manage on 3¾ lb a week and as for butter, I like margarine just 

as well. Morrison explained it was to conserve cargo space for muni-

tions and to save foreign currency. 75      

   ‘Bugger owd Hitler’  

 As 1939 drew to a close, however, food rationing still lay in the future. 
A more immediate problem was what to do about a  blacked- out Christ-
mas with money getting shorter. Some were cutting back: 

  heaven knows, we can’t afford it these days. I’ve told the kiddies some 

story or other about Father Christmas being a German, so he can’t come 

over this year. We won’t be able to afford all those little things –  what 

with butter going up and one thing and another, we’ve got to save a bit. 76     

 Others had decided on a  blow- out: 

  ‘Well,’ I says to him, ‘well, we ain’t got much money, but what we  have  

got will go a longer way now than it will next year,’ I says. ‘Particularly,’ 

I says, ‘if we’re all dead. So we might as well have a proper do for Christ-

mas and spend the money while we’ve got it, and while we’re here to 

have it.’ 77     

 For Tom Harrisson and Charles Madge, surveying the fi rst months 
of the confl ict for  Mass- Observation’s book  War Begins at Home , 
there was an obvious explanation: ‘The need for a very merry Christ-
mas has been very real this year, because people have felt so low and 
dull about the course of the war. If there had been energetic and encour-
aging leadership all the way along, this condition would not have 
developed.’ 78    In a book that went on to infl uence many subsequent 
interpretations of the Bore War, Harrisson and Madge examined 
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government poster campaigns, evacuation, the fate of the Ministry of 
Information and the introduction of rationing, and concluded that 
complacent offi cials had failed to communicate the real purpose of the 
war to the people. 79    Instead, the ‘masses’ had been left to make up their 
own minds, with the result that they simultaneously lacked a purpose 
(apparently, 32 per cent of those questioned by  M- O ‘could give no 
positive war aim’ 80   ) and had fallen back on ‘wishful thinking’ about 
the likelihood of victory. Leaving people to their own devices was ‘a 
weakness on the home front’. 81    Instead, domestic morale needed ‘con-
stant attention and supervision by skilled and trained technicians’. Not 
coincidentally, this was exactly the sort of monitoring that Mass- 
Observation itself might be able to provide. 82    

 To begin with, it had seemed likely that the war would provide a 
host of opportunities for social research, as the Ministry of Informa-
tion sought both to assess the impact of offi cial policies and to keep an 
eye on popular morale. Government contracts would provide the regu-
lar income to allow  Mass- Observation to fulfi l a higher purpose; in 
Harrisson’s words ‘producing a unique documentary account of a 
civilisation at war’. 83    They would also help to keep  Mass- Observation’s 
male staff out of the clutches of conscription. A trial commission was 
swiftly secured through the Ministry’s Home Publicity department, 
exploring reactions to its leafl ets and posters. This quickly fell victim to 
the press outcry against the Ministry of Information. Wary of accusa-
tions that his department was spying on British civilians, the minister 
of information, Lord Macmillan, severed links with outside research-
ers.  Mass- Observation was left high and dry. As Harrisson and Madge 
put together  War Begins at Home , they were still scrabbling around for 
work. The book was not only a report on fi ndings: it was also a job 
application. 84    

 In fact, pretty special pleading was needed to make domestic morale 
appear fragile. Contrary to Harrisson and Madge’s argument, evidence 
gathered by the  BIPO  in the early days of the war suggested the strength 
of popular support for Britain’s participation. A September survey, 
after war had broken out, found 89 per cent of those asked answering 
‘yes’ to the question ‘Should we continue to fi ght until Hitlerism goes?’ 
This was even higher than the 77 per cent who said that they would 
disapprove of the government discussing peace proposals with 
Germany –  suggesting that the desire for peace and the desire to get rid 
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of Hitler could go hand in hand.  Thirty- one per cent thought that the 
war would be over within one year, but 33 per cent thought it would 
last longer than two.  Eighty- four per cent of those questioned thought 
that the Allies would beat the Germans, 12 per cent that there would 
be a stalemate, and only 1 per cent that Britain would lose. 85    This might 
have refl ected the patriotism of  pre- war national life, but it wasn’t 
really wishful thinking. Germany was in a very poor position to take 
on the  UK . 

 Opposition to the war remained very much in the minority. A small 
but vocal group of Conservative peers campaigned against the war and 
had to be squashed by Halifax in the House of Lords. On 4 October 
the Conservative backbench 1922 Committee debated whether to ask 
for a negotiated peace. The outcome was a resounding defeat for the 
pacifi sts. On the left, Lansbury, Lloyd George and George Bernard 
Shaw all spoke out against the war, and in early November the twenty 
backbench Labour  MP s of the Parliamentary Peace Group signed a 
memorandum demanding immediate peace talks. They were carefully 
corralled by the party leadership. 86    

 Elsewhere, the fi rst weeks of the war saw the Communist Party of 
Great Britain undergo a tortuous process of realignment to get itself 
behind Moscow. By the end of September, the Communists were advo-
cating revolutionary defeatism to end the war and bring down the 
National Government. At the start of October, a new  CPGB  manifesto 
declared that the war was not ‘for democracy against Fascism. It is not 
a war for the liberty of small nations. It is not a war for the defence of 
peace against aggression. This war is a fi ght between imperialist pow-
ers over profi ts, colonies and world domination’ –  a stance that at least 
made sense of Soviet actions as defensive  counter- measures against 
imperialism and Fascism. 87    

  BIPO  surveys in November 1939 and February 1940 picked up a 
signifi cant undercurrent of  anti- war feeling, with about one in ten of 
those asked about the conduct of the confl ict responding with state-
ments classifi ed by the pollsters as ‘Stop the War’. 88    Police reports 
submitted to the Home Offi ce in November, however, suggested that 
the minority who were against the war were not swaying public opin-
ion. ‘Subversive and pacifi st propaganda’ was ‘widespread but its scale 
is nowhere great, and its reception is generally hostile’. This hostility 
was manifested in such extreme forms as ‘heckling, the breaking of a 
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window at a Fascist headquarters, and the marked fall in the attend-
ances at a cinema in which a Fascist meeting had been held’. 89    By the 
fi rst months of 1940, the percentage of those willing to say that they 
would approve of peace discussions with Germany had risen from 25 to 
29 per cent: but given the expectation of an eventual negotiation after 
an Allied victory, this did not necessarily refl ect rising opposition to the 
war. 90    

 Whatever its moral, political and strategic consequences, the course 
of foreign affairs during the last year of peace had given Britons a pretty 
clear idea about what they were fi ghting against. The  BIPO ’s Septem-
ber survey found that 92 per cent of respondents believed that the 
enemy was the Hitler government rather than the German people. 91    
Despite offi cial anxieties about whether ‘getting rid of Hitler’ was 
enough of a goal, when the  BIPO  asked in October whether the Allies 
should ‘draw up and publish their war aims’, 44 per cent of those ques-
tioned said yes, but 30 per cent said no and another 12.5 per cent stated 
that the aims were ‘already explicit enough’. 92    In November, 
 Mass- Observation conducted a ‘Working Class War Questionnaire’ in 
Bolton that included a question about what the country was fi ghting 
for. The sample was small, but answers included: 

  W40: ‘To do away with Hitlerism of course.’ 

 W42: ‘We’re fi ghting to save these little countries being oppressed and 

we must stop him while we can.’ 

 W55: ‘I don’t know, they tell us what their [sic] fi ghting for don’t they, it 

seems all right to me.’ 

 W25, munitions worker: ‘Well, we’re fi ghting for our country I 

suppose.’ 

 W55: ‘They’re supposed to be oppressed in Germany and we’re supposed 

to be free; still, that’s a question isn’t it?’ 

 W40: ‘When one man wants too much we’ve got to stop it that’s all. But 

I don’t like the idea of war.’ 

 W32: ‘Don’t know.’ 93     

 None of these might have counted as a ‘positive’ war aim by Harris-
son’s lights, but a more ‘negative’ war aim –  stopping Hitler –  obviously 
had resonance even among those who were pessimistic about what 
would happen next. As an ‘unemployed 40 year old woman’ explained: 
‘It’s always us working and poor people that suffer you know. Course 
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it would be better than having a dictator over here wouldn’t it? That 
would be terrible.’ 94    

 The fi rst months of the war contained much that was disruptive, dif-
fi cult or plain annoying, but there was very little to turn more Britons 
against a government that had already divided opinion before the con-
fl ict began. The  BIPO ’s November and February surveys indicated that 
around 60 per cent of those asked were ‘satisfi ed’ with the government’s 
‘conduct of the war’, against just under 20 per cent ‘dissatisfi ed’ (a group 
distinct from those who wanted to stop the war). 95    Chamberlain’s 
approval fi gures actually went up after the outbreak of war, with around 
64 per cent of the  BIPO ’s respondents declaring themselves satisfi ed 
with or approving of him as prime minister in October, November and 
December. In the fi nal survey of 1939, interviewees were given the 
choice between Chamberlain and Churchill as prime minister: they 
chose the incumbent by 52 to 30 per cent. 96    Mass- Observation’s ‘Work-
ing Class War Questionnaire’ suggested why Chamberlain’s popularity 
had improved: 

  W55: ‘First I thought Mr Chamberlain was rather a slowcoach: he should 

have up and at ’em. Since then I think he’s done a very good thing.’ . . . 

 M36: ‘He’s different from what he was two years since; he’s a proper 

fi ghting man now.’ 97     

 The Home Offi ce reported at the end of October that, ‘The general 
public appear to have settled down to the inconveniences and restric-
tions due to the war; their reaction to war conditions might be described 
as one of resigned approval.’ 98    Blackout, evacuation and conscription 
notwithstanding, this was still Chamberlain’s preferred version of the 
war: controlled, restrained, its impact as limited as possible. Compared 
to what they had been expecting, very few Britons had a problem with 
that. The war might be boring but at least it was bearable. In the words 
of a  forty- year- old miner in Bolton: ‘I’m not botherin’ about the bloody 
war, let me have the old cowheel pie and a pint now again, then I’m 
satisfi ed. Bugger owd Hitler.’ 99    

 While the Bore War continued, there was little to undermine the 
faith that Britain would eventually win, like it had always done before. 
Given the country’s economic strength, this ‘assurance of victory’ –  in 
the title of an early pamphlet from the Ministry of Information –  was 
not necessarily misguided. 100    Whether or not it was correct, this 
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conviction was not a weakness that would crack unless people were 
better educated by  self- appointed experts –  but rather a strength that 
would allow morale to bounce back from the shocks still to come.  

   The polit ics of boredom  

 Having condemned him for not going to war quickly enough, Cham-
berlain’s domestic opponents now attacked him for fi ghting with 
insuffi cient urgency. The desire for a more active war effort encouraged 
the formation in early September of the  All- Party Parliamentary Action 
Group, chaired by the Liberal National  MP  Clement Davies. This 
 tail- end of the Popular Front ultimately grew to a membership of about 
sixty  MP s. Davies’ increasingly dissident stance was demonstrated 
when, at the end of the year, he resigned the whip to campaign against 
the government as an independent. He was to play an infl uential role 
in bringing together Chamberlain’s enemies from across the political 
sphere. 101    

 Meanwhile, the group of backbench government  MP s that had 
formed behind Anthony Eden in the later 1930s –  the  so- called ‘Glam-
our Boys’ –  continued to meet after the outbreak of war. 102    They too 
presumed that the government needed to be pressed into action. One of 
their number, the National Labour  MP  Harold Nicolson, summed up 
their conversations at the start of the war: 

  one comes back to the point that Chamberlain did not want this war, 

and is continually thinking of getting out of it. He may be right. But he 

has not behaved with suffi cient honesty and moral courage to carry the 

country with him. 103     

 With Eden having become a government minister again, Leo Amery 
took a leading role in the group’s activities. Amery spent the early days 
of the war fuming at government inactivity. He wanted more military 
aid to the Poles, a larger army to support the French and more controls 
on the economy, as well as the bombing of Germany. On 5 September 
he recorded in his diary: 

  our Air Force are still not allowed to bomb Essen or even set fi re to Ger-

man forests. In the coffee room I tackled Kingsley Wood on this. He was 
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very stuffy and evidently has been responsible for all this, on some mis-

taken notion that we are winning American sympathy, and forgetting 

that we are doing nothing really to help the Poles . . . Went away very 

angry. 104     

 On Amery’s later account, Wood responded to his question about why 
the Black Forest wasn’t being bombed with the words: ‘Are you aware 
that it is private property?’ 105    The words might have been apocryphal, 
but the anecdote stuck, although given the inaccuracy of British bomb-
ing in autumn 1939, if the  RAF  had tried to hit the Black Forest, they 
would probably have missed. 

 As they swapped stories of offi cial incompetence, the Eden Group 
pondered how they would do better and tried to work out who would 
replace Chamberlain when ‘the real war’ started. Churchill was a 
popular candidate: his talent for  self- publicity well served in his radio 
broadcasts, and his years out of offi ce saving him from the ignominy of 
involvement with appeasement. 

 This turn against Chamberlain marked the ‘Glamour Boys’ out from 
other Conservative critics of the prime minister who, if no more pleased 
with his leadership, were less certain that he had to go. Another node 
of Conservative criticism formed around members of the Cecil family –  
Lord Salisbury, Viscount Cecil, Viscount Cranborne and Viscount 
Wolmer. The Cecils were mainstays of the political establishment 
whose forefathers had been involved in the running of the country for 
the best part of four centuries. 106    They also had a track record of attack-
ing Chamberlain’s foreign policy  –   Viscount Cecil had headed the 
League of Nations Union and Cranborne had been Eden’s parliamen-
tary  under- secretary and had resigned alongside his boss in 1938. To 
the Cecils, appeasement smacked of ‘truckling to dictators’: a funda-
mentally  un- British policy, unsuitable for a great nation. 107    

 Now that war had been declared, Salisbury worried that Chamber-
lain was leaving space open for another bout of negotiated concessions 
to Hitler, and doubted that any of his ministers had the strength of 
character to defy him. Like other Tory critics, Salisbury seized on 
the idea of appointing an economic supremo to direct domestic 
mobilization, and was keen on escalating the air offensive against Ger-
many. Above all, he saw it as a matter of national duty to keep a 
watchful eye on Chamberlain, channelling the voices of traditional 
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Conservatism to pressure the prime minister to fi ght the war as if he 
wanted to win. 

 Plenty of people at Westminster suspected that the prime minister’s 
position was vulnerable because of the position that Labour had taken. 
As Baldwin had recognized years before, mobilizing the country for a 
total war would require an administration that could represent itself as 
embodying the entire nation. At a practical level, the government must 
have the active support of the trade unions if it were to undertake the 
industrial effort necessary for victory. It was already plain that this 
would not be given while Chamberlain remained in offi ce. Once the 
confl ict escalated, the political consequences seemed inevitable. After 
a meeting of the Eden Group on 3 October, Nicolson recorded the 
argument that: 

  when the war really begins, there will be such an outburst of public 

indignation that a Coalition Government will have to be formed. It is 

evident that none of the Opposition leaders will enter a Cabinet which 

contains Chamberlain, Simon and Hoare, and that therefore the removal 

of these three will take place almost automatically. 108     

 Such predictions were frequent among informed political opinion dur-
ing the fi rst months of the war. At the start of 1940, having dined with 
Amery the week before, General Ironside explained to his diary that 
any War Cabinet simply had to include ‘the Labour people’: ‘You can-
not run a war so largely a matter of material, without the active and 
willing cooperation of the men who make the material. Apparently 
Labour will not work with Chamberlain and are remaining out of 
offi ce till he goes.’ Ironside did not think that it would be an easy 
departure: ‘The people have great confi dence in the  PM  and it will take 
a great revulsion of feeling to get him out.’ 109    

 If the war had dealt a political trump card to the Labour Party, then 
it was part of a hand that still needed to be played with caution. By 
itself, Labour had nowhere near enough  MP s to challenge the govern-
ment’s parliamentary majority. Many Labour activists were either 
unconvinced of the war’s merits or frustrated that their party was not 
taking more direct action in pursuit of socialism. Notwithstanding 
their personal loathing for the prime minister, Labour’s leaders had to 
phrase their attacks on Chamberlain carefully, criticizing the running 
of the war without appearing partisan. During the fi rst months of the 
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confl ict, they achieved a remarkable but  often- underappreciated 
success, simultaneously controlling their supporters and condemning 
Chamberlain without squandering the party’s political capital. 110    

 Immediately after the outbreak of war, Labour and the Liberals 
negotiated an electoral truce with the government. While the war 
lasted, it was expected that there would be no general election. If par-
liamentary seats fell vacant in the meantime, the last incumbent’s party 
would be allowed to put up a candidate for the subsequent  by- election 
without opposition from its main opponents. Minor parties and fringe 
groups continued to contest  by- elections, but the effect was to preserve 
the parliamentary status quo of 1939 for the duration. From the start, 
the truce proved unpopular with local Labour activists, but for their 
leaders it meant that they could demonstrably put country before party 
while simultaneously closing down internal demands for a more aggres-
sive assault on the government. 111    

 Within strict limits, Labour was in fact collaborating closely with 
the wartime administration. Although Labour had refused Chamber-
lain’s attempt to bring it into coalition, it liaised closely with government 
departments. And at the same time as violently criticizing the govern-
ment to their members, trade union leaders readily accepted the prime 
minister’s request to involve themselves in the mechanics of mobiliza-
tion. In so doing, however, they emphasized that Labour’s acquiescence 
was crucial to the war economy and that this would be limited while 
Chamberlain remained in power. 

 Instead, Labour stuck with ‘constructive opposition’. As Arthur 
Greenwood made clear to the Commons in responding to Chamber-
lain’s pledge on 3 September to continue the fi ght until Nazism was 
overthrown: 

  as long as that relentless purpose is pursued with vigour, with foresight 

and with determination by the Government, so long will there be a 

united nation. But should there be confused councils, ineffi cient and 

wavering, then other men must be called upon to take their places. We 

share no responsibilities in the tremendous tasks which confront the 

Government, but we have responsibilities of our own, which we shall 

not shirk. 112     

 Given the spectre of 1931, some Labour activists were wary that their 
leaders would choose power over party. Harold Laski –  a professor at 
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the London School of Economics and a leading light of the Labour 
intelligentsia –  demanded that Labour should lay down a specifi c shop-
ping list of requirements that would have to be met before they joined 
the government. Although they issued regular statements on party pol-
icy, however, Labour’s top men fought shy of defi ning exactly what 
they wanted from the war. They preferred to maintain their freedom of 
manoeuvre while absorbing internal frustrations into the labyrinthine 
processes by which the party deliberated policy. 113    

 Labour had spent much of the middle part of 1939 in the throes of a 
leadership battle as Hugh Dalton and Herbert Morrison again attempted 
to depose Attlee. They criticized his apparent timidity, but although the 
Labour leader might have lacked charisma, he now began to display a 
steely acumen. Having returned from his sick bed at the end of Septem-
ber, in  mid- November he despatched his challengers. Over the months 
that followed, he took an increasingly important role in Labour’s cam-
paign against Chamberlain. Attlee’s carefully moderated criticisms 
bolstered his party’s credentials as a necessary component of any war-
time government. 

 In Parliament, in pamphlets, in public meetings and in radio broad-
casts, Labour attacked ineffi ciency in everything from the management 
of conscription to the composition of the War Cabinet. The evidence 
was plain: unemployment remained too high and munitions output too 
low. Labour’s solution was simple: more central planning, not only as a 
means to achieve its political objectives, but also as a rational response 
to the exigencies of war. As Greenwood put it in the Commons on 
5 December 1939: ‘time will show that the greater the urgency of the 
national situation the more the public interest must dominate, and the 
more the community must take charge of the general direction of its 
affairs’. 114     

   How to pay for the war  

 Everyone who had been involved with the war economy last time round 
knew that there were going to be two big problems. The fi rst was the 
supply of labour –  how could unskilled workers be brought in to expand 
the workforce without disrupting industrial relations, and how could 
skilled workers be made to stay in the same place rather than moving 
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from company to company in pursuit of higher wages? The second 
problem was infl ation. The Treasury’s great fear was that as the state 
invested massively in fi ghting the war and squeezed civilian consump-
tion, more money would chase fewer goods in a  wage- price spiral, 
driving up infl ation, adding further to the cost of the confl ict and divid-
ing society. 

 In both areas, the government initially preferred to rely on voluntar-
ism rather than compulsion. The Control of Employment Act passed 
in September 1939 was severely limited in scope to avoid antagonizing 
the unions. Only one order was issued under its terms during the fi rst 
nine months of the confl ict. Instead, the government hoped that the 
attraction of employment and the desire to serve would bring workers 
into the munitions industries, while the education of the public in the 
need for mutual sacrifi ce would encourage acceptance of job dilution 
and of calls for restraint. This was the political script underlying Sir 
John Simon’s budget, with the breadth of tax increases intended to 
persuade Britons that everybody would have to do their bit, but the 
expectation that individual  self- denial and saving would also serve to 
hold back infl ation. 115    

 The problems with this approach were quickly apparent. The gov-
ernment’s desire to see wages restrained was at odds with its expectation 
that the labour market, operating freely, would fulfi l the demands of 
war industry. The increase in the Cost of Living Index occasioned 
by the outbreak of war automatically triggered demands for wage 
increases. The government’s economic advisor, Lord Stamp, responded 
in November with a call to compulsorily restrict wage increases well 
below equivalent rises in the  CLI . 

 Stamp was the archetype of the National Government’s commit-
ment to British business expertise. Born to modest  middle- class parents, 
and a committed Methodist, he was a  self- made man who had risen 
spectacularly through the ranks of the Inland Revenue before the First 
World War. Between the wars, he sat on the Board of Directors of the 
Bank of England, and was president of the London, Midland and Scot-
tish Railway. During the 1930s, Stamp undertook a huge range of 
public work, including national inquiries into debt, taxation and the 
coal industry. In 1939, he was seconded from the  LMS  to become the 
government’s chief advisor on economic mobilization. Stamp headed a 
small staff of senior economists who attempted to  co- ordinate wartime 
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economic policy. The fact that he kept up his railway directorship at 
the same time as trying to oversee the war effort was the subject of 
much negative comment from the government’s critics. 116    

 Like Chamberlain, Stamp believed that the development of purely 
military power needed to be balanced against other priorities: defend-
ing the strength of sterling, maintaining British exports and restraining 
infl ation. Since wage earners accounted for about  two- thirds of con-
sumer spending, Stamp thought that holding down workers’ pay was 
the best way to avoid an infl ationary spiral. He put much less emphasis 
on limiting business profi ts, on the basis that they would leak out more 
slowly into the economy and have less immediate effect on infl ation. 
Stamp also had an  old- fashioned sense of social responsibility. Pay 
increases should not cushion British workers from the infl ationary con-
sequences of the confl ict. On the contrary, only by being exposed to the 
ravages of price rises would they realize the gravity of the national 
endeavour. Fighting the war would be costly, and it was everyone’s 
duty to bear the price. 

 Rather than resort to compulsion, however, the government tried to 
persuade trade union leaders to hold back wage claims in the national 
interest. In November, faced with the revelation from the Ministry of 
Food that prices were about to rise by another 8 per cent –  which would 
make large pay awards inevitable –  the government began a programme 
of food subsidies. These were initially intended only to ease negotia-
tions with the unions for the next six weeks, but over the winter of 
 1939–  40, they were announced to the public and extended for another 
six months. By the start of 1940, they were costing the government 
about a million pounds a week. 117    

 The trade union leaders could see no reason why their people should 
bear the cost for the war, when what was needed was restrictions on 
prices and profi ts. To their members, Citrine and Bevin promised that 
involvement in the war meant continuing the fi ght of labour against 
capital. As Bevin told readers of the  Transport and General Workers’ 
Record  in February 1940: ‘The working classes are faced with two 
offensives, one by Hitler which we must defeat, and one by the bankers 
which, if the Government does not stop, will lead to the defeat of 
our nation.’ 118    To the government, meanwhile, they explained that 
while they understood its problems, they were sadly in no position 
to help: 
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  The leaders of the workpeople have a real appreciation of the many dif-

fi culties that are not at present in the minds of the rank and fi le, but they 

are in no doubt that, if they are to maintain their authority they must be 

able to carry their people with them and that they cannot ignore the 

psychological factor. The process of education in the problems of war 

economy can only proceed gradually and must be accompanied by a 

sense of real equality of sacrifi ce. There must be no justifi cation for 

doubts whether reference to the dangers of a  wage- costs spiral ignores 

the possibility of a  prices- profi ts spiral. 119     

 In the spring of 1940, the government had to continue with its existing 
strategy –  food subsidies to limit wage demands, plus a publicity drive to 
encourage restraint in expenditure from every sector of the population. 

 John Maynard Keynes believed that there was another way of doing 
things. During the last years of peace, Keynes’ ideas about economic 
management had begun to chime with the Treasury’s desire to mitigate 
the consequences of borrowing to fund defence. Yet for the moment 
there was no job for him in Whitehall. When the war broke out, Keynes 
was still recovering from a severe heart illness that had almost killed 
him eighteen months before. He was both too senior and too disruptive 
a fi gure to be reincorporated easily into the civil service machine. 
Instead, he joined other leading lights from the last war, including Sir 
William Beveridge and Sir Walter Layton, in a group of  self- proclaimed 
‘Old Dogs’ who now serenaded their successors by howling about how 
badly the new confl ict was being run. 120    

 During the autumn of 1939, Keynes tried to make a major interven-
tion on economic policy: fi rst in a lecture at Cambridge, then in a memo 
sent, among others, to Simon and Attlee, then in articles in  The   Times  
on 14 and 15 November. All developed the same point: the need to 
manage the colossal increase in domestic spending that would accom-
pany a total war. There would, Keynes was sure, be no problem in 
getting the money. With the government controlling foreign exchange 
and interest rates, it could easily borrow sterling at low interest for 
 long- term repayment. Indeed, the Treasury was already realizing that, 
bearing in mind the low returns available while loans had been cheap 
in the 1930s, it would have no problem selling war bonds to British 
investors so that it could fi ght a ‘three per cent war’. 121    

 Keynes was more concerned about infl ation as the state poured 
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money into the war economy. The ideas developed out of the  General 
Theory  gave him a distinct insight into the problem. For Keynes, infl a-
tion was not something that could be limited by appeals to individual 
responsibility. Rather, it was an inevitability unless the state could 
extract from the economy the same amount of money it was putting in. 
Keynes too focused on  wage- earning households because they made up 
so much of the national income. Yet these same households would have 
to spend proportionately more of their income on rising prices. Whether 
it came as a result of wage controls or wage rises, an ‘infl ation tax’ that 
effectively forced them to bear the cost of the war would not be a fair 
reward for their endeavours. 

 Keynes initially fought shy of using rationing to counter infl ation. 
Partial rationing, he argued, would simply force demand onto whatever 
was left out. Full rationing was ineffi cient and  anti- democratic –  it was 
wrong to pretend that everyone had the same preferences when they 
plainly did not. Keynes deprecated both the tax rises announced in 
Simon’s budget and his appeals for voluntary investment in National 
Savings. Neither would be suffi ciently large to meet the infl ationary 
pressures created as munitions production took off. 

 Instead, Keynes proposed a new scheme of ‘compulsory saving’, 
severely graduated by income, which would cover the great majority of 
wage earners as well as existing taxpayers. Part of these savings would 
be taken to fi nance government expenditure. The rest would be cred-
ited to individual locked accounts at the Post Offi ce Savings Bank, 
which would be released to savers at the end of the war. This phased 
release would produce a  counter- cyclical pressure to relieve what 
Keynes believed would be an inevitable  post- war slump. 

 Keynes’ proposals attracted a lot of publicity over the winter of 
1939 –  he reckoned more than had been generated by  The Economic 
Consequences of the Peace  –  and a reworked version was published as 
 How to Pay for the War  in February 1940. Keynes knew that if his 
scheme were to be implemented, it would have to have Labour’s 
support. His belief that wage earners should enjoy the fruits of their 
labours (albeit in delayed form) meant that his plan had always had a 
progressive edge. Now, in an effort to attract Labour, he honed this 
still further by adding family allowances and a tax on capital into his 
plans. Hidden though this was by his talk of compulsory saving, how-
ever, Keynes’ fundamental aim was economically liberal. He saw the 
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limitation of consumer expenditure as a means to avoid totalitarian 
controls. Measures directed, as he put it, at the ‘pocket’ rather than the 
‘pantry’ would allow the preservation of individual choice within a 
managed market economy. 122    

 In the political circumstances of the Bore War, this made Keynes’ 
plans impracticable. On their fi rst publication, they received wide-
spread approval from his fellow economists, leading City fi gures and 
most of the press. Predictably, the  Express  condemned them as another 
restriction on liberty. Any attempt to address  working- class incomes, 
however, required the  co- operation of the trade unions, and despite 
Keynes’ best efforts, this was unforthcoming. Keynes retitled ‘com-
pulsory saving’ as ‘deferred pay’, but however he dressed it up, the 
immediate consequence of his proposals would be a restriction of 
 working- class incomes at a point when unemployment was still high 
and the cost of living was increasing. There was a  well- founded suspi-
cion that money handed over to the government was not going to come 
back. More importantly, Keynes and the Labour Party were aiming for 
something fundamentally different. Labour wanted economic controls 
not as a stopgap to win the war, but because they were a step on the 
way to a centrally planned economy, in which consumer choice would 
be replaced by the determining power of the state. It was always 
unlikely that they would partake in Keynes’ plan to preserve market 
capitalism. Moreover, Labour still hoped to win a far higher price for 
their  co- operation than the implementation of ‘deferred pay’ for the 
working classes. 

 Treasury civil servants thought  How to Pay for the War  was another 
instance of Keynes being too clever for his own good. Like the chancel-
lor, they shared Keynes’ belief in the need to hold back  working- class 
spending as the war economy took off, but they did not think that there 
was much alternative to voluntarism until the war itself had educated 
the public in the need for controls. They also lacked faith in Keynes’ 
 back- of- an- envelope estimates about how much money would need to 
come out of consumers’ pockets in order to restrain infl ation. No one 
at this point, including the Treasury, had the calculations of national 
income necessary to determine the precise fi gures it wanted to underpin 
its policy.  How to Pay for the War , however, drove on the invention of 
the methods necessary to determine these numbers. Meanwhile the 
government continued with its piecemeal approach: not hamstrung by 
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Labour’s ‘patriotic opposition’, but under permanent notice that an 
escalation of the war effort would require a change in political 
circumstances. 

 Stamp and Keynes’ desire to create a war economy in which some 
market mechanisms survived was not outlandish. At the peak of mobil-
ization in 1943, this was what Britain would actually have, albeit with 
the balance rather more towards the restriction of choice and away 
from the control of incomes than either of them would have liked. In 
the winter of 1939, however, it was not politically possible to imple-
ment policies that would affect wage earners without the active support 
of the trade unions. In practice, the leaders of organized labour did not 
require a fully socialist solution before they would  co- operate with the 
government, but they did have to be included in any compromise. That 
put Chamberlain on borrowed time as prime minister.  

   ‘we shall get no credit for it ’  

 Since he had the support of the bulk of the Conservative Party in the 
Commons, however, it was far from clear that Chamberlain was going 
to be forced out. If he was right in his prognosis of the war –  the armed 
 stand- off lasting only a short while before the Germans cracked –  then 
the peaks of national mobilization might never have to be scaled and 
the government’s ad hoc solutions would endure. If he was wrong, and 
some great crisis occurred, then Labour might fi nd it much harder to 
balance ‘patriotism’ and ‘opposition’. By the start of 1940, Tory rebels 
and Labour leaders were in serious discussions about how they might 
topple the prime minister, but the consequences of failure were too high 
for any of them to take the risk of wielding the fi rst blow. 

 Having fought off an attack of gout that left him almost crippled 
in November, Chamberlain’s  self- confi dence was strengthened by the 
absence of any of the  much- promised offensives on the Western Front. 
Obviously, as he had predicted, Hitler was too scared to chance an 
attack. With Churchill already in the Cabinet, he felt no need for any 
further great ministerial reshuffl e that might have appeased discon-
tented Tories or undercut wider concerns about the competence of his 
appointments. He did briefl y consider getting rid of Sir John Simon, 
sounding out Lord Stamp about whether he might take up the post of 
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chancellor, but Stamp prevaricated and Chamberlain decided to leave 
the National Liberal leader in place. The change would not have done 
much to persuade his opponents of his intention to escalate the war 
effort. 123    

 Indeed, the only major shift in offi ce came with the resignation of 
Leslie  Hore- Belisha in January 1940. In November, the war minister 
had criticized the army’s defensive preparations in France, giving the 
generals an opportunity to take umbrage. They had always thought 
 Hore- Belisha was an untrustworthy Jewish glory hunter. Now they 
had their proof. In December, in one of the last great aristocratic 
intrigues of British politics, they complained to the king that they 
were being deliberately undermined. Chamberlain pondered moving 
 Hore- Belisha to the Ministry of Information: a course from which he 
was diverted by Halifax’s advice that a Jewish minister in charge of the 
news would be a gift to Nazi propaganda. On 4 January, Chamberlain 
offered  Hore- Belisha the presidency of the Board of Trade, a demotion 
that he was unwilling to accept. Instead, he tendered his resigna-
tion  and joined the ranks of the prime minister’s enemies on the 
backbenches. 124    

 The resignation caused a press storm. The  Daily Mail  announced 
‘Belisha resigns after clash with generals’. The  Sunday Graphic  prom-
ised ‘Inside Story of why Belisha had to go: Challenged a Code, Defi ed 
a Caste’. 125     Hore- Belisha thought of himself as a potential prime minis-
ter, but though he toured round the offi ces of the  Daily Mirror , the 
 Daily Express  and the  News Chronicle  discussing his political pos-
ition, he backed down from confronting Chamberlain during his 
resignation speech in the Commons.  Truth , the weekly newssheet run 
by Chamberlain’s ally Sir Joseph Ball, launched a nasty  anti- Semitic 
campaign against  Hore- Belisha in an effort to neutralize any potential 
threat to the government. 126    

 For the fi rst time since the outbreak of war, approval of Chamber-
lain in the  BIPO  poll for January dropped below 60 per cent. Given the 
defi ciencies being endured by the army, there might have been a serious 
warning note for the government in the newspapers’ argument that an 
energetic democrat had been got rid of by the forces of tradition. Could 
an antiquated old guard really lead the new Britain to victory? For 
Chamberlain, however, such criticisms distracted from what the 
government had actually achieved: 
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  The food situation has been improved out of all knowledge, the shipping 

problem has been fi rmly gripped, economic warfare is being waged with 

remarkable effi ciency, the Dominions are being kept in line with us 

without friction (no easy or simple task) . . . We are already subsidising 

food to the tune of about £50 millions a year to keep down cost of 

 living & shall have to do more, but we shall get no credit for it. 127     

 The only thing he left out was the need to be seen to be winning the war.   
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Escalation  

 Within all the combatant countries, as the Bore War progressed, the 
pressure to escalate the confl ict grew. In the  UK , it made the National 
Government’s attempts to control the war effort increasingly unsus-
tainable. At the start of May 1940, it gave Chamberlain’s opponents 
the opportunity they needed to unseat him. As the military situation 
moved to a crisis, Britain got a new prime minister and a new govern-
ment. The politics of the 1930s were brought to an abrupt end. 

   ‘thug and vulture’  

 In the autumn of 1939 it had seemed that the forces of totalitarianism 
were on the march throughout Eastern Europe. Worried by the pros-
pect of Nazi expansionism, the  USSR  sought to safeguard its security 
by seizing territory from neighbouring states. The news, on 16 Septem-
ber, that Moscow had followed up its  non- aggression pact with 
Germany by sending troops into eastern Poland came as a shock to 
those Britons who had idolized the ‘new civilization’ being built in 
the Soviet Union. The Communist Naomi Mitchison recorded for her 
 Mass- Observation diary that she felt ‘like hell deep down because of 
the Russian news . . . it is knocking the bottom out of what one has 
been working for all these years’. 1    To more conservative minds, like 
that of the writer and critic Osbert Sitwell, Soviet behaviour just proved 
what they had long believed, that ‘Moscow and Berlin’ were ‘two ugly 
masks to the same face. There is little to choose, except in daring, 
between thug and vulture, and we are fi ghting for a way of life in which 
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thugs and vultures will no longer dare to attempt control of the fates of 
other beings.’ 2    

 As far as the British people were concerned, Poland’s fate did not 
automatically turn the Soviets into the national enemy.  BIPO  polls in 
the early autumn of 1939 suggested that although opinion was divided 
on Soviet actions in Eastern Europe, a majority of respondents felt that 
the Russians did not intend to aid Germany in defeating Britain and 
France. When he broadcast on the war situation at the start of October, 
Churchill held back from an outright attack on Soviet behaviour: 

  We could have wished that the Russian armies should be standing on 

their present line as the friends and allies of Poland, instead of as invad-

ers. But that the Russian armies should stand on this line was clearly 

necessary for the safety of Russia against the Nazi menace. 3     

 The Soviet quest for territorial security did not, however, stop with the 
dismemberment of Poland. By  mid- October, Moscow had also pressur-
ized the Baltic States into signing military pacts that left them nominally 
independent, but subject to occupation at Stalin’s will. Soviet demands 
on Finland then became increasingly bellicose, culminating in a full- 
scale invasion on 30 November. 

 The Finns were not expected to hold out for long against the might 
of the Soviet Union, but with its best offi cers purged, the Red Army 
fought poorly and took huge casualties in the fi rst battles. As the Finns 
appealed for international assistance, the Russian advance was tempo-
rarily halted on the Karelian Isthmus. It was plain to all sides that it 
would be only a matter of time before the sheer weight of the Red Army 
overcame the defenders. 

 In Britain, the spectacle of a gallant little nation under assault from 
the Communist colossus attracted widespread sympathy. Journalists ini-
tially focused on the horrors of the Russian attack, but as the Finns held 
out, they were increasingly impressed by their powers of resistance. 4    Poli-
ticians on all sides condemned Soviet aggression  –   Chamberlain told 
the Commons it had ‘outraged the conscience of the whole world’ –  but 
reactions from the Labour movement were particularly fi erce. 

 The strong emotions aroused by a distant confl ict echoed responses 
to the civil war in Spain. Just as with Spain, Finland was the subject of 
voluntary fundraising campaigns and anxious visits from concerned 
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politicians. Again, public opinion soon rallied behind the underdog, 
although the Finnish invasion did not totally eliminate friendly feelings 
for the Soviet Union on the British left. Asked in December whether 
Soviet Russia or Nazi Germany was more dangerous, 24 per cent of 
the  BIPO ’s survey chose the former against 57 per cent who chose the 
latter. In March 1940, however, 47 per cent answered negatively when 
asked whether the British government should try to ‘establish friendly 
relations with Russia’ (compared to 7 per cent who had responded 
the same way to a similar question a year before).  Forty- one per cent 
thought ‘that one day we shall have to fi ght Russia’. 5    When Churchill 
gave another broadcast on the war situation in March, he reverted to 
the sort of language he had used to describe Russia in the aftermath of 
the Bolshevik revolution: ‘Everyone can see how Communism rots the 
soul of a nation, how it makes it hungry and abject in peace, and proves 
it base and abominable in war.’ 6    

 As with Spain, there were urgent demands for the government to do 
something about Finland. Unlike the Iberian tragedy, however, this 
was a clear case of international aggression –  formally condemned by 
the League of Nations –  in which there was from the start much greater 
domestic agreement about who was in the wrong. There was neither 
time nor spare munitions to meet Finland’s requests, but the British 
government allowed the despatch of a signifi cant quantity of anti-
quated kit: by the spring of 1940, the  UK  had supplied Finland with 
100 planes, 114 artillery pieces, 185,000 shells, 100 machine guns, 
50,000 hand grenades and 10,000  anti- tank mines. 7    The War Cabinet 
also sanctioned the raising of a small body of ‘volunteers’ to serve 
alongside the Finns  –   a  rag- tag assembly of just over 200 men who 
arrived in Finland too late to add their questionable military value to 
the defences. 8    

 Critically, for all the antagonism aroused by the Soviet invasion, in 
Britain it did not lead to a war against Germany being turned into a 
military crusade against all forms of totalitarianism. From the outset, 
Britain’s leaders maintained publicly that Russia’s actions were symp-
toms of an international malaise  caused  by Germany. 9    Defeating 
Hitler had to remain the fi rst goal. In another repeat of what had hap-
pened during the Spanish Civil War, public demands from the Labour 
movement for the government to do more were matched by private 
insistence that this must not endanger British security. In France, in 
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contrast, the  Russo- Finnish confl ict helped to crystallize much more 
radical views of the war that threatened a fundamental change in Allied 
strategy.  

   ‘a profound effect on the 
dur ation of the war’  

 French anxieties about whether they could actually win a long confl ict 
had increased as the Phoney War went on. As French arms programmes 
faltered, ministers and offi cials became more and more concerned that 
their forces would be outmuscled by the German military. Chamber-
lain’s restrained approach to strategy and the slow expansion of the 
 BEF  did little to reassure the French about British intentions. They 
feared that economic warfare was having little effect, not least because 
of German access to Russian raw materials. French suspicions about 
the Soviet regime were heightened by the Finnish invasion. In France, 
the pressure on the government to aid the Finns was much stronger 
than in the  UK , with  right- wing politicians arguing loudly for military 
action to counter Communist, as well as Nazi, aggression. By the start 
of 1940, the French were frantic for a speedy victory, and primed to 
look for a new front in Northern Europe. 10    

 British strategists never suffered from quite the same sense of desper-
ation, but in London too, questions were asked about whether more 
needed to be done to  win  the war. Short of information about what was 
actually happening in Germany, offi cials in the Ministry of Economic 
Warfare worried about the leakiness of the blockade. That encouraged 
calls to take more dramatic steps to knock out supplies of critical raw 
materials –  iron ore and oil –  in the hope of a quick fi x to the problems 
of a long war. 

 Even before the  USSR  attacked Finland, that meant taking the con-
fl ict to Scandinavia. During the 1930s, economic warfare experts had 
identifi ed the crucial importance of the  high- phosphorous iron ore 
from the Gällivare mines in northern Sweden for German industry. 
Swedish ore was transported via two routes. During the summer, it 
went through the port of Luleå, at the top of the Gulf of Bothnia. Dur-
ing the winter, when Luleå was iced up, it passed over the Norwegian 
border to the port of Narvik, and thence through Norwegian coastal 
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waters to the Baltic. Over the winter of 1939, ministers and senior 
offi cers spent a lot of time discussing how these routes might be cut. 

 At the Admiralty, Admiral Pound’s refusal to risk his battleships had 
stymied Churchill’s pursuit of naval operations in the Baltic. 11    In early 
November, Churchill’s attention turned to Narvik. Britain was already 
planning to lay a ‘northern barrage’ of mines to control entry to the 
North Sea. If it were extended into neutral Norwegian waters, ore- 
carrying ships would be diverted into the open ocean, where they 
could be intercepted and impounded by the Royal Navy. Churchill’s 
plans were backed up by reports from the Ministry of Economic War-
fare (MEW). Just shutting off the Narvik route over the winter would 
have ‘extremely serious’ consequences for German industry. As November 
ended, Churchill’s friend Desmond Morton, now director of intelli-
gence at the  MEW , asserted that ‘A complete stoppage of Swedish 
exports of iron ore to Germany now would, barring unpredictable 
developments, end the war in a few months.’ 12    

 The  Russo- Finnish War opened up new strategic questions about the 
future of the ‘neutral north’. Would Sweden and Norway be dragged 
into an  anti- Soviet confl ict? Would Germany respond with a Scandina-
vian invasion designed to secure its essential supplies of ore? Could the 
Allies intervene in neutral countries while still claiming a moral ascend-
ancy over the dictatorships? The need to  pre- empt possible Soviet or 
German action –  and to be seen to act in support of the Finns –  increased 
the pressure to open a Northern Front. 

 On 16 December, Churchill presented his plans for a Narvik oper-
ation to the War Cabinet. 13    ‘No other measure is open to us for many 
months to come’, he explained, ‘which gives so good a chance of abridg-
ing the waste and destruction of the confl ict, or of perhaps preventing 
the vast slaughters which will attend the grapple of the main armies.’ 
The violation of Norwegian neutrality was justifi ed by the great 
rewards on offer. Norway’s scope for retaliation would be limited by 
the threat of a British naval blockade that would infl ict ‘economic and 
industrial ruin’. Churchill insisted: ‘We are fi ghting to  re- establish the 
reign of law and to protect the liberties of small countries  . . . Small 
nations must not tie our hands when we are fi ghting for their rights and 
freedom.’ 14    

 This was precisely the point on which Halifax disagreed. The 
foreign secretary persistently resisted military action to cut off Swedish 
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ore. Blocking the Narvik winter route, he argued, would only antago-
nize the Scandinavians, driving them into the German camp, and upset 
international opinion, particularly in the United States. Besides, it 
would only work in the winter. He favoured diplomatic pressure to 
persuade the Swedes to reduce their exports all year round. 

 Rather than come to an immediate decision, the War Cabinet 
charged the chiefs of staff to investigate the military options more fully. 
There, Churchill had an ally in General Ironside. During the fi rst 
months of the war, he had become convinced that the Allies ‘must start 
a vigorous policy of forcing the Germans to disperse. We must not sit 
supine, hoping that something in our favour will come to pass.’ To 
Ironside, in plans for a Scandinavian expedition, the British had ‘stum-
bled upon the one great stroke which is open to us to turn the tables 
upon the Russians and Germans’. 15    Admiral Pound also gave his sup-
port to operations in Norway, not least because they seemed a better 
option than letting Churchill pursue the same objective through the 
Baltic. 

 On the last day of 1939, the chiefs suggested ‘a fundamental change 
in our policy’. They put forward plans for a  full- scale military exped-
ition that would land Allied troops and secure the ore fi eld itself. Hitler 
would have to respond, tying up his military resources in an offensive 
campaign in diffi cult terrain and perhaps ruling out a German attack 
that year on the Western Front. 

 If the Soviet invasion of Finland presaged territorial ambitions 
further north, the  ore- fi eld expedition might lead to a military confron-
tation with the  USSR . The chiefs were willing to accept this risk. They 
were confi dent of their ability to take on Soviet forces, particularly if 
the seizure of the ore mines knocked Germany out of the war. The 
chiefs hoped that the Scandinavians would acquiesce to the Allies 
occupying the mines because they wanted protection by them from the 
dictators. Such  co- operation, they emphasized, was a precondition for 
the expedition to go ahead. 16    

 Churchill suspected that the service chiefs had laid down this pro-
viso in order to scotch his plan, but during January, he and Ironside 
came round to each other’s schemes. Opinion in the War Cabinet, how-
ever, turned against any Scandinavian operation at all. Halifax sounded 
out the Norwegian and Swedish governments, but both opposed any-
thing that might bring them into the war. The Dominions announced 
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themselves against the violation of neutrality. Rather than pursue a 
military option, the War Cabinet opted for discussions with the Swedes 
about potential reductions in ore exports. They also agreed to set up a 
Finnish Aid Bureau to organize the provision of arms and volunteers. 
As a concession to Churchill, however, the chiefs of staff were allowed 
to consider plans for seizing the Swedish ore fi elds even against Scandi-
navian opposition. They increasingly came to favour this option as the 
only way to steal a march on Germany before it began an offensive in 
the west. 17    

 The French were similarly keen for action. In January, their navy 
came up with a plan to send troops to retake the Finnish Petsamo pen-
insula from the Soviets. The aim was to provoke a German response 
that would allow the Allies to intervene in Scandinavia, but the oper-
ation would also appease  right- wing French politicians who were 
clamouring for a fi ght with Bolshevism. Daladier, desperate to try to 
keep his government together, promised planes and weapons to the 
Finns and pressurized the British to do the same. 18    For the British, how-
ever, the Petsamo project was a distraction. Ironside concluded that it 
was ‘directed against Russia and not against Germany’. The British 
War Cabinet rejected it, but still felt that they ‘ought to do something, 
even if it were to divert from ourselves the odium of having allowed 
Finland to be crushed’. 19    

 When the Supreme War Council met in Paris on 5 February, the 
British and French agreed to use Finland as a cover to get what they 
wanted in Sweden. The Finns, now desperate for military assistance in 
the face of looming defeat, would be prevailed upon to make an appeal 
for Allied aid and to request publicly that the Swedes and Norwegians 
let Allied troops pass through their countries. The Allies, in turn, 
would promise to protect the Scandinavians if the Germans attacked. 
A large expeditionary force would then be despatched to safeguard key 
Norwegian ports and occupy the ore fi elds. This objective, rather than 
getting troops to Finland, was the point of the operation, but that 
meant accepting the risk of being dragged into a war with the  USSR . 

 While the Allies waited for the Finnish appeal, Churchill worried 
that the Germans would strike fi rst. When a German supply ship, the 
 Altmark , carrying British prisoners taken by the  Graf Spee , took shel-
ter in Norwegian waters, he successfully demanded that British ships 
be allowed to violate Norwegian neutrality and capture the vessel. 20    
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Although Halifax once more blocked naval attacks on the northern 
shipping route, Churchill also pressed for speedy action against Nar-
vik, arguing that the Allies should prepare to occupy the port even if 
the Scandinavians rejected Finnish pleas for assistance. Chamberlain 
agreed that the Allies must not allow their offer of help to appear ‘a 
mere sham’. When it came to issuing orders to commanders who might 
have to open fi re on the Norwegians, however, the War Cabinet pre-
varicated. Ironside described ministers as ‘a bewildered fl ock of sheep 
faced by a problem they have consistently refused to consider. Their 
favourite formula is that the case is hypothetical and then they shy off 
a decision.’ 21    Eventually, however, Chamberlain accepted that the deci-
sion would have to be delegated to the commander on the ground. 
Despite his distaste for war, this prime minister knew when to stand 
back and leave things to the military. 

 The next day, Finland surrendered. Churchill attempted unsuccess-
fully to convince his colleagues to launch the Narvik operation anyway, 
but Chamberlain now joined Halifax in preferring diplomatic efforts to 
win over the Swedes. Much to Churchill’s frustration, after months of 
discussion, British strategy appeared to be back at square one. 22    

 On the far side of the Channel, however, the signing of the 
 Finnish- Soviet armistice occasioned a political crisis. During a dra-
matic debate in the French parliament, an emotional Daladier was 
attacked both by  anti- war politicians and by those who accused him of 
not fi ghting hard enough. On 20 March, he won a motion of con-
fi dence by 239 votes to 2, but there were 300 abstentions. Daladier 
resigned and was replaced by his minister of fi nance, Paul Reynaud. 
The French parliament remained furiously divided, however, and Rey-
naud feuded with his embittered predecessor, who remained in offi ce as 
minister of defence. Reynaud proved even keener than Daladier on 
opening up new military fronts in the hope of winning the war before 
France went under. By the end of March, he was pressing the British 
not just to reconsider a Scandinavian expedition, but also to undertake 
operations even further afi eld. 23          

 From the start of 1940, French military planners, convinced that 
Soviet supplies were helping the Nazis, had pondered direct action to 
shut down the supply of oil from the Caucasus. They favoured bombing 
raids to set light to the oilfi elds round Baku. During the spring, the 
French sought ways to turn what had been vague plans into practical 
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action. This went beyond the risks of intervention in Finland to encom-
pass a direct attack on the Soviet Union. 24    

 Some senior British offi cials found the ‘Baku project’ attractive. For 
the  MEW , it was an opportunity to bring down Germany by knocking 
out a key raw material. For the  RAF , it offered a chance to show that 
air power really could be decisive. They dreamed of  long- distance 
squadrons wreaking havoc on oil production with precision bomb-
ing. 25    Yet these plans never made much progress at the highest level in 
London. 

 In practice, no British leader was suffi ciently desperate to think that 
attacking the Soviet Union was a good idea. Where the French looked 
to spark a new front in Southern Europe, the British preferred to keep 
the Eastern Mediterranean quiet while they concentrated on beating 
Germany. Chamberlain and Halifax were both certain that Nazi and 
Soviet ideologies pointed Germany and the  USSR  in different direc-
tions. When Chamberlain read Reynaud’s proposals, ‘he went through 
the ceiling’. 26    

 Halifax and Rab Butler together discounted the idea that Britain 
had a responsibility to fi ght the Soviet Union on moral grounds. To 
counter suggestions for an  anti- Soviet offensive, the foreign secretary 
highlighted the dangers. Not only would a war with the  USSR  antag-
onize the British left, but the Soviets might respond by attacking India. 
During the spring of 1940, Halifax attempted unsuccessfully to secure 
a rapprochement with the  USSR , even sending Stafford Cripps on a 
mission to Moscow to try to get the Soviets to sever their trade with 
Germany. Growing demands for action against the Soviet Union, how-
ever, made it harder for British leaders to oppose other proposals to 
escalate the war. 

 When the Supreme War Council met again at the end of March, 
Chamberlain calmly talked out most of Reynaud’s plans. He insisted 
that the Allies were still well able to fi ght a long war. The pressure to 
help the new French government was nonetheless very strong. So the 
conference agreed to British plans for offensive operations: Churchill’s 
 long- standing project to fl oat mines down the River Rhine (‘Operation 
Royal Marine’) and the mining of Norwegian waters. 

 No sooner had the decision been taken than the French hesitated. 
Anxious about German retaliation, the Reynaud government demanded 
a  three- month delay before the Rhine was mined. The British decided 
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to go ahead in any case with their Norwegian plan. A warning note to 
inform Norway and Sweden of British intentions was despatched on 
5 April. The next day, Royal Navy ships set out, ready to start minelay-
ing two days later. In case the Germans reacted with their own invasion 
of Norway, the British also readied ground troops for  pre- emptive 
landings at Narvik. 

 After four months of prevarication, the British had therefore settled 
on the plan that Churchill had originally put forward. The ice in the 
northern Baltic was just about to melt. Had the Narvik operation been 
launched when it was fi rst suggested, it might well have imposed a 
signifi cant burden on the German war economy. It would probably not 
have brought the decisive rewards that the  MEW  promised, but it 
would certainly have contributed to the  long- term attrition of German 
resources. The diplomatic cost of violating Scandinavian neutrality 
might well have been high, but domestically, a Norwegian mining 
mission in late 1939 would have offered  much- needed evidence of 
the government’s decisiveness and commitment to victory. 

 The more elaborate schemes for Scandinavia and Baku indicated the 
consequences for Allied strategy once confi dence in a long war started 
to diminish. Whatever his other fl aws, Chamberlain at least applied a 
rational brake to the recklessness. What he could not fully resist was 
the resultant pressure to escalate the Allies’ military endeavours. The 
plans that were actually put into action still fi tted Britain’s initial strat-
egy of limited attacks on the enemy economy. Had it not been for other 
events, however, the summer of 1940 might have seen the ‘Baku 
project’ carried through to its logical conclusion: a great war against 
Communism and Nazism. That might have been morally sound, but 
it would also have been strategically disastrous.  

   ‘the limits of t ime’  

 At the end of January, Lord Stamp presented ministers with the results 
of his investigation into national resources. Stamp argued that the mili-
tary programmes settled on at the start of the war were not only out of 
sync with each other, but also fundamentally mismatched with what 
the country could actually do. 27    The shift to war production and the 
increase in shipping prices had hit the value of Britain’s exports, which 
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were six points lower in 1939 than in 1938. Meanwhile the  UK  was 
also having to spend more overseas –  not only for imported materials, 
which had themselves gone up in price, but also to hire additional ship-
ping. Consequently, the balance of payments had worsened. The defi cit 
for the fi rst year of the war was already shaping up to be £400 million. 
Stamp reiterated that the  UK  could not safely cover more than £150 mil-
lion of this from its currency reserves if it wanted to fi ght a long war. 
Another £100 million might be borrowed from the Empire or raised 
by the sale of overseas assets, and a new export drive (which would 
compete with military production) might at the most optimistic earn 
£50 million. That would still mean a hole of £100 million in the fi rst 
year alone, which would have to be covered either by selling assets and 
reserves more quickly or by scaling back on imports. 

 The fi gures on manpower made even worse reading. To meet the 
forces’ programmes, Britain would have to increase greatly the engin-
eering workforce, from 1.86 million at the start of the war to 4 million 
by late summer 1941. Stamp pointed out that this would involve ‘an 
occupational and geographical  re- distribution of the population in a 
limited time for which there is no precedent, either in the last war or in 
totalitarian Germany’. 

 Little progress had been made by the end of 1939. Prolonged, region-
ally concentrated unemployment had left deep pools of jobless workers 
who could not immediately make the transition into the munitions 
industry. Civilian consumption was still high, so skilled labour was 
occupied on  non- military production, and the government was unwill-
ing to allow wage hikes in the defence industry in case it drove up 
infl ation. Despite national agreement on the relaxation of union prac-
tices, job dilution was proceeding very slowly. For the moment, labour 
shortages were not holding back production, but within the next six to 
nine months, they would become so acute as to force a reduction in 
military output. 

 Stamp concluded that ‘the programme of war effort is not capable of 
achievement  within the limits of time  specifi ed, though we have no rea-
son to suppose that it is not within our national capacity, given time 
enough and an adequate dynamic for the transfer of labour’. Continu-
ing with current plans would only worsen the problems. Instead, Stamp 
wanted production targets scaled back, then reworked with better 
 co- ordination. He insisted that he wanted to fi ght more sensibly, not 
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less hard, but his proposed solution would mean accepting that there 
were economic limitations on an  all- out pursuit of victory. 28    

 Stamp’s criticisms were fundamentally correct, but they had very 
little effect on plans for war production. Having considered his sur-
vey, the War Cabinet decided to put off the achievement of the 
 fi fty- fi ve- division target for the army until some vague point in the 
future and to aim instead for the equipment of  thirty- two divisions by 
the end of the second year of the war –  which was what the Ministry of 
Supply and the Treasury were already doing in any case. For all the 
faults that existed in the administration of war industry, there was no 
overwhelming sense that mobilization had been so badly bodged that 
Britain needed to start again. Nor was there much demand in White-
hall or Westminster for a  de- escalation of the war effort. On the 
contrary, the pressure on the government was to intervene more actively 
in order to solve the problems of production and provide the mass of 
munitions that would be necessary for the intense combat to come. 29    

 The visions of total confl ict that had loomed throughout the 1920s 
and 1930s were now to be fulfi lled. Only the state could solve the prob-
lems of a crisis so huge, so complex, and so fundamental for national 
security. Even Stamp, scarcely a cheerleader for central planning, 
emphasized the need for increased offi cial  co- ordination if economic 
mobilization was to be carried through effectively. 

 Incrementally and individually, government departments were 
already taking a greater role in organizing the war economy. From the 
start of the year, the Ministry of Labour increased the work of govern-
ment training centres and set up a scheme of area boards and production 
offi cers to  co- ordinate the employment of skilled workers at a local 
level. Following the launch of an export drive in February, on 16 April 
the Board of Trade issued a statutory order cutting supplies of cotton 
and linen goods to British domestic wholesalers by 25 per cent. 30    At the 
National Joint Advisory Council, trade unionists and business leaders 
negotiated about the best ways to control wages, profi ts and infl ation. 
Both groups wanted more central planning. By the start of May the 
Ministry of Labour had agreed to impose stricter controls on employ-
ment in order to minimize shortages and avoid the poaching of skilled 
workers. 31    

 Even Sir John Simon’s second war budget, presented on 23 April 
1940, showed signs of this escalatory pressure. The chancellor kept the 
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basic rate of income tax at 7s. 6d., the level announced the previous 
September, but put up the top rate of income tax to seventeen shillings 
in the pound and lowered the threshold at which it was charged from 
£2,000 to £1,500 of income a year. Duties on beer, whisky and tobacco 
also went up, as did postal charges. Simon introduced a new purchase 
tax, levied on wholesalers of  non- essential consumer goods, which 
would eventually be levied in October 1940 at a rate of 25 per cent. The 
budget also included new legislation limiting company dividends as 
a means to encourage investment in government bonds, but Simon 
rejected Keynes’ suggestion of compulsory saving. Instead, he espoused 
the virtue of increased voluntary investment in the National Savings 
scheme. All this was meant to enable an increase in government expend-
iture from £1,817 million in 1939/40 to at least £2,000 million in 
1940/41. 32    

 Privately, Simon had confessed to his Treasury advisors that when it 
came to tackling infl ation, he found himself ‘in a bog’. He did not feel 
for the moment that he could ask  basic- rate income tax payers to bear 
any more of the burden than they already were, nor that he could 
impose income tax, compulsory saving or wage restrictions on the bulk 
of the working class. It was, he acknowledged in private, ‘absurdly 
optimistic’ to believe that National Savings (which had raised only 
£132 million since September 1939) could assuage the infl ationary 
dragons let loose by the war. Hence the introduction of purchase tax –  
the precursor to  VAT   –   which as well as raising revenue was also 
intended to soak up consumer expenditure without increasing the Cost 
of Living Index. If neither of these measures fully answered the ques-
tion of ‘how to pay for the war’, Simon’s announcement that voluntary 
restrictions on personal expenditure were now ‘on trial’ might have 
cleared the way for more compulsion in the future. 

 Elsewhere, too, the waters of war lapped over the banks of limita-
tion. Despite the initial focus on raw materials and machine tools, the 
Air Ministry had always wanted to buy more aircraft from the  US  as a 
way to accelerate the expansion of the  RAF . With all British and French 
production capacity taken up by government orders, buying from 
America was the only way to get more planes. By early 1940, the British 
had ordered 1,320 aircraft and 1,200 engines in America. In contrast, 
the French had already placed orders for 2,000 aircraft and over 
6,000 engines. When the French announced that they were sending a 
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mission to the  US  to buy still more planes, Chamberlain was reluctant 
to follow suit. Whatever America’s  long- term potential, in the short 
term  US  air production was well behind that of Britain. A sudden 
growth of America’s aircraft industry might interfere with its supply of 
machine tools for British factories. The British, however, could not 
ignore French insistence on the importance of spending now in order to 
build up  US  capacity for the future, or American offi cial enthusiasm 
for Allied investment. 33    

 During March, the Allies agreed to order another 4,600 aircraft and 
8,000 engines, for delivery by September 1941. They would cost 
$614 million, spread 60:40 between France and the  UK . The effect of 
the fi nance on the  US  aircraft industry was absolutely crucial. In the 
eighteen months from the start of 1939, France and Britain spent about 
twice as many dollars on aircraft orders as the  US  military. They 
thereby began to provide the funding that would  kick- start American 
war production. 

 The numbers of aircraft ordered from America were still relatively 
small relative to the output of British factories, but the implications for 
Britain’s fi nances were signifi cant. With the total for all dollar imports 
running at $199 million since September 1939, exports struggling and 
the need to restrain foreign expenditure recently  re- emphasized, the 
decision to purchase  US  aircraft added in one swoop another $210 mil-
lion (about £50 million) to what Britain would have to pay out in the 
second year of the war. 

 During the spring of 1940, the  UK  began gradually to head away 
from limitation and  laissez- faire, and towards a war in which  short- term 
strategic security trumped  long- term fi nancial caution and the state 
directed the economy for military and civilian ends. The apogee of 
these trends could not be reached under the National Government, but 
its inability to match escalation with action would play a key part in its 
replacement by a new administration.  

   ‘Missed the bus’  

 While ministers struggled with how to scale up the war effort, the 
opposition had no such diffi culties in intensifying their criticisms of the 
government. In Parliament, during the fi rst months of 1940, Labour 
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and Liberal attacks became more acute. The focus was ‘patriotic’ criti-
cism of the government’s lack of economic planning and  co- operation. 34    
Speaking in support of a Labour motion demanding the appointment 
of an economic supremo to oversee ‘the successful prosecution of the 
war’ at the start of February, for example, Herbert Morrison espoused 
the need for ‘a general power of direction, of decision, and fi nally, of 
drive’. The Liberal Sir Archibald Sinclair complained: ‘nobody feels the 
throb and rhythm of a powerful driving force operating from White-
hall or Downing Street in the economic fi eld’. 35    It didn’t matter that 
Labour and Liberals disagreed about exactly what ‘planning’ meant: 
both could agree that government ineffi ciency was endangering the 
nation. Given the diffi culties of securing the blockade, equipping the 
armed services and shifting to military production, there were plenty of 
examples to demonstrate that, as Dalton put it, the government was 
being ‘much too gentlemanly, too  slow- witted and too traditional in the 
conduct of this war.’ 36    

 Labour’s leaders remained more or less allied in their attitude to 
Chamberlain, despite a temporary wobble in March and April when it 
appeared that the prime minister might offer some of them offi ce in 
return for entering into a new coalition. 37    They had to keep their nerve: 
if the cold war turned hot before they had deposed Chamberlain, then 
opposing him would become much more diffi cult. Yet as Ernest Bevin’s 
increasingly antagonistic public statements made clear, there was little 
chance that a more intense war would secure Chamberlain’s future. 
Speaking to the Transport and General Workers’ Union festival in Bris-
tol on 3 February 1940, he insisted that: 

  If the Government is going to take the occasion of this war to invade the 

liberties of my people, I will lead the movement to resist this Government –  

or any other Government. This is not the only Government that can win 

the war: there is an alternative Government. The appetite for compulsion 

is growing and there is no ground for it. 38     

 These were words for the brothers, since union bosses had already made 
it clear to the government and to employers that they were quite happy 
to see workers compelled, provided that they were brought in on the 
deal. Such interventions were also, however, shots across the govern-
ment’s bows. Only an administration that took account of  trade- union 
opinion would be able successfully to mobilize the war economy. 
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 During the fi rst months of 1940, concerns that the  UK  was losing 
the initiative to Germany became more widespread among the political 
elite as a whole. The trend was most obvious in the editorials of  The  
 Times , which shifted from support for the government to criticisms 
of its organizational defi ciencies. At the start of January, the paper 
declared that: ‘Time is only on our side, our superiority in resources 
will only prove decisive, if we employ the time to mobilize our resources 
as effi ciently as the enemy has mobilized his.’ 39     The   Economist  and the 
 Manchester Guardian , as well as  The   Times , criticized Simon’s budget 
on the grounds that, as the latter headlined its leader, ‘Too Little Cour-
age’ had been shown in driving on war on the home front. 40    

 Among Conservatives too there was evidence of rising concern as 
the months of apparent inactivity wore on. Tory  MP s who had left 
Westminster to serve with the colours experienced the problems in 
equipping the army at fi rst hand. There was much regret at the failure 
to sustain the Finns. The group of dissident  MP s around Leo Amery 
remained convinced that Chamberlain had to go. Amery and Macmil-
lan were both asked to involve themselves in the Finnish Aid Bureau. 
This was meant to distract them, but instead it simply created further 
opportunities to attack the government. From the start of the year, the 
Cecils began putting together a ‘Watching Committee’ of  MP s and 
peers who wanted to press for more determined action at home and 
abroad. By March, the Committee had  twenty- eight members. Some of 
them also belonged to the Amery group, but others, such as Sir Patrick 
Spens, the chairman of the 1922 Committee, were normally outright 
supporters of Chamberlain. 41    

 Frustration with the course of the war did not necessarily mean a 
desire to get rid of the party leader. In his diary for the fi rst months of 
1940, Cuthbert Headlam, a Tory politician who was setting himself 
up for selection as a candidate in a safe seat in Newcastle, expressed 
repeated concern about the Allies’ readiness to withstand a German 
assault on the Western Front. He also recorded his support for the 
prime minister: 

  I wonder how long Neville will last? The longer the better in my opinion 

both because he seems to me to be the right sort of war  PM  and also 

because I don’t want Winston –  and if anything happens to Neville, I can 

see no other choice at the moment but Winston –  the country wants him. 42     



308

Br ita in ’s Wa r

 Among those who wanted Churchill rather than Chamberlain was 
the newspaper executive Cecil King. The nephew of the press baron 
Lord Rothermere, King was a director on the boards of two of the most 
remarkable newspapers of the late 1930s, the  Daily Mirror  and the 
 Sunday Pictorial . King was a quiet Wykehamist with a progressive pol-
itical outlook, a wide streak of rebellious arrogance and an almost 
pathological inability to deal with other people. At the  Daily Mirror  he 
had the good fortune to work with the editorial director Guy Bartho-
lomew, a brilliant journalist who had helped to turn the  Daily Mirror  
into a very successful newspaper during the First World War, and who 
now took the chance offered by falling circulations to reinvent it as a 
much more modern product. Using new techniques of market research, 
King and Bartholomew aimed to pitch the  Mirror  at the cohort of 
young,  working- class consumers with disposable incomes who were 
emerging as a result of changes in Britain’s economy. Gradually, during 
the second half of the 1930s, a paper that had come to look very 
 old- fashioned turned into something that felt much more exciting: a 
jaunty blend of banner headlines and big pictures, with more human 
interest and sports stories than ‘serious’ news, but always keen to 
acknowledge the intelligence of its readers, and with a page of 
 much- loved  American- style cartoon strips. The changes were cautious 
and slow, and although the  Mirror  moved away from supporting the 
Conservatives after the 1935 election, it did not transfer its allegiance 
to Labour. 43    

 In 1937, much to Bartholomew’s annoyance, King poached a vision-
ary young Welsh journalist from the offi ces of the  Daily Mirror , Hugh 
Cudlipp, to be editor of the  Sunday Pictorial . There, Cudlipp carried 
through with much greater speed many of the changes that King and 
Bartholomew were introducing at the  Mirror , creating a strand of tab-
loid journalism that would play a proud role in British public life for 
the rest of the century. With King’s support, Cudlipp also took a strong 
stance against appeasement, penning a series of powerful attacks on 
the government’s  pre- war foreign policy. 

 By 1939 the  Mirror  and the  Pictorial  were both selling about 1.4 mil-
lion copies a week. That put them just behind the  Daily Mail , and 
almost a million behind the  Daily Express . Their circulation continued 
to rise after the outbreak of hostilities, and their tone became increas-
ingly radical. Patriotic, entertaining and suspicious of the political 
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establishment –  they were to prove well suited to the mood of the coun-
try at war. 44    

 Given his newspapers’ rising sales, King thought he had good claim 
to know what the public wanted. For all that he thought of himself as 
a democrat, however, like more  old- fashioned pressmen he also liked 
the idea of wielding infl uence in political intrigues behind the scenes. 
He loathed Chamberlain, and for the previous few months, both papers 
had been boosting Churchill for the premiership. Not for the last time, 
King hoped to play a part in toppling a prime minister. On 8 February, 
he had lunch with the fi rst lord of the admiralty and his family, an 
occasion he recorded in his diary. Churchill, he noted, drank glasses of 
beer and port alternately during the meal, but claimed to have given up 
brandy for the duration. 

 King derided Chamberlain as ‘too old, of dreary appearance, with a 
sorry record of appeasement’ and lacking ‘all the qualities of leadership 
in anxious times’. 45    Telling Churchill that ‘the country’ regarded him as 
a real leader, King described a survey by  Mass- Observation (a body of 
which Churchill had never heard), which had found that he was the 
popular choice to take over the reins at Number 10. 

 Well aware that he was speaking to a pressman, Churchill’s response 
was simultaneously guarded, misleading and revealing. He professed 
his loyalty to Chamberlain –  a ‘tough buccaneer’, ‘a hundred per cent 
for vigorous prosecution of the war’ and much better than Anthony 
Eden: he preferred Chamberlain over Eden as prime minister ‘by eight 
to one’. 46    Anyway, ‘the premiership was not much of a catch these days’. 
Not, of course, that he would refuse his country’s call, but: 

  he would only take it if offered him by common consent; that he would 

not take the job as a prize in a fi ght, as then he would have two fi ghts on 

his hands –  with his opponents in the Party and with the Germans. His 

attitude was that Chamberlain had the entire support of the Conserva-

tive Party; therefore he was quite safe. And public opinion? To hell with 

public opinion  . . . in time of war the machinery of Government is so 

strong it can afford largely to ignore popular feeling. 47     

 King thought Churchill an antiquated fi gure – ‘Of the current trends of 
political thought . . . he knows little and cares less’ – but got the impres-
sion that ‘he likes being at the Admiralty, and has no particular reason 
to change the current arrangement. He thinks we are going to win –  he 
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doesn’t know how, or why, or when –  so why worry?’ 48    Since he had 
little time for Attlee (‘very limited intelligence and no personality’, he 
wrote of him at a later meeting: ‘If one heard he was getting £6 a week 
in the service of the East Ham Corporation, one would be surprised he 
was earning so much’ 49   ), King was baffl ed at Churchill’s complaint that 
Labour was pressing the government ‘very hard’. Churchill, he recorded, 
‘fatuously seemed to think’ that Labour ‘could at a pinch turn the Gov-
ernment out’. 50    King might have had more of a grasp of the new politics, 
but Churchill had a better understanding of the old. 

 At the end of March, the death of Sir John Gilmour, the minister of 
shipping, gave Chamberlain the chance to stage a reshuffl e that might 
have appeased his opponents. There were rumours that he intended to 
offer Cabinet seats to Labour. Churchill advised Chamberlain to put 
Kingsley Wood in charge of the war economy in order to answer some 
of his enemies’ criticisms. When the reshuffl e came, however, the only 
major change was that Churchill took over the chairmanship of the 
Military  Co- ordination Sub-Committee. 51    

 Chamberlain argued that he had reallocated the Cabinet posts to get 
a better fi t with his ministers’ personalities, but the reshuffl e that wasn’t 
infuriated his Conservative critics. Not only had their complaints been 
ignored, but none of them had been given a place in the government. 
The day after the reshuffl e was announced, the Watching Committee 
held its fi rst formal meeting. Lord Salisbury then visited the prime 
minister to suggest he form a smaller War Cabinet, relieved of depart-
mental responsibilities and therefore free to concentrate on strategy. 
Chamberlain was polite but dismissive. From  mid- April, the Watching 
Committee became increasingly convinced of the need for a more fun-
damental reworking, up to and including a change of prime minister. 
Salisbury tried out the idea on Churchill and Halifax, but with little 
success. 52    

 Despite these signs of dissidence, Chamberlain remained confi dent. 
On 4 April, in a widely reported speech to the Conservative Central 
Council, he claimed to feel ‘ten times as confi dent of victory’ as he had 
at the start of the war. For all the rumours and bluster of the last seven 
months, Hitler had not launched his  much- promised offensive when 
he’d had the chance. Now the Allies were much stronger than they had 
been at the war’s beginning. Their military and economic might would 
now allow them to set the tempo. Chamberlain put things simply. 
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Hitler had ‘missed the bus’. 53    Five days later, as British ships began lay-
ing mines off Narvik, German forces invaded Denmark and Norway.  

   ‘to turn in a moment of 
difficult y’  

 The Germans had been planning an operation to secure the iron ore 
supply from Scandinavia since December 1939. Wary of Allied 
 counter- action, they prioritized speed of action. German airborne 
forces seized key airfi elds, and warships landed troops at ports along 
the Danish and Norwegian coasts, including Oslo, Trondheim and 
Narvik. Denmark fell swiftly. Norwegian resistance was more pro-
longed, although much disadvantaged by the surprise of the initial 
attack and German command of the air. 

 The invasion took the Allies by surprise. The British had assumed 
that the enemy would respond to their minelaying, not that they would 
 pre- empt it. They took it for granted that British naval superiority in 
the North Sea would deter Germany from landing troops from the sea. 
Intelligence information that, when put together, provided strong evi-
dence of what the Germans actually intended was assessed piecemeal, 
and discounted by the armed services and Foreign Offi ce. 54    When the 
fi rst reports were received that the German fl eet had left port, the 
Admiralty thought that the Kriegsmarine was trying to break its com-
merce raiders out into the Atlantic. The British had already loaded 
troops aboard Royal Navy cruisers to act as a rapid reaction force in 
case their minelaying sparked a German invasion of Norway. Now 
these units were rapidly disembarked, and the ships raced off in mis-
placed expectation of a naval battle on the route to the open ocean. 

 As the scale of the German invasion became clear, requests for help 
from the embattled Norwegians competed with the original aim of 
interrupting the fl ow of Swedish iron ore. Churchill tried to keep the 
focus on Narvik. The northern port needed to be secured before Allied 
forces were sent further south. Now that he was chair of the Military 
 Co- ordination Sub-Committee, Churchill had more infl uence on strategy 
than before, but he still had to secure the approval of the War Cabinet. 
There, Halifax and Chamberlain were strongly infl uenced by the need 
to be seen to be helping the Norwegians. They thought Allied forces 



0

0 300 km

200 miles

The Norwegian campaign N

G E R M A N Y

U S S R

P O L A N D

F I N L A N D

THE
NETHERLANDS

EAST
PRUSSIA

LITHUANIA

D E N M A R K

S
W

E
D

E
N

N

O

R

W

A

Y

N o r t h
S e a

B
a

l t i c
 S

e
a

G
u

l
f

 
o

f
 

B
o

t
h

n
i a

ESTONIA

L AT V I A

British landing 14 April,
withdrew 3 May

British landing 17 April,
withdrew 2 May

British occupied Narvik
28 May, withdrew 8 June

Naval battles
10 and 13 April

Bodø
1 June

Grong 5 May
Namsos 6 May

Trondheim 16 April

Lillehammer 22 April

Kristiansand

Copenhagen

Hamburg

Danzig

Riga

Stockholm

Helsinki

Stavanger

Bergen

Kongsvinger
16 AprilOslo

9 April

Åndalsnes
2 May

Gällivare

Narvik 8 June

Kirkenes
16 June

16 June

Lulea

Lofoten Is.

British landing 29 April,
withdrew 29 May

German occupied territory

German advances from 9 April

date of German occupation

occupied by British

May

Luleå



313

Escal at ion

should aid in the attempted recapture of Trondheim. Between 10 and 
13 April, the Royal Navy trapped the German ships that had carried 
troops to Narvik in the surrounding fjords. All were either sunk or 
scuttled. In London, this raised expectations that the port itself would 
be rapidly retaken. Attention shifted to planning an assault on Trond-
heim, with landings at Åndalsnes and Namsos between 14 and 19 April, 
designed to envelop the defenders from both sides.       

 In fact, Narvik proved a tough nut to crack. With only a small force 
available to him, the British military commander on the scene, General 
Macksey, proved unwilling to launch an amphibious assault. Instead, 
he insisted on landing outside the town and advancing against it over-
land with the Norwegians. That would all take time. Further south, the 
attempt to launch a pincer movement against Trondheim rapidly turned 
into a debacle. 

  Ill- prepared British units suffered from frequent changes of plan. 
Crucially, they lacked protection against the German air force. The 
Luftwaffe laid waste to the ports at which the British had landed and 
provided effective support to German troops on the ground. After 
heavy losses and little progress, it was decided on 26 April that the 
Allies should evacuate central Norway and concentrate solely on Nar-
vik. There, much to London’s frustration, an assault was repeatedly 
delayed by concerns about the strength of the German defences. Not 
until the very end of May did Allied troops fi nally take the city, only to 
be evacuated shortly afterwards anyway as the position on the Western 
Front deteriorated. On 8 June, that evacuation cost the Royal Navy the 
aircraft carrier  HMS   Glorious  (together with two destroyers), sunk by 
the German battlecruisers  Gneisenau  and  Scharnhorst  with the loss of 
almost all hands. 55    

 As April turned to May, it was clear that something had gone very 
wrong in Norway. Despite the reassertion of British naval dominance –  
the fi ghting around Narvik cost the Germans half their entire destroyer 
strength  –   the land campaign revealed signifi cant defi ciencies. The 
tactical diffi culties faced by British troops were compounded by British 
strategists’ uncertainty about what they were trying to achieve and the 
disastrous assumption that they could improvise an amphibious oper-
ation in inhospitable terrain without adequate air support. This was a 
really critical point for naval warfare for the rest of the war.  Shore- based 
aircraft were a major threat to navies at sea, and they were even more 
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dangerous if ships had to come close to shore to support a landing or 
evacuation. Neither the equipment nor the doctrine of the Royal Navy 
between the wars had prepared it to fi ght the sort of battle it had to 
undertake in Norway. Its aircraft carriers were well armoured, but the 
planes that fl ew off them couldn’t compete with modern fi ghters. In the 
Norwegian campaign, there were simply too few of them to challenge 
German dominance of the skies. 

 Churchill was as guilty as anyone of underestimating the challenges, 
and he and Admiral Pound compounded the problems by trying to 
interfere in operations from the Admiralty War Room. Unlike other 
ministers, however, Churchill had at least remembered the point of 
intervening in Norway and tried to prioritize Narvik  –   an objective 
that would have fallen more quickly if forces had not been diverted 
towards Trondheim. 56    

 News of the reverse in Norway at the end of April angered the gov-
ernment’s opponents in London. Confusion, delay and disappointment: 
the campaign seemed to have borne out all their criticisms of the way 
the war was being run. Wary that Churchill was being talked of as a 
possible successor, Chamberlain covered his fl ank by giving him the 
right personally to direct and guide the chiefs of staff without prior 
consultation with the Military  Co- ordination Sub-Committee. This 
was a step closer to his becoming an  over- arching defence supremo. 
Some Chamberlain loyalists were disgusted by the fact that Churchill 
had profi ted personally from the disaster, and the Tory whips spread 
the story that the Norwegian debacle had been his fault in the fi rst 
place. This only served to further enrage Churchill’s supporters on the 
backbenches. 57    

 Leo Amery now functioned as a crucial link between the All Party 
Action Group, the ‘Glamour Boys’, formerly associated with Eden, and 
the Watching Committee. It was decided that the debate on 7 May 
on whether to adjourn Parliament for the Whit recess  –   normally a 
 formality –  would be used to show the scale of opposition to the gov-
ernment’s conduct of the war. Through Clement Davies and Harold 
Macmillan, these dissident groups were in contact with the Labour 
leadership. Davies tried to get Attlee and Greenwood to force the Com-
mons to divide on the adjournment debate  –   effectively turning it 
into a vote of confi dence in the government. Labour had stepped up 
its attacks still further during April, but Attlee refused to act as a 



315

Escal at ion

battering ram for the rebels. Labour might come to the nation’s aid if 
suffi cient cracks had already opened up on the government benches, 
but he would not run the risk of reuniting the Conservative Party –  and 
appearing unpatriotic –  by leading the charge. 58    

 As the debate neared, both the government’s supporters and its 
opponents knew they were in for a fi ght. David Margesson, the govern-
ment chief whip, told the Conservative  MP  ‘Chips’ Channon: ‘we are 
on the eve of the greatest political crisis since August 1931’. 59    No one, 
however, was certain what the outcome would be. 

 In the autumn of 1938, the government had had a majority of 
222  MP s. Since then, that had been whittled away by wartime absences, 
disagreements over strategy and  by- elections. In the summer of 1939, 
however, similar votes of confi dence had been won by margins of 
164 and 169 votes. In May 1940, as he set the government’s formidable 
whipping operation under way, Margesson was aiming for a majority 
of a hundred. 60    Chamberlain, surveying his prospects, thought he 
would once more be able to win over wavering Conservatives. The 
worst scenario he envisioned was that the government’s majority would 
be reduced to just over sixty votes. If so, he planned to carry on in 
offi ce but make another appeal to Labour to enter the government. 61    

 What would subsequently be called the ‘Norway Debate’ began on 
7 May 1940. It would be remembered as an occasion of remarkable 
parliamentary theatre. Attlee began the attack on the government: 
‘The Prime Minister talked about missing buses. What about all the 
buses which he and his associates have missed since 1931?’ 62    Sir Roger 
Keyes, the Conservative  MP  for Portsmouth and hero of the First 
World War, arrived in the full uniform of an admiral of the fl eet to 
attack the management of the naval war. Amery addressed to the gov-
ernment the words Oliver Cromwell had supposedly used to the Long 
Parliament: ‘You have sat here too long for any good you have been 
doing. Depart, I say, and let us have done with you. In the name of 
God, go!’ 63    

 Like pretty much all the critical speeches, Keyes’ and Amery’s 
attacks were strategically misconceived. They lamented the lack of 
British intervention in Finland –  which might have dragged Britain into 
a catastrophic war with the Soviet Union –  and asked why more atten-
tion had not been paid to recapturing Trondheim –  which would have 
done nothing to cut Germany’s iron ore supplies. No one involved later 
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refl ected that they had been demanding action that would have made 
things even worse. What mattered –  at the time and afterwards –  was 
that they were condemning indecision and delay. Both of those cer-
tainly had characterized the government’s tortuous discussions over 
Scandinavia. 

 The next morning, the Parliamentary Labour Party agreed to press 
for the debate to be carried to a division. Forewarned, Chamberlain 
sent his parliamentary private secretary, Lord Dunglass (later Sir Alec 
 Douglas- Home), to offer the Tory rebels another reshuffl e if they backed 
him in the lobbies. The offer was rejected. 64    That afternoon, Morrison 
announced that Labour would move for a vote: ‘The issues of the war 
are too great for us to risk losing it by keeping in offi ce men who have 
been there for a long time and have not shown themselves too well 
fi tted for the task.’ 65    Chamberlain reacted angrily: 

  I say this to my friends in the House –  and I have friends in the House. 

No Government can prosecute a war effectively unless it has public and 

Parliamentary support. I accept the challenge. I welcome it indeed. At 

least we shall see who is with us and who is against us, and I call on my 

friends to support us in the Lobby tonight. 66     

 This was a direct challenge to Conservative rebels and an appeal to his 
majority. If it wielded the threat that his opponents would be made to 
seem unpatriotic, these scarcely seemed like the words of a national, 
 non- partisan leader. They infuriated Chamberlain’s opponents, who 
continued their attacks. 

 David Lloyd George spoke, putting the blame on inadequate  pre- war 
preparations and telling Churchill not to turn himself into ‘an air raid 
shelter to keep the splinters from hitting his comrades’. 67    Duff Cooper 
stood up to remind members that they had been here before: ‘Again and 
again we have met in this House, sometimes summoned suddenly in an 
emergency, always to record a setback, a disaster, always to listen to the 
disappointment, the astonishment and the surprise of the Prime Minis-
ter.’ 68    He too demanded a restructuring of the Cabinet. Closing the 
debate for the government, Churchill protested: 

  Exception has been taken because the Prime Minister said he appealed 

to his friends. He thought he had some friends, and I hope he has some 

friends. He certainly had a good many when things were going well. I 
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think it would be most ungenerous and unworthy of the British charac-

ter, and the Conservative party, to turn in a moment of diffi culty . . . 69     

 The House then divided. Two hundred and  eighty- one  MP s voted for 
the government, two hundred against it. 

 It was not immediately clear what this meant. Although well short 
of the whips’ target, the government majority was certainly not oblite-
rated. Only  thirty- eight government  MP s had chosen to vote with the 
‘noes’. The list of those voting against was predictably full of anti- 
government rebels. All the sound and fury of the previous two days had 
actually done very little to change how  MP s voted in the lobbies. This 
was a signifi cant revolt, but it was far from decisive. What mattered 
was how it was interpreted. Even those who had supported the govern-
ment saw it as evidence that Chamberlain would have to engage in a 
major reconstruction and bring Labour into offi ce. 70    

 Notwithstanding the battering he had received, Chamberlain had 
not given up on the premiership. Getting rid of those of his ministers 
most associated with appeasement would answer his critics and make 
room for Labour. Simon and Hoare offered themselves up as sacrifi cial 
lambs. Despite Chamberlain’s mutual antipathy with the Labour lead-
ers, he hoped they might accept a patriotic appeal to enter offi ce under 
him. If they would not, plans needed to be put in place for an alter-
native administration. Bearing in mind the party’s majority in the 
Commons and the diffi culties of a wartime general election, a new gov-
ernment would still have to be led by a senior Conservative. On the 
afternoon of 9 May, Chamberlain, accompanied by Margesson, held a 
meeting with Churchill and Halifax and asked which of them would 
put themselves forward to replace him. 71    

 Many people, including the king, the Labour leaders and much of 
the Tory party, presumed that Halifax’s blend of moral probity and 
 level- headedness meant that he ought to succeed Chamberlain. Hali-
fax, however, immediately announced that he was unwilling to become 
premier. The problem was not constitutional  –   a means could have 
been found for a peer to lead the government despite not having a seat 
in the Commons –  but rather political. Halifax knew that if he took the 
job, he would have to establish his prime ministerial authority with 
Churchill squatting like some ominous bullfrog on the  lily- pad of mili-
tary strategy. As a major fi gure in a  Churchill- led Cabinet, on the other 
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hand, he might be able to serve the nation by directing his rival’s enthu-
siasm onto the paths of righteousness. If Churchill made such a bad job 
of the premiership that he had to be replaced, then perhaps a regretful 
Halifax would have to do his duty to country, God and king, wield the 
axe and take up the reins. 

 Churchill was affected by no such considerations. Kingsley Wood, 
who had now abandoned his former loyalty to Chamberlain on the 
basis that he could never form a national government, had already 
advised the fi rst lord of the admiralty to face down any attempt to 
install Halifax as prime minister. If Chamberlain could not continue, 
Churchill said, he was very ready to take his place. 72    

 It was still far from certain, however, that Chamberlain would actu-
ally have to depart. When he met with Halifax, Churchill, Attlee and 
Greenwood that evening, indeed, he acted as if he expected to be able 
to carry on. Chamberlain asked the Labour leaders whether they were 
willing to serve under him, and if not, whether they would serve under 
someone else. For years, Labour had suffered under the lash of Cham-
berlain’s scorn. Now Attlee and Greenwood were being asked to decide 
his future. They were already resolved that they would not join a gov-
ernment of which he remained head. The earlier discussion about who 
else might become prime minister was not disclosed to them, but such 
was their animosity to Chamberlain that they were in fact willing to 
accept either Halifax or Churchill as an alternative. They made clear 
that the answer to Chamberlain’s fi rst question would probably be ‘no’, 
but they also insisted that they would have to take both issues to the 
National Executive of the Labour Party, which was meeting the next 
day in Bournemouth in preparation for the party’s annual conference. 

 This was the most important moment in the whole process. Attlee 
and Greenwood were not actually under any obligation to talk to their 
party. Had they put aside their hatred of the prime minister and 
accepted Chamberlain’s offer of places in a new government, they 
might have met the demands of national unity, but they would also 
probably have split their party. Had they just refused outright, Cham-
berlain might have reached out to alternative collaborators, including 
Herbert Morrison, who was waiting eagerly in the wings. As it was, the 
 self- imposed requirement to seek the opinion of the Executive enabled 
Attlee and Greenwood to preserve the integrity of the Labour move-
ment without appearing unpatriotic. 73    



319

Escal at ion

 It was as well for them that this preliminary meeting happened when 
it did. On the early morning of 10 May, German forces attacked Hol-
land, Belgium and France. The opening of the major Nazi offensive in 
the west seemed to offer a lifeline to Chamberlain’s premiership. Who 
could refuse his appeals to enter a new, more widely ‘national’ ministry 
in their country’s hour of need? 

 The answer was the Labour leaders, now in Bournemouth and there-
fore at one remove from the military news fl owing into London. 74    
Labour’s  NEC  duly passed a resolution that, while the party would not 
serve under Chamberlain, it would take ‘its share of responsibility, as a 
full partner, in a new Government which, under a new Prime Minister, 
commands the confi dence of the nation’. 75    In response to a phone call 
from Downing Street, Attlee dictated the decision down the phone, then 
returned to London. Chamberlain now recognized that he could not 
continue as prime minister. He went to Buckingham Palace to offer the 
king his resignation. Churchill was immediately called to take his place. 

 From late that evening and over the following weekend, Churchill 
and Attlee hammered out the membership of a new government. It was 
more genuinely ‘national’ than its predecessor, with Liberal as well as 
Labour members. There would be a  fi ve- man War Cabinet: Churchill, 
as prime minister and minister of defence, Chamberlain as lord presi-
dent, Halifax as foreign secretary, Attlee as lord privy seal and 
Greenwood as minister without portfolio. Simon was booted upstairs, 
with a viscountcy, to become lord chancellor. Hoare, whom Churchill 
had never forgiven for the Government of India Act, was despatched 
as ambassador to Madrid. Kingsley Wood was rewarded for his disloy-
alty to Chamberlain by being made chancellor, Ernest Bevin joined the 
government as minister of labour, and Herbert Morrison came in as 
minister of supply. Churchill remained minister of defence, but the 
service ministries were divided up between the three parties, with 
Archibald Sinclair becoming air minister, Anthony Eden moving into 
the War Offi ce and the Labour politician A. V. Alexander becoming 
fi rst lord of the admiralty. Lord Beaverbrook was appointed to lead the 
Ministry of Aircraft Production, a new department created by Church-
ill in an effort to increase the supply of planes to the  RAF . 

 These were all signifi cant changes in leadership that marked a clear 
distance from the former administration, but  two- thirds of Chamber-
lain’s ministers continued to hold offi ce under his successor. This 



320

Br ita in ’s Wa r

refl ected one of the key political realities of May 1940. The Conserva-
tives retained a dominant majority in the Commons. Most of them 
still supported Chamberlain. When Churchill entered the Commons 
as prime minister for the fi rst time, to promise that he had nothing 
to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat, the Conservative benches 
remained stonily silent. When Chamberlain arrived, they stood up and 
cheered. The greatest winner from the political upheaval was the 
Labour Party. With less than a third of the Commons, it got sixteen 
places in the new Cabinet and  two- fi fths of the War Cabinet. Despite 
signs of restlessness when the Bournemouth conference fi nally dis-
cussed the  NEC ’s decision on 13 May, the Labour movement entered 
offi ce more or less united and in control of its own destiny. It was the 
greatest success thus far of Attlee’s time as leader, and it gave him and 
his party a position on which they could capitalize in years to come. 
With German troops advancing rapidly through the Low Countries 
and Conservative backbenchers infuriated by the overturning of the 
political tables, however, both the war against Nazism and the war for 
socialism still had to be won. 76     

   ‘He’s never done anything, 
however hard he’s tr ied’  

 It was politicians, not public opinion, who despatched Chamberlain. By 
the time he left offi ce, however, he was not a popular prime minister. 
The decisive change in mood happened very quickly. As the situation in 
Scandinavia grew worse in April,  Mass- Observation was surprised to 
note the ‘comparative absence of any inclination to attach blame to the 
Government for incompetency,  half- heartedness or tardiness’. Instead, 
people were angry with the newspapers and the  BBC , which had over-
stated British successes at the start of the campaign and were now 
having to backtrack on their earlier enthusiasm. 77    Even on 26 April, the 
 News Chronicle  reported a  BIPO  survey which found that 57 per cent 
of respondents approved of Chamberlain as prime minister. This was a 
fi gure higher than he had enjoyed in the aftermath of  Hore- Belisha’s 
resignation at the start of the year. 78    

 That all changed at the start of May. When Chamberlain took 
to the airwaves on 2 May to explain British failures in Norway, a 
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 twenty- year- old woman in Great Baddow, Essex, recorded her reaction 
for  M- O: 

  Effect of Chamberlain’s speech negative, disappointing, however much I 

try to look on the bright side (When my sister told me about the evacua-

tion of southern Norway yesterday I did not believe her). Chamberlain 

seemed all the time to be trying to make excuses for a weak policy. 

Effect on my family the same, only more so. It’s a loss of prestige for us, 

says my father and my sister’s young man. 79     

 Reports of Chamberlain’s opening statement in the Commons on 
7 May occasioned strong responses: 

  ‘Bastard Chamberlain.’ 

 ‘Well I don’t really know who’s to blame for the whole thing, but from 

Chamberlain’s speech I would say that he’s got the wind up this time.’ 

 ‘He’s grown stale, and he’s got a nasty habit of saying “my efforts” 

and “what I’ve tried to do”; that I don’t like at all. He’s never done any-

thing however hard he’s tried.’ 80     

 The  BIPO ’s poll in early May indeed revealed that only 33 per cent 
of those asked approved of Chamberlain as prime minister, whereas 
60 per cent disapproved. Even some of those who supported Chamber-
lain now doubted he was up to running the war. ‘I think Chamberlain 
is our proper leader’, ran one of the responses collected by Mass- 
Observation in the middle of the Norway debate in the Commons. 
‘Personally I wouldn’t like to see him go. But I’d like to see him more 
ruthless. He’s too much of a gentleman for the man we’re fi ghting 
against.’ 81    Of course, people had been saying this sort of thing for 
years, and it was hard to believe that the prime minister would actually 
be displaced: ‘It reminds me of the other “Chamberlain must go” 
 outcries . . . he weathered the others all right. He’s there for the dur-
ation.’ 82    On the fi nal day of the Norway debate, the young law librarian 
in Bristol who was keeping a diary for  M- O stayed up to hear the 
result. Presuming that Chamberlain had won through yet again, he 

  left a bulletin for father to read six hours later, when he left for work. In 

tabloid style, I headlined: 

  government wins   281– 200 

  churchill’s   appeal sways house  
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  we are in greater peril than last war  –   forget party  –  

 says first lord . 

 Father wrote on my bulletin, ‘Thanks old man, best result, I think’. 83     

 When the news fi nally broke that Chamberlain might have to resign, 
people wondered who would replace him. In Caister army camp, near 
Great Yarmouth in Norfolk, Denis Argent, a pacifi st who had been 
conscripted to serve on labouring duties in the  Non- Combatant Corps, 
recorded the reaction of his colleagues on 10 May. ‘Several blokes . . . 
had got hold of papers’ and were disappointed that all the news was 
about Chamberlain rather than the opening of the German attack in 
the west. 

  The result was that lunchtime talk was chiefl y of necessary government 

changes, with suggestions for Prime Minister chiefl y favouring Church-

ill. No one had a good word for Chamberlain at our table, and Halifax 

wasn’t even mentioned. Eden seemed to hold high favour amongst us 

pacifi sts  . . . Rather amazing, and two people mentioned this to me –   

was the fact that the  Mail  found itself forced at long last to attack 

Chamberlain. 84     

 When  Mass- Observation collected reactions to the restructured gov-
ernment three days later, they found cautious but worried approval for 
the new prime minister. As one man put it: ‘I think it’s grand for the 
country, but hard on the individual. Churchill will slaughter the lot of 
us, but win the war.’ 85      
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   14
The Battle of France  

 Everyone knew that there might be a major campaign on the Western 
Front in the early summer of 1940. Even the enthusiasm for economic 
warfare and new theatres of operation, so evident in Allied strategy 
since the start of the war, came in reaction to the presumed alternative: 
a climactic struggle in the cockpit of Europe between the German and 
Allied armies. It was widely anticipated that such a confrontation 
would be bloody, terrible and decide the outcome of the war. What 
came as a surprise was how quickly it was all over. Within weeks of its 
formation, Churchill’s new government was faced with a dramatically 
altered strategic situation: France defeated, Germany triumphant and 
British forces sent scurrying back across the Channel. France’s rapid 
fall, and the expulsion of British forces from mainland Europe, shaped 
the rest of Britain’s war in the west. 

   The shock of battle  

 The initial German blow landed in the  north- west on 10 May. 1    Spear-
headed by airborne assaults on key locations, German Army Group B 
rapidly cracked open the Dutch and Belgian border defences and pushed 
towards Amsterdam and Brussels. In response, General Gamelin 
ordered French and British troops to move forward from the defences 
they had prepared, to link up with the Belgians and halt the German 
advance. By 14 May, they had taken up positions on the River Dyle, 
just as Dutch forces surrendered after the bombing of Rotterdam. The 
next day, French, British and Belgian units managed to repel German 
attacks along the river line. 
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 Had the Germans been following the plans they had initially drawn 
up for their attack in the west, this defence of the Dyle might have 
represented a reasonable success. The German high command had ori-
ginally aimed not at an outright military victory over France, but rather 
the capture of air and sea bases in Belgium from which the  UK  could 
more easily be attacked. This limited operation was militarily practic-
able, but offered the Germans little hope of the decisive victory they 
needed if they were to avoid a repeat of the last war. On 10 January, a 
German aeroplane carrying an offi cer with secret documents relating 
to the plan crashed in Mechelen in Belgium. Their loss stimulated the 
introduction of a new scheme, in which the main German effort would 
be undertaken by Army Group A, further south, through the forests of 
the Ardennes. It would then curve to the  north- west, cutting off and 
destroying the Allied forces trapped to the north. 

 In practice, therefore, the  Franco- British advance into Belgium had 
all the success of a hedgehog sticking its head into a food can. Even as 
Allied troops moved towards the Dyle on 13 May, the leading units of 
Army Group A had already traversed the Ardennes and fought their 
way across the River Meuse, defeating the poorly prepared French 
reserve divisions that opposed them.  Mal- coordinated French counter- 
attacks failed to recapture these bridgeheads. On 15 and 16 May, 
German armoured units broke out. Over the following days, as French 
and British troops in Belgium withdrew to avoid encirclement, the 
Allies only managed to infl ict local injuries on the dangerously over-
extended German advance. On 20 May, Gamelin was relieved of his 
post and replaced by General Weygand. That same evening, the fi rst 
German tanks reached the Channel at the mouth of the Somme. Ger-
man Army Group A now formed a block across the rear of the Allied 
armies trapped to the north, while Army Group B pressed against their 
front, seeking to cut them off from the sea. 

 Detached from the reality of the confused forces in the northern 
pocket, Weygand attempted to organize a  Franco- British break out 
towards the south. This resulted in a small attack by British tanks and 
infantry south of Arras on 21 May, but plans for a larger operation 
never got off the ground. In fact, it became increasingly obvious to 
those caught inside the trap that the only viable option –  particularly as 
the Belgian army disintegrated in the north –  was to hold a collapsing 
perimeter for as long as possible while the troops within were 
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evacuated by sea. Worried by the pace of the advance and eager to 
assert his supremacy over his generals, on 24 May Hitler told them to 
halt, slowing the pace of German ground assaults on the pocket and 
thereby aiding the evacuation. From 26 May, under heavy air attack 
from the Luftwaffe, British ships began to take off soldiers from the 
port of Dunkirk and the surrounding beaches. Over the next week, 
198,315 British and 139,111 Allied personnel were rescued. Most of the 
latter were French troops, who received orders to evacuate only on 
29 May. On 4 June, with all the British capable of escape gone, the last 
French troops manning the defences surrendered.       

 The Germans now turned south. On 6 June, they breached the new 
line the French had set up on the River Somme. On 10 June, after a 
lengthy period of vacillation, Italy joined the war on Germany’s side, 
attacking southern France in an effort to grab her own share of the 
spoils from her defeated neighbour and opening new theatres of opera-
tions against the British in the Mediterranean and Africa. On 14 June, 
the Germans reached Paris. The French government had left the capital, 
moving along roads crowded with refugees, four days earlier. While iso-
lated units continued to fi ght against the Germans, and forces in the 
south successfully held off the Italians, organized French military resist-
ance was effectively at an end. The French high command was already 
demanding an armistice. On 16 June, Marshal Philippe Pétain, the hero 
of the First World War, replaced Reynaud as prime minister. The next 
day, the new French government opened negotiations with the Germans 
and Pétain told French forces that they would have to stop fi ghting. On 
22 June, France signed an armistice with Germany. 

 The durability of the French army had been a cornerstone of British 
strategic planning since the war began. Its large size, modern arma-
ments and massive fortifi cations were all expected to forestall German 
attacks until Allied economic power could be brought to bear. All this 
made the sudden collapse of  May–  June 1940 all the more shocking. 
What had happened?  

   Str ange defeat  

 The popular iconography of the Fall of France was quickly established: 
German tanks crushing all before them, dive bombers screaming down 
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from overhead, French infantrymen quivering in the dirt below. To a 
degree this refl ected reality. The speed with which German mechanized 
units exploited their victories was crucial to their success. Close air 
support certainly assisted the Meuse crossings around Sedan, driving 
French artillerymen away from their guns and stunning those who 
remained. These visions of a  high- tech Blitzkrieg enacted by a mechan-
ical  master race, however, concealed more traditional aspects of the 
campaign. 

 Aside from the nine armoured divisions into which German tanks 
were concentrated, the majority of German formations were much 
more traditionally equipped. Much of their mobility depended on boot 
leather and literal horse power. Most of the German soldiers who 
entered Belgium and Holland in May 1940 did so not via aeroplane, 
motorbike or  half- track truck, but the same way their fathers had done 
in 1914 –  on foot. 

 The key actions that enabled the Germans to cross the Meuse –  the 
fulcrum on which the whole campaign hinged –  were won not by tanks 
but by infantrymen and combat engineers, who had to traverse the 
river under fi re and fi ght their way into fortifi ed French positions. To 
the north of Sedan, around Dinant, they did so almost without air sup-
port. The tactics used by German troops at the lowest level –  infi ltrating 
enemy positions, leaving strongpoints to be dealt with by  follow- up 
troops, allowing junior offi cers to control the fi re of automatic and 
heavy weapons  –   were not new inventions. They had grown up in 
response to the challenges of trench warfare between 1915 and 1917, 
and by 1918 had been employed to some degree by every army on that 
earlier Western Front. Having had a chance to make a lot of mistakes, 
and gain a lot of experience, against the Poles, German commanders 
proved particularly good at implementing these tactics in 1940. That 
did not, however, guarantee them success. 2    

 The Allies were not exactly underequipped with the weapons of 
modern war. In total, the defenders in 1940 had more tanks, combat 
aircraft and artillery pieces than the attackers. Although the variables 
of armament, armour and reliability make a precise comparison diffi -
cult, many Allied tanks were at least a match for their German 
equivalents. In the fi rst major tank encounter of the war, at Hannut on 
14 May, German tank losses exceeded the French by a factor of 3:2. 
When the heaviest British and French tanks  counter- attacked German 
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columns in late May, they proved impervious to most  anti- tank weap-
ons, and were only halted by mechanical breakdown, lack of fuel or 
heavy artillery fi re. 3    

 What the Germans did have were better communications and organ-
ization. A greater proportion of their tanks were equipped with radios, 
so they were easier to  co- ordinate, and their divisional commanders 
operated close to the front line in specially equipped vehicles that 
allowed them close control of their troops. 4    German armoured divi-
sions contained a mix of tanks, infantry and artillery that made up a 
mutually supporting force. The Allies dispersed many of their tanks in 
smaller units across the front, but given their overall superiority in 
numbers this was less dangerous than might be supposed. More serious 
was the fact that the armoured formations they did possess were less 
well balanced, very much less well practised and less logistically resili-
ent than their opponent’s. But if these factors contributed to tactical 
success, they are not suffi cient to explain the crushing nature of the 
strategic victory. 

 Some Allied troops performed poorly during the battle. The French 
55 th  Infantry Division disintegrated at Sedan, the poor training of some 
British Territorial units was all too apparent, and once the retreat had 
started, there were frequent instances of panic, mass fl ight and confu-
sion. Nonetheless it is far from clear that Allied troops in general were 
less well motivated than the Germans. French troops in particular kept 
fi ghting long after the initial debacle in the north: the German casualty 
rate in the second part of the campaign, from 4 June onwards, was 
almost twice that sustained from 10 May until the evacuation of 
Dunkirk. 5    

 At the core of German success lay the simple fact that they were will-
ing to take risks to concentrate strength against weakness. The outcome 
of the most important battles of the campaign, around the Meuse 
crossings, depended on the ability of  second- line French divisions to 
withstand the best that the German army and air force could throw at 
them. At each end of their line, the German forces operated at a numer-
ical disadvantage. In the crucial Ardennes sector,  forty- fi ve divisions, 
including seven of the nine panzer divisions, faced eighteen French divi-
sions. But achieving this concentration meant deploying nearly all of 
Germany’s military strength in the front line, as well as committing a 
disproportionate amount of its limited fuel stocks. Had the gamble not 



330

Br ita in ’s Wa r

paid off, the Germans would have been left without a strategic reserve 
and unable to pursue mobile operations. 6    

 Three key Allied shortcomings exacerbated the effects of the Ger-
man victory on the Meuse. First, Gamelin’s decision to commit the best 
French troops in an effort to link up with the Dutch in the fi rst days of 
the campaign was a gamble of his own –  but not one justifi ed by the 
potential rewards. Having the extra Dutch divisions might have been 
useful to the French, but not so much that it outweighed the resultant 
loss of the Allied reserve, marooned in the north while events unfolded 
further south. British concerns about the Germans gaining air and 
naval bases in the Low Countries meant that they went along too easily 
with a plan that put the Allies on the back foot from the start. Mean-
while, the rigorous maintenance of Belgian and Dutch neutrality meant 
that the French and British were unsure what they would fi nd as they 
moved forward on 10 May. 7    

 Second, the failure of Allied intelligence to identify the main point of 
the German effort meant that there was no attempt to counter the move 
through the Ardennes until it was too late. Had the Allied air forces 
that spent the second week of May covering the advance towards Hol-
land instead been bombing the German columns packed tightly on the 
forest roads, the result might have been a colossal traffi c jam that 
would have prevented any rapid exploitation of the bridgeheads on the 
Meuse. 8    

 Third, the speed of that exploitation revealed the failings in French 
military doctrine and Allied  co- ordination. The Germans emphasized 
the need to embrace the inevitable chaos of battle by decentralizing 
 decision- making to the commander on the spot. In contrast, French 
commanders were taught to construct their battles methodically, slow-
ing down enemy penetrations before repelling them with carefully 
organized  counter- attacks. This approach, though well suited to the 
 slower- tempo battles of the last war, left the French off the pace in 
this new confl ict. By the time attacks were put together, their targets 
had moved on, spreading confusion and disruption as they went. 
The result was a progressively worsening loss of control within the 
French army. 9    That breakdown exacerbated the problems of maintain-
ing Allied unity. Notwithstanding the systems of command set 
up during the Bore War, the French and British remained deeply dis-
trustful of each other’s intentions. As their front collapsed, not only 
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their communications but also their faith in each other completely 
disintegrated. 10    

 Initial German success was therefore the result of specifi c military 
contingencies: a concentration of strength that refl ected their need for 
a quick victory; good fortune in the play of chance in the battles for the 
Meuse crossings; and the particular inadequacies of their opponents in 
the  fast- moving campaign that unfolded. The speed and scale of the 
German victory were bound to be demoralizing. That it resulted in 
French surrender also refl ected the path that politics had taken in 1930s 
France. Faced with military disaster, and presuming that Britain would 
be unable to fi ght alone, France’s senior generals told its politicians 
there was no choice but to seek an armistice. Their eagerness to end 
hostilities was based less on a calculation of strategic possibilities than 
on a determination to preserve the army as a traditional institution 
around which France could be rebuilt. They were not about to retreat 
to France’s overseas colonies and leave the home front to the Commu-
nists who they thought had undermined the war effort. Having lost 
faith in the Third Republic and the battle against the invader, they 
preferred to abandon both, seek peace and construct a new nation that 
could return to traditional French values. 11    

 Though humiliating and terrifying, the defeat of summer 1940 was 
much less conclusive for Britain than it was for France. Small as it was, 
there was little that the  BEF  could have done by itself to alter the course 
of the campaign. It had scarcely made contact with the advancing 
Germans in Belgium before it was on the retreat back into France. Its 
hardest fi ghting came at the end of May and the start of June, as it 
retreated into the Dunkirk pocket and tried to get as many of its sol-
diers away as possible. Nonetheless, the strategic defeat in which it was 
caught up highlighted many of the British army’s shortcomings. 

 The commander of the  BEF , General Gort, actually had two jobs to 
do. As head of a national contingent, he had to interact with politicians 
and with the senior offi cers of the Allied high command. As army com-
mander, he had to direct the operations of the Expeditionary Force. He 
was better at the latter than the former. When the fi ghting commenced, 
he moved to a forward command post, separated from his bulky head-
quarters, from which he journeyed out to visit his corps commanders 
as the battle developed. On the road, he was out of touch with the 
broader picture and out of easy contact with his allies. As he 



332

Br ita in ’s Wa r

concentrated on his army, Gort did not question why he was getting no 
instructions from the French generals of whose forces the  BEF  was 
meant to be part. 12    

 Gort’s absences from  GHQ  would have mattered less if the  BEF ’s 
communications had been better. With insuffi cient and unreliable 
radios, however, British forces depended on the French telephone 
system (which proved all too vulnerable to German bombing and the 
intransigence of local exchange operators) and despatch riders (who 
struggled to negotiate roads crammed with refugees). Gort’s communi-
cations network held up well enough for him to  co- ordinate the  BEF ’s 
retreat, but not to allow the rapid fl ow of information that might have 
allowed the British to catch up with German operations. That adapta-
tion was not aided by the lack of signals intelligence on the enemy. On 
the battlefi eld, the British did not listen in to German communications 
or attempt to secure their own transmissions. At a strategic level, the 
German change of cipher keys on 1 May imposed a temporary blackout 
on the Government Code and Cipher School’s ability to read Enigma 
traffi c. Even when the new Luftwaffe key was broken in  mid- May, the 
systems were not yet in place to cope with the mass of material thus 
produced, to turn it into operationally useful material, and to get it 
securely to commanders on the ground. 13    

 When it came to combat, the British army was placed under enor-
mous stress in its fi rst campaign. Having abandoned the fortifi cations 
it had spent the winter building and forced to cover large areas of 
ground as the front fell apart, British units were unable to create the 
thick defensive belts necessary to withstand the German thrusts. On 
25 May, at the most extreme example, the  BEF ’s divisions were being 
asked to hold fronts about three times longer than the maximum 
foreseen as practicable before the fi ghting began. Whereas the most 
important German attacks received close help from the Luftwaffe, the 
 BEF  got little direct support from the  RAF  until it was on the beaches 
at Dunkirk. Thrown into the desperate battles to bomb the Meuse 
bridges, the light bombers of the Advanced Air Striking Force suffered 
horrendous losses entirely out of sight of British ground troops. Strug-
gling under a rain of German bombs, British soldiers felt abandoned 
by their pilots. Bombed, outfl anked, isolated and retreating, some of 
Gort’s subordinates broke under the strain. 14    

 The 21 May  counter- attack by British forces south of Arras was 
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subsequently highlighted as an example of how easily the campaign 
might have turned. When British ‘I’ tanks from the 1 st  Army Tank Bri-
gade hit the German 7 th  Panzer and  SS  Totenkopf Infantry divisions in 
the fl ank, they caused panic out of all proportion to their number. The 
standard German  anti- tank gun was unable to penetrate the British 
tanks’ armour. Yet this minor advance also revealed the diffi culties 
affl icting the Allies. Confusion over when the attack was going to take 
place and what it was supposed to achieve meant that it was poorly set 
up. The hastily  thrown- together British force of two tank and three 
Territorial infantry battalions was meant to work with the 3 rd  French 
Light Mechanized Division, but there was actually little  co- operation. 
With scant artillery support, the British tanks and infantry rapidly 
became separated as the latter went to ground under German fi re. 
When the tanks pressed on, they fell victim to a defence line hastily 
constructed by 7 th  Panzer Division’s commander, Erwin Rommel, who 
had scraped together heavier artillery and  anti- aircraft guns that could 
destroy the rampaging British vehicles. 

 Not for the last time, in the midst of a freewheeling battle, the Ger-
mans improvised better than the British. Ironically, Rommel’s reaction 
did more than the British tanks to slow the pace of the panzers’ advance. 
When he reported back to headquarters, he claimed that he had fought 
off an attack by fi ve enemy divisions. Rommel blew his own trumpet so 
hard that he frightened a German high command already worried 
about the vulnerability of their advance, and thus contributed to the 
decision to rein in the panzer divisions before they were cut up by Allied 
 counter- attacks. 15    

 Notwithstanding his failings, Gort got the key decisions from a Brit-
ish perspective right. On 20 May, he stood up to the chief of the imperial 
general staff and the War Cabinet and refused to retreat  south- west 
towards Amiens as ordered, a move that would have exposed the  BEF ’s 
fl ank to the advancing Germans. On 25 May, realizing that Weygand’s 
plans for another, full  counter- attack were illusory, Gort chose to 
concentrate on a defensive battle to make sure of an evacuation from 
Dunkirk, a decision reinforced when a British patrol surprised a Ger-
man staff car carrying plans to strike through the Belgians in the north 
and cut the  BEF  off from the sea. Much to the French general’s disgust, 
and to the discomfi ture of the War Cabinet in London, Gort withdrew 
two divisions from Weygand’s proposed attack and used them to help 
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form a secure left shoulder on which his army could withdraw. It was 
this manoeuvre, much assisted by Hitler’s ‘halt order’, that allowed a 
coherent perimeter to be held while so many British soldiers escaped. 
Gort displayed a realistic appreciation of the dire circumstances with-
out giving in to despair like his French counterparts. For all his failings 
as an  inter- allied commander, his determined bravery actually fi tted 
him well for a desperate battle to preserve his army against the odds. 16    

 Short though the campaign was, there were a few signs that the army 
was not entirely a hopeless case. Between 26 and 29 May, General 
Brooke’s  II  Corps fought a complex defensive battle between Ypres and 
Wytschaete, withdrawing at night to new positions and holding off Ger-
man attempts to overwhelm its fl anks.  II  Corps’ units impressed their 
opponents with their fi re discipline and tenacity: signifi cantly, they were 
supported by the greatest weight of artillery fi re deployed by the British 
army in the whole fi rst three years of the war. 17    

 More signifi cantly, the eventual evacuation also demonstrated the 
 UK ’s continuing aerial and naval strength. From the outset of the cam-
paign, the French had pressed the British to send more  RAF  fi ghter 
squadrons to help fi ght off the Luftwaffe’s assault on their ground 
forces. Although the need to bolster their ally and to make up for rising 
losses forced the British to reinforce their fi ghters in France, they fought 
shy of eroding any further their own air defences and refused to send 
as many aircraft as the French wanted. As the northern pocket shrank, 
 RAF  units were withdrawn to the  UK . When it came to extricating the 
 BEF  from Dunkirk, however, the British were able and willing to com-
mit every  RAF  fi ghter squadron. Flying now from British bases,  RAF  
aircraft crossed the Channel to try to protect the waiting troops. Much 
of the resulting air combat took place out of view of the beaches, but it 
undoubtedly helped to lessen the pressure on the encircled soldiers 
below. 18    

 Meanwhile, the Royal Navy organized at short notice the extraction 
of a huge number of servicemen, albeit without most of their heavy 
equipment. The fl ag offi cer at Dover,  Vice- Admiral Bertram Ramsay, 
put together a fl otilla of 900 ships, more than 200 of which were pri-
vate motor craft, most of them manned by naval personnel. For all the 
credit subsequently given to these ‘little ships’, however, more than  two- 
thirds of those evacuated were taken off by British and French naval 
vessels or by large passenger ferries. Despite the  RAF ’s endeavours, the 
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work was carried out under regular air attack:  twenty- eight British 
destroyers were lost or severely damaged while helping to get the 
army out of France. The whole operation, however, demonstrated Brit-
ain’s continued maritime predominance. German submarines and 
motor torpedo boats sank ships on the evacuation run, but with the 
Kriegsmarine still licking its wounds from the Norway campaign, 
there was no prospect of a German surface fl eet cutting off the  BEF  
from the sea. 19     

   ‘when we got to Dunkirk 
it was worse .  .  .’  20     

 All battles are confusing for those who fi ght them, but for the soldiers 
of the  BEF , the campaign of 1940 was more baffl ing than most. Infor-
mation was in short supply. Having advanced into Belgium in response 
to the German offensive, British troops were quickly ordered into a 
retreat without having actually lost a battle. Hastening from one point 
to another in a foreign land, for some it was days before they realized 
that they had been heading backwards, let alone that they were about 
to be evacuated. 

 Despite the infl ux of conscripts since the summer of 1939, this was 
still a heavily volunteer army, with a relatively high proportion of 
 pre- war regulars and Territorial soldiers. Many of its units retained the 
communal identity and loyalty built up during the years of peace. It 
was also, however, an army comparatively untested in the fi re of battle. 
Commanded by men who had been tried in the furnace of the First 
World War –  at times, over the very same ground on which they were 
fi ghting this second time around –  its younger soldiers had not previ-
ously undergone the strains of combat against  well- led opponents from 
a modern industrial state. 

 As the  BEF  struggled to catch up with an enemy who always seemed 
one step ahead, perhaps their most universal experience was physical 
exhaustion, compounded by hunger and thirst as the supply system 
fractured under the weight of the German advance. 

  From 3 am Sunday to 3 am Monday I had a bare two hours’ sleep in the 

garden and during this period two meals consisting of two slices of 
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bread and a slice of meat roll. The other meal was two slices of bread 

and cheese with the addition of some chocolate and jam. I slept from 

3 am to 4 am and then had a meal of scrounged and looted food –  jam, 

bread, cakes and biscuits –  not at all adequate. On Monday we rested 

until 1.30 pm and had bully beef and a slice of bread at 6 pm and a 

mouthful of tea at 11 pm. Again no sleep until 5 am having some bacon, 

beans and tea before sleep  . . . There was a shortage of liquids  –   no 

water, half a pint of tea and mouthful of wine in  thirty- six hours. 21     

 Little wonder that in these circumstances, British troops enthusiasti-
cally made off with whatever they could fi nd from the houses and shops 
they passed, or that the army’s cohesion broke down as men lost con-
tact with their units and fended for themselves. Ironically, the same 
problems were affl icting German soldiers, driven on to exhaustion and 
at the far end of their supply lines. In the fi nal battles around Dunkirk, 
all the combatants were running on empty. 

 Much of the fi ghting around the Channel ports was  small- scale, 
improvised stuff between infantry units operating at close quarters. 
Neither side had many chances to fi ght well-organized, carefully 
planned battles in which massed artillery pieces unleashed the full con-
cussive potential of modern war. For the inexperienced Territorials and 
conscripts of the  BEF , this was a terrifying introduction to the physical 
consequences of combat. Fighting as an infantryman in Calais on 
25 May, gunner William Harding watched as 

  some rifl emen with bayonets ran across our front. A tail end chap was 

hit by a mortar bomb, which resulted in a low wall looking as if buckets 

of red paint had been thrown over it. The man completely disintegrated, 

with his head resting on his neck, his arms and legs close by. His face 

had a slight smile on it. 22     

 Fighting meant killing as well as being killed. Holding the Escaut 
Canal, 2 nd  Lieutenant Jimmy Langley of the 2 nd  Coldstream Guards 
shot a German who had picked off two of his comrades: 

  It was my lucky day and I can only assume that having had two ‘kills’ at 

the same spot the sniper did not think anyone would be fool enough to 

offer him a third. I had thought he would be some way back . . . and had 

he not moved I doubt if I would ever have spotted him . . . he was lying 

on the top of the bank in a clump of nettles not 50 yards away, with 
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his fi eld glasses slowly sweeping our lines . . . Once I had seen him the 

rest was comparatively easy, but nonetheless I was violently sick when it 

was over. 23     

 Whether under fi re in defensive positions or being strafed from the 
sky as they retreated, the  BEF ’s soldiers had to endure bombardment. 
The resultant feeling of vulnerability was perhaps worst on the ‘antheap 
upturned’ 24    of the evacuation beaches. They offered so little natural 
cover as the troops awaited escape, so close yet so far. Alan Macdon-
ald, a captain in the Royal Artillery, recalled: 

  lying fl at on the sand listening to the shriek of the bombers and the 

crack of explosions. I can still see the hand of the person next to me one 

time. It was only a few inches from my face as we two lay prone. It 

twitched with nerves, the knuckles gleaming white as his hand clenched 

and unclenched, the fi ngers biting into his thigh. 25     

 In an account published the year after Dunkirk, another offi cer remem-
bered the ‘stench of blood and mutilated fl esh’ on the beaches. ‘Not a 
breath of air was blowing to dissipate the appalling odour that arose 
from the dead bodies that had been lying on the sand, in some cases for 
several days. We might have been walking through a slaughter house 
on a hot day.’ 26    

 The bodies lay amid a wasteland of abandoned equipment, for as the 
army withdrew it left behind it a huge quantity of destroyed and aban-
doned kit. The desolate wreckage of trucks, tanks, motorbikes and 
guns made a telling impression on the Germans. General von Bock, the 
commander of Army Group B, wrote in his diary: 

  The scene on the roads used by the English retreat was indescribable. 

Huge quantities of motor vehicles, guns, combat vehicles, and army 

equipment were crammed into a very small area and driven together . . . 

There lies the materiel of an army whose completeness of equipment we 

poor wretches can only gaze at with envy. 27     

 Lionel Tucker was a  twenty- one- year- old private with the Royal Army 
Ordnance Corps. Like many soldiers, for him the retreat consisted of a 
 step- by- step shedding of the material manifestations of military ser-
vice. Just outside Cassel, as the full scale of the defeat became obvious, 
he was instructed to disable his charges: 
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  We drained the sumps and drained the water and bayonetted the tyres 

and smashed the carburettors and done all sorts of damage that was 

 heart- breaking really when you’d been looking after them so well, and 

then . . . we were on the march into Dunkirk . . . and believe you me that 

 twenty- one miles was the worst  twenty- one miles I’d ever done in my 

life: we were strafed, we were bombed, we dived into ditches and all the 

rest of it . . . I thought to myself on the way, I shall be glad when we get 

to Dunkirk, but when we got to Dunkirk it was worse . . .  

 On 1 June, having spent a day on the beach waiting for evacuation with 
nothing to eat or drink, he was ordered into the town to await rescue 
from the crowded mole in the harbour. 

  I thought to myself, right, if I’ve got to swim for it, I don’t want all this 

on, so I slung me tin helmet over, I slung me rifl e in the water, I slung all 

me pack, Bren gun pouches, everything I had, gas mask, everything, I 

was just in my clothes.  

 When he fi nally got aboard the passenger ferry  Maid of Orleans , 
Tucker ‘fl opped right down on the deck and went asleep, and I didn’t 
know anything more until someone come along and kicked me in the 
backside and said . . . “C’mon mate, we’re in Dover”.’ 28    

 Men as well as equipment had been left behind. Of the 66,246 casu-
alties suffered by the  BEF  since September 1939, 41,567 were prisoners 
of war. In practice, offi cers were often reluctant to try to make their 
men fi ght genuinely ‘to the last man’. Where escape was cut off and 
further resistance seemed futile, they usually told their men to surren-
der rather than suffer ‘useless’ losses. Others, however, particularly 
where they were convinced they were helping the army get away, staged 
desperate last stands against the odds. 29    

 The shock of battle, the need for escape and the slow grind of hunger 
and tiredness all put morale under threat. Some units were able to 
maintain their discipline and cohesion all the way back to the beaches 
and onto the boats. Others were deliberately broken up to evade the 
encircling Germans, or crumbled as shattered men staggered away 
from the line of march, woke up to fi nd their comrades had gone, or 
took their chance in the confusion to head for home. 

 In the circumstances, it was perhaps surprising that the  BEF  did not 
dissolve more completely. But the mixture of defeat and disintegration 
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certainly called the military hierarchy into question. Private Joe Catt of 
the 5 th  Royal Sussex described the moment when he and his comrades 
were told to fend for themselves: 

  When you realize the people you are supposed to obey don’t know what 

they’re doing, that’s when you begin to get a bit worried. When one has 

been trained to jump at the sound of the sergeant’s voice, can you begin 

to imagine the feeling of panic when offi cers ordered us to make our 

own way to Dunkirk? Most of us had no idea where it was, or even what 

it was. 30     

 The sense of betrayal after capture could be equally corrosive. Having 
already been badly mauled in their fi rst contact with the Germans on 
20 May, the 2 nd  Battalion of the Royal East Kent Regiment was forced 
to surrender when it found itself surrounded eight days later. One of its 
offi cers later remembered scenes that were 

  pretty nasty . . . scenes of bad behaviour by British soldiers . . . blaming 

the offi cers, effi ng and blinding and being absolutely bloody. And I 

remember  . . . trying to pull them together  . . . and I found someone 

behind me and it was my  CO  with a bottle he’d picked up and he was 

just about to hit anybody who’d dare touch me. But that was [the] sort 

of thing that can happen in abject defeat when there’s no water to drink 

and . . . all discipline gone. They weren’t our soldiers. 31     

 Humiliation, dejection and despair were common currency among sol-
diers who knew they had been forced to run away. Those lucky enough 
to be extricated from Dunkirk travelled back in trepidation, expecting 
jeers rather than cheers from the home front on their return. 

 The pattern of losses as a result of the battle for France was far from 
evenly spread. The army’s logistic and support troops, further removed 
from the front line and closer to the ports, made up the bulk of soldiers 
evacuated at the start of the Dunkirk operation. Fighting units, par-
ticularly infantry units that had borne the brunt of the combat, had 
suffered higher casualties, but were also often so disrupted by the pro-
cess of evacuation that their soldiers were initially scattered across the 
south of England. Most of these battalions took weeks to reassemble. 
The 51 st  Highland Division, captured essentially complete at St-Valéry, 
had to be rebuilt from scratch. For all the severity of the materiel 
destruction, however, most of the army’s personnel survived and 
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returned. The shock of defeat was not compounded by the even higher 
losses that would have been sustained if the Germans had actually cut 
the British off from the coast.  

   ‘now the “total war”
begins’  

 The battle for France was just as confusing for those charged with 
directing Britain’s war as it was to those doing the fi ghting on the 
ground. From the outset, British strategists focused on the dangers to 
the security of the  UK . Rather than part of a plan to win a quick and 
decisive victory over France, they presumed that Germany’s thrust into 
the Low Countries was an attempt to improve its position for a long 
war. Having pushed their way to the Channel coast, the Germans 
would hold a new line in France while opening an attack on the  UK  
from their new air and sea bases in Holland and Belgium. In reaction 
against their failure to predict the assault on Scandinavia, the chiefs of 
staff and their intelligence advisors now not only presumed that the 
Germans were already well prepared to invade the  UK , but also lost 
confi dence that they would be able to spot such an attack coming. For 
most of May and June, Britain’s military and political leaders were 
struggling not only with an incomplete picture of the unfolding cam-
paign across the Channel, but also with the panicked sense that their 
own islands might be subject to unexpected attack. 32    

 For all the confi dence that Britain had placed in the durability of the 
French army, the risk that France was headed for a total collapse was 
recognized in London at a very early stage. On 15 May, fi ve days into 
the campaign, Reynaud phoned Churchill to tell him, ‘We are beaten, 
we have lost the battle.’ By 17 May, a Cabinet committee had already 
begun to consider the consequences if the French were forced to aban-
don Paris and the  BEF  had to be totally evacuated. It took much longer, 
however, for the British to become certain that their ally was beyond 
rescue. 

 The German offensive spurred on the escalation of Britain’s war 
effort. In response to the movement of German troops, on the night of 
11 May the  RAF  bombed  Mönchen- Gladbach, its fi rst night bombing 
raid against a German target in an urban area. From 12 May, the War 
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Cabinet considered whether the moment had come to ‘take the gloves 
off’ and begin ‘unrestricted air warfare’, bombing targets in Germany 
without regard for whether this might lead to civilian casualties. On 
15 May, it gave approval for such bombing, provided that it aimed to 
fulfi l military objectives. That night, Bomber Command despatched 
 ninety- nine medium bombers against the Ruhr. 33    As Alexander 
Cadogan in the Foreign Offi ce put it in his diary: ‘Now the “Total 
War” begins!’ 34    

 This step was not surprising. Since the previous September, Cham-
berlain’s Conservative opponents had made the unleashing of the air 
war a key demand in their campaign against him. When it came to 
bombing, Churchill had none of his predecessor’s moral and legal 
qualms. Attlee was also an enthusiastic supporter. Even though Ger-
man air attacks had not, as yet, been directed at British cities, they 
argued that the Luftwaffe had deliberately targeted civilians in Poland 
and Holland. The fi ghtback against such an evil enemy must not be 
disabled by misplaced scruples. 

 In fact, when it came to the air war, the argument that the Germans 
had started it was open to debate. Luftwaffe attacks on Warsaw had 
killed large numbers of civilians, but they did so in the course of sup-
porting ground operations against the Polish army and thus were legal 
within the bounds of contemporary international law. On 14 May, the 
Germans bombed Rotterdam, killing hundreds of civilians (an event 
not referred to in the British Cabinet discussions), but again in the 
context of a ground assault. 35    The broader brutality of the Nazi 
regime was evident enough, but nonetheless, what Britain was now 
undertaking –  bombing raids as the sole form of attack against distant 
targets without regard for civilian losses –  was unprecedented. At the 
time, what weighed heavily on the War Cabinet was the damage that 
unrestricted bombing would do to Britain’s reputation in neutral Amer-
ica. The deteriorating situation on the Western Front overcame this 
anxiety: Allied military survival meant more than preserving Britain’s 
good name across the Atlantic. 36    

 The opening of the German campaign in the west had already led 
the new British government to abandon previous restrictions on over-
seas spending, and from  mid- May, Britain bought in America on the 
basis of military need rather than fi nancial prudence. It was clear that 
this meant that Britain would run out of dollars even sooner than had 
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been anticipated. On 15 May Churchill, in his fi rst personal note to 
President Roosevelt after he became prime minister, had indicated that, 
‘We shall go on paying dollars for as long as we can, but I should like 
to feel reasonably sure that when we can pay no more you will give us 
the stuff all the same.’ 37    The president felt no need to reassure him 
about anything of the sort. In a major change from the days when the 
Treasury had control of the purse strings, however, Churchill and the 
Foreign Offi ce were optimistic that America would provide some means 
of economic aid when British reserves were exhausted. 

 Meanwhile, the news from France deteriorated. For the embattled 
French even more than the British, the immediate fear was that the Ital-
ians would now abide by their pact with Germany and enter the war, 
attacking France’s southern border and opening hostilities in the Medi-
terranean. The French were keen for the Allies to make concessions 
now to keep Italy peaceful. They persuaded the British to join them in 
a covert request to President Roosevelt, asking him to issue an appar-
ently independent proposal for Italy to make clear its territorial claims 
as a prelude to full participation in an eventual peace settlement. On 
25 May, the Italian ambassador in London asked for an interview with 
Halifax and broached the idea of an  Italian- organized conference at 
which Mussolini would play European arbiter in return for a recogni-
tion of Italian interests. Halifax played for time, but was attracted 
by the notion that the Italian dictator, scared by the scale of Hitler’s 
successes, might act as a restraining infl uence on his ally if it came to 
arranging a compromise peace. 

 On 26 May, Reynaud came to London for meetings with Churchill 
and Halifax. Before he arrived, the prime minister told his colleagues 
to prepare themselves for the fact that the French premier might say 
that his country ‘could not carry on the fi ght’. Halifax told the War 
Cabinet ‘to face the fact that it was not so much now a question of 
imposing a complete defeat on Germany but of safeguarding the inde-
pendence of our own Empire and if possible that of France’. 38    To that 
end, he raised the question of his interview with the Italian ambas-
sador. Halifax had concluded that meeting by emphasizing that 
everyone wanted peace and security. Churchill retorted that he had 
no intention of seeing those aims achieved because the Germans had 
achieved a total domination of Europe. 

 The prime minister and foreign secretary then had their interviews 
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with Reynaud, who gave a gloomy picture of the military situation. He 
raised the question of making concessions to Italy in an effort to keep 
that country out of the war. The problem for the French was that, apart 
from some sort of shared rule of Tunisia, they did not have that much 
that Mussolini wanted. Reynaud appealed to the British to offer up 
some of their Mediterranean possessions  –   he talked of declaring 
Gibraltar, the Suez Canal and Malta neutral territories –  in return for 
an improvement in France’s position. Halifax was keen at least to 
approach Mussolini: less in order to keep Italy out of the war than 
because he hoped to fi nd a route to a general settlement in which the 
Italians would pressure Hitler ‘to take a more reasonable attitude’. 

 That evening, the War Cabinet met again at Admiralty House. Once 
more, discussion quickly moved from concessions to Italy to the broader 
issue of a European peace deal. Churchill argued that the British still 
had ‘powers of resistance and attack’ which the French did not, and 
that the French desire to ‘get out of the war’ would ‘drag’ Britain ‘into a 
settlement which involved intolerable terms’. 

 In his circumlocutory way, Halifax took issue with Churchill: 

  he attached perhaps rather more importance than the Prime Minister to 

the desirability of allowing France to try out the possibilities of Euro-

pean equilibrium. He was not quite convinced that the Prime Minister’s 

diagnosis was correct and that it was in Herr Hitler’s interest to insist on 

outrageous terms. After all, he knew his own internal weaknesses. On 

this lay out, it might be possible to save France from the wreck.  

 Churchill, although insistent that it would be impossible to get a peace 
that Britain could accept, fi nally agreed that an approach could be 
made to Mussolini. As the meeting closed, Halifax reminded his col-
leagues that ‘if we got to the point of discussing the terms of a general 
settlement and found that we could obtain terms which did not postu-
late the destruction of our independence, we should be foolish if we did 
not accept them’. 39    

 In the meantime, the chiefs of staff had produced a paper on British 
chances if the French capitulated. This recognized that air superiority 
would be crucial to any successful attack on the  UK . Providing it could 
fi ght off the German air force, they argued, the  UK  would be able to 
hold out while it mobilized international and imperial resources to 
build up its military power. That would depend on the  USA  giving ‘full 
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economic and fi nancial support,  without which   ’, they emphasized, ‘ we 
do not think we could continue the war with any chance of success   ’. 
The chiefs asserted that, with the  UK  secure, there was still a hope that 
Germany might yet be defeated ‘by economic pressure, by a combin-
ation of air attack on economic objectives in Germany and on German 
morale and the creation of widespread revolt in her conquered 
territory’. 40    

 This bolstered the prime minister’s case, but not as much as Church-
ill might have wished. On 27 May, the War Cabinet reconvened, joined 
by Sinclair as leader of the Liberals, but without any other ministers or 
senior military offi cers, to consider matters again. Two gambits were 
now in play –  Roosevelt’s approach to Mussolini, which had been made 
the day before, and further pressure from the French for the Allies to 
make a direct appeal to Italy, laying out precisely what territory was up 
for grabs if it stayed out of the war. As before, this quickly led to the 
consideration of a broader settlement with Germany. 

 Sinclair, Attlee and Greenwood all pronounced themselves opposed 
to any further approach to the Italians. The Labour leader pointed out 
that it would have ‘no practical effect and would be very damaging to 
us’. Churchill agreed that it ‘would ruin the integrity of our fi ghting 
position in this country’. 

  At the moment our prestige in Europe was very low. The only way we 

could get it back was by showing the world that Germany had not beaten 

us. If, after two or three months, we could show that we were still 

unbeaten, our prestige would return. Even if we were beaten, we should 

be no worse off than we should be if we were now to abandon the 

struggle.  

 Chamberlain also believed that negotiations with the Italians were 
probably pointless, but thought them worth pursuing for a little longer: 
fi rst to keep the French in the fi ght, and secondly to avoid giving them 
the excuse of British intransigence if they decided to make a separate 
peace. 

 Halifax had listened to Churchill work himself into a rhetorical 
lather (as he put it in his record of the meeting, ‘Winston talked the 
most frightful rot’ 41   ). Now, he decided it was time to make clear ‘cer-
tain rather profound differences’ with his colleagues. First, he ‘could 
not recognise any semblance between the action which he proposed, 
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and the suggestion that we were suing for terms and following a line 
which would lead us to disaster.’ Only the previous day, he reminded 
the prime minister, Churchill had said that he would consider terms 
that allowed the  UK  to retain its ‘vital strength’ in order to ‘get out of 
our present diffi culties’. Now he was saying that Britain had to fi ght to 
a fi nish no matter what. If the Germans were willing to offer an accept-
able way out, Halifax thought that would be better than staking the 
country’s future on whether or not the Luftwaffe could knock out Brit-
ain’s aircraft factories. 

  The issue was probably academic, since we were unlikely to receive any 

offer which would not come up against the fundamental conditions 

which were essential to us. If, however, it was possible to obtain a settle-

ment which did not impair those conditions he, for his part, doubted if 

he would be able to accept the view now put forward by the Prime 

Minister.  

 Or as he put it in his own account, if Churchill and the Labour leaders 
really believed what they were saying ‘and if it came to the point, our 
ways must separate’. 

 As far as the foreign secretary was concerned, his threats of resigna-
tion left Churchill full of ‘apologies and affection’ –  as indeed it had to, 
given the political dangers of a Halifax  walk- out. The prime minister 
did not think that Halifax was making the War Cabinet’s job easier by 
insisting on ‘academic’ arguments, but he at least considered the hypo-
thetical: if Hitler ‘was prepared to make peace on the terms of the 
restoration of the German colonies and the overlordship of Central 
Europe, that was one thing. But it was quite unlikely that he would 
make any such offer.’ 42    What the War Cabinet actually settled on was 
Chamberlain’s solution: stringing out discussions with the French by 
insisting that Roosevelt’s initiative must be allowed to run its course 
before any other approach was made to Mussolini. 

 By the time the War Cabinet met the following afternoon, Roosevelt’s 
appeal had been rejected and the French had once more demanded that 
the Allies stage their own explicit approach to Rome. Halifax again 
used this to open the possibility that Mussolini might act as a mediator 
in a wider peace settlement. He reminded his colleagues: ‘we might get 
better terms before France went out of the war and our aircraft facto-
ries were bombed, than we might get in three months’ time’. This time, 
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every other member of the War Cabinet was against him. Churchill 
proclaimed that ‘nations which went down fi ghting rose again, but 
those which surrendered tamely were fi nished’. This was just what had 
driven Halifax to distraction the previous day: Churchill working 
‘himself up into a passion of emotion when he ought to make his brain 
think and reason’. 43    

 During a brief adjournment, Churchill took the chance to speak to 
an assembly of ministers from outside the War Cabinet, to whom he 
preached a rousing sermon on the subject ‘we shall fi ght on’. Whereas, 
at its most ‘academic’, the discussion in the War Cabinet had been 
about whether negotiating now would get Britain a better deal, to this 
audience he cast the choice in stark terms: defi ance and victory or sur-
render and a probable Fascist takeover. In Amery’s account: 

  One thing he was clear about was that there could be no greater folly 

than to try at this moment to offer concessions to either Italy or Ger-

many, the powers which were out to destroy us. There was nothing to be 

done at any rate until we have turned the tide, except fi ght all out. 44     

 Put in those terms there was no choice: when the War Cabinet recon-
vened, Churchill was able to recount that their fellow ministers ‘had 
expressed the greatest satisfaction when he had told them that there 
was no chance of our giving up the struggle. He did not remember hav-
ing ever before heard a gathering of persons occupying high places in 
political life express themselves so emphatically.’ 45    

 In the meantime, Chamberlain had managed to construct with Hali-
fax a message to Reynaud that followed Churchill’s line –  there was no 
point in making a potentially disastrous appeal to Mussolini –  but left 
open the possibility of a future approach to Italy if circumstances 
changed, which both provided a diplomatic escape route and spared 
the feelings of the foreign secretary. 

 These discussions have received a huge amount of attention from 
historians, but perhaps the most striking aspect of them is the fog of 
uncertainty in which all the participants struggled. The Dunkirk evac-
uation was only just getting under way, and no one knew how many 
troops would be saved. France’s fate was not yet sealed. The expect-
ation was that Germany had prepared to invade the  UK  –  which it had 
not –  assuming that it could gain the upper hand in the air. Everyone 
involved was massively  over- optimistic about the damage British 
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bombers would do now the gloves were off, as well as about the under-
lying weaknesses of the Nazi regime. To the wider Cabinet, if not to his 
senior colleagues, Churchill infl ated the prospects of imminent Ame r-
ican involvement in the confl ict. 46    

 Neither Halifax nor Churchill knew the future course of the war. As 
it turned out, the Luftwaffe would not prove capable of fulfi lling the for-
eign secretary’s fears of German air superiority. Churchill’s mercurial 
personality and the importance he gave to performing the role of heroic 
leader make it diffi cult to gauge his assessment of British prospects 
exactly, but it is clear that, compared to Halifax, he still believed that 
the  UK  could win the war –   not just as an article of faith, but as a 
matter of judgement on international and economic strength and the 
relative strategic situation. In so far as he envisioned victory, however, 
it seems to have looked more like what the British government had 
aimed for in 1939 than what it would end up pursuing from 1943: a 
decisive bargaining position, not grinding the Third Reich into dust. As 
a response to Halifax’s pedantry, in late May 1940 the prime minister 
was at least willing to consider a settlement in which Germany got 
back its former colonies and was allowed control of Central Europe, 
but he correctly judged that this was not what was on offer in the long 
term. 

 Churchill was wrong about the possibilities of a peace deal with 
Hitler, who would happily have left Britain its empire for the moment, 
providing that Germany could dominate the European mainland. Hali-
fax, however, was the more mistaken: wrong if he thought that Britain 
could just dip its toes in the water of a peace conference without serious 
consequences, and wrong to think that some sort of enduring settle-
ment would be obtainable for a country defeated by the Nazi regime. 
Seeking peace in 1940 would have confi rmed Hitler’s perception of the 
 UK  as a declining, decadent empire –  the successor to the Ottomans or 
Habsburgs –  the pieces of which would be swallowed up by the rising 
powers of the new global struggle. Even leaving aside the moral and 
political implications of negotiating with Nazism, talking with Hitler 
from a position of weakness was not a route to lasting security. 47    

 It would also have represented a very poor return on Britain’s 
strategic investment. The  UK  had spent very heavily on  long- term 
programmes of rearmament designed to allow it to prevail over Ger-
many in 1942. By May 1940 it was clear that these would be dependent 
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on massive fi nancial and economic support from America, but if 
Churchill was too positive about the prospects of securing that aid in 
the near future, it was reasonable, given the course of  Anglo- American 
relations since 1937, to presume that it  could  be secured, and that the 
price to be paid would be better than that demanded by a victorious 
Germany. Whether the  UK  could convert its defensive strength into 
offensive power remained to be seen, but again, it was not misguided to 
presume that this would be the outcome if the rearmament programmes 
were allowed to fulfi l their potential. 48    What was very unlikely, as 
Churchill pointed out, was that this potential would be reached if Brit-
ain backed out of the war. Leaving aside possible German demands 
to restrict the British armed forces, making peace in the summer of 
1940 would have antagonized the Labour movement and the Ameri-
cans, thus exacerbating problems of industrial relations and dollar 
supply that had previously hampered rearmament. Having jumped out 
of a confrontation with Germany when the going got tough, the  UK  
would not have been able to jump back in again with better prospects 
further down the line. 

 Presented in these terms, and shorn of the rhetorical fl ourishes, it 
was Churchill’s case that was more rational and reasoned, and Hali-
fax’s that suffered from an excess of emotion –  above all a profound 
irritation with Churchill, the man whom he had allowed to seize the 
premiership just two weeks before. In the end it was that frustra-
tion, not arguments over the continuation of the confl ict, which brought 
the foreign secretary close to resignation. Halifax, the intellectual 
fencer, was personally annoyed by the mode of argument of Churchill, 
the emotional all-in wrestler, but they were also fi ghting over a bigger 
issue: could the foreign secretary, as he intended when he renounced 
the premiership, compel his errant colleague to see sense? For the 
moment, by threatening resignation, he could; but Churchill’s appeal to 
the wider Cabinet –  which effectively prevented any further discussion 
of negotiations –  demonstrated that this would not necessarily be the 
case in the future. 49    

 Halifax never thought that he had been suggesting ‘ultimate capitu-
lation’. Critically, the discussions of late May were not the start of a 
war/peace split within the British government. And as that suggested, 
however important Churchill’s rallying of faint hearts felt at the time, 
he was not the sole reason that the  UK  did not sue for peace. On the 
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contrary, the balance of argument in any case lay with carrying on 
the fi ght. 

 The logic of that case was apparent in the way that Chamberlain 
altered course to give more support to Churchill’s position than to that 
of Halifax. It was Chamberlain who –  whatever his personal feelings 
about his recent usurpation  –   consistently put forward the common 
ground on which the War Cabinet found agreement. His ruthless will-
ingness to string the French along about an approach to the Italians 
showed off his bureaucratic acumen and echoed the ways in which he 
had tried to talk out demands for military adventures during the Pho-
ney War. 50    That move suggests deeper continuities too. During his time 
as premier, Chamberlain had sought to balance negotiation and deter-
rence in his dealings with Germany, but since war broke out he had 
been very clear that agreement was impossible while Hitler remained in 
power. The events of May 1940 did not change his mind. The War Cab-
inet discussions about possible negotiations might look like a decisive 
moment, 51    but this was a turning point at which there was no turn. The 
collapse of France profoundly affected the course of the war, but it did 
not break the British government, nor change the fundamental direc-
tion of its strategy.  

   ‘t wo nations at war 
with each other’  

 It was by no means certain in late May that France would actually drop 
out of the war. Until the middle of June, British hopes that France 
might somehow be persuaded to stay the course persisted, alongside a 
growing reluctance to commit too much to the ailing alliance. As the 
French attempted to build a new defensive line along the Somme and 
Aisne rivers, they repeatedly demanded that the British send fresh 
troops and aircraft to reinforce the two  BEF  divisions that remained in 
France and help them hold the line. Now severely outnumbered and 
trying to withstand a decisive assault, the French understandably felt 
abandoned. In London, the chiefs of staff and the War Cabinet weighed 
up the advantages of supporting their ally against the risks of invasion 
and the fear that forces sent to France would be caught up in an 
unavoidable defeat. 52    Having been sent back to France to report on the 
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attitude of its senior offi cers, General Henry Pownall, the former chief 
of the general staff of the  BEF , summarized the position neatly in his 
diary in the fi rst days of June: 

  There is a very diffi cult balance to be held. If the French are going to 

crack and we have got to fi ght it out for ourselves (as is extremely prob-

able) we do not want to waste our resources (especially air resources) in 

a fruitless way to sustain them. On the other hand there is always the 

chance that the French, or part of them, will hold out suffi ciently long, 

 if we help them , to enable us to come to their aid and stop the rot –   

remembering too that the Germans are far from fresh and must be 

having great administrative diffi culties . . . Winston said in this connec-

tion, ‘I  wonder  if we can hold them?’ An insight into his real thoughts. 

Great morale raising speeches, necessary as they are, do not necessarily, 

or even often refl ect the inward appearance of those who make them. 53     

 In fact, Churchill proved far keener on reinforcing France than his 
War Cabinet colleagues or his military advisors. By the start of June, 
most ministers and offi cials in Whitehall were convinced that nothing 
more could be done to help a nation that would not save itself. Increas-
ingly querulous demands for assistance were seen as preliminaries 
for blaming British intransigence for a French defeat. As Cadogan put 
it, however, ‘sentimental Winston’ was easier to convince that some-
thing might be saved. 54    Between 2 and 4 June he dragged out the War 
Cabinet discussions in an effort to persuade his colleagues, arguing 
that: ‘We could never keep all that we wanted for our own defence 
while the French were fi ghting for their lives.’ 55    In practice, there 
was little enough that the British could offer: since most of the troops 
evacuated from Dunkirk had come away without their equipment, they 
were in no position to be immediately sent back into the fi ght. None-
theless, the British did eventually despatch several additional air 
squadrons, the fresh 52 nd  Infantry Division and part of the 1 st  Canadian 
Division, which began landing at Cherbourg during the second week 
of June. 

 By this point, the French position on the Somme and Aisne had col-
lapsed (engulfi ng the two British divisions, the 51 st  Highland and 1 st  
Armoured, that had remained after Dunkirk), and Italy had entered the 
war. With a catastrophic military defeat now inevitable, the voices 
within the French government demanding an armistice grew stronger, 
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although a minority of ministers, including Reynaud, argued instead 
that the war could be continued from colonial North Africa. On the 
evening of 12 June, Weygand told the French Cabinet that they needed 
to seek an armistice. The next day, Reynaud asked Churchill whether 
Britain would release France from the alliance agreement that it would 
make no separate peace. 

 Although the end was now clearly in sight, the prime minister con-
tinued to explore ways to avoid a total French surrender: fi rst by 
demanding that Reynaud send telegrams to Roosevelt appealing for 
American assistance; secondly by insisting that the British troops 
recently arrived in France should keep fi ghting on the Atlantic coast as 
part of the  so- called ‘Breton redoubt’. Both endeavours were in vain. 
Roosevelt promised supplies but could not offer military aid. General 
Brooke, who had been sent out to command the ‘second  BEF ’, reported 
that there was no hope of holding out in Brittany. When Churchill told 
him that he had been sent to France ‘to make the French feel that we 
were supporting them’, Brooke responded that ‘it was impossible to 
make a corpse feel’ and that he must withdraw. 56    In a second evacua-
tion, less well known than Dunkirk, another 140,000 British troops 
escaped from the west coast of France. 

 All of this might seem a good example of Churchill’s heart ruling his 
head. He plainly was deeply affected by the extent of French sacrifi ce, 
and endangered British forces by sending them to France when it was 
apparent to those around him that they could make no difference to the 
immediate outcome of the campaign. When Churchill proposed send-
ing more fi ghter squadrons across the Channel, Halifax told him to 
inform the French that they would do more good defending British 
factories. 

 Churchill invested too much in the hope that the French armed 
forces might be able to salvage something from the wreckage, but the 
advantages of keeping France in the fi ght were so considerable that 
some risks were warranted. If a collapse was inevitable, there was a 
strong case for trying to infl uence which way France fell. In any case, it 
was in Britain’s interests to secure as much as possible of France’s 
 war- making potential, and above all the French navy, from German 
clutches. If French battleships were handed over to the enemy as part of 
a peace deal, then British maritime superiority might be threatened just 
at the moment when the sea was keeping the  UK  safe from a German 
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invasion and the opening of a new front in the Mediterranean was 
stretching the Royal Navy’s resources to the limit. 57    

 The question of what would happen to French ships was crucial in 
determining the British response on 16 June, when Reynaud once more 
requested that France be released from its alliance agreement so that it 
could seek a separate armistice. He made it clear that his government 
would not surrender the fl eet, but that if the British refused his request, 
he would resign, and his replacement might not follow suit. In London, 
the War Cabinet consented, providing that the French navy set sail 
immediately for British ports. In a bizarre and dramatic attempt to 
keep their ally in the fi ght, the British offered the French, on the same 
day, an ‘indissoluble union’ of the two countries, including common 
citizenship. The roots of this proposal lay with future architects of the 
European Community, including Jean Monnet, but the fact it was put 
forward said more about London’s desperation than its federalist 
enthusiasm. In Bordeaux, the opportunity to subsume themselves in a 
new  cross- Channel endeavour appealed neither to those French minis-
ters who wanted to fi ght on to save their nation nor to those who now 
regarded peace as their patriotic duty. 58    

 It was the latter who dominated the new government formed under 
Pétain after Reynaud resigned on the evening of 16 June. The next day, 
Pétain’s government asked the Germans for armistice terms, which 
were received on 21 June. The British initially found cause for opti-
mism in signs that the French were also preparing to fi ght on from their 
African empire. Although the condition that the fl eet sail to the  UK  
had never actually reached the previous French Cabinet, the British 
were reassured by Admiral Darlan, the head of the French navy and 
Pétain’s minister for the admiralty, that he would never surrender his 
ships, and by the despatch of additional vessels to North African ports. 
Briefl y, the British thought about buying the whole French navy, or ask-
ing the Americans to purchase it, rather than have it fall into Axis 
hands. The French, however, were not about to give up what was in fact 
a key bargaining chip as they sought to secure a decent settlement from 
Germany. 59    

 Since hopes remained that the Pétain government was one with 
which the British could work, when General Charles de Gaulle, a 
French soldier and former junior minister under Reynaud, asked to 
be allowed to use the  BBC  to make a radio broadcast against the 
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armistice, the War Cabinet turned him down. Subsequent representa-
tions to senior ministers, however, led to this decision being reversed, 
and on 18 June de Gaulle made what would subsequently be a famous 
appeal to Frenchmen at home and abroad to keep fi ghting. Shocked 
that this might subvert a French government they still wanted to infl u-
ence, over the next few days the Foreign Offi ce sat hard on de Gaulle’s 
attempts to declare that he had formed a new  government- in- exile in 
London. 60    

 British uncertainties rapidly resolved between 22 and 24 June as the 
terms of the  Franco- German armistice became clear. In some ways, the 
Germans exacted a harsh price. The whole of northern France, includ-
ing Paris and most of the country’s heavy industry, was occupied, with 
the costs borne by the rump French state. Somewhere between 
50,000 and 90,000 French soldiers had been killed during the cam-
paign. 61    Even at the lower estimate, that meant a rate of combat 
fatalities per week about 60 per cent higher than the French had suf-
fered during the Great War, which disproves any suggestion that the 
French army didn’t fi ght hard. About 1.5 million French service 
personnel had also been taken prisoner by the Germans, many in the 
period between Pétain’s announcement of the armistice and the moment 
when it came into effect. 62    Most of these prisoners of war were retained 
in German hands as hostages to their country’s good behaviour. 

 In other ways, however, the French got off lightly. Southern France 
was left unoccupied and the Pétain administration was allowed to form 
a new seat of government. At the start of July it took up residence in the 
spa town of Vichy. The French empire was left untouched. Crucially, 
the French did not have to surrender their navy, but their warships were 
to return to their home ports, then be demobilized and disarmed under 
Axis direction. The armistice with Italy, which was agreed between 
23 and 24 June, followed roughly the same lines, with France’s Medi-
terranean ports demilitarized, but no wholesale annexation of French 
colonial possessions in Africa. With the signatures on both complete, 
the two armistices came into effect together on 25 June. 

 The conclusion of the armistice negotiations meant the fi nal rupture 
of the  Anglo- French alliance. The speed of the French acceptance of 
German terms convinced the British that the Pétain government had 
acted in bad faith and should be treated as effectively under enemy 
control. What remained of France would shortly be made subject to 
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Britain’s economic blockade. On 23 June, the British government rec-
ognized de Gaulle’s formation of a French National Committee as a 
potential part of a new French  administration- in- exile, although it 
was still not clear whether anyone would rally to his fl ag. On 24 June, 
Churchill told the War Cabinet to expect that Pétain’s government 
‘would inevitably be drawn more and more into making common cause 
with Germany’. The French fl eet ‘must at all costs’ be put either under 
British control or ‘out of the way for good’. In future, relations between 
the  UK  and the France that had accepted the armistice ‘might well 
approach closely to those of two nations at war with each other’. 63    The 
 cross- Channel partnership was no more, and now the former allies 
were sailing into dangerous waters.  

   ‘the fleet will remain French or 
will not ex ist ’  

 British strategists had long judged that Italy would be a good enemy to 
fi ght. Highly dependent on imports, Italy would be hard hit by the 
blockade and would act as a drain on German raw materials, while 
its African colonies would be easily cut off from reinforcements and 
supplies. What concerned them most was the Italian navy’s ability to 
dominate the Mediterranean, resupplying Libya, blocking the shipping 
route to the Suez Canal and outfl anking ground defences in the Mid-
dle East.  In  mid- May, faced with the growing likelihood of Italian 
belligerence, Britain had reinforced its fl eet at Alexandria, under 
Admiral Andrew Cunningham, with four battleships, an aircraft 
carrier, six cruisers and sixteen destroyers. With the help of a French 
cruiser squadron, Cunningham was meant to control the Eastern 
Mediterranean. On the other side of Italy, the British relied on the 
French navy to dominate the Western Mediterranean and stop the Ital-
ians from interdicting the vital convoy route up from Africa’s Atlantic 
coast. The French navy also played a key role in British contingency 
planning in the event of a Japanese attack in the Far East. Although 
British naval planners had toyed in the 1930s with the idea of knock-
ing  out the Italian fl eet as the opening gambit in a  three- front 
maritime  war, they had settled on a more defensive plan in which 
the French would hold the line in the Mediterranean, while British 
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ships from Alexandria would be sent out to relieve Hong Kong and 
Singapore. 64    

 The probability of French surrender therefore posed signifi cant 
problems for British naval strategy. In  mid- June, Admiral Pound, the 
fi rst sea lord, briefl y considered withdrawing the fl eet from Alexandria 
and concentrating it at Gibraltar to try to guarantee control of the 
Atlantic. Cunningham and Churchill successfully opposed the idea on 
the basis that it would ensure the loss of Britain’s entire position in 
North Africa and the Middle East. 65    Instead, the Royal Navy des-
patched further reinforcements –  two battleships, a battle cruiser and 
an aircraft carrier –  to Gibraltar to form a new squadron, ‘Force H’, 
under Admiral James Somerville. This would take the place of the 
French fl eet in contesting control of the Western Mediterranean and 
protecting the East Atlantic convoy route. 

 France’s empire in the Middle East and Africa ran from Syria and 
the Lebanon, via Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco to Senegal, Guinea, 
Gabon and the French Congo. During the second half of June 1940, the 
British hoped that colonial France might be rallied to the Allied cause, 
or at least persuaded to deny its resources and bases to the enemy. 
With their forces already overstretched, the British had to rely on the 
power of negotiation to bring the French around. These efforts failed, 
partly because French colonial governors followed the lead coming out 
of Bordeaux, and partly because British offers of assistance looked to 
French eyes worryingly like a grab for territory. When the British took 
decisive action to control the future of the French navy, they guaran-
teed that imperial France would not be fi ghting alongside the British 
Empire. 66    

 As Britain’s decision to hold the Mediterranean in June 1940 demon-
strated, the Royal Navy was still remarkably strong compared with its 
European rivals. 67    Despite the fears of invasion, Britain could  redeploy 
its warships in an effort to maintain control of its global supply lines 
and the security of its empire. Such naval superiority was crucial for 
British survival and the War Cabinet was not willing to see it under-
mined. As soon as France began to totter, the British had considered 
the prospect of naval intervention to keep French capital ships out of 
enemy hands. When the armistice was signed, the British moved from 
thought to action. 

 As France’s European war ended, its major vessels were scattered in 
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different locations. Some had crossed to Plymouth and Portsmouth. 
The battleship  Richelieu  had gone to the big French naval base at Dakar 
and its unfi nished sister ship,  Jean Bart , used its engines for the fi rst 
time to reach Casablanca. Powerful French squadrons remained at 
Toulon, Alexandria and the naval base at  Mers- el- Kébir, near Oran in 
Algeria. The French Admiral Darlan was determined to keep control of 
all these vessels, but he was also uncertain about how his offi cers would 
react to the armistice. 

 On 25 June, worried that the Royal Navy would trap him in port, 
the captain of the  Richelieu  sailed his ship out of Dakar. The French 
Admiralty, anxious that he was about to defect, swiftly ordered him 
back. The British, however, thought that this was the fi rst step in the 
French bringing their fl eet home to hand it over to the Germans. 68    On 
27 June, Darlan sought to reassure the British: ‘I repeat that the fl eet 
will remain French or will not exist.’ 69    The War Cabinet decided on the 
same day that force could be used to ensure that French ships did not 
end up in Axis hands. 

 Just before dawn on 3 July, Royal Navy boarding parties rushed 
aboard French vessels in British ports. Most gained control without a 
fi ght, but on the giant French submarine  Surcouf , a gun battle broke 
out that left three Britons and a French sailor dead. In Alexandria, with 
both sides fearing a bloody battle at close quarters, Cunningham even-
tually persuaded the French to keep their ships where they were and 
render them incapable of immediate action. 

 Meanwhile, Force H arrived off  Mers- el- Kébir to demand a deci-
sion: the French ships must either be handed over or disarmed. When 
the French refused to do either, the British warships opened fi re. One 
French battleship was blown up. Another, and a battlecruiser, were 
damaged and beached. One battlecruiser escaped unharmed with four 
destroyers to Toulon. On 6 and 8 July, the British followed up with 
 carrier- launched air attacks on  Mers- el- Kébir and Dakar, the second of 
which disabled the  Richelieu . 70    

 In total, the operations resulted in the deaths of almost 1,300 French-
men and 5 British servicemen. Briefl y, it seemed as if a  full- blown war 
might erupt. On 5 July, French aircraft dropped bombs into the bay off 
Gibraltar, and diplomatic relations between France and Britain were 
broken off three days later. For the moment, however, an  all- out con-
frontation was avoided, and on 12 July, the British announced that for 
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the moment they would take no further action against the French navy 
providing it did not head for  enemy- controlled ports. 71    

 In retrospect, the War Cabinet’s fears for Britain’s maritime security 
were not well founded. The French would probably not have allowed 
their capital ships to fall under German control –  when the Germans 
tried, in 1942, the French scuttled the vessels rather than hand them 
over. In 1940, even if the Germans could have secured the French bat-
tleships, making use of them would have been much more diffi cult than 
simply putting on board a different crew. At the time, Hitler was actu-
ally far more concerned about French destroyers reinforcing the British 
than getting warships for the Kriegsmarine, which helps to explain 
why the French navy got away so lightly in the armistice negotiations. 

 By the start of July 1940, the British presumed that Vichy French hos-
tility was certain in any case, and the drastic steps taken against the 
French fl eet did eliminate a risk that, however small, was unacceptable 
to Britain’s global strategy. Of the nine French battleships and battle-
cruisers afl oat in late June 1940, only one was now in any condition to 
fi ght. In the longer term, a blockaded France would not be able to restore 
its fl eet to a position where it could affect the outcome of the confl ict. 
While public relations was not the point of the operation, the brutal 
attack on a former ally made an important statement, at home and in 
America, about Britain’s determination to carry on the fi ght. 72    

 Yet the attack on  Mers- el- Kébir had a heavy and lasting cost. The 
antipathy created by Britain’s actions  –   particularly in the French 
navy –  would make it even more diffi cult to win France’s colonies back 
to the Allied side. Over the coming years, as Britain struggled to defend 
its empire, it would repeatedly be brought into confrontation with its 
former ally. The sailors killed at  Mers- el- Kébir would not be the fi nal 
casualties of this  Anglo- French confl ict.    



   Part Four 

 Battles of Britain  
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  On 13 July 1940, George King, a legal clerk living in Sanderstead in 
Surrey, composed another entry in the diary he was keeping for his son, 
Cyril. He and his wife had had no news of their boy for weeks now, 
since the War Offi ce had told them that he was missing, presumed cap-
tured, at Dunkirk. They struggled on, checking the casualty lists in the 
paper, hoping that they would get a telegram or a letter to tell them 
where he was. George was an old soldier of the last war, who had seen 
action at Gallipoli, and he had an idea of the things that could happen 
to a man in battle. The best thing, he found, was to keep his wife talk-
ing to other people. That way they could both stop thinking for a bit. 

 In the evenings, in the scant time he got between turning out for the 
Home Guard, George tried to set down some of his thoughts. What 
had started as a letter had soon turned into a journal. George wanted 
to make sure that when Cyril was found, he’d be able to catch up with 
everything that had happened in the meantime. Tonight, like a lot of 
nights, George was angry. Who had let things come to this? 

  Heavens! Summing this mess up, I daily think that all our rulers of the 

past few years should be shot at once. They  must  have known the pos-

ition yet did absolutely nothing but smoke a pipe, do nothing and talk 

about ‘tranquillity’ and ‘Hitler missing the bus’. The one man who kept 

on storming (Winston Churchill) is now Premier, and has the terrible 

task of getting us out of the hole, which we shall do somehow, if we can 

blast a way through or round the damned Civil Service. 1     

 In comparison to the glacial pace of the Bore War, May 1940 marked 
the start of a period of extraordinary drama. For the next year, the  UK  
was the target for major German air and sea offensives, while the 
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Italians, belatedly joined by the Germans, threatened the Empire in the 
Middle East. The result was not just one, but rather a series of battles 
of Britain that lasted until the summer of 1941: campaigns in the skies, 
the seas and on land in which the central issue was whether Germany 
could force the  UK  out of the war. 

 Britain’s position was not as perilous as it at fi rst appeared. Despite 
its stunning success over France, Germany could not complete its un-
expected victory. Yet the threat of invasion, the fear of fi fth columnists 
and the opening of an air campaign against the  UK  all transformed the 
home front into a theatre of war and produced a sense of profound cri-
sis. Anger, disappointment and patriotism combined in a potent brew. 
With a new regime in Downing Street, and Labour back sharing power, 
the politics of the 1930s were thrown sharply off course. 2    This was a 
moment of great uncertainty and great opportunity, in which reputa-
tions were broken and made. The repercussions would be felt for 
decades to come. 

 The battles were fought in the skies overhead, in the waters of the 
Atlantic and the sands of the Western Desert, but also in the docks and 
the factories. As the restraints under which the war had previously 
been fought were thrown off, this was a period of tremendous military 
and industrial mobilization. The rapid escalation of the country’s 
economic war effort had more signifi cant consequences for everyday 
British life than any direct action by the enemy. 

 Simultaneously, British resistance accelerated a remarkable shift in 
international relations. The only way to overcome the new strategic 
situation created by the Fall of France was for the  UK  to become more 
dependent on America, ceding money and power in return for eco-
nomic support. For the British, this was a story of frustration, 
disappointment and decline, but for Hitler, it was proof that he was 
facing an  Anglo- American bloc against which he would eventually 
have to fi ght a transatlantic war. The only way to be sure of having the 
resources for that struggle, and to complete Germany’s destiny, was to 
complete the drive to the east and open a new confl ict against the Soviet 
Union. Meanwhile, the continuing European crisis offered opportun-
ities for expansion to an increasingly desperate Japan. The Battles of 
Britain would lay the path to a bigger, more terrible, war. 3     
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Finest Hour  

 Long before he got to work, Sir Horace Wilson must have known 
that 11 May 1940 was going to be a diffi cult day. The previous evening 
it had been announced that Neville Chamberlain had resigned and 
was going to be replaced by Winston Churchill. As Wilson, the per-
manent secretary of the Treasury and the head of the Civil Service, 
walked through 10 Downing Street on the way to the offi ce he had 
occupied since 1935, the junior offi cials were all afl utter. Who was 
going to go and who would be kept on by the new prime minister? 
As soon as Wilson opened the door to his room, he got part of the 
answer. 1    

 Sitting in his chair was Churchill’s henchman, Brendan Bracken. As 
usual, his shock of red hair was askew and there was a malicious glint 
in his eye. Bracken was the new prime minister’s most loyal follower, 
and he had spent the last nine months intriguing shamelessly on 
Churchill’s behalf against Chamberlain. Many people claimed to see a 
physical resemblance between the  Irish- Australian newspaper owner 
and his hero, and scurrilous (and false) rumour had it that Bracken was 
Churchill’s illegitimate son. Next to him lounged Churchill’s actual 
offspring, Randolph. There was no mistaking whose child he was, 
although despite his best efforts to emulate his father, Randolph only 
outdid him in pugnacity and love for the bottle. They had come to tell 
Wilson to clear out. 

 Churchill and Attlee were negotiating over the new government, and 
the Labour leader needed another scalp to take back to his party. 
Labour blamed Wilson for the severity of the  anti- union legislation 
that had been introduced after the General Strike of 1926, as well as his 
hard work for Chamberlain since 1937. Attlee insisted he had to go. 
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Churchill was more than happy to comply. Now Bracken told Wilson 
that if the prime minister ever caught sight of him again, he would be 
sent into exile as ‘governor of Greenland’. 

 Wilson duly vacated the building. He was only saved from being 
sacked when the new chancellor, Kingsley Wood, in an unusual display 
of loyalty, reminded his colleagues that getting rid of a civil servant for 
implementing the policies laid down to him by ministers would wreck 
the whole system of British government. Instead of Greenland, Wilson 
was exiled to his offi ce in the Treasury until he reached the minimum 
age for retirement in 1942. He was swiftly shuffl ed out of public life 
and never held a major post again. 

 It was an extraordinary defenestration. Under Chamberlain, Wilson 
had been one of the most powerful men in the country. Now his infl u-
ence vanished overnight. Chamberlain had hardly been averse to 
getting rid of inconvenient opponents and inconvenient advisors, or the 
use of political dirty tricks –  as Sir Robert Vansittart, Anthony Eden 
and Leslie  Hore- Belisha could all attest –  but this was something else. 
Wilson might completely have misjudged Hitler and perpetuated 
appeasement, but he was a legitimately appointed civil servant, who 
had risen to the top of his profession by dint of ability and application. 
Now he was despatched in brutal fashion by two men who were only 
in Downing Street because they belonged to the coterie of  hangers- on 
around the new prime minister. Under Winston Churchill, the style of 
government was plainly going to be very different. 

   ‘Winston’s probing and 
restless mind’  

 This was exactly what Chamberlain’s supporters had been afraid of. At 
the Foreign Offi ce the evening before, the former prime minister’s pri-
vate secretaries, Lord Dunglass and Jock Colville, had cracked open a 
bottle of champagne with Rab Butler and Chips Channon, and toasted 
Chamberlain as the ‘King over the Water’. Butler, recorded Channon, 
‘believed this sudden coup of Winston and his rabble was a serious dis-
aster’. The ‘good clean tradition of English politics’, he lamented ‘had 
been sold to the greatest adventurer in modern political history’. Refer-
ring to Churchill’s American mother, Butler called the new prime 
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minister a ‘ half- breed . . . whose main support was that of ineffi cient 
but talkative people of a similar type’. 2    

 Butler’s habit of speaking his mind would shortly get him into ser-
ious trouble, but looking at the associates that Churchill brought with 
him into offi ce, it was easy to see what he meant. Bracken had made a 
place in London society by revelling in the reputation of a  sharp-
 mouthed,  quick- witted charlatan. Having accompanied his idol from 
the Admiralty to Downing Street, he now became the new prime min-
ister’s personal private secretary and was elevated –  despite the protests 
of the king –  to the Privy Council. Bracken controlled who got to see 
Churchill and had a major say in all forms of prime ministerial patron-
age, including church appointments, which fascinated him but bored his 
master. He liked to act as Churchill’s political fi xer, keeping him in 
touch with what was being said in the bars and on the backbenches at 
Westminster and doling out preferments to keep potential critics happy. 3    

 Lord Beaverbrook, who accepted Churchill’s request to become 
minister of aircraft production, fi tted a similar mould. Beaverbrook 
and Churchill’s long friendship was  reinvigorated by the emotional 
support that the press lord provided for Churchill during a period of 
great strain. ‘The Beaver’ inspired profound loathing among more con-
ventional members of the British establishment (including Churchill’s 
wife, Clementine, who hated the ‘bottle imp’, and the king, who tried, 
again unsuccessfully, to block his appointment as well). Many observ-
ers failed to appreciate the strength of Churchill and Beaverbrook’s 
intellectual bond. Both were highly reactive men who relied on their 
instincts in ways that more considered colleagues considered naive. 
Their shared history meant that Beaverbrook knew how to listen to 
Churchill’s stories, and say the right thing to the prime minister when 
he was feeling down. 4    

 Beaverbrook and Bracken brought out the Tory side of Churchill: 
Tory not just in terms of nationalism, imperialism and  anti- socialism, 
but also in its original,  anti- puritan sense of an exuberant dislike of 
convention and a louche enjoyment of personal indulgence. 5    This was 
the Churchill of boozy dinners, smoky  late- night arguments, jobs for 
his  in- laws and cronies, spending the day in garish  dressing- gowns and 
ploughing through ministerial boxes in bed. 

 It is impossible to imagine Neville Chamberlain conducting business 
in this way, but for Churchill, it was part of a political life. Decades 
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before, he and Lloyd George had employed a strand of Edwardian 
sociability –   all- male dinners with good food and drink –  to advance 
their political careers: forging bonds with wealthy businessmen and 
press barons such as Beaverbrook, building links with clubbable col-
leagues, all of them doing favours for each other behind the scenes. By 
1940, Churchill had developed this tradition into the lifestyle of the 
court with which he surrounded himself. It prized the wit of the power-
ful, and disdained serious men like Chamberlain or Attlee because they 
were boring. It was all very corrupt and nepotistic, and in the eyes of 
many more democratic politicians it was deeply unsound. 

 Ironically, this may also have been one of the reasons that Butler was 
kept in his post at the Foreign Offi ce. On reappointing him, Churchill 
remarked on not only Butler’s knack of answering parliamentary ques-
tions ‘without giving too much away’, but also the fact that after the 
tumult of the India Act, Butler had invited him to a reconciliatory party 
at his house. To the new prime minister, this was the sort of thing that 
mattered. 6    

 For those who could fi t into Churchill’s world, induction into his 
inner circle could be a lot of fun. Jock Colville, for example, who had 
been surprised by the attachment he had developed for Chamberlain 
and went back to work at Number 10 wearing a ‘cheap and 
 sensational- looking’ suit that he thought would match the new govern-
ment, soon found himself being drawn in, like the rest of the secretariat 
around the prime minister, as he danced attendance on Churchill. 7    
Colville was young, handsome, upper class and arrogant (one of his 
colleagues compared him to Mr Darcy): a combination that Churchill 
liked. 8    The nature of his job meant that he spent a lot of time with the 
prime minister and his family, including Churchill’s youngest daughter, 
Mary, to whom he became devoted. 9    Like many of the people around 
the prime minister, Colville was keeping a diary, which made very clear 
how quickly he was enchanted by his new boss. 10    Having initially 
doubted the wisdom of Churchill’s appointment, on 19 May 1940 Col-
ville wrote that ‘Whatever Winston’s shortcomings’, he seemed 

  to be the man for the occasion. His spirit is indomitable and even if 

France and England should be lost, I feel he would carry on the crusade 

himself with a band of privateers. Perhaps my judgements of him have 

been harsh, but the situation was very different a few weeks ago. 11     
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 By the time he had been working for Churchill for a month, Colville 
had decided that: 

  Chamberlain had drive, but he had not Winston’s probing and restless 

mind: he expected his subordinates to work with the same tirelessness 

and effi ciency that he did himself, but he never questioned their ability 

to do so. Winston, on the other hand, is always looking for shortcom-

ings and inspires others to be as zealous ferrets as himself.  

 It was ‘Winston and Beaverbrook’, Colville declared, ‘who have really 
galvanised the country and the Government departments’. 12    

 Whether or not this was an accurate interpretation of how the coun-
try was mobilized, it was certainly how Churchill liked to see himself: 
the dynamo driving on the war effort. That was refl ected in the way he 
organized his administration. Churchill’s new place as prime minister 
and minister of defence positioned him at the hub of political and mili-
tary  decision- making. Through his military adjunct, General Ismay 
(another member of his inner circle, a loyal attendant but a strategic 
 non- entity), Churchill was in constant touch with the chiefs of staff. 
Ismay acted as military secretary to the chiefs of staff, and Churchill 
sometimes sat in on their discussions. Churchill also chaired the Defence 
Committees of the Cabinet (one on operations, one on supply), to which 
went strategic issues that raised wider questions of policy before they 
were taken to the War Cabinet for approval. (From here on, references to 
the Defence Committee indicate the Defence Committee (Operations).) 

 Churchill was no dictator, but his domination of the structures of 
strategy gave him an infl uence over military matters that Chamberlain 
had never wanted, let alone possessed. He was absolutely convinced 
that this was an essential part of leading the country in war, and he 
would have left offi ce if it had been taken away from him. Under 
Churchill, strategic debates spilled out of the committee room and into 
a  never- ending discussion between the prime minister, favoured advi-
sors and experts and the chiefs of staff. Unlike Chamberlain, Churchill 
enjoyed the excitement of being at war. He was fascinated by the minu-
tiae of uniforms and weapons and loved the idea of returning to the 
front line himself. Senior offi cers found it hard not to be won over –  at 
least for a while –  by his boyish enthusiasm for the fi ght. Yet they also 
struggled to cope with Churchill’s approach to military strategy. 

 The new prime minister had a strong and creative imagination, and 
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a lot of experience drawn from his long political career. Sometimes this 
afforded him deep strategic insights, but it also meant that he was prey 
to peculiar obsessions that drove his colleagues to despair. As the cam-
paign in Norway had shown, he was particularly keen to fi nd a way 
to use Britain’s command of the seas to gain an offensive advantage 
against its enemies. In the fi rst months of his premiership, he was also 
in much need of some quick military victories to secure his political 
position. General Dill, the new chief of the imperial general staff, 
summed up the problem with Churchill as strategist in a letter to Lord 
Gort: ‘I’m not sure that Winston isn’t the greatest menace.  No- one seems 
to be able to control him. He is full of ideas, many brilliant, but most 
of them impracticable. He has such drive and personality that  no- one 
seems able to stand up to him.’ 13    Of the three chiefs of staff in place in 
May 1940 –  John Dill, Dudley Pound and Cyril Newall –  Dill stood up 
to him most and consequently took the main force of the prime minis-
ter’s disdain. 14    Churchill believed that strategy needed to be tested by 
argument, and when the chiefs opposed him he tried to batter them 
into submission on his home turf –  late night meetings with everyone 
else’s eyelids drooping –  or to circumvent them by coming up with his 
own schemes and communicating direct with commanders in the fi eld. 
To his enemies, this was just further evidence of his irresponsibility. 15    

 Churchill liked to paint himself as a decisive leader. In war, as in 
politics, his fi rst, impetuous instincts were almost always aggressive, 
but given time to refl ect on the verdict of history, hesitations crept in 
more than he would subsequently like to admit. Churchill was not a 
great believer in making  long- term strategic plans, let alone sticking to 
them. Things changed too quickly in a war, he believed, to be tied 
down. He normally assumed they were going to get better –  because he 
was an eternal optimist with a strong belief that his country was des-
tined for glory. This, combined with a habit of getting involved in the 
matter at hand to the exclusion of more distant contingencies, would 
contribute to some colossal British disasters over the next fi ve years. 

 Churchill’s involvement in the design of operations was matched by 
a remarkable interest in the material side of the war. He proved no 
keener than his predecessor to appoint a single production supremo 
who might have the status to challenge for his job. Yet Churchill him-
self was intensely interested in weaponry, production statistics and 
supplies. Since he dominated both the Defence Committees, which 
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approved the equipment plans of the armed forces, turned them into 
broad objectives for the supply departments to follow, and took the 
fi nal decisions in contests of priority between them, he effectively oper-
ated as his own minister of production. 16    

 This was one of the areas where Churchill relied on the help of 
another crony, Professor Frederick Lindemann, the Oxford physicist 
who acted as his scientifi c advisor. Lindemann was a teetotal, 
 non- smoking vegetarian, but he and Churchill shared similarly reac-
tionary views on race and democracy, and Lindemann, like Bracken 
and Beaverbrook, provided that combination of adulation and argu-
ment that Churchill needed from his confi dants. ‘The Prof’ was given a 
remit to roam at will over the science and statistics of government. 
Among other things, Churchill got him to produce his own analyses of 
departmental data so that the prime minister did not have to rely on 
what he was being told by his subordinates. By boiling down the num-
bers of the war effort into a digestible form, Lindemann helped 
Churchill feel that he was on top of the whole machine. Not coinciden-
tally, Lindemann’s statistical analyses often backed up the arguments 
that the prime minister wanted to make at the time. Another Church-
illian crony, Major Desmond Morton, fulfi lled a similar role to 
Lindemann’s when it came to matters of espionage and intelligence. 17    

 Having fi nally achieved the premiership, Churchill was desperate to 
hold on to it, but he was no better a political strategist than a military 
one. To an extent unusual in a politician who had made it to Number 
10, Churchill’s belligerent nature, addiction to cliques and frequent 
giving of hostages to fortune often threatened to undermine his own 
position. The turmoil of Chamberlain’s fall had left Westminster a 
seething mass of ambition and anger. With no solid bloc of party 
support behind him, to begin with Churchill appeared politically 
vulnerable. Perhaps Chamberlain would not be the last prime minister 
to be toppled before the end of the war? 

 As his predecessor’s fate had shown, Churchill was dependent on 
Labour’s participation in the government. Initially, the party seemed to 
struggle to acclimatize itself to power. Inside the War Cabinet, neither 
Attlee nor Greenwood had Churchill’s charismatic force. Having done 
so well for Labour since the start of the war, during the second half of 
1940 Greenwood underwent an alcoholic decline, while Attlee busily 
used his infl uence behind the scenes rather than leading from the front. 
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Two Labour ministers outside the War Cabinet were much more pub-
licly visible than either Attlee or Greenwood. At the Ministry of Supply, 
Herbert Morrison employed all the skills of organization and publicity 
he had learned at the London County Council. As minister of labour, 
Ernest Bevin was at the forefront of the government’s mobilization of 
manpower. Over the next year, they would become extremely powerful 
fi gures on the home front. Yet the formation of the new coalition had 
also tied up the Labour leaders with Churchill’s fate. Having struggled 
so carefully to rework the political landscape, it was now extremely 
diffi cult for them to leave offi ce without sacrifi cing their  hard- won rep-
utation for responsibility. 18    

 Though Labour’s involvement was vital to the government’s legit-
imacy, the balance of parliamentary power still lay fi rmly with the 
Conservatives. That helps to explain why, for all the drama of Sir Horace 
Wilson’s removal from Downing Street, the changeover in ministerial 
personnel in May 1940 was actually much more limited than talk of a 
revolution might suggest.  Churchill’s capture of the premiership left 
many Conservative  MP s fuming. Most continued to give their loyalty 
not to the new prime minister, but to Chamberlain, who remained leader 
of the party. It was not surprising, therefore, that David Margesson 
remained as Conservative chief whip. Not only had he helped to ease the 
transition of power, but the prime minister also needed Margesson to 
maintain discipline on the backbenches. Churchill and his cronies fully 
expected that he might shortly face a  counter- coup from his own side. 

 In the War Cabinet, Halifax and Chamberlain hoped to hold back 
Churchill’s impetuous nature –   acting, in Lord Hankey’s simile, like 
two wise old elephants standing each side of his untrained bull –  but 
they also remained Churchill’s biggest rivals for the premiership: the 
men who were expected to step in when he slipped up. Perhaps the 
most dangerous fi gure from Churchill’s point of view, however, was 
Anthony Eden. Like Churchill, Eden was marked by his opposition to 
appeasement, but he was also youthful, progressive and already nomi-
nated by Baldwin as the Conservative Party’s heir apparent. Churchill 
appointed him secretary of state for war. Eden liked being in charge of 
the army: it brought him close to the war and allowed him to keep a 
prominent place in the public eye. Though Churchill could not for the 
moment bring him into the War Cabinet, Eden was able to involve him-
self more closely than any other service minister in the rolling, informal 
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argument over strategy. Eden was often irritated by Churchill’s insist-
ence on interfering in military affairs, but he too found it easy to be 
swept up by the prime minister when he turned on the charm. Over the 
summer of 1940, Eden came to believe that Churchill was the best war 
leader the country could have –  at least for the moment. Churchill and 
his entourage, however, never forgot the danger that Eden might like to 
hurry on the succession. 19    Like Chamberlain and Halifax, the threat 
that Eden posed was of a resurgence of that moderate Conservatism 
that had kept Churchill out of offi ce for almost the whole of the 1930s. 
One of the great stories of the period  1940–  41 was the way in which a 
mixture of  ill- fortune, misjudgement and intrigue despatched each of 
these rivals, while Churchill, with some assistance from Adolf Hitler 
and the Luftwaffe, established his reputation as a national saviour.  

   ‘a k ind of Fuehrer’  

 The start of the German offensive in the west sparked an immediate 
response on the home front. Chamberlain and Bevin both now drew up 
plans for the government to take more compulsory powers. Indica-
tively, Chamberlain’s were the furthest reaching: 

  The control over persons would be such as to enable the competent 

authority to require and direct the services or labour of every individual 

over 16 years of age. The control over property would be such as to 

enable complete command to be obtained of all means of production 

and means of defence. 20     

 As Chamberlain explained to the War Cabinet on 22 May, ‘He did not 
think that the public would take this amiss. Indeed, he thought that at 
this, the gravest moment in our history, they would regard anything 
less as insuffi cient.’ 21    That afternoon, Parliament passed in a single 
sitting the Emergency Powers (Defence) Act 1940, which confi rmed 
ministers’ right to put through any regulations judged necessary for the 
defence of the country without further legislation. 

 Formally, this was just a renewal of the powers conferred on the 
government at the start of the war, but with an invasion apparently 
looming, the new administration made clear that it would use them 
differently. Presenting the Bill to the Commons, Attlee explained that: 
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‘we are taking control, in a time of emergency, so that in the national 
interest we may utilise all our resources for the common weal’. 22    Indus-
trial production, profi ts and wages could all now be made subject to 
government control, with the supply ministries empowered to intervene 
in private enterprises; Excess Profi ts Tax would be raised to 100 per 
cent; and the minister of labour would have the power to direct anyone 
to any work. 

 As Bevin himself later put it, on 22 May he ‘suddenly found myself a 
kind of Fuehrer with powers to order anybody anywhere’. 23    It was 
widely presumed that this was the precursor to the immediate introduc-
tion of industrial, as well as military, conscription. Bevin, however, was 
a fan of what he called ‘ voluntary- ism’. For the moment, he held back on 
conscripting civilian workers. Nor did he use his powers of direction to 
remedy shortages of skilled labour, instead telling factories to imple-
ment greater dilution with more unskilled recruits. He did, however, 
subject workers in essential industries to new controls, introducing reg-
ulations on the  re- employment of miners, dockers, agricultural labourers 
and munitions workers in an effort to ensure that they were not attracted 
elsewhere by higher wages. 24    

 He also staged a crucial intervention in industrial relations. On the 
same day that the government’s emergency legislation was announced, 
Bevin reformed the National Joint Advisory Committee into a new, 
smaller, Joint Consultative Committee, where employers and union 
leaders would meet as equals to help him establish labour policy. At the 
start of June, in line with Bevin’s wishes, the  JCC  decided that the gov-
ernment should not try to control wages, but that it should ban strikes 
and lockouts for the rest of the war, an instruction shortly given legal 
force in the Ministry of Labour’s Order No. 1305. Weeks before, Bevin 
had been telling the previous government that he would resist compul-
sion at all costs. Now he was enacting compulsory measures that would 
have been unthinkable to his predecessors. 25    

 These measures were just part of a noticeable acceleration of domestic 
mobilization. By the end of June, the supply ministries had issued control 
orders covering 1,500 fi rms and the Board of Trade had cut supplies for 
the production of civilian consumer goods by a third, to maximize mili-
tary output and release labour for munitions. 26    Between April and June, 
426,000 recruits joined the armed forces, an increase of more than 
a third on the fi gure for January to March. 27    Unemployment fell to 
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645,000 people. 28    Morrison called for workers to ‘Go To It’, moving to 
 seven- day- a- week working and giving up their Whit holidays in order to 

  work our fi ngers to the bone for our sons and their future. We are going 

to do whatever lies in our power to match, and to be worthy of, the sac-

rifi ces that are being made for us. We are going to cut down our leisure, 

cut down our comfort, blot out of our thought every private and sec-

tional aim. 29     

 The transformation to total war was very far from complete, but the 
change of gear was obvious. 

 During June, the system of Cabinet committees that dealt with the 
home front was overhauled. Typically, it was Attlee who played a lead-
ing role in pruning back the structures that had become overgrown 
during the previous administration. The Ministerial Priority Commit-
tee was replaced with a Production Council. A revamped Economic 
Policy Committee was supposed to consider the broader arrangement 
of the civil economy. Together with the Civil Defence, Food Policy and 
Home Policy committees, the Production Council and Economic Policy 
Committee were overseen by a new Lord President’s Committee that 
would tie together their work. 30    Four out of fi ve of the home front com-
mittees were chaired by Attlee or Greenwood. Just at the moment when 
‘socialist’ policies had become unavoidable as a means to accelerate the 
war effort, Attlee secured Labour’s infl uence across the home front. 31    

 As lord president, however, it was Chamberlain who  co- ordinated 
all these committees. Although he was devastated by the loss of the 
premiership, and in worsening pain from an undiagnosed cancer, he 
now became a driving force in mobilizing the whole country. Since, 
with some signifi cant exceptions  –   munitions production and food 
imports –  Churchill was not interested in the organization and man-
agement of civilian life in the same way that he was in military affairs, 
he liked the fact that he could leave such matters in the safe hands of 
his predecessor, while he got on with fi ghting the war.  

   ‘satellites of the monster’  

 One immediate use to which the Defence Regulations were put was to 
guard against the menace of subversion. By the time the Germans 
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attacked France and the Low Countries, the British were already very 
worried that they faced an enemy within. At the end of the 1930s, 
reports of Germany’s seizure of Austria and Czechoslovakia had 
emphasized the role of a ‘fi fth column’ of agents provocateurs and 
domestic Fascists. After the war began, German radio propaganda 
emphasized the help that the Nazis were already getting from British 
dissidents: most famously in the  English- language broadcasts of Wil-
liam Joyce, ‘Lord  Haw- Haw’, from Hamburg. 32    In the spring of 1940, 
the speed of German victories encouraged the belief that Denmark and 
Norway must also have been undermined from within. By  mid- April, 
the  Daily Express, Daily Mail ,  Sunday Dispatch  and  Yorkshire Post  
had all taken up the idea that Britain was riddled with fi fth column-
ists. 33    Inside government, the Home Offi ce held out against any 
precipitate action, but public concerns strengthened demands from the 
military and the Security Service that all potential subversives must be 
detained. 

 Suspicions fell on German and Austrian expatriates, their numbers 
swollen in the late 1930s by Jewish refugees from Nazism. At the start 
of the war, largely because it lacked the resources to do anything else, 
the Home Offi ce had classifi ed these ‘enemy aliens’ according to the 
degree of risk they seemed to pose. It interned only the thousand or so 
in Category A, the most supposedly dangerous. On 12 May, however, 
internment was extended to all German and Austrian males between 
sixteen and sixty living within a widely defi ned coastal strip from 
southern England to north-east Scotland. The  round- up brought in 
about another 2,000 internees, including large numbers of  anti- Nazi 
German merchant seamen, and academic refugees who had found 
shelter at the University of Cambridge. 34    

 The German capture of Scandinavia and the opening of the cam-
paign in the west also strengthened offi cial anxieties about an invasion. 
British strategists had long presumed that the Germans would push 
forward into Holland, Belgium and northern France to establish bases 
from which they could launch air and sea attacks on the  UK , but that 
they would get suffi cient warning to fi ght off any attempted invasion 
before it reached the shore. The failure to spot the invasions of Den-
mark and Norway, however, led to a profound crisis of confi dence in 
the capacity of British intelligence to predict where the enemy would 
strike next. 35    During May and June, no one was willing to rule out the 
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possibility of a surprise attack, and as the Germans swept through 
Holland and Belgium, the British accepted that they would, in their 
effi cient, Teutonic way, have prepared to launch themselves across the 
North Sea against an  under- protected United Kingdom. On 21 May, 
Ismay told Churchill that the chiefs of staff feared that the Germans 
had ‘the plan for the invasion of this country worked out to the last 
detail’, and that the government should prepare itself. 36    

 A key presumption about any such invasion was that it would be 
headed by German parachutists. During the Phoney War, the com-
mander of Home Forces, General Walter Kirke, had worked on the 
basis that any invasion would start with an airborne  coup de main  to 
seize a port at which more troops could be landed. With the bulk of the 
army’s fi ghting units in France, Kirke’s forces were small and 
 underequipped. He hoped that local garrisons would hold out against 
the airborne attackers while he rushed mobile reserves to their aid. In 
April, news reports about the successes of German paratroopers in 
Norway caught the popular imagination. With military patrols few 
and far between in large parts of the country, concerned citizens who 
were worried about the enemy descending undetected started to form 
their own groups to guard against an invasion. 37    

 During the fi rst days of the attack on Holland, fears about para-
troopers and fi fth columnists combined. On 11 May, even  The   Times , 
which had condemned the ‘hysterics’ of the press in late April, argued 
that the public must be prepared to fi ght invading parachutists who 
would land in civilian garb and be fl uent English speakers. 38    On 13 May, 
the Sunday papers were plastered with images of  parachute- fi lled skies 
and warnings of how an invasion might strike the  UK . 39    Harried by 
 MP s and worried by the prospect of vigilantism, the War Offi ce hastily 
put in place its own scheme for ‘Local Defence Volunteers’. On the 
evening of 14 May, Eden, newly appointed as war secretary, broadcast 
an appeal on the  BBC  asking men between the ages of sixteen and 
 sixty- fi ve who were willing to serve in these local units to register at 
their nearest police station. The response was as remarkable as the rush 
to the colours at the start of the First World War. Within six days, 
250,000 men had come forward to join the ‘parashots’. 40    

 On the same day as Eden’s speech, Sir Nevile Bland, the British 
ambassador to the Netherlands, arrived back in the  UK . Still stunned by 
his experiences, Bland wrote a report on the Dutch disintegration that 
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was widely circulated in Whitehall. In the event of a German attack on 
the  UK , Bland warned, fanatical Nazi youths would be parachuted in to 
‘cause as much death and destruction as they could before being killed 
themselves’. They would be helped by foreign women who had come into 
the country disguised as maidservants. Bland insisted that he had 

  not the least doubt that, when the signal is given, as it will scarcely fail 

to be when Hitler so decides, there will be satellites of the monster  all 

over the country  who will at once embark on widespread sabotage and 

attacks on civilians and the military indiscriminately. 41     

 After Bland’s paper was considered at the War Cabinet on 15 May, Sir 
John Anderson, the home secretary, issued the order that all male 
enemy aliens classifi ed as ‘Category B’ were to be interned on the 
following day. Anderson was fi ghting a rearguard action against mass 
internment, but he highlighted to the Cabinet the range of groups 
against whom action might now need to be considered, including 
British Fascists and Communists. 42    

 The authorities had initially been cautious about detaining home- 
grown dissidents. The Security Service had both Communists and 
Fascists under surveillance, but it was the latter who became the focus 
of the crackdown on fi fth columnists.  MI 5 now revealed links between 
an American, Tyler Kent, a fi ercely isolationist cypher clerk at the  US  
embassy who had collected secret cables demonstrating Roosevelt’s 
support for the Allies, and the ‘Right Group’, an extreme  far- right 
organization headed by the  anti- Semitic Conservative  MP  Archibald 
Maule Ramsay. Some of Kent’s stash of telegrams had been passed 
through the Right Group to the Italian embassy, and thence back to 
Rome and Berlin. 43    

 Ramsay had also held secret meetings with representatives of other 
Fascist groups, including Oswald Mosley’s British Union. During May 
and June 1940, Mosley maintained the British Union’s policy of no 
 co- operation in the ‘Jewish War’ and immediate peace negotiations. As 
the crisis in France deepened, he further limited the circumstances in 
which his patriotic followers ought to fi ght for their country –  now they 
should wait not just until Britain was in danger, but until it was actu-
ally invaded. 44    In the circumstances, Mosley’s opposition to the war 
aroused great popular anger. When he appeared at the Middleton and 
Prestwich  by- election in May 1940, he was nearly lynched. 
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 When  MI 5 offi cials met with the home secretary after Tyler Kent 
had been arrested, they insisted that his involvement with the Right 
Group was part of a much wider Fascist network of subversion. On 
22 May, the War Cabinet agreed to extend the Defence Regulations to 
allow the internment of anyone believed to possess ‘hostile associa-
tions’, or to have the potential to engage in ‘acts prejudicial’ to the 
prosecution of the war. Later that day, Mosley and other  BUF  leaders 
were detained, followed by another 747 British Fascists over the next 
month. News of Mosley’s detention met with widespread public 
approval, but it also fed a wildfi re of suspicion and rumour as every 
busybody and fantasist in the country went on the lookout for fi fth 
columnists. 45    

 On 11 June, after Italy entered hostilities, all adult Italian men in 
the  UK  were detained without trial. On 24 June, following the French 
armistice, the internment of all Germans and Italians who had been 
classifi ed as Category C  –   posing no threat  –   began, and continued 
for the next two weeks. In total, between May and July, well over 
26,000 Germans and Italians were deprived of their liberty. 46    Some of 
them were indeed Nazis or Fascists –   although many British Italians 
had joined the party as a matter of course rather than of ideological 
attachment. The overwhelming majority were not. 

 The huge numbers being processed during the early summer totally 
overwhelmed any system for accommodating or screening internees, 
and many were subject to deprivation, theft and verbal abuse. Eventu-
ally, most ‘alien’ internees ended up in camps on the Isle of Man, but 
the British tried to foist the most supposedly dangerous on the Domin-
ions. The resulting deportations in fact swept up many who had been 
classifi ed as posing no threat, dividing families and contributing to a 
tragedy when the liner  Arandora Star , carrying 1,190 internees to Can-
ada, was torpedoed by a  U- boat on 2 July. Fewer than 600 of them 
survived. 47    

 In fact, there was no fi fth column.  MI 5 had, through a mix of luck 
and judgement, rounded up almost every German agent in place in the 
 UK  in the early days of the war, and had just begun to turn them back 
on their former masters in the  double- agent deceptions that were to 
yield signifi cant fruit later in the war. One of their early successes was 
to pass on the identity cards with which German intelligence equipped 
the next round of agents it attempted to insert into the  UK , with the 
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result that they, too, were swiftly apprehended. 48    Yet it was precisely 
because these bogeymen weren’t there that they got such a grip on the 
imagination. As a pamphlet issued by the Ministry of Information 
explained: ‘Anyone who thinks  . . . that it “can’t happen here”, has 
simply fallen into the trap laid by the fi fth column itself. For  the fi rst 
job of the fi fth column is to make people think that it does not exist .’ 49     

   ‘a direct, childish t ime’  

 Meanwhile, recruitment to the Local Defence Volunteers rolled on. By 
the end of June, 1.4 million men had put their names down. The War 
Offi ce’s plans for these volunteers fi tted them into existing Army Com-
mand areas and Territorial Associations, but made it very clear that 
they were not to count themselves as proper soldiers.  LDV  units were 
built around geographic locations (for example, ‘A’ (Winchester City) 
Company, 5 th  Hampshire Battalion), or places of employment. Glas-
gow, for instance, raised two railway battalions of Local Defence 
Volunteers, three from the Post Offi ce and four other ‘works’ units, 
including one recruited almost entirely from the different departments 
of the city council. These were the closest this confl ict would come to 
the ‘Pals’ battalions of the last war. 

 Service in the  LDV  was unpaid, and originally there was no formal 
rank structure. The local police were required to screen applications 
and disbarred men suspected of Communist associations. In Northern 
Ireland, fears that weapons might be handed over to the  IRA  were 
circumvented by making the  LDV  an offshoot of the mainly Protestant 
Royal Ulster Constabulary. This essentially excluded Catholics from its 
ranks. As far as the War Offi ce was concerned, women were not meant 
to bear arms and should stick to supporting the  LDV , if at all, with 
cups of tea and fi rst aid, but in this fi rst fl ush of voluntary enthusiasm, 
some local groups also involved women who wanted to defend 
themselves. 50    

 In practice, there were few weapons to go round. The army released 
some rifl es, but the regular forces were short of weapons themselves. 
Instead the  LDV  had to rely on sporting and hunting guns (the War 
Offi ce made a nationwide appeal for private owners to hand them over 
on 23 May), on petrol bombs (of which a million and a half were under 
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manufacture in the south of England by 10 June) and even on swords 
and cudgels. By  mid- May the more active groups were already assem-
bling caches of weapons, organizing patrols and prevailing on their 
wives to sew the brassard arm bands that every volunteer was meant to 
wear. Until uniforms arrived, these were their only protection, if they 
were captured by the Germans, against being shot as guerrilla fi ghters 
rather than treated as prisoners of war. 51    

 Since the volunteers had been warned that neither uniform nor iden-
tifi cation was necessarily evidence of bona fi des, they felt fully entitled 
to stop and question anyone they came across after dark, including 
courting couples, delivery drivers, the emergency services and members 
of the armed forces. They were encouraged by local organizers eager to 
foster aggression as a replacement for proper weapons. Occasionally, 
farce descended into tragedy. On at least sixteen occasions during June 
1940, innocent travellers were killed or wounded when they failed to 
stop at  LDV  roadblocks. 52    

 These roadblocks were just part of the physical preparation against 
the prospect of invasion. Although  anti- invasion planning had previ-
ously centred on an attack over the North Sea, German successes across 
the Channel now put more or less the whole southern and eastern 
coastline under threat. First independently, then at offi cial suggestion, 
women, children and the elderly began to be evacuated from this vul-
nerable area. By  mid- July, approximately 127,000 people had left the 
seaward edge of East Anglia. Another 80,000 had gone from Kent. 53    
Behind them, beach defences of barbed wire, trenches, mines and 
 scaffolding- pole obstacles began hastily to be erected. The Royal Navy 
rushed 600 spare big guns out of storage to cover possible landing 
beaches and ports. By late May, open rural spaces were being covered 
with poles, wires and, over roadways, giant steel hoops to prevent a 
landing by German gliders. At the start of June, it was announced that 
church bells were only to be rung as a warning sign in the event of inva-
sion, and orders went out to remove or cover up signposts so that newly 
dropped enemy paratroopers would not know their location. 54    

 On 27 May, General Ironside replaced Kirke as commander of Home 
Forces. This was meant to be a job that suited the bluff soldier better 
than dealing with politicians as chief of the imperial general staff. Like 
Kirke, however, he faced a shortage of troops and equipment. When he 
began, it was far from clear how much of the  BEF  would escape from 
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Dunkirk. The rescue of hundreds of thousands more soldiers than 
expected brought up the army’s strength, but most units arrived back in 
the  UK  in a state of disorganization and without their heavy equipment 
and transport. Briefl y, there were not even enough rifl es for all the regu-
lar soldiers, let alone the  LDV . There were still more than 200 infantry 
and cruiser tanks in the  UK  on 10 June, but for the fi rst two weeks of 
his appointment, Ironside did not have a single  2- pounder- armed tank 
under his direct command. His sole mobile reserve for East Anglia, the 
2 nd  London Division, had only two  anti- tank guns. 55    

 To try to get round these shortages, Ironside adopted a very static 
defensive approach. Every village would be turned into a strongpoint 
by the  LDV , backed up by ‘stop lines’ of fi xed fortifi cations that would 
seal off any bridgehead. By the last weeks of June, an enormous 
construction effort was under way across eastern and  south- eastern 
England to dig  anti- tank ditches, build pillboxes and lay minefi elds. 
Although overseen by the Royal Engineers, much of this work was 
undertaken by civilian contractors. By 25 June, they were building 
900 pillboxes in Kent alone. Put up at speed by fi rms without ex-
perience of military construction, many of the defences were sited 
incompetently and poorly built, and would have acted as  death- traps 
for anyone who had to defend them. 56    

 Even at the time, it was hard to take some of the defensive prepara-
tions wholly seriously. One Essex clergyman pointed out the fl aw in his 
churchwarden’s suggestion that the church noticeboard with the village 
name on it ought to be taken down: 

  I wonder if you have considered the possibility of removing the name 

Wanstead from all the tombstones in the Churchyard on which it occurs. 

That of course would be quite as much a guide to a parachutist as a 

notice board outside the Church . . . If you are thinking of taking this 

action, which seems to me as necessary as the other, it will be a very 

considerable task, and I presume that the owners of the graves will prob-

ably require compensation for the damage. 57     

 Yet many more Britons did now regard themselves as being in the front 
line, and were swept up by both suspicion and excitement. In a lightly 
fi ctionalized account published the following year, the writer Margery 
Allingham confessed that an account of her village’s preparations to 
fi ght off parachutists looked 
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  childish written down but it was a direct, childish time, quite different 

but more entirely satisfying than any other piece of life which I at least 

have ever experienced. It was big enough and sound enough to fi ll you, 

and if it went to your head a bit the luckier you. 58     

 In fact, Hitler was only just about to ask his armed forces to  start  
planning for a  possible  invasion of the  UK . Always better at starting 
wars than fi nishing them, the Germans had attacked in May without 
any scheme for what they would do next. The Wehrmacht’s senior 
generals, who had not believed they could win such a stunningly swift 
victory, expected to be bogged down in the trenches of Flanders. Hitler 
knew that destiny was on his side, but presumed that once the French 
had surrendered, the British would see sense and follow suit. Through-
out the period in which the British were most worried about an attack 
catching them unprepared, the country was under no danger of in-
vasion whatsoever. 59     

   ‘the attributes of 
a v ictory’  

 As offi cial worries and public fears fed off each other, the idea that the 
 UK  might be invaded at any moment had important consequences for 
reactions to the military catastrophe that unfolded in France. One way 
to get a sense of what it was like to live through those tumultuous days 
is to examine the reports on civilian morale prepared by the Home 
Intelligence Department of the Ministry of Information. After nearly 
being shut down due to the press kerfuffl e over the Ministry in autumn 
1939, Home Intelligence had been revived under a new director, Mary 
Adams.  A politically progressive former research biologist and  BBC  
television producer, Adams was married to an  anti- appeasement Con-
servative  MP . 60    Her department’s job was to analyse attitudes on the 
home front, mainly to improve the design of government publicity. She 
had known Tom Harrisson, one of the directors of  Mass- Observation, 
since 1933 and their friendship led to  M- O securing a new  three- month 
research contract with the Ministry, starting in April 1940. 

 The deal allowed  M- O to continue its  long- term mission of record-
ing everyday life, but it also meant a fi nal break between Charles 
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Madge and Tom Harrisson. Madge had grown weary of their disagree-
ments and didn’t want to spy for the government, but he had also 
managed to secure his own research grant. He now parted ways with 
 Mass- Observation to conduct an investigation into  working- class atti-
tudes to saving and spending for John Maynard Keynes, who wanted 
data to support his campaign for compulsory saving. By the time 
Madge presented his fi ndings, Keynes had an offi ce in the Treasury. 
There really was no escape from the war effort. 61          

 Home Intelligence was about to start producing a weekly report on 
domestic morale when the German offensive began in the west. From 
 mid- May, it produced a daily report on public opinion. 62    Each consisted 
of a short overall summary followed by points from the thirteen Civil 
Defence regions of the  UK . At this stage, the reports were based heavily 
on two sources. The fi rst was phone conversations from London with 
the Ministry’s regional intelligence offi cers about the mood in their 
surrounding area, as understood through their contacts with pillars of 
local society, including doctors, businessmen,  WVS  organizers and 
trade union offi cials. The second were reports from  Mass- Observation. 
 M- O’s paid investigators based in London, Bolton, Worcester and rural 
Suffolk conducted a  twice- weekly ‘News Quota’, in which they asked 
about sixty people in the street what they thought about recent events, 
and Harrisson provided regular updates on a variety of topics, some of 
which went into the Home Intelligence summaries almost verbatim. 

 The reports therefore relied a lot on personal impressions, but they 
were a genuine attempt to gauge what was being talked about across 
the country, and they at least offer insights into what the people 
involved in compiling them thought was happening around them over 
time. The pressure to produce more quantifi ed results led Adams to 
agree that summer to the setting up of the Wartime Social Survey, ini-
tially under the direction of academics at the  LSE , which was intended 
to sample attitudes more scientifi cally and on a larger scale. 

 The existence and fate of the reports were themselves signifi cant. 
Some senior offi cers within the Ministry of Information were very wor-
ried in late May about the ‘danger of a break in morale’. 63    Most of the 
time, Adams offered a more positive reading that was in line with what 
Harrisson had been saying since Munich. Public opinion was mostly 
sound for the moment, but it was also highly volatile, and therefore in 
need of leadership. Despite a widespread circulation within Whitehall 



British Civil Defence Regions, 1940

N

Edinburgh

SCOTLAND

MIDLAND

NORTH-
MIDLAND

EASTERN

SOUTH-EASTERN
SOUTH-WESTERN

NORTHERN
IRELAND NORTH-

EASTERN

Leeds

Manchester

Nottingham

Birmingham

N o r t h  S e a

Cardiff Bristol
Reading

LONDON

Tunbridge Wells

Cambridge

Newcastle

Belfast

0

0 300 km

200 miles

I r
i s

h
 S

e a

E n g l i s h  C h a n n e l

NORTHERN

N
O

R
T

H
-W

E
ST

E
R

N

SO
U

T
H

E
R

N

W
A

L
E

S



384

Br ita in ’s Wa r

in the summer of 1940, however, the morale reports had little infl uence 
outside the Ministry of Information. At the end of July, when the press 
revealed the existence of the Wartime Social Survey and christened 
them ‘Cooper’s Snoopers’, the minister of information, Duff Cooper, 
had to defend Home Intelligence against the charge that they were ‘spy-
ing round the homes of ordinary citizens, who are already suffi ciently 
harassed and perturbed’. 64    The outcry ensured that the  WSS  was lim-
ited to practical issues of domestic policy rather than questions of 
morale. Ironically, given that its activities had come closer to domestic 
espionage than anything planned by the  WSS ,  Mass- Observation 
escaped from the debacle unscathed. 65    

 The early daily reports make it clear just how hard it was to work out 
what was happening in the Battle of France while it was being fought. 
On 18 May, Home Intelligence noted widespread gloom at the news 
from France and the Low Countries. A few days later, things seemed 
to be looking up  –   in London on 21 May morale was ‘considerably 
improved. A general feeling that “we are holding them”, particularly 
fi nding expression among the working classes’ –  only to be cast down 
again on 22 May when Reynaud’s remark that ‘only a miracle can save 
France’ was reported on the  BBC  six o’clock news. 66    By 24 May, how-
ever, the morale summary argued that: ‘The acute tension of a week ago 
has been relieved and there is a tendency for people to believe that they 
now know the worst.’ 67    

 In fact, the collapse of news from the battlefront had helped to 
conceal how bad things actually were. With reporters caught up in the 
retreat, newspapers relied on offi cial announcements that matters were 
serious but not catastrophic: isolated German units had broken 
through, but the Allied front line would soon be restored. 68    Only over 
the next week did the full extent of the military disaster in northern 
France become clear. 

 On 28 May, the  BEF ’s director of military intelligence, Major Gen-
eral Noel  Mason- Macfarlane, who had returned to London, briefed 
reporters that the army had been let down by their allies and by a lack 
of  pre- war military spending. Over the following days, the papers duly 
laid responsibility for betraying ‘Gort’s Unbreakables’ at the door of the 
Dutch, the Belgian king Leopold, and the failures of British rearma-
ment. 69    On 29 May, Home Intelligence reported widespread public 
anger at Belgium. In the North Midlands, for example, ‘Defection of 
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Leopold’ was being ‘suggested as sign of Fifth Column activities in 
upper strata of society.’ In comparison, however, only the Southern 
England region recorded an ‘Undertone of criticism of late Government 
for having underestimated Germans.’ 70    That evening, identifi ed as a 
‘senior British commander’,  Mason- Macfarlane broadcast in the  BBC ’s 
‘Postscript’ series, which followed the nine o’clock news. ‘Your  BEF ’, 
he told listeners, ‘virtually encircled through no fault of its own’, had 
‘displayed a level of leadership, effi ciency and gallantry rarely equalled 
in the history of the British Army.’ 71    Whether to bolster public morale 
or to protect the army’s reputation,  Mason- Macfarlane was laying a 
thick propaganda smokescreen. Whoever was to blame for the defeat, 
it was not the soldiers. 

 Now all eyes focused on Dunkirk. On 30 May, with the evacuation 
offi cially announced, Home Intelligence suggested that: ‘Many people 
think the Army will succeed in fi ghting its way out with heavy losses. 
Few appear to believe the situation is hopeless. The net feeling is one of 
suspense.’ 72    As news of the number of men who had been got away 
began to fi lter through, the tension eased. As one of  M- O’s diarists, an 
 eighteen- year- old female art student in London, put it: ‘I feel much bet-
ter today. Must be because the  BEF  are safer. News this evening very 
reassuring. I haven’t met anyone these past few days who now thinks 
we’ll lose. They  were  thinking that a few days ago.’ 73    

 The evacuation from Dunkirk was immediately portrayed in terms 
of heroism and national pride. The Pathé Gazette newsreel released on 
3 June, for example, declared, over shots of returning servicemen: 

  For weeks they have been shelled and bombed from three sides. They 

had to stagger back into the sea to survive. They were betrayed, but 

never defeated or dispirited. Round these men there hangs an atmos-

phere of glory. They’re still in formation. They’re still grinning, past the 

mud and oil on their faces. 74     

 In a cinema in London, a  Mass- Observer noted that this sequence ‘gained 
a higher response of applause’ than anything he’d ever seen. ‘The whole 
item lasted about four minutes; for nearly a quarter of that time, that is, 
a full minute, there was applause. Hitherto the loudest applause has been 
10 seconds for the survivors of the Altmark’. 75    The next day, just as 
Churchill was insisting to the Commons that ‘We must be very careful 
not to assign to this deliverance the attributes of a victory’, 76    the daily 
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morale report began by arguing that this was exactly what was taking 
place: ‘in general terms . . . the retreat is accepted as a “victory”, as a 
“lasting achievement”, as a sign that “we cannot ultimately be beaten”, 
that “we shall always turn a tight corner to our advantage”.’ 77    

 The following evening, J. B. Priestley spoke in the ‘Postscript’ slot: 
the fi rst in a series of talks that he had lined up after being badgered by 
his wife to do more for the war effort. 78    Priestley told listeners that, like 
them, he had been following the news from Dunkirk: ‘now that it’s 
over . . . doesn’t it seem to you to have an inevitable air about it –  as if 
we had turned a page in the history of Britain and seen a chapter headed 
“Dunkirk”?’ He celebrated ‘the little pleasure steamers’ that had res-
cued troops from the beaches, and concluded by reinstalling Dunkirk 
within a story of national salvation: ‘our great  grand- children, when 
they learn how we began this War by snatching glory out of defeat, and 
then swept on to victory, may also learn how the little holiday steamers 
made an excursion to hell and came back glorious.’ 79    

 The counterpart to the passions engendered by the epic of Dunkirk, 
however, was the question of who was to blame. With the  BEF  rescued, 
the hunt for scapegoats ramped up. At the end of May, the  Daily Mir-
ror  and the  Daily Herald  had led the way in blaming the last government 
for  underequipping the  BEF . Now they were joined not only by the 
 News Chronicle , but also by the  Observer  and  Daily Mail . 80    On 6 June, 
the  Mirror  upped the ante with an aggressively worded editorial, 
demanding 

  the instant dismissal from the Government of the few (yet too many) survi-

vors from the old loitering gang . . . The habit of muddle and misjudgement 

cannot be corrected, as the crisis intensifi es, in men who did not even 

realise that a crisis was approaching. We hope that the Prime Minister’s 

courage may be equal to the task of dismissing exalted muddlers. 81      

   ‘we were all supposed to be 
working harmoniously 

to win the war’  

 Despite their anger with Churchill, Conservative  MP s did not want 
immediately to overthrow another prime minister in the midst of a 



387

Finest Hour

national crisis. They still had, however, the controlling majority in the 
Commons, and many hoped he would shortly be replaced by someone 
who suited them better: perhaps even a resurgent Chamberlain. Mean-
while, the Conservatives made clear their displeasure by remaining 
silent for Churchill’s appearances in the Commons. They would toler-
ate his presence, but only because Chamberlain and Halifax were there 
to keep him on the straight and narrow. Faced with their hostility, and 
conscious of the voting arithmetic left over from the 1935 election, 
Churchill knew that he needed to get the Conservatives  onside. 

 Meanwhile, Labour had not let the formation of the Coalition Gov-
ernment stop its campaign against the former prime minister. Labour’s 
 Daily Herald  was one of the fi rst to take up the cry for the expulsion of 
the ‘old gang’, and Labour ministers were not shy about explaining the 
faults of their predecessors to the public. 82    The anger that Chamberlain 
had long aroused among his opponents meant that plenty of other 
people were also happy to administer a kicking while he was down. 

 Chamberlain was sure that the newspaper ‘hate’ that blew up against 
him from late May was being organized by his political enemies. 83    That 
infuriated his supporters, and he and they both expected Labour  MP s 
to attack the former prime minister in the Commons. 84    On 5 June, 
Chamberlain visited Churchill and offered to resign. The prime minis-
ter was having none of that. He did, however, take the opportunity to 
convince Chamberlain that Lloyd George  –   Churchill’s old friend, 
Chamberlain’s old enemy and the last fi gure of political signifi cance 
not in the government –  ought to be given a ministerial appointment, a 
chance that Lloyd George subsequently turned down. After the War 
Cabinet met on 6 June, Chamberlain asked Attlee, Greenwood and 
Sinclair ‘what they were doing to allow these venomous attacks by 
members of their parties to go on while we were all supposed to be 
working harmoniously to win the war’. 85    The following day, after 
Churchill warned newspaper editors that they risked breaking the gov-
ernment, the press ‘hate’ ceased. Chamberlain thought it ‘like turning 
off a tap’, which just showed ‘how completely artifi cial the whole thing 
was’. 86    The relief would not last long.  
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   ‘ I  think we have reached what 
they call a crisis’  

 At the start of June, most people still expected that France would fi ght 
on no matter what. Over the next few days, while the German offensive 
on the Somme got under way, a trace of optimism remained. Confi -
dence in the eventual outcome remained strong. A countrywide effort 
to increase National Savings in the week  9–  15 June saw the formation 
of 18,000 new savers’ groups and doubled the average weekly rate of 
investment to £20 million. Notwithstanding the worsening news from 
France, people were willing to put money on Britain winning the war. 
In the  run- up to the Bromley and Bow  by- election,  Mass- Observers 
noted that, although people were more confused about how the war 
would end, ‘Expressed hostility to Hitler’ was ‘especially strong’. The 
comments they collected included ‘Kill Hitler and all the Germans, we 
should do to their women and children what they do to ours’ and ‘I’d 
get hold of Hitler and cut him under the throat.’ 87    

 The newspapers might have let up somewhat on Chamberlain, but 
the public had not. Between 12 and 19 June, ten out of thirteen Civil 
Defence regions reported criticism against the previous government on 
at least one occasion. On 12 June, for example, ‘Returning  BEF  without 
equipment’ was said to have ‘produced  anti- Chamberlain feeling in 
Somerset’. 88    The next day in the North-East there was ‘Strong 
 anti- Chamberlain feeling on account of our apparent inability to help 
France.’ 89    The day after, Wales reported: ‘Continued resentment against 
last Government and growing outcry that we should make more use of 
our manpower.’ 90    As this suggested, criticism of the past became bound 
up with concerns about the running of the war in the present. 

 Despite all the signs, when the French capitulation came it caused 
consternation. In Ipswich, Richard Brown recorded how people learned 
of the armistice on 17 June: 

  The news was just mentioned at 1 o’clock and there was lots of uncer-

tainty. Some people who listened didn’t hear it, others did, and at 

6 o’clock, everyone was at home to hear for himself. Then came confi rm-

ation and the awful gnawing fear –  what will become of their fl eet and 

air force? 91     
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  Mass- Observation’s immediate report suggested that: ‘People are so 
thunderstruck by the magnitude of the catastrophe that they are as yet 
unable to express any coherent attitude to it.’ It too summed up the 
chief reaction as ‘What will happen now?’ 92    From the streets of Bolton, 
 M- O’s investigators reported a wide range of reactions: 

  M45C*: ‘I think we have reached what they call a crisis. Now they will 

have to prove that “Britons never shall be slaves”. There is no doubt 

that we shall be exterminated.’ 93    

 M45C: ‘We fi ght alone now. They’ve all deserted us. But they haven’t 

won yet. We shall all have to put our shoulder to the wheel. We can’t 

give up now. Life wouldn’t be worth living under the terms they 

would give us. It will be a different kind of warfare now.’ 

 F45C: ‘It’s going to be pretty bad for us. If France and England can’t do 

it together I don’t see what we can do alone. It’s going to be a tough 

fi ght. It looks as though all we can do is give up. It’s no use throwing 

away a lot of lives when there is no hope. We have a good navy and a 

good air force but they can’t last out against him.’ 94    

 F40C: ‘I bet the King and Queen are packing to go –  if they’ve not gone 

already. I bet the damn government’s getting ready to fl y too. They’ll 

all leave us –  as usual. We shall probably be on the trek by the end of 

the week. Nowhere to fl y to. This country should have kept out of it 

from the start.’ 95    

 Soldier, 25D to M55D: ‘I tell you it’s all right. They’re shitting them-

selves for nothing. We shall hold him.’ 96     

 The Home Intelligence summary on 17 June argued that: ‘The pub-
lic are ready and determined to follow the Prime Minister if he gives the 
word, but if that word is not given there are signs that morale may 
change rapidly for the worst.’ 97    The following evening, Churchill was 
persuaded to deliver his ‘Finest Hour’ speech, earlier given that day to 
the Commons, for a  BBC  broadcast. Sixty per cent of the adult popu-
lation were listening in as he laid out the course of the campaign in 

*   Mass- Observation interviewers used a simple code to identify the social class of the 
people with whom they spoke or whose conversations they overheard. This was based on 
what they looked and sounded like: A –  rich people; B –  the middle classes; C –  artisans 
and skilled workers; D –  unskilled workers ‘and the least economically or educationally 
trained of our people’. 
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France and ended by declaring that the ‘Battle of Britain’ was about to 
begin. 

  The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on us. 

Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this Island or lose the war. 

If we can stand up to him, all Europe may be free and the life of the 

world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands . . . Let us therefore 

brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that, if the British 

Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still 

say, ‘this was their fi nest hour’. 98     

 The effect was not quite the one intended. Unseen by listeners, an 
unwilling prime minister had delivered the whole of this stirring speech 
with his cigar in his mouth. This affected his diction. Home Intelli-
gence noted ‘widespread comment on his delivery’.  Mass- Observation’s 
report was franker: Churchill was ‘widely suspected of being drunk’. 99    

 The prime minister’s talk certainly did not rally everyone to the 
cause. Over the following few days, Home Intelligence kept reporting 
evidence of ‘defeatist’ talk, including ‘working class women’, ‘lower- 
middle- class women’ and ‘small “white collar” men’, asking ‘suppose 
we do lose the war, what difference will it make to us; we could not be 
any worse off under Hitler; it’s the bosses he’s after’. 100    Some of the 
bosses were just as defeatist: the index of thirty leading shares, which 
had stood slightly above its  pre- war level at 70.6 before the Germans 
invaded Scandinavia, fell to 50.4 on 24 June after the announcement of 
the French armistice terms. Two days later, it fell below fi fty points for 
the only time in its existence, before patriotic City boys, and investors 
with a good eye for a killing, quickly rushed in and pushed values back 
up. 101    Within Whitehall, there were signs of offi cial concern that public 
pessimism might spread: Churchill demanded a publicity campaign to 
discourage  rumour- mongering, the Home Offi ce arranged for several 
 well- publicized prosecutions for spreading defeatist stories, and the 
Ministry of Information contemplated stricter press censorship, a cam-
paign of public lectures about what Britain was fi ghting against, and a 
positive statement of war aims to counter the appeal of Hitler’s new 
order. 102    

 As Home Intelligence always emphasized, however, ‘pockets of 
defeatism’ represented a minority view compared to the ‘prevailing 
determination to “fi ght to a fi nish” ’. 103    Sober or otherwise, Churchill 
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clearly articulated that determination (if not, on this occasion, much 
else), and that obviously struck a chord. In July’s  BIPO  poll, 88 per 
cent of respondents said that they approved of him as prime minister. 
Whether it was his leadership, or an underlying faith in victory, or the 
fear of being thought a fi fth columnist, or just the fact that, unlike the 
French, the British hadn’t been invaded –  or even bombed much yet –  
and were still in the war, public expressions of confi dence soon 
returned. As the action got closer to home, talk of defeat did not totally 
disappear, but it did diminish. 104    Now the wait was on for what most 
people presumed was an imminent invasion.  

   ‘we have got to see the job 
through on our own, 

and we can do it ’  

 It was a very diffi cult time to oppose the war. The Peace Pledge Union’s 
leaders were threatened with prosecution when  anti- war posters were 
put up in May, and four activists who persisted in pasting them up were 
subsequently jailed. 105    The government preferred to use the threat of 
the Defence Regulations to limit  CPGB  activity rather than launch a 
wholesale attack on British Communists, but it did threaten to ban the 
 Daily Worker  for encouraging defeatism, and later in the summer, one 
Communist shop steward was interned for allegedly obstructing 
production. 106    

 The weight of popular disapproval and internal dissent, however, 
were bigger problems than offi cial repression. As the threat of German 
victory drew nearer,  PPU  membership fell, and the movement was 
publicly abandoned by many of its most  high- profi le supporters. As the 
Union’s national group secretary, John Barclay, explained: ‘Pacifi sm 
faced by military dictatorship and no longer sheltering behind it –  this 
is something that may cause complete renunciation of previously held 
convictions.’ 107    The rate of conscientious objection among men regis-
tered for national service fell from 1.8 per cent of those registered from 
April 1939 to April 1940, to 0.6 per cent of those registered between 
May and July 1940. 108    

 For the  CPGB , things were no easier. The party’s response to the Fall 
of France was to call for the removal of the ‘Men of Munich’ and the 
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installation of a ‘People’s Government’ that would make ‘a complete 
break with the interests of the ruling class’, but it continued to oppose 
the confl ict itself as an imperialist war. Now, the party’s recruiters 
found that they lost their audience on the factory fl oor if they strayed 
from labour relations to international affairs. As branch members 
became caught up in the patriotic mood, the  CPGB  had to send out 
circulars warning Communists against any ‘tendencies to national 
defencism’. 109    Any other tendency, however, meant alienation. As the 
security offi cer at Woolwich Arsenal reported in the course of an inves-
tigation into alleged Communist subversion, his suspects were ‘hanging 
themselves by pursuing a policy that the bulk of the working people 
abominate’. As the works’ shop stewards told him: ‘If they are not 
removed it may well be that their colleagues will take the law into their 
own hands.’ 110    

 As the  CPGB ’s struggles suggested, the crisis of May and June 
aroused strong patriotic feelings. Yet this patriotism took many 
forms. At its most conventional, the drama reaffi rmed that old Protest-
ant sense of the British as God’s chosen people, being tested in the fi re 
on the route to redemption. Sunday 26 May was appointed a National 
Day of Prayer, on which the king asked his people to ‘with one heart 
and soul humbly but confi dently commit our cause to God and ask His 
aid that we may valiantly defend the right as it is given to us to see it’. 111    
The response to the king’s call was remarkable. Westminster Abbey 
was packed out. Churchill insisted that senior ministers and civil ser-
vants should attend despite the risk of air attack, members of the public 
queued around the building to get in, and the  BBC  relayed the service 
live as part of a day of religious programming. The Leicester diocese 
reported that the size of congregations had been ‘beyond anything 
experienced in the last quarter of a century. In many churches large 
queues waited to get in, and in some places it was impossible to fi nd 
accommodation for everyone.’ 112    Cyril Garbett, the bishop of Winches-
ter, recorded an extraordinarily busy day in his diary: 

  Preached at 11.0 in the Cathedral to an enormous congregation . . . At 

3.0 addressed a huge crowd in the Guildhall, Southampton: 2000 unable 

to gain admission stood outside while the service was relayed to them by 

loud speakers. Tea with Gordon Hooper at Milford and preached in his 

church: a packed congregation. On the way home stopped at the Sports 
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Centre at Southampton to give the blessing at an  open- air service: I was 

told there were about 4000 present. 113     

 In Surrey, Walter Musto and his wife ‘attended divine service, there to 
add our prayers to the national cry to high heaven for strength and 
endurance and courage in this time of trial and testing, and to crave a 
word with God on our own account’. 114    These prayers, of course, were 
duly rewarded with the army’s deliverance from Dunkirk. 

 The patriotism of the summer could also take on a harsher edge. 
Britons blamed their former allies for defeat. At the Kodak factory in 
Harrow, for example, it was reported that ‘ Anti- French feeling’ had 
grown ‘very strong since the capitulation. People remember at end of 
last war our soldiers said they would rather fi ght with the Germans 
than with the French.’ 115    In Surrey, on 23 June, George King wrote in 
the diary he was keeping for his son that the French seemed 

  to have given in completely to all that the Boche has demanded. To me, 

it is almost unbelievable, but then I start to think of the France of the last 

war, and then it isn’t . . . However, it is no good saying any more about 

it; we have got to see the job through on our own, and we can do it. 116     

 For a young Belgian refugee arriving in the  UK  that May, the sense of 
a national superiority that had been confi rmed by the war was what 
struck him most forcefully about his new home: 

  The Englishman is a rabid nationalist. They are perhaps the most nation-

alist people in the world. When you hear the English talk of this war you 

sometimes almost want them to lose it to show them how things are. 

They have the greatest contempt for the continent in general and the 

French in particular. 117     

 Yet the French collapse could also be used to attack British failures. In 
an atmosphere still rife with suspicion of the fi fth column, the belief 
that the French people had been betrayed by their leaders sparked 
invidious comparisons. 118    On 2 July, the annual conference of the 
National Union of Railwaymen passed a unanimous resolution 
demanding the removal of all those ‘associated with the previous Gov-
ernment’s policy of appeasement’. A spokesman explained: ‘I do not 
want to mention names and I do not want this gang to be subjected to 
any torture. I want to see them put in a position where they cannot 
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possibly betray this country in the way in which Marshal Petain 
betrayed France.’ 119    Criticisms of the ‘old gang’ now showed signs of 
metastasizing into a much wider discontent, with criticisms taking in 
‘those at the top’, ‘cumbersome old machinery’ and ‘the Civil Ser-
vice’. 120    Contrary to the fears of the Ministry of Information, these 
were not signs of a split that would endanger the war effort, but they 
did show the way in which military peril could be used as a way to talk 
about what was wrong with the country as a whole.  

   A People’s War?  

 One of the groups that Home Intelligence noted were being publicly 
criticized was ‘those in charge of the  LDV ’. The most widespread com-
plaint among volunteers was the lack of equipment. Boyish enthusiasm 
only took them so far: if the Germans were coming they wanted to 
be properly armed. Throughout the summer, small arms remained in 
short supply and it was not until August that rifl es were available in 
adequate numbers even for regular army units. The lack of equipment 
was held up as evidence of offi cial incompetence. 

 The War Offi ce had originally decided that the  LDV  should have no 
formal rank structure so that professional offi cers never found them-
selves under the command of amateurs. In practice, local  LDV  units 
were often set up by the sort of people who took charge of much of civic 
life:  middle- class businessmen in the cities, landowners in the country-
side. Before long, charges were being levelled that  LDV  groups were 
being run like golf clubs, with the wrong sort –   Jews, Labour Party 
members, trade unionists  –   not allowed to join. 121    When it came to 
picking area organizers, the War Offi ce usually selected retired senior 
offi cers. Whatever their military views, they were easily caricatured as 
 out- of- touch ‘Colonel Blimps’, demanding discipline, unquestioning 
obedience and eager to refi ght the last war. 

 For some commentators on the left, the fl ood of recruits to the  LDV  
looked gratifyingly like the people rushing to the fi ght against Fascism. 
It also summoned memories of the militias of the Spanish Civil War. 
Foremost among them was Tom Wintringham. An  RFC  despatch rider 
in the last war, and a Communist since the 1920s, Wintringham had 
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established himself as the radical left’s leading military expert in the 
1930s. He had led the British battalion of the International Brigade in 
Spain, before being expelled from the  CPGB . By  mid- May 1940, Win-
tringham was a  well- known and widely read writer  –   the military 
correspondent of the  Daily Mirror  and a contributor to the popular 
periodical  Picture Post . A collection of his articles, rushed out in July 
as a Penguin Special,  New Ways of War , sold 75,000 copies. 122    

 Wintringham set out for readers the tactics for guerrilla fi ghting 
he had learned in Spain (including instructions on how to build a 
 do- it- yourself grenade), demanded the democratization of the army 
and called for the fi ghting of a ‘people’s war’. 123    This was not a com-
forting,  all- in- it-together version of the confl ict, but one run by 
‘committees of public safety or councils of action’ formed out of an 
armed citizenry: 

  There are those who say that the idea of arming the people is a revolu-

tionary idea. It certainly is . . . after what we have seen of the effi ciency 

and patriotism of those who ruled us until recently, most of us can fi nd 

plenty of room in this country for some sort of revolution, for a change 

that will sweep away the muck of the past. 124     

 Unlike the  CPGB , however, Wintringham wanted to get rid of capital-
ism in order to fi ght the war better and harder. 

 With the help of Edward Hulton,  Picture Post   ’s publisher, Wintring-
ham set up his own school to train  LDV  members in the grounds of 
Osterley Park, a stately home just outside London. There he and other 
Republican veterans of the Spanish Civil War taught volunteers in the 
tactics of irregular warfare. Whereas the regular army looked on the 
 LDV  as essentially a static guard force, and more traditional  LDV  
leaders focused on close order drill as the starting point for training, 
Wintringham’s lessons were about how to kill people and blow things 
up. Three thousand pupils attended the school over the summer of 
1940. Whatever they made of the politics, they loved the explosions. 
Worried though they were by the staff’s ideological inclinations, War 
Offi ce offi cials also valued the aggression it imparted. On 30 Septem-
ber they closed down Osterley Park, and absorbed the staff and 
curriculum into their own training system. Wintringham resigned nine 
months later. 125    
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 Radical though it was politically, Wintringham’s vision of a 
 grenade- wielding  nation- in- arms was militarily archaic. The whole 
trend of British defence policy was in the other direction: high technol-
ogy weapons wielded by a skilled elite, with most people making or 
servicing machines rather than fi ghting in the front line. Thankfully, 
Britons never had to fi ght a ‘people’s war’ of the sort Wintringham 
envisaged. If they thus missed out on the chance for a radical reorder-
ing of democracy, they did at least escape the slaughter experienced in 
Spain and China, Eastern and Southern Europe, the  USSR  and Ger-
many. Britain’s war would do a lot of damage to other people: its own 
escaped remarkably unscathed. 126     

   ‘loyalt y, union among men who 
have joined hands’  

 At Westminster, the news of defeat released the scent of political oppor-
tunity. As the French surrendered, Amery, Macmillan, Boothby and 
Clement Davies, acting in consort with Lloyd George, launched the 
 so- called ‘ Under- Secretaries Plot’. Writing to Churchill, Boothby 
claimed there was a ‘revolutionary spirit in the country which ought to 
be turned to advantage’. It was a ‘young man’s war’, and the old guard –  
with the exception of Lloyd George  –   were too old to prosecute it 
successfully. 127    Instead, the plotters would help to form a new all- 
powerful Committee of Public Safety that would sweep away 
bureaucratic slowness and really get things done. Churchill told the 
plotters that any minister who had a problem could resign his post and 
give his criticisms full voice without the burdens of offi ce. That ended 
this episode, but not the need for Churchill to defend his predecessor 
from parliamentary attack. 128    

 Speaking to the Commons on the ‘War Situation’ on 18 June, the 
prime minister publicly rejected any parliamentary inquest into  pre- war 
policy as ‘a foolish and pernicious process’ from which no one would 
emerge unscathed. Two days later, in a ‘secret session’ of the Commons 
(meaning that the proceedings were not recorded and reported, which 
was meant to allow a fuller discussion of war topics without revealing 
information to the enemy), he once again spoke up for Chamberlain. 
As his notes set out: 
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   Tell the story Chamberlain’s actions. 

 Imperative there should be loyalty, union 

    among men who have joined hands. 

 Otherwise no means of standing 

    the shocks and strains which are coming. 129      

 By this point, Labour’s leaders too had decided to call off the ‘hate’. 
They worried that if Chamberlain was pushed out of government, he 
might become ‘a centre of disaffection and a rallying point for a real 
opposition’ from discontented Conservatives. 130    

 Attlee too faced potential threats to his leadership. Herbert Morri-
son was still eager to usurp him. He was angry that he had been sent to 
the Ministry of Supply when he had expected to be chancellor, a better 
refl ection, he thought, of his status and abilities. Ironically Morrison 
was wrong –   his talent as an organizer and a politician would have 
been wasted at the Treasury –  but his frustration was a problem for the 
Labour leader. Fortunately for Attlee, Bevin cordially hated Morrison 
(‘Don’t trust a word the little bastard says,’ he  stage- whispered to other 
ministers), and he and Attlee now formed a powerful  anti- Morrison 
axis at the top of the Labour movement. 

 After some confusion over who now counted as the ‘opposition’, 
Labour  MP s had continued to position themselves opposite the Treas-
ury bench on which Labour ministers, as members of the coalition, 
now sat. Since Attlee could no longer act as leader of the opposition, 
whoever took his place might use the opportunity to challenge his 
authority. Acting unilaterally, Attlee chose the uninspiring Hastings 
 Lees- Smith as his replacement. He could be relied upon not to rock the 
boat too much while Labour’s leaders were in offi ce. 131    

 This mattered because, for Labour, joining a coalition government in 
the midst of a national crisis brought some uncomfortable feelings of 
déjà vu. The left wing of the party was particularly worried that min-
isters would once more be tempted by the rhetoric of responsible 
national unity and step off the path to socialism. In fact, Attlee 
remained convinced that ‘practical socialism’ was not only an absolute 
good but also essential to win the war. The policies adopted by the new 
government –  increased conscription, the elimination of wartime profi t, 
extended rationing, greater economic controls –  were practically social-
ist (not least to Conservative eyes) in that they were statist, collectivist 
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and egalitarian. Labour ministers also promoted ‘practical’ measures 
that would improve the lot of the working class, claiming responsibility 
for the provision of subsidized milk to mothers and schoolchildren (in 
fact put in place by Lord Woolton, the minister of food, but approved 
by the Food Committee that Attlee chaired), and, later in the summer, 
pursuing increases in unemployment and service allowances and the 
abolition of the Household Means Test. By early July, Attlee was also 
pressing his colleagues to provide 

  a defi nite pronouncement on . . . policy for the future. The Germans are 

fi ghting a revolutionary war for very defi nite objectives. We are fi ghting 

a conservative war and our objects are purely negative. We must put for-

ward a positive and revolutionary aim admitting that the old order has 

collapsed and asking people to fi ght for the new order. 132     

 Committed though he was to such reforms for their own sake, he also 
needed something to throw to his critics within the Labour Party, none 
of whom were convinced that the  window- dressing of practical social-
ism came close to the  far- reaching social and economic change that 
Labour ought really to be implementing. 133    

 Complaints from the left that Labour was passing up its chance were 
to be a standard feature for the rest of the war. In the summer of 1940, 
they missed the point. Labour’s demolition of the Chamberlain govern-
ment was a remarkable political achievement, but its power within the 
Coalition had still to be established. Public anger at the last govern-
ment was undeniable, but it was rooted in Chamberlain’s failure to 
achieve unity and protect national security. A Labour Party that prior-
itized a domestic revolution would have imperilled both these things. 
The Labour ministers’ approach –  using the war to promote socialist 
solutions but not, in the fi nal reckoning, putting them ahead of a 
national effort to defeat Hitler –  was politically smart as well as strate-
gically astute.  

   ‘We are a solid nation’  

  MP s and peers were no more immune than their constituents to feel-
ings of confusion and gloom as France fell. On the Conservative 
benches, there was plenty of depression about Britain’s prospects, 
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anxiety about air bombardment and concern about the implications 
of Churchill’s determination to fi ght an  all- out war, but there was no 
great desire to surrender to Germany. The majority of Labour  MP s 
were determined to defeat Fascism, but the twenty or so Labour mem-
bers who made up the Parliamentary Peace Group continued to demand 
‘a just peace with disarmament’. This disparate assembly, including 
pacifi sts and  left- wingers opposed to an ‘imperialist war’, was led by 
Richard Stokes, a Catholic and a convinced  anti- Communist, who 
feared that the  Anglo- German struggle would only benefi t the Soviet 
Union. In a bid to bring Lloyd George on board, Stokes assured him 
that he could get thirty  MP s and ten peers of all parties to back a call 
for peace. Understandably, given that this meant the support of less 
than 5 per cent of the Commons, Lloyd George said that he would 
rather wait until another military defeat had turned the country against 
the prime minister. 134    

 Although Churchill did not have to face down a powerful peace 
lobby in the Commons, he was very sensitive to the strategic and polit-
ical dangers posed by discussions of a negotiated peace. One way to 
deal with these threats was to talk up the government’s determination 
to fi ght on, the strength of Britain’s defences and the imminence of 
America’s entry into the war –  as Churchill did during the secret ses-
sion in the Commons on 20 June. Another way was to prohibit any talk 
of a peace deal with the Germans. At the end of May, Churchill had 
issued an edict to ministers and senior civil servants, instructing them, 
while not ‘minimising the gravity of events’, to show ‘confi dence’ in 
their circle ‘in our ability and infl exible resolve to continue the war 
until we have broken the will of the enemy’. 135    

 It must have been with interest, therefore, that he read the tele-
graphic traffi c occasioned by a chance meeting between Rab Butler, the 
parliamentary  under- secretary at the Foreign Offi ce, and Björn Prytz, 
the Swedish ambassador, on 17 June 1940. 136    Prytz and Butler met each 
other by accident while they were both taking a  post- lunch walk. Part 
of Butler’s job was to maintain good relations with all the ambassadors 
in London: they fell to talking and Prytz accompanied him back to his 
room at the Foreign Offi ce. Paul Reynaud had just broadcast on the 
radio to announce that France was requesting an armistice. Things 
looked very bleak, and Prytz asked Butler what Britain planned to 
do next. Depressed at the French surrender, and still bitter about 
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Churchill’s assumption of the premiership, Butler made the mistake of 
speaking his mind. According to the telegram Prytz sent back to Stock-
holm later that day: 

  Britain’s offi cial attitude will for the present continue to be that the war 

must go on, but he assured me that no opportunity for reaching a com-

promise peace would be neglected if the possibility were offered on 

reasonable conditions and that no ‘diehards’ would be allowed to stand 

in the way in this connection. He thought that Britain had greater pos-

sibilities of negotiation than she might have later on. 137     

 At that point, Butler was called in to see Halifax. When he returned, he 
told Prytz that the foreign secretary had a message for him: ‘Common 
sense not bravado would dictate the British Government’s policy’, but 
this did not mean a desire for ‘peace at any price’. 138    

 Anxious about the twin threat from the Soviet Union and the Nazis, 
Swedish ministers were eager to see an end to the war. They were also 
under a lot of pressure to allow the Germans transport rights across 
their territory to newly occupied Norway. If the British were putting 
out peace feelers, that would give the Swedes a good excuse for giving 
way. When Prytz’s account of his conversation with Butler arrived, the 
Swedish foreign minister, Christian Günther, promptly asked the Brit-
ish ambassador, Victor Mallet, whether it meant that London wanted 
the Swedes to act as intermediaries with Berlin. 

 When Mallet put this query to the Foreign Offi ce, an embarrassed 
Butler insisted that Prytz (a fl uent English speaker) had misunderstood 
what he meant. Meanwhile, Prytz’s account was shown to Swedish 
politicians who were discussing whether to give in to German demands, 
then leaked to the press; Mallet then intervened to try to suppress the 
story. 139    That occasioned another fl urry of telegrams. Churchill saw all 
of them, as well as Prytz’s original message, which had been decrypted 
by British intelligence as it left the Swedish embassy. On 26 June, the 
prime minister sent a chiding note to Halifax: 

  Butler held odd language to the Swedish Minister and certainly the 

Swede derived a strong impression of defeatism  . . . I was strongly 

pressed in the House of Commons in the Secret Session to give assur-

ances that the present Government and all its Members were resolved to 

fi ght on to the death, and I did so, taking personal responsibility for the 
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resolve of all . . . any suspicion of lukewarmness in Butler will certainly 

subject us all to further annoyance of this kind. 140     

 Halifax and Butler stuck to the story that Prytz had got the wrong end 
of the stick. There the prime minister let matters lie. 141    

 Contrary to the accusations sometimes levelled subsequently, the 
Prytz correspondence did not provide evidence that either Butler or Hali-
fax was secretly seeking to make peace with Hitler. Churchill was 
absolutely right, however, to say that Butler had given an impression of 
British policy that was very different from that which the prime minister 
had put forward in public. Halifax had, by this point, accepted the argu-
ments that Churchill had put forward to the War Cabinet at the end of 
May –  better to fi ght on for the next few months at least, on the basis 
that Britain’s negotiating position was bound to improve –  and his mes-
sage to Prytz  –   if it was his, rather than Butler putting words in his 
mouth –  specifi cally rejected ‘peace at any price’. He too, however, had 
been implicated in an event that had allowed a foreign ambassador to 
persuade himself that Britain wanted a compromise peace, and in terms 
that were derogatory of Churchill’s ‘bravado’. 142    

 Everyone involved knew how the words spoken at the  Butler– Prytz 
meeting would look if they came out. Yet while Churchill had suddenly 
benefi tted from a remarkable gift from his political opponent, it was 
not one that could be easily used. Halifax stuck by Butler and protected 
him, and Churchill needed Halifax’s support. Halifax may have pro-
tected Butler simply out of loyalty to a younger colleague, but he may 
also have calculated that providing he stood fi rm, there was little that 
Churchill could do. 

 The problem was that the Swedes didn’t keep the story to them-
selves. On the contrary, rumours about peace moves from members of 
the former British government now spread like wildfi re among the 
embassies of Europe. They soon came full circle back to the  UK . By the 
end of June, isolationist  US  newspapers were reporting a story that 
Chamberlain and Halifax, backed by a section of the Conservative 
Party, were scheming to get rid of Churchill and hold peace talks with 
Hitler. It was totally untrue. In turn, the tale was gleefully retold by the 
 anti- Chamberlain press back in the  UK . To scotch the rumour, Cham-
berlain, by now a very sick man, had to take to the airwaves on 30 June. 
He struck a familiar note: 
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  We are a solid nation, which would rather go down to ruin than admit 

the domination of the Nazis  . . . If the enemy does try to invade this 

country, we shall fi ght him in the air and on the sea; we will fi ght him on 

the beaches with every weapon we have. 143     

 Again, however, a big radio speech did not quite come off. Towards the 
end of the broadcast, Chamberlain’s throat suddenly dried. Embar-
rassed listeners thought he had broken down in tears. 144    

 The continuing clamour for Chamberlain’s dismissal only bolstered 
Tory determination to support their party leader. On 3 July, when 
Clement Davies staged a meeting for  MP s to try to form another 
 anti- Chamberlain front, Conservative loyalists found out about it, 
packed the room and shouted the plotters down. The next day, Church-
ill was rewarded for his efforts to defend his predecessor when he 
announced the action against the French warships at  Mers- el- Kébir to 
the Commons. Warned that stories about Conservative defeatism might 
put off the Americans, Chamberlain passed the word for the Tory 
whips to orchestrate a display of support for the prime minister. Hav-
ing sorrowfully explained the attacks on the French, the prime minister 
closed with a word to those who were questioning the commitment of 
his government at home: 

  The action we have already taken should be, in itself, suffi cient to 

dispose once and for all of the lies and rumours that have been so 

industriously spread by German propaganda and Fifth Column activ-

ities that we have the slightest intention of entering into negotiations in 

any form and through any channel with the German and Italian govern-

ments. We shall . . . prosecute the war with the utmost vigour by all the 

means that are open to us until the righteous purposes for which we 

entered upon it have been fulfi lled. 145     

 Initially, the Conservative benches remained as quiet as ever. Then, at 
a signal from David Margesson, Tory  MP s rose as a man and cheered 
Churchill to the rafters. It reminded Chips Channon of the way that 
they had once applauded Chamberlain: ‘Only it was not little Neville’s 
turn now. Winston suddenly wept.’ 146     
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   ‘this strong Cit y of Refuge’  

 During July, British confi dence gradually returned. In Whitehall, the 
intelligence services continued to warn about a surprise invasion, and 
the armed forces remained jumpy during the fi rst half of the month. 
Nonetheless, the Chiefs of Staff Committee now began to work on the 
basis that the country would not be taken completely unawares. The 
 UK  was suffi ciently well defended to force the Germans to stage a 
major invasion, and the preparations would be apparent both from 
 photo- reconnaissance fl ights of the Channel ports and from Luftwaffe 
attacks to attempt to gain air superiority. Increases in armaments pro-
duction, and particularly in the output of aircraft, bolstered offi cial 
confi dence in the  UK ’s ability to hold out against invasion. In compari-
son with the levels that would be reached later in the war, British war 
production was still very low: in the third quarter of 1940, for example, 
British factories made 498  anti- tank guns, less than a twentieth of the 
number they would turn out in the same period of 1942. In comparison 
with the levels of early 1940, however, the expansion was dramatic. It 
owed a lot to the extraordinary efforts of British workers and managers 
as they slaved round the clock to make more weapons, but it also paid 
testament to the successes of British rearmament before and after the 
outbreak of war. By the summer, the British were catching up with and 
overtaking the Germans in the production of aircraft and of tanks. 

Table 2: Selected British munitions production, 1940

    Jan–  Mar   Apr–  Jun      Jul–  Sept 

 Fighters  703  1,409  1,901 

 Medium bombers  253  552  619 

 Tanks  

 (000 tons total) 

 218   (2.65)  340   (5.5)  392   (7.17) 

 Field guns  20  196  525 

  Anti- tank guns 

 (towed and 

 tank-mounted)

 297  395  498 

 Source:  CSO ,  Fighting with Figures: A Statistical Digest of the Second World War  
(London, 1995), pp.  158–  71. 
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 The British did not know exactly how well they were doing in produc-
tion terms relative to their opponents, but new, lower estimates of German 
aircraft strength derived from Enigma decrypts did encourage the 
belief that the country would be able to withstand the enemy’s initial 
onslaught. By  mid- July, the Security Service was more or less convinced 
that there was no British fi fth column worth worrying about, and as 
the Home Offi ce regained control of internment policy, those who had 
been locked up over the previous months began to be screened and 
released. Complaints about the government’s lax approach to searching 
out fi fth columnists began to be replaced with criticisms of its overly 
authoritarian approach to civil liberties. 147    

 Looking forward to the future of the war after dinner on 12 July, 
according to John Colville, Churchill foresaw three months of fi ghting 
to make sure an invasion couldn’t happen, but doubted whether it was 
‘a serious menace’. He intended nonetheless ‘to give that impression’ 
when he next broadcast on the war, because ‘the great invasion scare’ 
was ‘well on the way to providing us with the fi nest offensive army we 
have ever possessed and it is keeping every man and women tuned to a 
high state of readiness’. 148  When he spoke two nights later, the prime 
minister offered a crusader’s call:   

 We are fi ghting by ourselves alone; but we are not fi ghting for ourselves 

alone. Here in this strong City of Refuge which enshrines the  title- deeds of 

human progress and is of deep consequence to Christian civilization . . . 

we await undismayed the impending assault. Perhaps it will come tonight. 

Perhaps it will come next week. Perhaps it will never come . . . But be the 

ordeal sharp or long, or both, we shall seek no terms, we shall tolerate no 

parley; we may show mercy –  we shall ask for none. 149    

 He also announced that he had a much better name for the  LDV : the 
‘Home Guard’, which was what they now became, at the cost of much 
time spent  re- sewing those crucial identifying arm brassards. 

 During July, the country’s ground defences visibly improved. Con-
struction was well under way of the ‘ GHQ  line’, a mix of  anti- tank 
obstacles, pillboxes and trenches stretching in a  semi- circle from inner 
East Anglia across the southern edge of Greater London. Across the 
country, further ‘stop lines’ were also being planned:  thirty- three were 
meant to snake across Scotland,  twenty- one through Wales –  principally 
to protect Liverpool and the Midlands against a German attack from the 
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west  –   and eight across Northern Ireland. 150    By the end of 1940, 
28,000 pillboxes and gun emplacements had been built in the  UK . 151    

 Most of the great defensive lines, however, were never completed, 
let alone manned. General Ironside’s static plans were now subject to 
criticism from his own subordinates and from the prime minister. The 
fortifi cations were good for morale, but they would tie down military 
resources while yielding the initiative to the invader. On 17 July, 
General Brooke, who had been put in charge of Southern Command 
following his return from France, took the chance of an inspection by 
Churchill to voice his concerns. Two days later, he replaced Ironside in 
command of Home Forces. Refl ecting later, Brooke remembered how 
limited the forces at his command had seemed, and the crushing burden 
of maintaining everyone else’s confi dence: ‘to come into continuous con-
tact with all the weakness of the defensive material at your  disposal . . . 
and with it all to maintain a calm and confi dent exterior is a test of one’s 
character, the bitterness of which must be experienced to be believed’. 152    

 Nonetheless, the steady fl ow of new equipment meant that Brooke 
could aspire to a more agile defence. Where Ironside had locked fi eld 
artillery and  anti- tank guns up in fi xed fortifi cations, during the sum-
mer Brooke pulled them back to support his more mobile divisions, 
which would rush to concentrate their strength against any invasion, 
while more recently formed, less  well- equipped ‘County’ divisions 
formed the outer crust of defences along the beaches. By the end of the 
summer, Brooke’s plans focused on a very rapid  counter- attack that 
would drive any German landing straight back into the sea. 

 Before any invasion could be launched, however, the Germans would 
have to gain control of the skies. The Luftwaffe’s move up to bases in 
northern France and Scandinavia now exposed the  UK  to more fre-
quent air attack. From 10 July the Germans probed British air defences 
and attacked the shipping route along the eastern English coast. Ger-
man air incursions by day and by night caused signifi cant disruption to 
civilian life and industrial production, more so because air-raid sirens 
were initially sounded over a very wide area. 

 All this looked very much like the preparatory work for an invasion, 
and on 19 July the British received confi rmation from an Enigma decrypt 
that Hitler had indeed ordered his forces to begin planning for an attack. 
On the same day, Hitler gave a speech to the Reichstag in which he 
anointed himself victor and offered a negotiated peace to save the world 
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from further war. Halifax, who this time had needed no persuading of 
the pointlessness of talking to Hitler, used the opportunity of a regular 
radio broadcast on 22 July publicly to turn Hitler’s offer down fl at. As 
usual, the foreign secretary talked of Britain’s as a Christian cause, 
mentioning God twice a minute during his short broadcast. 153    

 During July, public morale recovered. According to Home Intelli-
gence, the action at  Mers- el- Kébir was ‘generally welcomed and even 
the fact that many French sailors lost their lives has been allowed to pass 
with little comment’. 154    The announcement that tea, cooking fats and 
margarine would be rationed, and the disruption being caused by the 
sounding of  air- raid sirens, caused much more extensive complaint. 

 Meanwhile, offi cial attempts to counter public defeatism got off 
the ground. The Ministry of Information organized meetings and 
lectures –  more than 5,000 of them across the country by the end of 
July –   with titles such as ‘The Civilian’s Part in Defence’ and ‘What 
German Occupation Means’. 155    The  BBC  put on an array of pro-
grammes celebrating British national character, as exemplifi ed in the 
deep tradition of the English countryside, in the voices of working 
people (in programmes with titles like ‘Everyman and the War’ and 
‘We Speak for Ourselves’) and in a shared heritage of liberties and free-
dom. 156    These went down rather better with the public than some of the 
prosecutions for  rumour- mongering and a new Ministry of Informa-
tion publicity campaign urging Britons to ‘join the Silent Column’. 

 Following widespread complaints that the government did not trust 
the people and was trying to ban grumbling, both the prosecutions and 
the ‘Silent Column’ had to be abandoned. Attempts to control morale 
lagged behind a recovery that had already taken place. When 
 Mass- Observation interviewed  working- class men and women on the 
streets of London about Hitler’s peace offer in  mid- July, they were in 
optimistic and angry mood: 

  F55D: ‘We’ve got him where we want him now –  no jokes. He’s ours for 

the asking.’ 

 F45C: ‘I heard he was asking for terms. Let’s give them to him –   our 

terms.’ 

 M40C: ‘Cor, don’t take no notice of  him . Peace? Not at  his  price. We’re 

going to win, lady, –  and at  our  price.’ 

 F40D: ‘It was his usual lot of yollop –  Peace! Friends with Britain!’  
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 The investigator in Mill Hill concluded that: 

  The opinion is that Hitler has ‘cold feet’; that he does not want to go on 

with the war; that we should take advantage of his attitude to make a 

bid for victory. From these people one gains the impression that inva-

sion, even if it is a possibility, is something that may be dismissed with a 

fl ick of the fi ngers. 157     

 Until September, there was a continual public expectation that a 
German invasion was imminent. Each day that it did not arrive could 
therefore be taken as proof that the British were beating Hitler. Whether 
or not the Germans were ever actually coming mattered much less than 
the feeling that each of their repeated  non- arrivals represented another 
British victory.  

   Guilt y Men  

 Despite the clamour of public criticism after the Fall of France, at 
the start of July Chamberlain’s position at Westminster still seemed 
assured. Churchill needed him, the Conservative Party would fi ght to 
protect him and even Labour’s leaders had decided they’d prefer it if he 
didn’t oppose them. Outside Parliament, however, the attacks on the 
‘old gang’ continued. 

 On 5 July, Victor Gollancz published the short book  Guilty 
Men , written by the pseudonymous ‘Cato’. 158     Guilty Men  bundled all 
the criticisms of the previous government into a wider critique of 
defence and economic policies between the wars. It staged very per-
sonal attacks on the characters of Ramsay MacDonald and Stanley 
Baldwin, as well as on Chamberlain, Inskip, Halifax, Wilson and Mar-
gesson. They were blamed for the sufferings of soldiers at Dunkirk, ‘the 
fi nest army which Britain had ever put into the fi eld’, but ‘an Army 
doomed  before  they took the fi eld’. 159     Guilty Men  ended with a capital-
ized plea: 

  THE MEN WHO ARE NOW REPAIRING THE BREACHES IN 

OUR WALLS SHOULD NOT CARRY ALONG WITH THEM 

THOSE WHO LET THE WALLS FALL INTO RUIN   . . .  LET 

THE GUILTY MEN RETIRE ,  THEN ,  OF THEIR OWN 
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VOLITION ,  AND SO MAKE AN ESSENTIAL CONTRIBU-

TION TO THE VICTORY UPON WHICH ALL ARE 

IMPLACABLY RESOLVED . 160    

  Guilty Men  was one of the greatest, most infl uential political polem-
ics in modern British history. The term itself, a brilliant encapsulation of 
the thesis, damned the  inter- war Conservative Party at a stroke. Like all 
polemics,  Guilty Men  contained some notable distortions. Churchill was 
portrayed throughout as a  far- sighted genius and Labour’s opposition to 
rearmament was glossed over. The most remarkable, however, was that 
Lord Beaverbrook was listed as one of the supermen trying to save Brit-
ain, without any mention of his support for appeasement or his efforts to 
obstruct the escalation of the domestic effort during the Phoney War. 

 There was a good reason for this omission. In fact, ‘Cato’ was a 
cabal of three men –  Michael Foot, Frank Owen and Peter Howard –  
all of whom were employed as editors or columnists at Beaverbrook’s 
newspapers. He might not have told them to write  Guilty Men , but he 
certainly knew who they were, and the book did a very good job of 
settling the scores Beaverbrook had with the respectable Conservatives 
of the 1920s and 1930s. 161    

 Whether it was accurate or not, in the circumstances of 1940  Guilty 
Men  explained an awful lot. The book’s sharp tone, easy explanations 
and  anti- establishment associations  –   it was banned by both  WH  
Smith’s and Ryman’s and Gollancz sold it from barrows in Fleet Street –  
all contributed to making it a runaway success. More than 200,000 
copies were eventually printed. 162    

 ‘Cato’, however, was certainly not a lone voice. The National Gov-
ernment had never really restored its relations with the popular British 
press after Baldwin’s attack on the newspaper barons as ‘harlots’ in 
1931. Faced with the threat to peace and national security at the end of 
the 1930s, the press proprietors had been willing to back Chamberlain, 
but most of them had never liked him, and many journalists had 
become disillusioned with the government’s efforts to control reporting 
even before the outbreak of war. Now, the way was open –  under the 
grounds of patriotism –  for the former prime minister’s opponents to 
extract their revenge. 

 The day before  Guilty Men  came out, ‘Cassandra’ –  the  Daily Mir-
ror  columnist William Connor, a  vicious- tongued Ulsterman and a 
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 long- term critic of Chamberlain –   launched a broadside that showed 
how far all the elements of the national crisis could become bound up 
together in a mixture of nationalism and radicalism: 

  The moral bankruptcy of this country has been unmasked in the last 

few months –  a degrading and terrible spectacle. It ranges from selfi sh 

 money- scavengers to the disreputable remnants of the worst gang of 

political pests who ever sabotaged the future of a great and honourable 

nation. To fi ght for the rehabilitation of this same guilty crew would be a 

tragic farce. Fortunately, the temper of our people and their determin-

ation to forge a new order, is a guiding light that will not fail. They are 

not sacrifi cing all for the resurrection of the evils that led us to the edge 

of the abyss. It is unlikely in the future that we will create homes fi t 

for heroes.  BUT IT IS CERTAIN THAT WE WILL NOT ERECT 

PALACES FOR THE POLITICAL AND FINANCIAL TRAI-

TORS OF THE PAST ! 163     

 In the last war, this had been the language with which the extreme 
right had condemned Jews, Bolsheviks and other enemies within dur-
ing the dark days of  1917–  18. Now it sat comfortably with the populist 
left. 

 In the month after the Norway debate, these sorts of attacks turned 
more and more people against Chamberlain. By  mid- June, Home Intel-
ligence’s reports had pointed out that ‘staunchest Tories’, ‘business 
men’ and ‘people of all classes’ were displaying ‘ anti- Chamberlain feel-
ing’. A  BIPO  survey published in the  News Chronicle  on 8 July 
indicated that 77 per cent of respondents thought that Chamberlain 
should be removed from the government: given that number, many of 
those calling for his removal must have been the  working- class voters 
who had backed the Conservatives during the 1930s. 164    

 Shortly after  Guilty Men  came out, J. B. Priestley started to make 
the same case about the bad old days between the wars in his radio 
‘Postscripts’. Like ‘Cato’, Priestley cast the 1920s and 1930s as wasted 
years of economic suffering, but as he explained to listeners on 21 July, 
now things were changing. The ‘huge collective effort’ demanded by 
the war meant that: 

  We’re actually changing over from the property view to the sense of 

community, which simply means that we’re all in the same boat. But, 



410

Br ita in ’s Wa r

and this is the point, that boat can serve not only as our defence against 

Nazi aggression, but as an ark in which we can all fi nally land in a better 

world.  

 There was nothing new in Priestley calling in vaguely leftist terms for 
the building of a new Britain. Now, however, outraged Conservatives 
complained that he was proselytizing for socialism. For the moment, 
Priestley’s calls for reconstruction were just a minor note in his paeans 
of praise to ordinary heroism, but he knew the appeal of being the out-
spoken underdog. In his next broadcast, he discussed the criticisms 
that had been levelled at him and explained that they were not going to 
get him off the air. Soon, one in three of the listening population was 
tuning in to the programme –  a higher proportion than for any other 
 non- ministerial speaker. 165     

   ‘everything we ought to stand 
for will go by default’  

 In the short term, all this had absolutely no effect on Chamberlain’s 
position at Westminster. No matter what the public thought, the most 
powerful men in the land preferred to keep him inside the government. 
The short term, however, was all he had left. For some time he had 
been affl icted by problems with his digestion. By  mid- June, he was in 
severe pain. At the end of July, he was forced to go into hospital for an 
operation that failed to relieve him of what turned out to be terminal 
bowel cancer. For the next six weeks, while he convalesced, he was 
unable to play any part in political life. It would be cancer, rather than 
the condemnation of ‘Cato’, which ended his political career. 166    

 Even before the severity of Chamberlain’s illness was revealed, this 
was a depressing time for Conservative  MP s. As the defeat of the move 
against the ‘Men of Munich’ in the Commons demonstrated, the Con-
servative Party was still a powerful political force. For all his discontent 
with the job, Herbert Morrison had made a powerful job of tackling 
the Ministry of Supply, but when Churchill pondered promoting him to 
take Chamberlain’s place on the War Cabinet, Wood and Margesson 
vetoed the move on the basis that it would unacceptably alter the party 
balance. Churchill promoted Beaverbrook to the War Cabinet instead, 
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an elevation that left the press lord chuckling that he was ‘not nearly 
such a Conservative as Herbert Morrison!’. 167    

 That summed things up for more traditional Tories: most of the 
‘Conservatives’ in offi ce weren’t really Conservative at all; their younger 
colleagues were heading off for the armed forces; Chamberlain was 
dying; and the socialists were making party political capital out of the 
war. At the end of July, the Conservative Cuthbert Headlam, newly 
returned to the Commons as the  MP  for Newcastle North, noted in his 
diary attending a debate which 

  was mainly conducted (as all debates now are) by the Labour Party –  it 

is odd how the Conservatives, even the stock bores who usually keep 

talking, have passed out of the picture . . . those who might intervene in 

debate more often feel, as I do, that there is no object in making speeches 

nowadays –  all the same, I feel that we are mistaken and ought not to 

allow the Socialists such a free run . . . It is altogether a bad out look for 

the future and it looks as if everything we ought to stand for will go by 

default. 168     

 A few days earlier, Kingsley Wood’s emergency budget had demon-
strated just how bad things were from the point of view of the 
Conservative squirearchy. Wood’s stated aim was to meet the gap 
between revenue and war expenditure, the rate of which had risen since 
the spring from £2,000 million to £2,800 million a year, or £57 million 
a week. Income tax went up to 8s. 6d. in the pound, and  Pay- As- You-
 Earn taxation was introduced for the fi rst time. Dramatic increases in 
the top rates of surtax and estate duty exacted an unprecedented levy 
on the wealthy, while beer duty went up by 6d. a pint and tobacco duty 
by 1½d. an ounce. Two rates were announced for purchase tax, one of 
a third on luxury items and another of a sixth on more necessary goods 
such as furniture. 169    Crucially, Wood did not extend the bottom bracket 
of income tax liability to include those earning under £250 a year. 170    
The press criticized him for not being socialist enough.  The Times , 
under the headline ‘  SHIRKING THE ISSUE  ’, lambasted Wood for 
being ‘afraid to trust the nation’s capacity for  self- sacrifi ce’. 171     
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   ‘active and painful evolution’  

 The sense that a fundamental political change had taken place was embod-
ied in the leaders that were now written for  The   Times  by the paper’s 
assistant editor, Robert Barrington-Ward, and E. H. Carr, a former 
Foreign Offi ce offi cial turned professor of international politics. Having 
survived the trenches of the last war, Barrington-Ward saw it as his life’s 
duty ‘to strive for the creation and organisation of peace, above all things, 
and for the liberating truths at home at whatever cost to conventional 
opinion. Revolution cannot do it . . . but evolution, active and painful evo-
lution must.’ 172    Now he believed it was  The   Times   ’ job to prepare its 
readers for an accommodation with the wartime advance of socialism. 

 Carr had been an ardent enthusiast for Lloyd George’s promises of 
social reform in the 1920s and had become fascinated in the 1930s by 
economic planning. He had also supported appeasement as the only 
realistic option. Now recruited by Barrington-Ward to spice up the 
paper’s editorials, he was determined to promote a planned future. 
Over the next year, as Barrington-Ward slowly replaced  The   Times   ’ 
ageing editor, Geoffrey Dawson, he and Carr took the paper’s leader 
tone sharply to the left, where it remained for the rest of the war. The 
eclipse of Dawson, an important supporter of the Chamberlain govern-
ment, was another example of the revolution sweeping the British elite 
in the summer of 1940. 173    

 On 1 July,  The   Times  published Carr’s leader on ‘The New Europe’. 
Faced with Nazi domination, he argued, Britain must  counter- attack 
with a positive alternative to Hitler’s new global order: a European fed-
eration rooted in the ‘common values’ now current in Western European 
democracy. 

  If we speak of democracy, we do not mean a democracy which main-

tains the right to vote but forgets the right to work and the right to live. 

If we speak of freedom, we do not mean a rugged individualism which 

excludes social organization and economic planning. If we speak of 

equality, we do not mean a political equality nullifi ed by social and eco-

nomic privilege. If we speak of economic reconstruction we think less of 

maximum production (though this too will be required) than of equit-

able distribution. 174     
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 This was a provocative intervention designed to infl uence opinion. The 
exigencies of war were making an unanswerable case for increased 
state involvement in the economic life of the country, but whether that 
should endure into the peace remained very much a matter of debate. 
For most Conservatives, socialism remained a political anathema: the 
very opposite of the freedom for which they were fi ghting. 

 When the Ministry of Information tried to put together a positive 
statement of war aims, it was clear that a  post- war Britain was still too 
controversial a topic for the embattled Coalition to discuss. Harold 
Nicolson, the National Labour  MP  and parliamentary secretary to the 
Ministry, drew up the fi rst draft in July. A failed diplomat but successful 
writer and broadcaster, Nicolson never let his complete incomprehen-
sion of the working class get in the way of a belief that something needed 
to be done to improve the lives of the people. He too wanted to avoid the 
horrors of class confl ict, and had ‘always been on the side of the under-
dog’. 175    Now he came up with the same war aims that Carr had put 
forward. As Nicolson summed it up, only a ‘pledge of federalism abroad 
and socialism at home’ would offer an ‘alternative to Hitler’s total 
programme’. 176    

 When he presented these ideas to Duff Cooper, the minister agreed 
on what a big alternative to Nazism would have to look like, but 
doubted whether he could present such ‘an apple of discord’ to the Cab-
inet. Socialism was the sticking point. In the rewritten version that 
Duff Cooper took to his colleagues for discussion on 26 July, the  s- word 
had been carefully removed. Instead, domestic war aims were to be a 
commitment that ‘the abuses of the past shall not be allowed to 
reappear. Unemployment, education, housing and the abolition of priv-
ilege should form the main planks of such a platform.’ 

 This was the sort of thing that the cleverer sort of moderate 
 Conservative –  men like Halifax and Eden –  could get behind. Weasel 
words about the ‘abolition of privilege’ aside, it was more or less what 
they thought they had been working for in any case. Churchill, how-
ever, was far too busy with the war to think about subsequent reforms. 

 The prime minister was a man who was moved by grand visions –  
and those visions could include projects of social progress  –   but in 
practice his idea of domestic reforms tended more towards Edwardian 
electioneering stunts than the construction of a social democracy. 
Allergic as usual to planning for the future, he was reluctant to 
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 over- promise on what would happen next. Given his simultaneous 
dependence on Labour  co- operation in government and on the gloomy 
and angry Conservative majority in the Commons, he had little reason 
to open up issues that would lead to party political dissent. 

 Attlee, on the other hand, did want progress on war aims, not least 
to placate the left of his party with a fi rm commitment to future change. 
Thanks to his pressure, as well as that from Duff Cooper, on 23 August 
the War Cabinet agreed to set up a War Aims Committee to ‘consider 
means of perpetuating the national unity achieved . . . during the war 
through a social and economic structure designed to secure equality of 
opportunity and service among all classes of the community’. 177    The 
new committee, however, did not actually meet until October. When it 
despatched its recommendations to Number 10, they disappeared with-
out trace. This was a topic that Churchill’s ‘restless and probing mind’ 
preferred for the moment to leave undisturbed. 178      
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‘What will happen now?’  

 Like some strategic Krakatoa, the French surrender spread an  ash cloud 
of shock and uncertainty across the world. On the far side of the Atlan-
tic, through North Africa and the Mediterranean, and in the Far East, 
Britain’s leaders, and its friends and enemies, had to work out their 
next steps. As it turned out, the British Empire’s position was not nearly 
as critical as it had at fi rst appeared. Nineteen forty opened up the fi nal 
cracks in the façade of British imperial power, but it also demonstrated 
a colossal, if fi nite, global strength. It was this that allowed the  UK  to 
continue to shape the course of the war. 1    

   ‘the voice and force of the 
United States’  

 On 16 May 1940, Roosevelt had reacted to Germany’s French offensive 
by laying before Congress a massive rearmament programme that 
would see American forces supplied with 50,000 aircraft a year. This 
was fi ve times the number of planes that Britain and Germany would 
make between them in 1940. With Germany apparently set on over-
turning the global balance of power, Congress approved Roosevelt’s 
plans. Shortly afterwards, it also backed the ‘Two Oceans Navy Expan-
sion Act’: a proposal to expand the  US  fl eet by 70 per cent over the next 
fi ve years, including the construction of eighteen aircraft carriers and 
seven battleships, so that it was big enough to fi ght in both hemispheres 
at once. For the moment, with American industry not mobilized for 
war, these plans were still a very long way from achievement, but the 
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president’s ambition was clear. He wanted to turn American economic 
might into military power. 2    

 In comparison to Chamberlain’s gloom about British reliance on the 
United States, Churchill gazed much more hopefully across the Atlan-
tic. In part this was a necessary performance: the prime minister’s 
frequent, confi dent references to  US  aid were a means to reassure 
anxious colleagues in Westminster and Whitehall. It also refl ected a 
genuine belief in the historical power of a shared  Anglo- Saxon heritage 
and an acute perception of the two nations’ strategic interests. Church-
ill was tone deaf when it came to American culture, and he consistently 
overestimated the extent of American fellow feeling with the  UK . 3    In 
the new circumstances created by the Fall of France, however, he knew 
that greater American assistance was vital, and hoped that  US  con-
cerns about the security of the Atlantic would make this lifeline easier 
to secure. 

 Most British ministers and senior offi cials believed that the Ameri-
cans, if they offered any help at all, would extract a heavy price. As 
Britain’s gold and dollar reserves dwindled, the country would be 
forced to give up assets that could not be restored –  at the very least, by 
selling off valuable  UK  investments in America to pay for the products 
of  US  industry. The question of whether it was worth accepting a per-
manent reduction in British power in order to fi ght Hitler now that he 
dominated the European continent was what underpinned Halifax’s 
interest in exploring German peace terms at the end of May. Com-
mitted as he was to fi ghting an  all- out war against Germany, Churchill 
hoped that Britain would not have to make this choice. He believed 
that a mixture of sentiment and scare tactics would secure American 
support sooner rather than later. 

 At the start of his premiership, on 15 May 1940, Churchill warned 
Roosevelt that ‘the voice and force of the United States may count for 
nothing if they are withheld too long’, but much to his frustration, 
American help did not come easily. 4    Personally, Roosevelt believed that 
the best way to safeguard his country’s security was to supply the Allied 
war effort. Isolationism, however, remained politically powerful in 
America, and Roosevelt was pondering whether to run for  re- election 
for a third term in November 1940. His defence programmes were not 
therefore presented as preparation for intervention in the European 
war. During June, nonetheless, the president provided as much aid as 
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he could to the democracies. While it still looked as if France would 
stand, Roosevelt and his Treasury secretary, Henry Morgenthau, 
pushed through the sale to the Allies of half a million rifl es, 900 fi eld 
guns and 130 million rounds of ammunition, left over from America’s 
involvement in the last war. After the French collapse, Britain took on 
the whole of this contract, using the rifl es to equip the Home Guard. 
On 17 June, to maintain  US  business confi dence and guarantee the 
continued operation of the industrial plant it had already helped set 
up, Britain also took fi nancial responsibility for all the orders for 
new munitions that the French had placed in America over the previ-
ous year. 5    

 This expenditure raised Britain’s dollar commitments in America 
over the next twelve months to $1,640 million, at a point when the Brit-
ish estimated they had only $2,000 million in the ‘war chest’ of currency 
reserves. Still more dollars had to be spent, however, in order to accel-
erate the war economy. Cut off from its usual ore supplies on the 
continent by the German advance, the Ministry of Supply bought steel 
and aluminium from America, as well as precision machine tools to 
equip British factories. Prodigious overseas spending would help to 
slingshot British munitions production past its German equivalent, but 
it also led to an even more rapid erosion of the dollar reserves. 6    

 The French collapse made the Americans worry that Britain might 
also make peace. From the middle of May, Roosevelt repeatedly sought 
assurances from Lord Lothian, the British ambassador in Washington, 
and from Churchill, that if Britain gave in, the Royal Navy would not 
be allowed to fall into German hands. In his 4 June speech declaring 
British defi ance in the aftermath of Dunkirk  –   best known for the 
insistence that ‘we shall fi ght on the beaches’  –   Churchill slipped in 
the declaration that even if Britain itself was ‘subjugated and starving’, 
the Empire would continue the fi ght ‘armed and guarded by the British 
navy’. 7    He was reluctant to make any clearer public statement for 
fear of the effect on confi dence at home, although he happily played on 
Roosevelt’s anxieties by making clear that while he would not surren-
der the fl eet, if he didn’t receive the support he was asking for, he might 
be replaced by someone who would. Since they depended, for the 
moment, on the British fl eet to stop any German encroachment into the 
Atlantic, the Americans were in no position to put matters beyond 
doubt with a  Mers- el- Kébir- style strike on Scapa Flow. 
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 Many Americans presumed that the  UK  would follow France into 
surrender. The  US  military, desperately in need of weapons as they 
began an unprecedented programme of peacetime expansion, opposed 
the sale or transfer of any further armaments, on the basis that they 
would be lost when Britain gave up the fi ght. Following the transfer of 
French contracts to the  UK  on 17 June, progress in discussions of fur-
ther American support ground to a halt as Washington waited to see 
what would happen on the far side of the Atlantic. 8    

 Britain’s defi ance during July laid the groundwork for renewed talks 
about American aid. The announcement of Roosevelt’s massive rearma-
ment programme had opened the danger that existing British orders 
in the States would have to compete with the demands of the American 
armed forces. As the head of the British Purchasing Commission, Sir 
Arthur Purvis, reluctantly accepted, there could be only one winner: 
the Americans would inevitably prioritize their own security. The more 
hawkish elements within the Roosevelt administration, however, were 
frustrated by the continuing limits on  US  military spending. In a secret 
meeting on 24 July, Treasury Secretary Morgenthau suggested to Pur-
vis that rather than the British accepting a steadily eroding portion of 
 US  arms production, they should instead greatly increase their order 
for future deliveries. By expanding the total requirements on  US  facto-
ries, they could help to build the capacity that would assure their share 
of output. At Morgenthau’s prompting, Purvis immediately asked to 
step up Britain’s order for aircraft by 3,000 planes a month from Janu-
ary 1941. In addition to Britain’s existing order for 1,000 aircraft a 
month, and the 2,000 a month allocated to the American forces, this 
expansion meant that the  US  was now working towards building 
72,000 aircraft every year. 9    

 These aircraft orders were the fi rst dose in a regime of fi nancial ster-
oids that would produce an air force of unmatched size and strength. 
Whether America entered the war and supplied the pilots as well, 
or just sent over the planes for the aircrew turned out by the British 
Commonwealth Air Training Programme, this aerial armada would 
eventually result in immense offensive power. 10    Simultaneously, similar 
but smaller efforts were under way to fi ll the gaps in British munitions 
production and merchant shipbuilding with orders that would also 
energize American industry. 

 Together, such plans represented a very substantial investment in a 
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transatlantic war machine. From the Fall of France to the end of 1940, 
as it attempted to push the  US  arms industry into battle, Britain spent 
about as much in America as it had done on its own rearmament 
during the whole of 1938. 11    That was the problem. By the end of 
July, Britain’s ‘war chest’ of currency reserves was down to $1,280 
million, with more than $200 million fl ying out of it each month. 
Meanwhile, British exports slumped as the country’s engineering effort 
was ploughed into military production. During August, the Treasury 
warned that by the end of the year, British reserves of gold and dollars 
would be exhausted. The War Cabinet decided that, notwithstanding 
the risks of fi nancial dependence on America, there was no choice but 
to continue spending in order to overcome the strategic advantage the 
enemy had now accrued. As Beaverbrook summed it up: ‘We cannot 
match the Germans in manpower and must, therefore, overcome our 
defi ciency by machines.’ 12    

 North of the American border, Canadian leaders too were con-
cerned by the possibility of British defeat. Back in 1937, Mackenzie 
King, the Canadian prime minister, had promised that in the event of a 
German attack on the  UK , Canadians would ‘swim the Atlantic’ to 
come to the  UK ’s aid. Now, Canada abandoned its previously limited 
approach to the war for a  full- out effort within the Commonwealth. 
Like every other Dominion, in May 1940 Canada experienced a great 
upsurge of patriotic feeling among the  British- identifying parts of its 
population. The country immediately despatched its few destroyers to 
help defend the  mother- island, accelerated the departure of Canadian 
troops across the Atlantic and passed the National Resources Mobili-
zation Act, which extended government controls to cover everything 
apart from conscription for military service overseas. Unlike the rest of 
the Commonwealth, Canada had signifi cant industrial potential, and 
although its munitions sector remained tiny for the moment, it could 
plan to make a meaningful technological contribution to the imperial 
war effort. From June 1940, British orders poured in to Canadian 
industrialists. By the end of the year, contracts were being placed for 
Canada to deliver 72,400 motor vehicles, 100,000 rifl es and 42,600 
light machine guns. 13    The Canadian government was also forced to 
think about what it would do in the event of a British collapse. In 
August 1940, it signed the Oldenburg Agreement with the United 
States, which arranged military planning for the mutual defence of the 
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North American continent. The old patterns of imperial reliance might 
not have broken, but the balance of global power was shifting.  

   The Western Flank  

 With German power reaching from Norway to the Breton coast, the 
Atlantic assumed much greater signifi cance as a battleground in the 
struggle to mobilize warring economies. Cut off from its usual Euro-
pean sources of supply, Britain would have to rely much more on 
the fl ow of resources from west to east, while Germany’s naval reach 
was now extended much further into the Atlantic. Even in early May, 
Britain acted to secure that supply line by occupying Iceland, then a 
province of Denmark, although the Americans insisted that Greenland, 
also a Danish possession, should remain neutral. 

 As things went from bad to worse in France, it seemed possible that 
Fascist Spain would either enter the war, or allow Axis troops passage 
through its territory to attack the British naval base at Gibraltar. Brit-
ain attempted to meet this risk by buying Spain off. In March, it had 
already offered Spain a £2 million trade credit to spend on purchases 
from the Sterling Area, and when Sir Samuel Hoare arrived as the new 
ambassador in Spain on 1 June, he offered economic concessions, 
including licences to import goods through the blockade. Meanwhile, 
the British also arranged for the payment of immense bribes to senior 
Spanish generals (about £2.5 million that autumn alone) on the condi-
tion that their country kept out of the war. 14    As France crumbled, 
Franco showed signs of favouring the Axis, moving Spain on 12 June 
from a state of neutrality to one of ‘ non- belligerency’, allowing 
German  U- boats to resupply in Spanish ports and raising the possibil-
ity of entering the war with Berlin. 15    In case they lost Gibraltar, and 
to forestall Axis attempts to establish a presence in the central Atlantic, 
the British prepared plans from June to seize the Azores and the Canary 
and Cape Verde islands from Spain and Portugal. Notwithstanding 
the threat of invasion at home, two brigades of Royal Marines were 
kept on readiness to make sure Britain could control the Atlantic 
islands. 16    

 There were limits to the projection of naval power. Further south, 
the possibility that the French port at Dakar in West Africa would be 
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opened to the enemy posed a potential threat to the  north–  south ship-
ping route in the eastern South Atlantic. After the actions against the 
French navy in early July, the chiefs of staff briefl y favoured another 
attack to destroy Dakar entirely. Yet there were not enough ships and 
troops spare to undertake such an operation, which would in any case 
heighten the risk of dragging Vichy France into outright war with the 
 UK . At the start of August, de Gaulle and Churchill cooked up plans 
for a British fl eet to carry Free French troops to seize Dakar and rally 
French West Africa to the Allied cause. Despite Churchill’s enthusiasm 
for the project, the chiefs approved it only providing that it involved no 
major military commitment and that there was proof that de Gaulle’s 
troops would be welcomed in without a fi ght. 17    

 To the north, as fears of invasion grew, British ministers had grown 
increasingly worried about neutral Eire being used as a back door for 
an attack on the  UK . The treaty ports given up by the National Gov-
ernment in 1938 were now critical assets, not only to protect the whole 
island of Ireland, but also to base convoy escorts. In the second half of 
June, Churchill sent Malcolm MacDonald (the new minister of health, 
who as Dominions secretary had originally negotiated the handing 
over of the ports) to Dublin to offer de Valera a reunited Ireland if 
he agreed to allow British forces back into his country. Viscount 
Craigavon, the prime minister of Northern Ireland, violently rejected 
such plans, but Chamberlain, who took charge of the negotiations in 
London as lord president of the council, was ready to overrule him. 
Given the urgency of the situation, Ulster would have to demonstrate 
its commitment to the British cause by sacrifi cing its existence for the 
sake of national defence. Churchill, although less worried about the 
invasion of Eire, saw a wonderful chance to reincorporate a united 
Ireland into the Commonwealth. De Valera, however, was not to be 
persuaded. Irish reunifi cation was not worth the cost of British reoc-
cupation, nor the loss of neutrality that must surely follow, particularly 
since he was convinced that the British were about to lose the war and 
would have to sue for peace. Much to Craigavon’s satisfaction, London 
gave up in the face of de Valera’s intransigence, although detailed plans 
were prepared to move troops south to fi ght alongside the Irish army in 
the event that the Germans did invade. Nineteen forty generated some 
powerful forces, but not powerful enough to reunite the island of 
Ireland. 18     
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   ‘Dictators fade away –   the Brit ish 
Empire never dies’  

 Meanwhile, the ripples caused by Italy’s entry into the war spread out 
through Britain’s African empire. In the Sudan, Kenya, Uganda and 
Nyasaland, more African men were recruited into the imperial armed 
forces as Britain sought to shore up its defences. In South Africa, where 
the invasion of Holland temporarily united Boer and British opinion 
against the Axis, General Smuts successfully pushed to lift restrictions 
on where South African troops could serve. Only whites were allowed 
to serve in combat units, but Smuts would be able to offer three bri-
gades of them to the campaign in East Africa. The demand for military 
labour, however, led to the inauguration of the  Non- European Army 
Services, which began recruiting in June 1940. 19    At the same time, the 
closure of the Mediterranean made Freetown, Simonstown and Aden 
into much more important ports and naval bases. From September, 
Takoradi in West Africa would also become a key departure point for 
aircraft which, to avoid the long voyage round the Cape, were delivered 
boxed up from the  UK , assembled, then fl own across the continent to 
the Middle East. 

 There, Lieutenant General Sir Archibald Wavell, Britain’s 
commander- in- chief of the Middle East, and his fellow sea and air 
commanders, Admiral Cunningham and Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur 
Longmore, faced a formidable task. The area for which Wavell was 
responsible was 4.5 million square miles, stretching from Egypt, 
through Cyprus, Palestine, Transjordan and Iraq, round the shores of 
the Persian Gulf and southwards into the Sudan and Somaliland. Ini-
tially, the whole theatre looked highly vulnerable. The Italian army in 
Libya had about four times as many troops as the British forces defend-
ing Egypt, and it was assumed that it would immediately attempt to 
seize the Suez Canal. In East Africa, the Italians had nearly 300,000 men 
under arms, compared to 10,000 British and Commonwealth troops. 20    
The Italian navy was larger than the forces available to Cunningham at 
Alexandria, and from its Abyssinian bases it could be expected to inter-
fere with British shipping moving through the Red Sea. 

 On the day France surrendered, Wavell issued a stirring order to his 
troops: ‘The British Empire will, of course, continue the struggle until 
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victory has been won  . . . Dictators fade away  –   the British Empire 
never dies.’ 21    It seemed a bold assertion. As well as the Italians, the 
Vichy French colonies in Lebanon and Syria were now also potentially 
hostile, and German success in France had encouraged Arab opponents 
of British imperialism. 

 The Egyptian government of Prime Minister Ali Maher rejected 
British calls to declare war on Italy. The Egyptians promised to cut ties 
with Rome and intern Italian citizens, but dragged their feet on both. 
What really convinced the British to move against Ali Maher, however, 
was not his reluctance to enter the war but rather the fact that he had 
steadily been losing popularity. On 23 June 1940, the British ambas-
sador, Sir Miles Lampson, went to see King Farouk and told him that 
the British would impose martial law unless he got rid of Ali Maher. 
Lampson hoped that Farouk would now turn to the Wafd Party  –   
which, though nationalist, had made it clear that it would  co- operate 
with the British during the war in return for a troop withdrawal after 
it. Instead, Farouk made another palace appointment, choosing a poli-
tician called Hassan Sabry, who was more  pro- British but had no more 
of a popular mandate than his predecessor. He proved just as unwilling 
to declare war. The British pondered taking military control, but as the 
Italian threat gathered pace in Africa, they decided they lacked the 
troops. Although fi ghting would rage over its soil, Egypt remained 
technically neutral until almost the end of the war. 22    

 In Iraq, the government of Nuri  as- Said had fallen in March 1940, 
and he was replaced by Rashid Ali  al- Gailani, a strong nationalist who 
was hostile to British infl uence. Rashid Ali refused to break off rela-
tions with Italy in summer 1940, and insisted that the price of Iraqi 
belligerence would be a solution to the problem of Palestine and the 
independence of Syria and Lebanon. The Allied defeats encouraged 
 pro- German feeling among those of Iraq’s army offi cers who were 
eager to see an end to British rule.  Anti- British feeling was particularly 
pronounced among four senior army offi cers, the  so- called ‘Golden 
Square’. 

 At the start of July, concern for the security of Britain’s position in 
the Middle East was such that London proposed sending an Indian div-
ision to garrison Iraq, but this deployment was abandoned in favour of 
meeting the more immediate threat from Italy in East Africa. 23    While 
the British did not have the military strength to challenge Rashid Ali, 
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however, they could exert economic pressure to get him removed. In 
January 1941, Nuri  as- Said and the regent of Iraq managed to force 
Rashid Ali out, but the Iraqi government’s stance on joining the war 
remained unchanged. 24     

   ‘a big butcher’s bill was not 
necessarily evidence of 

good tactics’  

 As well as his military role, therefore, Wavell also had to deal with 
complex issues of international diplomacy and imperial politics. At his 
suggestion, a Cabinet  Sub- Committee on the Middle East, comprising 
the secretaries of state for war (Eden), India (Leo Amery) and the Colo-
nies (Lord Lloyd) was formed in London to provide him with policy 
guidance. What Wavell did not get was a minister permanently resident 
in the Middle East who could actually undertake some of the work 
involved in running what was rapidly becoming a crucial part of the 
British war effort. 

 Fortunately, Italy’s military commanders proved unwilling to take 
full advantage of their position. Mussolini had hurled his country into 
war so as not to lose out on the spoils of German successes in France, 
but his generals had been planning on another two years of prepar-
ations before their forces were ready for battle. They were very 
conscious of how vulnerable their country, and Italy’s African colonies, 
would be to blockade. Despite Mussolini’s urging, his generals in Libya 
and Abyssinia sat tight, preferring to husband their resources rather 
than to start the fi ght. 

 Churchill also felt the need to inject some vigour into his command-
ers. He thought his admirals paid too much attention to the dangers of 
Italian air attack, and chivvied Cunningham to strike out against Ital-
ian communications in the central Mediterranean. In fact, ‘ ABC ’ (as 
Cunningham was known by his initials) was a very aggressive naval 
commander who was determined to get to grips with the Italians. 
The fi rst encounters between the two navies over the summer demon-
strated that the Italian capital ships were quicker than the British, but 
since they largely displayed this capacity in heading away from their 
opponents, it was clear that Cunningham was already on his way to 
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dominating the enemy. The Italian air force meanwhile also proved 
much less effective than had been expected. This only increased 
Churchill’s belief that more could be done, particularly if Malta, the 
tiny crown colony island south of Sicily, could be brought into play. 25    

 In the 1930s, Malta had been seen as so vulnerable to Italian air 
attack that it would be impossible to defend. Now, however, it offered 
a vital staging point between Gibraltar and Alexandria, particularly 
because of its deep water harbour at Valetta. Malta was, however, woe-
fully short of defenders. On 11 June, Italian bombers attacked for the 
fi rst time, causing some panic but little damage. Again, the British were 
fortunate that the Italians had not at this point planned an invasion. By 
the end of the summer, Churchill was pressing for Malta to be re-
inforced and turned into a  sally- port from which British forces could 
interrupt Italian supplies to their African colonies. 26    

 Wavell insisted that he needed reinforcements, particularly of tanks 
and aircraft, if he was successfully to confront the Italians. If anything, 
however, Churchill wanted to bring troops home from the Middle East. 
He proposed raising a Jewish army to hold Palestine so that British bat-
talions could be brought back to the  UK . Concerned that this would turn 
Arab opinion defi nitively against the British, the army and the Colonial 
Offi ce blocked his plans. 27    Instead of reinforcements for the Western 
Desert, the prime minister sent Wavell detailed suggestions about how 
better to use the troops he already had. Since Wavell believed, with some 
justifi cation, that Churchill didn’t have much grasp of what it takes to run 
a modern army, their correspondence became increasingly tetchy. 

 Eden tried to help by bringing Wavell to London at the start of 
August. It was a disaster. By the standards of the British army, Wavell 
was an intellectual  –   a linguist, poet and scholar. When Churchill 
aggressively questioned his judgement, however, he became  tongue- tied. 
For the prime minister, this was evidence of his incapability, and 
although General Dill, the chief of the imperial general staff, and Eden 
backed Wavell up and made sure that, for the moment, he kept his job, 
Churchill never really regained confi dence in him. 28    

 Eden and Dill formed a powerful partnership at the War Offi ce. 
They agreed with Wavell that reinforcements had to be sent to the Mid-
dle East. 29    Dill infuriated Churchill, not only because he stood up to 
him and told him what he couldn’t do, but also because he responded 
to Churchill’s goading with carefully argued written papers rather than 
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by shouting back in the prime minister’s face. Churchill liked to pos-
ition himself as a  spurrer- on of overly cautious generals, and he soon 
cast the  CIGS  as ‘ Dilly- Dally’. Now, however, it was Dill who demon-
strated an impressive willingness to accept calculated risk in the pursuit 
of strategic goals. 30    During August, he decided that tanks and  anti- tank 
guns should be withdrawn from the  UK  and sent to reinforce Wavell’s 
troops in Egypt. Given that British production was booming and that 
Enigma decrypts had made clear that no  cross- Channel offensive would 
be launched for another six weeks, it was not quite as dangerous a gam-
ble as it might appear. In his history of the war, Churchill carefully cut 
Dill out of the credit for the decision, while his cheerleaders celebrated 
it as an example of the prime minister’s daring spirit. 31    

 When the Italian generals fi nally moved into action, they didn’t get 
very far. In East Africa, they captured the Kenyan outpost of Moyale in 
July and in August pushed the garrison out of British Somaliland. See-
ing that British losses had been few, Churchill demanded an inquiry 
into whether the colony had been prematurely abandoned. Wavell (who 
could give as good as he got by cable at least) told him that ‘a big 
butcher’s bill was not necessarily evidence of good tactics’. 32    This 
 put- down did not improve his relationship with the prime minister. 

 In the Western Desert, British troops awaited the Italian attack from 
Libya. Across the border, the Italians too were waiting  –   a quick 
advance into Egypt, planned to coincide with the Germans landing in 
England, and when London surrendered they would be able to claim 
their prize at minimal cost.  

   ‘the prospect of Germany 
establishing a hegemony over 

the Continent’  

 While world attention was focused on the Fall of France, the  USSR  com-
pleted the territorial seizures that had begun after the  Nazi- Soviet pact. 
In  mid- June the Baltic States were compelled to change their govern-
ments and allow in Soviet troops, and then were incorporated into the 
 USSR . Romania was forced to cede territory in Bukovina and Bessara-
bia. The recognition of these border changes would subsequently form 
an important bone of contention in  Anglo- Soviet relations. 
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 The British and Soviet governments had been talking about a trade 
agreement since March with little progress. In May, the British des-
patched Sir Stafford Cripps to Moscow –   initially as an exploratory 
negotiator, then as a replacement for the British ambassador –  in the 
hope that he could speed things up. Halifax and Butler fought for 
Cripps’ appointment because they believed he might fi nd a way to bring 
the Soviets  onside. When Cripps arrived in  mid- June, however, he was 
stonewalled by his hosts. Molotov simply ignored his requests for dis-
cussions on trade until early August, and then stated that until the 
British recognized the Soviet takeover of the Baltic States as legitimate 
(and handed over the gold the Baltic governments had stored in Lon-
don), there could be no progress in their negotiations. In fact, in the 
summer of 1940, Britain had very little to offer to attract the Soviets 
away from their  non- aggression pact with Hitler except the threat of an 
eventual German victory. After the French armistice, Churchill gave 
Cripps a personal letter for Stalin in which he raised the issue of ‘how 
the States and peoples of Europe are going to react towards the pros-
pect of Germany establishing a hegemony over the Continent’. 33    When 
Cripps delivered the letter on 1 July, Stalin reacted derisively. The Ger-
mans might well be trying to dominate Europe, he said, but they lacked 
suffi cient seapower to do it. It was an acute judgement, but one that 
held out little hope for any  Anglo- Soviet rapprochement. 

 In reality, Stalin  was  worried by Germany’s rapid victories in the 
west, and expected Britain either to follow France into defeat or join 
Hitler in an  anti- Soviet alliance. Over the summer, the  USSR  drasti-
cally accelerated its own rearmament programme. Convinced that the 
German military were well ahead, Stalin hoped to preserve the 
 Nazi- Soviet pact for as long as possible so that his forces would have a 
chance to catch up. For that reason, he was eager to provide the raw 
materials and grain that Germany needed to keep the European econ-
omy going in the second half of 1940. 34     

   ‘big element of bluff’  

 The Japanese used the crisis in Europe to try to cut off Nationalist 
China’s external sources of supply. In the middle of June, they insisted 
that the French shut the railway line running north from Indochina, 
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and the British close the Burma Road. On 5 July, the War Cabinet dis-
cussed whether Britain would have to acquiesce. Appeals for American 
support had been rebuffed. Churchill, ‘dwelling on all the inconven-
iences of a war with Japan’, argued that ‘In the present state of affairs, 
he did not think that we ought to incur Japanese hostility for reasons 
mainly of prestige.’ He suggested that by shutting the road, the British 
could show the Americans why they ought to be taking the lead in the 
Far East. 

 Sir Alexander Cadogan, the permanent  under- secretary at the For-
eign Offi ce, thought there was little chance of that. ‘[I]t is hopeless to 
put the  US  on the spot,’ he noted in his diary. ‘They simply won’t stand 
there.’ He and Lord Halifax both feared that giving in to the Japanese 
in Burma would lead the Americans to believe that the British were 
beaten in the war against Germany. In the War Cabinet, Halifax was 
hawkish, insisting that there was a ‘big element of bluff’ in Japanese 
attitudes. He argued that the British would lose less ‘by standing up 
to Japanese blackmail than by relinquishing our principles’. 35    Church-
ill’s caution won out, however. The British agreed to close the Burma 
Road, but only until the middle of October. This coincided with 
the period of the monsoon, when the Road’s capacity was at its lowest 
in any case. 

 For more aggressive offi cers within the Japanese military, mean-
while, the collapse of France and Holland –  soon, it was presumed, to 
be followed by the  UK  –   opened the chance to grab a  resource- rich 
 South- East Asian empire and escape the threat of American economic 
strangulation. On 16 July 1940, they brought to power a new govern-
ment, headed by Prince Konoe, which announced its intention to build 
a new,  self- suffi cient economic bloc in China and  South- East Asia: the 
‘Greater East Asia  Co- Prosperity Sphere’. The new Japanese foreign 
minister, Matsuoka Yō suke, told the British ambassador in Tokyo that 
given that Britain opposed the creation of this new order, it was ‘diffi -
cult to see how [a] fundamental clash of interests and purposes could 
be avoided’. 36    

 For the moment, more cautious Japanese naval offi cers used the 
threat of American intervention to warn against a headlong rush into 
war. The risk of Japanese expansionism, however, was an important 
infl uence on reactions from the eastern Dominions. In Australia and 
New Zealand, as in Canada, Germany’s advance to the Channel coast 
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encouraged a powerful popular feeling of Britannic  co- community, but 
it also stimulated offi cial anxieties about strategic security. In a radio 
address of 16 June, Prime Minister Menzies told Australians, ‘We are 
an integral, proud and British community, and to preserve those attrib-
utes must practise a community of sacrifi ce . . . at this fateful hour, the 
watchword is “All In”.’ 37    One in six Australian men of military age had 
already volunteered for the armed forces by March 1940, but the 
response to the summer’s military crisis was another surge of volun-
teers: 102,000 men between July and August. Australians could enlist 
either for service at home or in the Australian Imperial Force, which 
would serve overseas. On 11 July, recruitment for the latter was closed 
because it was feared that it would harm enlistment for domestic 
defence. The Australian government also planned a dramatic expan-
sion of the war economy, spending £14 million on new factories and 
expanding the munitions workforce from 15,000 to 150,000 by June 
1941. 38    

 New Zealand too saw a surge of fellow feeling for Britain’s plight. 
The country’s Labour government responded to the crisis in Europe, 
and to patriotic public pressure, by introducing military conscription 
for the fi rst time. In the opening nine months of the war, 38,000 New 
Zealanders had joined up, but in the two months between conscription 
being announced in May and voluntary enlistment ending in July, 
another 27,000 entered the armed forces. New Zealand had no war 
industry to speak of, but its farmers campaigned to send vast surpluses 
of eggs and butter as free gifts to the people of the  UK . 39    

 The opening of the war in the Mediterranean, however, fi nally led 
the British to tell the Australians and New Zealanders defi nitively that 
there was ‘no hope’ of despatching a fl eet to Singapore in the ‘foresee-
able future’. Though the British continued to assert that the Royal 
Navy would sail out to eastern waters if Australia or New Zealand 
were actually threatened with invasion, the Singapore strategy was in 
abeyance. The Australians were furious. 40    

 For Churchill, concentrating all Britain’s available strength on the 
European war was not a diffi cult decision. As his nervousness over the 
Burma Road suggested, he recognized that this would have implica-
tions for the Far East. Nonetheless, he argued that the risk of a confl ict 
with Japan was relatively low. Australia and New Zealand were simply 
too far away for the Japanese to undertake an invasion. Singapore was 
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a  well- defended fortress: capturing it would be a lengthy and complex 
operation. As he explained to the Australian and New Zealand pre-
miers in August 1940, the greatest danger would come from an even 
worse upheaval in Europe, if ‘Germany can make a successful invasion 
of Britain’. All the more reason for putting everything into the fi ght in 
the West. 

 Bogged down as they were in China, and cautious by inclination, 
the Japanese were unlikely, Churchill argued, to start a diffi cult war 
against the European empires that would inevitably lead to a confl ict 
with the United States. A war with America was one Japan was bound 
to lose. Even though there was as yet no grand  Anglo- American alli-
ance, let alone a joint strategy, Britain should therefore act as if there 
was and rely even more than before on the deterrent value of the  US  
navy in the Pacifi c. 

 In August 1940, the chiefs of staff reviewed the situation in the Far 
East. They described a situation of great vulnerability: 

  In the absence of a fl eet, we cannot prevent damage to our interests in the 

Far East. Our object must, therefore, be to limit the extent of the damage 

and in the last resort to retain a footing from which we could eventually 

retrieve the position when stronger forces become available. 41     

 The second sentence was key, because despite their weakness, the Brit-
ish could not bring themselves to countenance losing Singapore. In the 
event that the Japanese attacked, the territory was not going to be 
relieved, but to act as if it was likely to fall would stop it working as a 
deterrent to Japanese ambitions, discourage the Pacifi c Dominions from 
playing their full part in the European war and make the Americans 
less likely to accept the responsibility of protecting British possessions in 
the Far East. The chiefs therefore endorsed the  pre- war scheme for the 
defence of Malaya –   with the air force taking the lead and the army 
guarding the airfi elds –  even though its principal purpose –  holding the 
enemy at a distance from Singapore until the fl eet arrived  –   now no 
longer applied. 

 British Commonwealth forces in Malaya were very weak. The chiefs 
of staff estimated that the  RAF  needed 336 aircraft to carry out its mis-
sion of protecting the peninsula. At the moment, there were  eighty- eight, 
none of which were fi ghters. To guard the naval and air bases, they 
thought the army needed  twenty- seven infantry battalions  –   the 
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equivalent of three divisions. There were currently nine battalions in 
the Malaya garrison. The chiefs therefore proposed gradually to 
reinforce Malaya with what planes and troops could be spared from 
the European war until, hopefully by the end of 1941, they were strong 
enough to put the existing plans into operation. 

 With Britain heavily committed to an air war over Europe and an 
escalating campaign in the Mediterranean, it took a remarkable 
optimism –  and an  under- assessment of Japanese combat strength –  to 
presume that enough air power would be allocated to the Far East to 
allow it to form a secure basis for the defence of Malaya. Signifi cantly, 
however, this was  not  the gap that would open up between Churchill 
and the chiefs of staff about the Far East from the autumn of 1940 on. 
Rather, the prime minister opposed plans to reinforce Malaya at all. 
He couldn’t see why  overcautious commanders wanted to lock up the 
Empire’s strength guarding against a distant contingency, when every 
effort needed to be ploughed into the fi ght against Germany. Nor could 
he see the point in planning to defend the whole peninsula, when so 
long as the ‘fortress’ of Singapore and its approaches were strongly 
held, the Japanese would be deterred from even trying an attack. 

 When Churchill used the word ‘fortress’, he saw in his mind’s eye 
something like Verdun in the Great War: an array of concrete forts, 
ditches and barbed wire from which could be mounted a prolonged 
defence. Yet the military applied ‘fortress’ to Singapore purely as an 
administrative term, to denote the position of the garrison commander. 
Northern defences for the island had not been built, because the point 
of fi ghting for Singapore was meant to be to keep the naval base in 
use, and that could only be done –  as the military appreciations of the 
1930s had made clear –  by holding the enemy much further up the pen-
insula. None of the senior offi cers around Churchill corrected his 
misapprehension. Either they put it down to his natural fl oridity of 
expression, or they shied away from having yet another fi ght with a 
prime minister whose pugnaciousness outweighed his skill as a military 
commander. Even if they had managed to rectify his understanding of 
the situation, it would have made very little difference to his attitude. 
The European crisis meant that Churchill was willing to run a strategic 
risk in Asia. It was not enough, however, to make him change his mind 
about India. 42     
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   ‘a revolution which meant 
the end of the Imperial 

Crown in India’  

 For the Indian government, the immediate focus in summer 1940 was 
on the consequences of the new confl ict around the Mediterranean and 
Middle East. This was where the Indian army was meant to play its 
part in winning the war. In May 1940, New Delhi drew up fresh mili-
tary plans involving the setting up of six new divisions and their 
equipment with 3,000 vehicles. Military recruitment rocketed, with the 
Indian army doubling in size, from 170,000 at the start of 1940 to 
340,300 at the start of 1941. 43    The elongation of the shipping route 
from the  UK  by the closure of the Mediterranean placed a new pressure 
on supplies to the eastern Empire. Starting in September, an investiga-
tory mission led by Sir Alexander Roger explored ways to expand 
Indian industry and use it for war production, including plans for a 
major  state- funded growth in munitions manufacturing that would 
have allowed India to equip all its own forces. In a sign of the drive 
towards a new mobilization, in June 1940 the Indian viceroy, Lord 
Linlithgow, suggested plans for a new Eastern Group Supply Council 
that would get every Commonwealth country east and south of Suez to 
 co- ordinate resources and production, in a quest to become more 
 self- suffi cient and to aid the British war economy.  

  Since the spring of 1940, the leaders of the Indian National Congress 
had been arguing about its strategy. At an open meeting at Ramgarh in 
March, Jawaharlal Nehru had pushed through resolutions reiterating 
the demand for full independence, and calling for a constituent assem-
bly to decide India’s future based on universal suffrage, rejection of any 
 co- operation with the British war effort, and the start of a campaign of 
civil disobedience. In the months of discussion that followed, however, 
he was outmanoeuvred by his more moderate opponents. Following the 
Muslim League’s resolution demanding an independent Pakistan, on 
21 June, the Congress Working Committee accepted the argument of 
the Madras politician Rajagopalachari that the ‘problem of the achieve-
ment of national freedom has now to be considered along with the 
one of its maintenance and the defence of the country against the 
possible external and internal disorder’. 44    On 7 July, the Congress 
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issued a fresh demand for  post- war independence, but accompanied it 
with a proposal that in the interim, a new Indian ‘National Govern-
ment’ should be formed, with would be composed in such a way as to 
secure the confi dence of the Indian politicians elected in 1937. The 
door was open, just a crack, for the British to make the Congress a 
new offer of participation in the wartime government in return for 
post- war reforms. 

 In London, a new secretary of state had arrived at the India Offi ce. 
Leo Amery and Churchill had known each other since their schooldays 
at Harrow, where Churchill, mistaking Amery for a younger boy 
because he was so short, had pushed him into the swimming pool. 
Amery –  a prize gymnast who was obsessed throughout his life with 
maintaining a high state of physical fi tness –  duly responded by throw-
ing the much larger Churchill into the deep end. This was pretty much 
the basis for their relationship for the rest of their lives: although as 
Amery would sadly refl ect on seeing the prime minister later in the war, 
Churchill had clearly let himself go since then. 

 Amery was a passionate believer in a modernized British Empire, a 
global network in which notions of separate national or racial identities 
were replaced by a devotion to a Commonwealth ideal. He and Church-
ill had clashed bitterly over the Government of India Act, but they had 
been on the same side over appeasement. Having played such a pivotal 
role in the fall of the Chamberlain government, Amery was disap-
pointed not to get a seat on the War Cabinet when Churchill formed his 
coalition. With the war spreading to the Mediterranean and the Middle 
East, however, he knew that the India Offi ce would be an important 
position –   though one that would inevitably lead to clashes with the 
prime minister. As the war went on, Amery would grow increasingly 
impatient with the antics of a man whom he never considered his intel-
lectual equal. In summer 1940, though, he was impressed, like many 
others, by the sheer force of Churchill’s personality as he grappled with 
the big issues of the war. 45    

 When it came to India, Amery wanted to launch a new policy. His 
predecessor, the marquess of Zetland, knowing what fate awaited 
someone who had campaigned for concessions to the Congress, had 
resigned when he heard that Churchill had become prime minister. 
Like Zetland, Amery was soon visited by Stafford Cripps, with his 
bright ideas for a constituent assembly, and, again like his predecessor, 
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he was impressed by the idea of breaking the Indian deadlock. In the 
circumstances of summer 1940, Amery understood that Britain needed 
a bigger contribution from India and that a government with greater 
Indian involvement would be better placed to get it. He pushed Lord 
Linlithgow to try out the same policy that Zetland had advocated ear-
lier in 1940 –  India given the right to frame its own constitution, British 
responsibilities guaranteed by treaty, and a promise of a united India 
becoming ‘a  partner- member in the British Commonwealth on the 
same footing of Independence as the United Kingdom and the 
Dominions’. 46    

 The viceroy initially demurred, but after France fell, he was con-
vinced enough of the need for a new departure to seek a meeting with 
Gandhi on 1 July, where he sought to establish how Congress would 
react to a new declaration from the British, committing themselves to a 
constitutional assembly and the achievement of Dominion status within 
a year after the end of the war. Gandhi –  concerned as ever to maintain 
a solid front to the British –  reiterated the importance of full independ-
ence. Nonetheless, Linlithgow now told Amery that he was willing to 
ask the leaders of the major parties whether they would be willing to 
join an expanded version of the viceroy’s Executive Council. If enough 
of them were in favour, and if the British Cabinet agreed, he would cir-
culate an invitation to join the war effort and issue the promises he had 
tried out on Gandhi. The Indian National Congress would have been 
made a generous offer that conceded much of what it had demanded: at 
worst it would be embarrassed, at best divided between extremists and 
moderates. 

 Perhaps there was an opportunity here for the sort of compromise 
that Cripps had been so eager to promote, with the British trusting the 
Indians to come up with their own constitution, Congress trusting in 
British good intentions and willingness to fulfi l their promises, and the 
independence of a united India eventually managed in terms that left 
fewer people dead. It seems unlikely. Too much bad blood had already 
fl owed under too many bridges, and there was still a great deal between 
what most Congressmen wanted and what Amery and Linlithgow 
wanted and were willing to give. What certainly shut this avenue, how-
ever, was Churchill’s reaction as Amery proposed the idea of a specifi c 
promise on  Dominion- hood to the Cabinet. 

 Amery knew that it would be diffi cult to get any change on India 
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past the prime minister, and he spent a lot of time in trying to make 
sure that he would have the backing of other ministers. When the topic 
came up for discussion at the Cabinet on 12 July, however, and he 
found himself under attack from Churchill and his diehard colonial 
secretary, Lord Lloyd, Amery found that he was alone –  Halifax was 
absent, Attlee and Greenwood were feeble, Simon (having promised 
Amery his backing) ‘ran out’, and only Chamberlain offered any sup-
port. 47    Worse, Churchill was inspired to write directly to Linlithgow to 
fi nd out why he and Amery were proposing such a radical departure 
when everyone’s attention ought to be on the peril of invasion facing 
the United Kingdom. Linlithgow too now backed away, complaining 
that Amery had not told him that he hadn’t secured the Cabinet’s 
approval beforehand and redrafting the proposed declaration to remove 
much of its force. 

 On 25 July, when the matter came up before the Cabinet again, 
Churchill launched a ‘tremendous onslaught’ on Amery, whom he 
accused of misleading his colleagues. 48    He insisted that all the corres-
pondence between Amery and Linlithgow should be shared with 
ministers (a particularly humiliating demand, not only because it was 
perfectly normal for secretaries of state and viceroys to correspond 
privately, but because Amery and Linlithgow had shared their free and 
frank refl ections on Churchill’s prejudices over India). He himself 
would take charge of redrafting the viceroy’s proposed declaration 
and, as he told Amery the next day: ‘he would sooner give up political 
life at once, or rather go out into the wilderness and fi ght, than to 
admit a revolution which meant the end of the Imperial Crown in 
India’. 49    As Amery, who would have resigned if there hadn’t been a war 
on, refl ected somewhat disingenuously: 

  he just cannot get away from certain phrases and certain instincts, and 

it was hopeless to try and point out to him that what I was suggesting 

was well within the four corners of pledges and statements made again 

and again, and could hardly be so revolutionary if Zetland . . . had pro-

posed it months ago and Linlithgow and all his governors assented. 50     

 As rewritten by Churchill, the statement Linlithgow actually put 
forward on 8 August 1940 was much weaker and more clearly a repe-
tition of what had been offered before: transition to Dominion status at 
some unspecifi ed point after the war, places for ‘representative Indians’ 
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on the Executive Council, but no free hand for Indians to choose the 
manner in which they might become independent. It also included a 
commitment that the British government would not accept any pro-
posed system of government ‘whose authority is directly denied by 
large and powerful elements in Indian national life’. Since Muslim- 
majority provinces were a key part of India’s industrial and military 
contribution to the war effort, Muslim  co- operation had become even 
more important to the British. The Muslim League hailed the ‘August 
offer’ as a victory, because it enshrined its say in future deliberations. 51    
The Indian National Congress, however, had already decided that 
what was on offer from the British was unacceptable: Nehru declared 
that Dominion status was ‘dead as a doornail’. 52    At the start of Septem-
ber, Congress authorized Gandhi to start a new civil disobedience 
campaign.  

   ‘Russia’s destruction must 
therefore be made a part 

of this struggle’  

 After France fell, Hitler and the German high command weighed up 
what to do if the British did not, as they hoped, see sense and negotiate. 
In July, Hitler ordered his armed forces to begin detailed planning 
for an invasion of the  UK . The Luftwaffe prepared a  full- scale offen-
sive to gain air superiority over southern England, which would get 
under way from  mid- August.  Assuming that could be achieved, the 
army and navy would launch a seaborne invasion no earlier than the 
start of September. 

 The Luftwaffe had suffered heavy losses in the French campaign, 
but Göring was bombastic about its chances of defeating the  RAF . For 
the German army and navy, however, there was always a degree of 
unrealism about the invasion planning. German generals proposed to 
land much larger numbers of troops than could be transported or sup-
plied. The Kriegsmarine was all too well aware of its weakness relative 
to the Royal Navy, but did not want to be blamed for scotching the 
invasion. It therefore began to assemble shipping in the Channel ports. 
The only way to get enough boats was to requisition the huge river 
barges from the Danube and the Rhine. No matter the outcome in the 
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air, had the Germans ever decided to load their army into these crucial 
components of their industrial transport network and sail them slowly 
into range of the Royal Navy, the result would have been a very rapid 
end to the war. Hitler was well aware of the risks involved and remained 
lukewarm about the project. An invasion might be attempted if an 
unambiguous victory could be achieved in the skies, but throughout 
the summer the Germans were also exploring other options. 53    

 One, much favoured by the German navy, was to strike at the global, 
seaborne roots of British power. Germany should build up a big  U- boat 
fl eet to blockade the  UK . Meanwhile, it would strike towards North 
Africa and the Middle East, working with Italy, Spain and Vichy France 
to seize Gibraltar and the Azores at one end of the Mediterranean, and 
Alexandria and Suez at the other. With its imperial back broken and its 
maritime supply lines cut off, Britain would be forced to sue for peace 
while the Germans established their own African empire. Some of Hit-
ler’s generals were also keen on a Mediterranean campaign that would 
secure the fl ank of their new possessions in Western Europe and leave 
Germany safe to concentrate on a siege of Britain. Briefl y, Hitler seemed 
enthusiastic, awarding top production priority to  U- boats and aircraft 
and allowing planning to begin for the capture of Gibraltar. He 
doubted, however, that victories in the Mediterranean would knock 
Britain out of the war. He now took it for granted that the British were 
being aided by America, and provided that link held, British resistance 
would continue. 54    

 The German Foreign Ministry, in contrast, looked to a different way 
of taking on the British. Ribbentrop was already seeking to knit Ger-
many, Italy and Japan together in a new pact. He looked forward to 
bringing in the  USSR  as well. With the Soviets threatening India, Japan 
East Asia and Italy the Middle East, Britain would simply be over-
whelmed. Here too, Hitler was doubtful. In Stalin’s position, he would 
use his control of essential resources to coerce German policy. He 
couldn’t believe the Soviet dictator wouldn’t want to do the same. He 
knew an eventual confrontation between Nazism and Bolshevism was 
inevitable, but what mattered was timing. If Germany just sat tight in 
its new Western European empire, it would be crushed between the 
Americans and British on one side, and the Russians on the other. 

 During June and July, therefore, while his troops were preparing 
possibly to attack the  UK , Hitler also began to talk about eliminating 
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the  USSR . This would not mean abandoning the war in the west, but 
rather fi nding a solution to the problem of continued British resistance. 
At the end of July, General Franz Halder, the head of the Germany 
army’s general staff, summarized Hitler’s thinking: 

  Britain’s hope lies in Russia and the United States. If Russia drops out of 

the picture, America, too, is lost for Britain, because elimination of Rus-

sia would tremendously increase Japan’s power in the Far East. Russia’s 

destruction must therefore be made a part of this struggle, Spring 1941. 55       
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   17
The Battle of Britain  

 A German invasion of the  UK  was therefore highly unlikely unless air 
superiority could be rapidly established over southern England. It was 
this that the Luftwaffe sought to achieve between July and October 
1940. The resultant campaign is usually thought of in terms of  air- to- air 
combat, but from the start it involved large numbers of people on the 
ground as well: as participants, as spectators and as victims, both of 
airborne violence as the Luftwaffe unleashed its bombs, and of bore-
dom, as frequent, widespread  air- raid warnings disrupted work and 
forced people into the shelters. After they failed to overcome the  RAF ’s 
defences, the Germans had eventually to postpone their invasion plans, 
but there was no  let- up in the aerial attack. Rather than a clear dividing 
line, the daytime Battle of Britain melded fuzzily into the  night- time 
Blitz on British cities. 

   workers in the 
front line  

 The British encounter with life under assault from the air began in the 
middle of July, as the Luftwaffe started the preliminary attacks that 
were meant to pave the way for its more serious offensive later in the 
summer. These included reconnaissance fl ights, attacks on shipping 
lanes and nuisance raids designed to test out British defences. In this 
initial phase, the Germans had marginally the upper hand: German 
planes sank 30,000 tons of British ships from the coastal convoys, 
forced the destroyers of the Channel Patrol to leave Dover because of 
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threat of bombing, and downed 150 British aircraft for the loss of only 
105 of their own. 1    

 The beginning of the air battle overhead had immediate conse-
quences for those on the ground. The point of German attacks was not 
to kill civilians, but given the vagaries of bomb aiming and the proxim-
ity of civilian housing to military targets, civilian losses mounted. 
During July, 299 civilians were killed and 355 wounded by German 
aircraft. 2    Although German aircraft now became a much more com-
mon sight, particularly to those on the eastern and southern coast, the 
most frequent experience was of hearing the siren without seeing any 
plane. Each German attack sparked a warning that covered a very wide 
area, sending people rushing to the shelters in places that were never 
bombed. Other places were attacked without warning. Public baffl e-
ment persisted about which siren notes signalled a raid was imminent 
and which the  all- clear. A system of gradated warnings that was meant 
to clarify the likelihood of an attack initially only heightened the 
confusion. 

 The battle involved people in other ways. Round the southern Eng-
lish coast, spectators watched the fi ghting over the Channel, although 
what they saw  –   fast, distant, over very quickly  –   was much easier 
observed than understood. Radio and newspaper reporting, and the 
public relations campaigns waged by the Ministry of Aircraft Produc-
tion, carried the battles to a wide audience. 

 In Britain’s factories, the summer of 1940 was a period of remark-
able expansion and extraordinary effort. About half a million people 
joined the workforce in the  war- related industries during 1940. By the 
end of the year, almost a million Britons were working on engineering 
and explosives contracts for the Ministry of Aircraft Production, more 
than for either of the other armed forces. 3    The big increases in new 
employees and the resultant  re- grading of jobs led to labour disputes, 
and despite Bevin’s Order 1305, there were actually more strikes in the 
metals and engineering sector in 1940 than in 1939, although the aver-
age duration of stoppages was much shorter. 4    Those annual fi gures, 
however, concealed a signifi cant drop in strike action between June 
and September 1940, as workers heeded the call to arms. 5    By July 1940, 
day shifts in the main aircraft factories were averaging 63.6 hours a 
week, and night shifts 64.9 hours. Since industrial accidents increased 
alongside exhaustion, there were casualties in the factories as well as in 
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the skies. 6    Between July and August, the Ministry of Aircraft Produc-
tion’s average output was 56 per cent higher than it had been over the 
previous three months. 7    

 Nonetheless, this increase was held back by the interruptions caused 
by  air- raid warnings. The practice of halting work and taking cover 
when they were sounded meant that the German air offensive caused 
extensive disruption well before it really got under way. Beaverbrook 
highlighted the problem to the War Cabinet at the end of June. He 
believed that aircraft workers ought to be subjected to  military- style 
discipline, but the government rejected compulsion and instead negoti-
ated with employers and unions about the best way to maintain output. 
‘Roof spotters’ were immediately suggested as a solution: factory work-
ers stationed on the roof of their plant who would provide early warning 
of an actual attack, while their colleagues kept on working after the 
siren sounded. 

 While national negotiations about roof spotting went on, individual 
factories were also grappling with the question of what to do after the 
sirens sounded. Some managers thought that workers rushed too read-
ily to the shelters to escape their labours, but dawdled on the way back. 
Some shop stewards were reluctant to endanger their comrades’ lives to 
maintain profi ts for bosses who had spent too little money on  ARP . 8    
Male workers insisted that they would stay at their posts only if 
adequate shelters were provided for their families. It took until the start 
of September for a national scheme to be agreed in which the  RAF  
trained a core of spotters who, in turn, instructed others, in order to 
provide cover for essential industries. 

 Whereas earlier  ARP  propaganda had told people to protect them-
selves, now they needed to be convinced to put themselves at risk. From 
July, as ministers encouraged workers to stay at their posts, the govern-
ment promoted the idea that everyone was now in the front line and 
had to play their part. Here was another version of the people at war, 
one rapidly taken up by the national and local press, the  BBC  and the 
newsreels. Civilians were told that they too were now soldiers in the 
front line, and bearing up under bombardment was one of the things 
they had to do. 9     
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   ‘the  anteroom for a 
bloody crematorium’  

 The major air offensive that was meant to prepare the way for the inva-
sion opened on 14 August and continued for the next month and a half. 
Most of the Luftwaffe’s effort went initially into daylight attacks on 
 RAF  bases and other military infrastructure, particularly in  south- east 
England, while Fighter Command sought to prevent German planes 
reaching their targets. In practice, the Germans attacked lots of other 
things as well  –   factories and ports, shipping lanes with mines, and 
 night- time nuisance bombing in an effort to exhaust the defenders and 
keep civilians awake. During late August, the Germans undertook an 
escalating series of attacks on London, which culminated in a series of 
massive day and night raids between 7 and 15 September. The  RAF ’s 
continuing ability to fi ght off these raids contributed to the realization 
in the German high command that daytime air superiority could not be 
achieved in time to launch a  cross- Channel invasion.       

 Of the two air forces, the Luftwaffe had the more diffi cult task. As 
long as the  RAF ’s air defences remained in existence, the British had 
won. Throughout the battle, Air Chief Marshal Hugh Dowding, at the 
head of Fighter Command, sought to balance the destruction of Ger-
man attackers, the protection of targets on the ground and the 
preservation of his squadrons. 10    

 The Germans had two signifi cant advantages. Their bases along the 
north European seaboard allowed them to choose the location and 
moment of attack and potentially to divide or surprise the defenders. 
German aircrews were initially more practised than their opponents and 
their tactics were better tested. Yet the Luftwaffe also faced the severe 
diffi culty of trying to improvise a decisive campaign almost from scratch. 
Since the start of May, 28 per cent of the German air force’s strength 
had been destroyed and another 36 per cent damaged in the battle for 
France. It was operating from new bases with elongated logistics. Badly 
damaged aircraft had to go all the way back to Germany for repair. 
The Luftwaffe’s expansion had focused on the provision of battlefi eld 
support to the German army. Now it was being asked to lay the ground-
work for an invasion. The German air industry produced fewer planes 
than its British opponent, while the Luftwaffe’s training system did not 
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produce the aircrew it needed to take the fi ght to the enemy. 11    The dis-
persion of German effort between air bases, industrial sites, nuisance 
raids and mining operations demonstrated the strategic naivety of its 
senior offi cers. 12    

 At the start of August, the Germans had a bomber force of 
1,438 planes (of which 949 were fi t for action), and 414  twin- engined 
and 1,065  single- engined fi ghters, of which 320 and 878 respectively 
were ready for operations. 13    Thanks partly to the faltering armaments 
drive and partly to the complexities of its procurement process, Ger-
many’s bomber fl eet was made up of relatively light aircraft. Even the 
best German bomber, the Junkers Ju88, for example, could carry only 
a third of the  bomb- weight of the Avro Manchester, the worst of the 
heavy aircraft ordered for the  RAF  in the late 1930s and just coming 
into service in late 1940. 14    German bombers could not protect them-
selves from enemy interceptors, and had to be escorted to their target 
by German fi ghter aircraft. The German  single- engine fi ghter, the 
Messerschmitt Bf109, was at that point probably the best in the world, 
but its performance was reduced when it fl ew at the bombers’ lower 
altitude. Worse, the Bf109’s tanks only just held enough fuel for it to 
reach London with cautious fl ying. Its range now became the effective 
limit of concentrated German daylight attacks: they were unable to 
reach the heart of the British air industry in the Midlands. 15    

 By the time August began, Fighter Command had expanded to sixty 
squadrons,  forty- eight of which fl ew Spitfi re or Hurricane fi ghters. 
From a strength of 1,112 aircraft, 715 were serviceable. 16    Fighter Com-
mand not only had the advantage of fi ghting over home turf, which 
meant that pilots who survived the destruction of their aircraft could 
quickly return to duty. More importantly, it benefi tted from a 
 fully- functioning warning and control system, in which information 
about incoming attacks from coastline radar stations and Observer 
Corps posts inland was fi ltered through Fighter Command’s headquar-
ters, then back out to the several sector control rooms based at major 
airfi elds in each of the Command’s four Groups –  10 (west of England), 
11 ( south- east England), 12 (Midlands and East Anglia) and 13 (the 
north). Sector commanders guided the scrambled fi ghters into combat, 
and then back to the safety of base. This system meant that the British 
could respond fl exibly to German incursions, without exhausting its 
aircrew and aircraft by keeping constant standing patrols of aircraft 
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aloft. The channelling of information and control increased the chance 
of the British matching their defensive efforts to the scale of German 
attacks and reduced the risk of being divided and defeated in detail. 
The Germans enjoyed no such centralized system: once German planes 
were airborne, they could not be directed en masse to overwhelm the 
already committed defenders. 17    

 The British defences therefore depended on the acquisition, analysis 
and transmission of information. At the start of the main battle, Ger-
man bombing of radar and sector control stations caused the British 
severe anxiety. Attacks on airfi elds in the south between the middle of 
August and the start of September put the system under severe strain. 
To the south of the capital, raids on 30 and 31 August destroyed the 
operations room at Biggin Hill. Despite the best efforts of a dogged 
team of civilian Post Offi ce engineers, the communications network 
threatened to break down. When the Germans switched away from 
bombing airfi elds, they gave an important respite that allowed repairs 
to be put in place. 

 Between the wars, air combat had often been envisioned as a cleaner, 
more gallant alternative to the muddy wasteland of ground warfare. In 
fact, this was as grimly an attritional battle as any fought on the Western 
Front. 18    Aerial dogfi ghting was a bitterly confused, rapidly disordered 
business in which hunter could rapidly become prey. In the determinedly 
 non- heroic tone often affected by fi ghter aircrew, 73 Squadron’s unoffi -
cial war diary caught the risks involved in its account of one pilot, H. W. 
‘Tubby’ Eliot, who had been lucky to escape after he 

  apparently got mixed up with some He113s, and was busy writing his 

initials on the Hun’s backside so that he could convince the I[ntelligence] 

O[ffi cer] that it was his, when he was set on [by] some of the aforemen-

tioned Hun’s boyfriends. He baled out and did a delayed drop of 

15,000 [feet] before pulling ‘the string’. 19     

 Having been burned about the eyes and leg (‘slightly crisped’ as the 
diarist put it), Eliot had nonetheless escaped from hospital and returned 
to his unit. He would be killed fi ve years later, at the age of  twenty- three, 
as a Wing Commander with a  DSO  and  DFC . 

 In fact, when it came to killing the enemy, pilots were relatively in-
effi cient. Between July and November 1940, about 2,300 pilots served 
with Fighter Command, but only just over a third even claimed to have 
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shot down an enemy plane, and the proportion actually doing so was 
even lower. 20    In the air combat arena, new gladiators were highly vul-
nerable and might have little chance to improve their skills. One unit, 
222 Squadron, for example, arrived at Hornchurch on 30 August still 
using fl ying formations that had been abandoned by other units. By the 
end of the same day, it had lost half its planes and a quarter of its 
pilots. 21    In both air forces, a  hard- core of more experienced men did 
the bulk of the execution, marrying excellent reactions with the ruth-
less despatch of weaker opponents, which was one reason why the 
 RAF  benefi tted from an infl ux of veteran airmen from Poland and 
Czechoslovakia. Even experienced pilots, however, were vulnerable 
to lapses of concentration under the strain of unrelieved operational 
fl ying, and squadron casualties mounted rapidly. When the station 
chaplain at  RAF  Duxford remarked to the adjutant that summer that 
the frequent changes of personnel had given the mess the air of a rail-
way station waiting room, he got the bitter reply, ‘Not a railway station. 
This is the anteroom for a bloody crematorium.’ 22    

 An army of ground crew had to maintain the precisely repeated 
rounds of maintenance and replenishment necessary to keep the planes 
in the sky. In a fi ghter squadron they outnumbered the pilots by at least 
fi ve to one, but were now themselves often under air attack as the 
Germans targeted British bases. Ronald Pountain, an armourer with 
64 Squadron, left a detailed description of the inspection routine with 
which he began every day. 

  For me, that meant, fi rst of all, taking off the 14 access panels . . . Next, 

unload the guns and clean them using a cleaning rod and 4 by 2  . . . 

 Having cleaned the guns, check that the trolley acc[umulator] was 

plugged in and switched on, and then go under the starboard wheelbay 

and set the safe and fi re switch from safe to fi re . . . Having set the switch 

to fi re, up into the cockpit and sit in the pilot’s seat. Switch on the gun-

sight and test all functions including the dimmer switch. Clean the lens 

and refl ector glass. Very important. No armourer wanted his pilot to go 

chasing a speck of dirt on the refl ector glass halfway to the Pas de Cal-

ais. Switch off the gunsight. Turn the safety ring on the pilot’s fi ring 

button from Safe to Fire and press the button while listening for the 

breech blocks to clang forward. Set the safety ring back to safe. Remove 

the fi lament from the gunsight . . . Replace it with the spare fi lament in 
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the fi lament holder next to the gunsight and fi t the original fi lament in 

the holder. Test the gunsight again. Down to ground again. Set the safe/

fi re switch back to safe. Check that all the breech blocks are forward 

and, using a special feeler gauge, check that the fi ring pins have all 

released.  Re- load the guns and replace all the access panels. 23     

 That was before testing the engine, then getting the pilot’s equipment 
prepared ready for the aircraft to go. 

 Servicewomen were also involved in the battle. By September 1940, 
there were about 17,000 women in the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, 
just over a quarter of them in Fighter Command. Although, like all 
women in the armed forces throughout the war, they were not permit-
ted to bear arms, the jobs they were given within the information 
network meant that they played key roles in the defensive system: 
reporting radar results, operating telephone exchanges and collating 
and plotting information about each raid on the ‘plot tables’ at Fighter 
Command headquarters and the sector operations rooms. 

 In retrospect the British never looked like losing the battle of attri-
tion. Thanks to the systems of training, production and recovery 
established before the fi ghting began, the supply of pilots, new and 
repaired aircraft by and large kept pace with the losses in combat. 
Between June and October 1940, the  RAF  lost 915 fi ghters around the 
 UK , but in the same period, British industry produced 2,091 Spitfi res 
and Hurricanes. 24    Even the damage done to the airfi elds was either 
quickly fi xed or worked around with the establishment of emergency 
facilities. Nonetheless, there were moments of great anxiety for the 
British as the battle developed. Fighter Command began the main 
phase of the battle about 130 pilots below its established strength. By 
the end of August, the defi cit had grown to about 180 pilots, and air-
craft losses temporarily exceeded the number of replacements held in 
store. Dowding had rotated units in and out of the front line in an 
effort to maintain their fi ghting power. By the start of September, he 
had run out of fresh squadrons and had to take pilots and planes away 
from areas outside the  south- east in order to keep 11 Group close to 
full strength. 25    

 Fighter Command knew that it was infl icting damage on the Luft-
waffe. In fact, it overestimated the number of enemy planes that had 
been shot down by at least a third. Yet even though the picture was 
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being clarifi ed by Enigma decrypts, the British still thought the Luft-
waffe was much larger than it actually was. Concerned that this was 
a battle the  RAF  might be losing, Dowding maintained a relatively 
conservative strategy, designed to keep his Command in being. 26    By 
 mid- September, he could count on more than 650 serviceable fi ghters, 
with another 428 in reserve or in transit, while the number of available 
pilots had risen to 1,500. 27    

 German losses too were severe. In the period from 13 to 19 August 
alone, about 10 per cent of the aircraft initially deployed against Britain 
were destroyed. 28    In total, between early July and the end of October, 
the Luftwaffe lost 1,733 aircraft. During September, German fi ghter 
strength was down to about 500 planes. The German air industry did 
not outpace these shortfalls in the same way as its British equivalent: 
between June and October it produced only 988  single- engine fi ghters. 
The range of activities that the Germans had attempted to undertake 
played an important role in wearing down their strength through acci-
dents and mechanical and physical exhaustion. Aircrew losses had been 
high, and it was here that the German lack of preparation told most 
strongly against them. Most of the German casualties came from the 
bomber crews, but the damage to the experienced corps of fi ghter pilots 
had the greatest effect. During September the Luftwaffe had only half 
or less the number of fi ghter pilots who were available to the  RAF : it 
was the men in the Messerschmitts, not the Spitfi res, who were by this 
point the real ‘few’ of the Battle of Britain. 29    

 The Luftwaffe was even more optimistic than the  RAF  about its 
enemy’s losses, overestimating its success by a factor of three or four. 
Since they had started the campaign by underestimating their oppo-
nent’s numbers, this encouraged a belief that Fighter Command must 
be close to defeat. 30    The sense that it was now time to achieve a decisive 
result led the Luftwaffe to shift the focus of attack all out against Lon-
don. The Port of London was a major economic objective, but the capital 
was also a symbolic objective. Faced with an assault on the imperial 
capital, the  RAF  would have to take to the skies, where the Luftwaffe’s 
fi ghters would complete its destruction. 31     
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   ‘keeping everybody awake 
and t ired’  

 The intensifi cation of the air battles had a big effect on people on the 
ground. As the fi ghting escalated in August, so the civilian death toll 
grew. On 19 August, for example, the Germans attacked eleven aero-
dromes, but also hit houses in Chelmsford, Colchester, Dover and 
Chatham. On the same day, a raid set light to the massive naval oil 
tanks at Llanreath, near Pembroke Dock in West Wales. This sparked 
the largest confl agration since the Great Fire of London, which burned 
for the next  two- and- a- half weeks, killed fi ve of the fi remen who tried 
to contain it, and raised a cloud of smoke that could be seen across 
the country. That night, raiders were reported over Derby, Middle Wal-
lop, Portsmouth, Bristol, Liverpool, Hull, Newcastle, Edinburgh and 
Glasgow. By midnight,  twenty- three civilians had been killed and 
seventy- four injured. 32    In the course of August as a whole, more than 
1,100 civilians were killed and over 1,500 seriously wounded in air 
attacks. Casualties were reported in every Civil Defence region except 
Northern Ireland, and were more evenly distributed across the country 
in August than at any subsequent point in the war. 33    

 If the battle’s reach was broad, its touch remained relatively light. 
During August and early September the majority of bombing raids 
were carried out by sorties of between one to six planes. The destruc-
tion was widely dispersed, but did not threaten to expunge entire cities. 
At the time, however, people felt that some of these raids were extremely 
heavy. Large numbers of British civilians suddenly felt overwhelmingly 
exposed to the possibility of violence from the skies. 

 Reactions to these summer air raids varied widely. Although night 
bombing is normally seen as something that happened after the Battle 
of Britain had fi nished, in fact it was probably the sort of air attack 
whose impacts were most widely felt from the start. The feeling of help-
lessness could induce panic. In Bristol, the law librarian diarist for 
 Mass- Observation had heard plenty of aircraft overhead since the war 
began, so the noise of engines in the early hours of 11 August did not 
overly disturb him: 
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  There was a burst of gunfi re, but I couldn’t see any fl ashes. It was just 

another friendly raid. But when, for the fi rst time in my life, I heard the 

screech of falling bombs, I wasn’t so sure. It was a most unpleasant sound. 

I got back from the window and nipped across the room. The squeal 

seemed to prolong itself indefi nitely. For several hours, while I tried to fi nd 

the door in the dark, it continued. At last came the explosions –  about 

fi ve –  loud, but apparently reasonably distant . . . 

 I was really windy, I hadn’t expected anyone to go so far as to actually 

drop bombs within a few miles of me. 34     

 Others remarked on the excitement of feeling themselves in the front 
line. A well-off solicitor’s wife, living in Sevenoaks and volunteering as 
an ambulance driver, watched an air battle over the town that culmi-
nated in the bombing of its gasworks, and recorded that her 

  own feeling was one, I am rather ashamed to say, of exhilaration, and 

heightened sensibility. I was glad not to be frightened, but I was like a 

mongoose, frankly curious to see what would happen next. Nobody 

showed any fear, I noticed people were a bit white as the planes went 

over us, and I expect I was too. 35     

 A few days before, she had noted with disapproval the way a young 
 working- class woman evacuated from Broadstairs after bombing had 
become ‘ungummed and so fussed with tears and gulps’ when German 
aircraft again appeared in the skies: 

  Heaven knows one  can  get panicky, but that class is somehow trained to 

show fear and be ‘highly strung’ while a more educated class, and all 

men such as the service men are expected to be  steady  and that must help 

enormously. 36     

 When air combat took place in daylight, people on the ground were 
often to be seen standing outside and watching dogfi ghts overhead. 
The prime minister himself was captured by the newsreel cameras 
enjoying the spectacle of air combat during a visit to the south coast. On 
the other hand, during the second half of August there was a rising tide 
of complaints about the  lack  of warnings from some of those in areas 
that had been raided: ‘that sirens are not sounded, and that they are 
sounded after planes are heard and the “All Clear” given before the 
raiders had left’. 37    In places that had been attacked, even these lighter 
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raids had begun to reveal some of the problems with Civil Defence 
preparations, including the lack of help for those who had been bombed 
out of their houses and now had no idea what to do next. Sometimes 
 air- raid warnings were in place for a whole night. Those who used the 
shelters now had to try to sleep in structures that had been designed to 
protect them during brief but intense daylight attacks. Some tried to 
make their Anderson shelters more homely with decorations and furni-
ture, but it was a diffi cult task for what was basically a cramped, 
corrugated  iron- lined hole in the ground. As  Mass- Observation 
reported at the end of August, in those streets, predominantly working 
class, where residents had to rely on public shelters, there were 

  many  complaints  . . . that they are cold, draughty and smelly (some have 

no doors, so that cats have free access), there are no seats for children 

and old people, and seldom lavatory accommodation . . . Public shelters 

at present hold a mixed bag of children and old people who want to go 

to sleep, people who want to sing and talk, crying babies, people who 

want to smoke. This leads to much extra strain and considerable 

trouble. 38     

 The discomfort, distress and derangement to everyday life contrib-
uted to demands for reprisals.  Mass- Observation collected some 
extreme comments from Londoners –  ‘They ought to have a taste of 
their own medicine. Their women don’t mind about our women. We 
ought to go over and bomb their women and kids. They want Lebens-
raum. That’s the way to give it them’ 39     –   but  M- O’s investigators 
argued that these were uncharacteristic. Although ‘recent all night 
raids’ had led to strong demands ‘for  retaliation on Berlin   . . . this 
desired retaliation is not in bombing civilians on [sic] masse so much as 
in keeping everybody awake and tired’. 40    

 This seems to be borne out in the account of a German plane coming 
down off Herne Bay on 24 August. The crowd was angry, but it didn’t 
turn into a lynch mob. As a local schoolboy recorded: 

  the front was packed with people. Soon the motorboat was within a few 

hundred yards of the shore. The crowd increased (if that was possible) 

and the road was full of vehicles of every description, ambulances, trail-

ers, even military lorries. Tin hats were to be seen in great abundance . . . 

Luckily I was near the front and saw him well . . . The whisper spread 



452

Br ita in ’s Wa r

through the crowd ‘Jerry, German’ etc. He had on a dingy  blue- grey uni-

form, with wings sewn on and an iron cross . . . His hair was dishevelled 

and his face streaked with yellow grease. He appeared quite unhurt but 

extremely sullen for he wouldn’t take his eyes off the ground. He didn’t 

speak a word. 

 The crowd was silent except for a few remarks. The man next to me 

growled his disapproval and other remarks Mum, Dodie and Peter heard 

were ‘Now he’ll taste some butter’, and a policeman said ‘Treat him 

rough!’. He was bundled into an ambulance and that was the last we saw 

of him. 41     

 For both sides, the reporting of the battle was itself an important part 
of the struggle. In the three months from 23 July, the Air Ministry issued 
859 bulletins to the  BBC  and the press that detailed how the battle was 
progressing. 42    Offi cial British and German statements about their own 
aircraft losses and the number of enemy planes that they had shot down 
became a key way in which the attritional struggle in the skies was 
understood. They provided the basis for the scoresheet headlines that 
rapidly became standard: ‘ 144  DOWN OUT OF  1000 ’, for example, 
or ‘  ROUND  2:  THE COUNT IS  69 ’. 43    In contrast, the effects of the 
German attack on the ground were reported in much vaguer terms, as 
the censors sought to restrict the passage of any information that might 
be useful to the enemy. Much to the annoyance of locals who wanted 
their part in the war to be recorded, air raids were described in regional 
terms (‘a city in the north-east’, for example, rather than ‘Hull’), and 
specifi c incidents were reported only after a lengthy time lag. 

 There was also some public concern about whether the fi gures for 
shot down planes were accurate, not least because listeners to German 
propaganda broadcasts heard very different numbers. The Air Ministry 
responded by explaining in detail how it ensured its fi gures were accur-
ate. In fact, fi ghter pilots’ claims were very diffi cult to check, a problem 
that was never explained to the public, and the scoresheets refl ected the 
mistakes that both sides were making in their assessment of the damage 
being done to the enemy. While the Air Ministry was remarkably honest 
in the circumstances about the scale of British losses –  over the course of 
the battle it understated them by only 18 per cent –   it overstated the 
number of German planes that were shot down by 76 per cent. Rela-
tively speaking, these were more accurate numbers than those put out 
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by the Germans, who claimed to have shot down  three- and- a- half times 
more British aircraft than was actually the case. 44    

 From a very early stage in the battle, therefore, the impression given 
in the British media was that the  RAF  had the upper hand. Critically, its 
successes were understood not simply in terms of the air campaign, but 
as repulses of an invasion that would otherwise inevitably have taken 
place. A rumour that Hitler had intended to invade on 15 August had 
been widely publicized. The next day, the papers proclaimed that British 
defi ance had, for the fi rst time, forced him to change his plans. Ten days 
later, Home Guardsman George King set out his impressions of how 
things were going in the diary he was keeping for his missing son, Cyril: 

  our defences (thanks to the handful of gallant lads in the Air Force) are 

holding and I am getting much more bucked about things. I freely con-

fess that for weeks after Dunkirk I thought we were in Queer Street, but 

thanks to the German passion for thorough organisation, he did not 

invade us. It could have been done then with success, but there would be 

an entirely different story to tell now! 45     

 King still did not know if his son was alive. It was not until the start of 
October 1940 that he and his wife found out that Cyril was indeed a 
prisoner in Germany, and started to receive letters from him. He sur-
vived the war and was liberated in April 1945. 46    

 As the intensity of air attacks increased, stress was once more placed 
on the role that ordinary civilians must play in resisting the onslaught. 
As the  Daily Express  instructed readers on 17 August: 

  The misery and destruction brought to the homes of the lowly mean 

only one thing now –   we are all front line householders. We must all 

behave like good soldiers and realise that we are fi ghting for the right to 

live in peace, for the right to live without a tyrannous master. 47     

 When Churchill addressed the Commons on 20 August, he started 
with the people: ‘The fronts are everywhere. The trenches are dug in 
the towns and streets. Every village is fortifi ed. Every road is barred. 
The front line runs through the factories. The workmen are soldiers 
with different weapons but the same courage.’ 48    He then praised the 
airmen: ‘Never in the fi eld of human confl ict was so much owed by so 
many to so few.’ In an  often- forgotten part of Churchill’s speech, he 
made very sure to include with the ‘few’ the bomber crews who: 
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  night after night, month after month . . . travel far into Germany, fi nd 

their targets in the darkness by the highest navigational skill, aim their 

attacks . . . with deliberate careful discrimination, and infl ict shattering 

blows upon the whole of the technical and  war- making structure of the 

Nazi power.  

 The belief that their country was hitting back, as well as taking it, 
was a crucial part of how the war was presented to the British people 
during that ‘Spitfi re Summer’. As Home Intelligence reported, the 
speech was well received: ‘From Northern Ireland comes the comment 
that it is the most forceful and heartening he has yet made. Newcastle 
reports that it has created a strong feeling of confi dence.’ The report 
from Bristol quoted the words of a resident: ‘Everyone feels now that, 
come what will, we are top dogs; the past week has shown that we shall 
win no matter what slight doubts there were before.’ 49    

 Churchill’s description of British bombers’ activity accurately refl ected 
what he thought they were doing. When his Cabinet had unleashed the 
 night- time offensive against German industrial targets that May, the 
intention was to strike precisely at the German military machine and 
war economy. Over the summer, aircrew had been returning with news 
of their success. 50    In fact, these reports were wildly  over- optimistic about 
the accuracy of their navigation and  bomb- aiming. Even where they 
found the right city, as they managed with Berlin at the end of August, 
British bombers were distributing their payloads so widely that the Ger-
mans presumed that they could only be trying to damage morale. 
Ironically, the British thereby contributed to the escalating abandonment 
of any restrictions on suitable targets for air attack. When the Germans 
turned their attention to the bombardment of London, it was with the 
certainty that any civilian casualties would be just retribution for the 
indiscriminate air war that the British had already begun.  

   ‘Cromwell’  

 London had in fact been bombed several times in the last week of 
August, but the raids that hit on 7 September were something different. 
During the day, 350 German planes launched a concentrated raid on the 
docklands to the east of the city that started huge fi res in the  wharf- side 
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warehouses; 11 Group was unable to  re- deploy its squadrons quickly 
enough to stop them. That evening, a second wave of attackers swept in 
to hit the fi res then burning around the London docks. Over the next 
week, another three similar attacks all saw the bombers continuing to 
get through and the  RAF  suffer heavy losses. 

 The change in the point of attack also handed advantages to the 
defenders. The extra time it took the bombers to reach London gave the 
operations room controllers more chance to organize the  RAF  fi ghters, 
but it also enabled controversial ‘Big Wing’ formations, sent down from 
12 Group in East Anglia, to swoop on German bombers that were short 
on fuel and separated from their fi ghter escorts. On 15 September, the 
next big German raid on London was fought off with heavy losses: 
thirty bombers and  twenty- six fi ghters shot down, against  twenty- nine 
 RAF  fi ghters. 51    Both sides again got the number of aircraft they had 
destroyed wrong, and the Luftwaffe continued to think that air super-
iority over southern England was within its grasp. 

 The ferocity of battle, and seemingly unrelenting German intent, 
signalled to the British that an invasion loomed. At the start of Septem-
ber, the assembly of boats in French harbours and Enigma decrypts 
about German units practising embarkation had both seemed to indi-
cate that preparations were now in place for an assault. On 7 September, 
the code word ‘Cromwell’ was issued by Home Forces, indicating that 
 anti- invasion units should take up battle stations, and for the next fort-
night there was a state of high alert in the expectation of an attack. 
Even Churchill, so confi dent earlier in the summer, was anxious that 
the Germans might gamble on landings before the autumn weather set 
in. On 21 September, he repeatedly rang up the Admiralty to inquire 
about the weather in the Channel, and at the start of October reminded 
the Defence Committee that the risk of invasion persisted. 

 Hitler, however, had already concluded that an invasion was impos-
sible. On 19 September he ordered that plans for amphibious landings 
in the  UK  should be postponed. On 12 October an invasion in 1940 was 
called off for good, although the Germans tried to maintain the impres-
sion that an attack might be imminent in order to keep up the pressure 
on the  UK . 52    The air campaign, however, continued. Hitler doubted 
that bombing alone would force the British to sue for peace, but he 
could not order the Luftwaffe to cease its attacks without granting his 
opponents a victory. 
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 While the German high command turned its attention to the 
possibilities of a campaign against British interests around the Mediter-
ranean, the Luftwaffe was therefore left to try to knock the  UK  out of 
the war by itself. Despite the heavy losses of 15 September, daylight 
raids continued. There were huge daytime dogfi ghts on 27 and 30 
September, and smaller daylight combats took place on every day of 
October. From  mid- September, however, the main effort of the bomber 
offensive shifted towards a  night- time assault on Britain’s trading econ-
omy, aimed principally on the docks of London. 53    

 Only at the very end of October did the British government formally 
decide that the immediate threat of invasion had diminished, although 
it was expected that it would return with full force the following spring. 
Long before this, however, the public had come to the conclusion that 
the invasion had been defeated. The  stand- to on 7 September had 
encouraged a widespread belief that an attack was imminent. The 
 RAF ’s successes on 15 September were enthusiastically reported, and 
people developed their own ideas about what had happened to the 
much expected German landings. On 16 September, the Home Intelli-
gence summary stated that: 

  Most people anticipate an invasion within a few days, and are very con-

fi dent that it will be a failure. Rumours that it has already been attempted 

and has failed are reported from many quarters . . . From Nottingham 

comes the rumour that hundreds of German bodies have been fl oating in 

the Channel . . . In Northampton it is said that the attack was launched 

on the West Coast.  Invasion rumours are also reported in the 

 South- Western Region and in Scotland. 54     

 By the end of September, the press were already declaring that a decisive 
victory in the air battle had been achieved. Fears of invasion and fi fth 
columnists would not disappear while the war lasted, but they would 
never burn with as much intensity as they had done in the critical 
months of May and June. As Britons entered the prolonged endurance 
test of the  night- time Blitz, they believed that their country, by its 
uniquely stubborn resistance, had already managed to thwart Hitler’s 
plans.   
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   18
The Means of Victory  

 While the drama of the Battle of Britain unfolded, events elsewhere 
determined the course of the war. At the start of September, fresh evi-
dence of American support for the  UK  confi rmed Hitler’s view of the 
confl ict in the west as a transatlantic struggle. The recasting of global 
trade in response to the Fall of France allowed the  UK  to survive –   
albeit at the cost of heightening its dependence on the  US  –  while at the 
same time preventing the Germans from reaping the full benefi ts of 
their new hegemony in Europe. Germany had not won quite the decisive 
victory that had been imagined: the only solution was further to expand 
the war. 

   ‘an unneutr al act’  

 As the summer went on, the British continued their diplomatic cam-
paign to secure more signifi cant support from America. There was 
disagreement in London about how this should be done. For all his 
public optimism, in private Churchill was in favour of playing tough 
with the  US . He hoped that American fears about what would happen 
to the Royal Navy if Britain surrendered would allow him to lever 
further aid from Roosevelt  –   in particular the transfer of American 
destroyers for which he had been asking since May. The Foreign Offi ce 
pressed for Britain to take a friendlier line, offering up bases in the 
western Atlantic and military secrets in an effort to win American 
favour. Churchill hoped to appeal to American sentiment; the Foreign 
Offi ce appreciated that trading off Britain’s position was a more realis-
tic stance. 
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 During August, Roosevelt allowed discussions to open about a deal 
that linked the destroyers, the bases and a guarantee from the prime 
minister that the British fl eet would not be handed over to the Ger-
mans. Churchill was unhappy, not least because the offer of British 
territory opened him up to attack from die-hard Tories, including the 
colonial secretary, Lord Lloyd. In the end, however, he had little choice 
but to acquiesce. The  Destroyers- for- Bases deal was agreed between 
the  UK  and the  US  on 2 September 1940. Two weeks later, British sci-
entists arrived in America to hand over  top- secret weapons technology, 
including development plans for the atomic bomb and a working cavity 
magnetron, the key component for microwave radar sets that were cru-
cial for  night- fi ghter interceptions, bomber navigation and submarine 
hunting. In the long term, the transfer of  military- scientifi c information 
welded British intellectual capital to American industrial capacity, lay-
ing the path for the production of weapons that would be crucial to the 
ways the Allies would fi ght in the latter half of the war. In the short 
term, British scientists in the  US  reported back that the Americans had 
no idea of the colossal efforts that were going to be required to achieve 
victory. 1    

 The most important aspect of the  Destroyers- for- Bases deal was not 
the ships’ naval contribution but rather the fact that their transfer was, 
as Churchill called it in his history of the war, ‘an unneutral act’. 2    It 
confi rmed Hitler in his belief that he was facing an  Anglo- American 
bloc that could only be defeated if he knocked out Russia and thereby 
released Japan to distract the United States. In  South- East Asia, mean-
while, Japan had taken advantage of the European collapse to extract 
trade concessions from the Dutch East Indies and to base troops in 
 French- controlled Indochina. Roosevelt responded by slapping an 
embargo on iron and steel exports to Japan and moving the  US  fl eet 
from California to Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. More aggressive Japanese 
offi cers and politicians argued that an alliance with Germany was the 
only way to deter America, frighten the Chinese into surrender and 
secure the resources they might need if war came. On 27 September, 
Germany, Italy and Japan signed the Tripartite Pact, an agreement to 
come to each other’s aid in the event of an attack by a currently neutral 
power. Since the Pact explicitly excluded the  USSR , it could only be 
aimed at America. The effort at intimidation failed. As popular opin-
ion in the United States swelled against the idea that the Axis powers 
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were ranging themselves against America, Roosevelt told the fl eet to 
stay at Pearl Harbor and offered further loans to China to keep it in the 
fi ght. 3    The  three- month closure of the Burma Road ended in October: 
the British responded to the Tripartite Pact by now keeping the Road 
open. The Japanese were furious. 

 In the West, the tangling up of  US  and  UK  defence interests was 
crucial to the eventual outcome of the war, but in the short term, the 
return from British entreaties had been pretty poor. The value of the 
 long- term leases on the bases vastly outweighed that of the destroyers, 
which had been poorly designed in the fi rst place and arrived in a dis-
astrous state of disrepair. As the British placed larger orders with 
American suppliers –  above all to meet the huge aircraft construction 
plans –  they came into confl ict with the American armed forces, who 
worried that their own expansion plans would be ruined by the diver-
sion of resources to the  UK . As their own rearmament programmes got 
under way, the Americans pressed the British to accept reductions in 
deliveries for which they had already paid. In October, Roosevelt made 
a public commitment to provide ‘all aid short of war’, and members of 
his administration promised that some fi nancial solution would be 
found to Britain’s dwindling gold and dollar reserves. All that a frus-
trated Churchill could do was to submit to the American electoral 
cycle, and hope that things would get better once the president had won 
 re- election in November.  

   Shipping  

 The role of destroyers and bases within  Anglo- American discussions 
highlights the importance of protecting the Atlantic shipping lanes and 
maintaining the fl ow of seaborne supplies. This was the other great 
Battle of Britain that got under way during the summer of 1940: the 
struggle to ensure the arrival of the imports necessary to sustain the 
growing war machine while also fi ghting a burgeoning international 
war. It was an immense campaign, fought not only in desperate encoun-
ters on the high seas, but in distant purchasing offi ces and shipyards on 
both sides of the Atlantic and in British ports, marshalling yards and 
fi elds. 

 The seizure of French ports greatly extended the German navy and 
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air force’s reach into the Atlantic. As the British moved convoy routes 
north of Ireland to avoid attacks across the Bay of Biscay, the result was 
a choke point in which German submarines could fi nd rich pickings. 
The  U- boat fl eet was smaller than at the outbreak of war, and it now 
lost the ability to break the Admiralty’s convoy code for the fi rst time 
since the start of the war. Karl Dönitz, its commander, struggled and 
failed to keep the Führer’s attention on the  drawn- out campaign to 
starve Britain into submission. In August, however, Hitler permitted 
a move to unrestricted submarine warfare, which allowed the  U- boats 
to attack submerged and without warning. Most attacks were still 
launched by single  U- boats, but from September, German submariners 
also pioneered new ‘wolf pack’ tactics, in which large groups of  U- boats 
were concentrated against convoys, striking en masse to overwhelm 
any escort and run riot through the herded merchantmen. 

 The Royal Navy was not able to provide much protection. The new 
escort vessels rushed into construction after the outbreak of war were 
only just starting to arrive. The navy’s destroyers were concentrated on 
the southern and eastern coasts against the threat of invasion. So too 
were the aircraft of  RAF  Coastal Command. What escorts there were 
struggled to protect their charges: their crews were inexperienced in 
 anti- submarine work; ships seldom served together long enough to 
establish a common understanding over tactics; and detecting the 
enemy was very diffi cult, both during the day, when the escorts’ sonar 
sets struggled to pick up signs of submerged  U- boats, and at night, 
when surfaced submarines attacked. With no access for the moment 
to the version of the Enigma machine used by the German navy, the 
Admiralty in London could pinpoint  U- boats only when they broke 
radio silence to report a convoy, were spotted by a patrolling ship or 
aircraft, or attacked a ship that got off a distress signal. All this only 
allowed informed guesswork about what they might do next. 4    

 Most convoys escaped  un- attacked, but the rates of sinkings now 
began to increase ominously. In the fi rst eight months of the war, the 
Germans had sunk 1.2 million gross tons of British and Allied ship-
ping, about a third of it through  U- boat attack. Between July and 
September,  U- boats sank 153 merchant vessels, totalling 759,000 gross 
tons. 5    This was only slightly less than the entire tonnage of shipping 
launched from British yards during the whole of 1940. 6    

 Serious though these losses were for the British- owned  merchant 
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fl eet, the British- controlled  fl eet actually expanded from the summer, 
thanks to the sudden availability of ships from previously neutral 
countries in Europe. Until now, the substantial Norwegian and Dutch 
fl eets had been reluctant to sail into combat zones. Now their 
 governments- in- exile made them available –  albeit at great expense –  
for British charter. The British also requisitioned French and Danish 
merchant vessels. Between the end of March and the end of September, 
the gross tonnage of foreign vessels in use by the  UK  grew from 
267,000 tons to more than 2.9 million tons. Over the following year, 
as foreign ships completed contracts and became available for  re- hire, 
they too were taken under  UK  control. 7    Meanwhile, although  US  out-
put of merchant ships was for the moment small, the British hoped that 
the orders they had placed in the  US  would be enough to start the 
expansion of American shipbuilding.  US  yards had much more room 
for expansion than their British equivalents –  only they could hold the 
solution in the long term to the depredations of the German assault. 

 In the short term, German sinkings mattered much less to Britain’s 
import capacity than the immense disruptions of the global war. One 
problem was that convoys of ships provided protection but slowed down 
voyage times, because convoys had to travel at the pace of the slowest 
vessel. Longer voyages meant fewer trips for the quicker ships. Another 
diffi culty was that Britain was now cut off from its traditional –   and 
nearby –  sources of food and raw materials on the European mainland, 
just at the same time that the closure of the Mediterranean added greatly 
to the length of a ship’s journey to the Middle East, India, Malaya, 
 Australia or New Zealand. Now that ships had to round the Cape 
rather than pass through the Mediterranean, a voyage to Egypt was 
10,000 miles longer than it had been before. Notwithstanding Britain’s 
dollar diffi culties, the increased journey times, with all their consequences 
for shipping space, pushed purchasing departments towards greater 
reliance on the United States rather than the eastern Empire. The huge 
reworking of the pattern of global shipping movements meant that the 
average round voyage for ships importing into the  UK  increased by at 
least 30 per cent after the Fall of France. 8    

 At the same time, the opening of the war in North Africa and the 
Middle East meant a new shipping burden. Most of the supplies with 
which this confl ict was fought would come from India and Egypt, paid 
for by the accumulation of huge sterling balances in London, but the 
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military equipment and reinforcements necessary for offensive action 
against Italy all had to be shipped around southern Africa, often at 
short notice and maximum priority, and with no plan for a return voy-
age with a full hold. Contingency planning absorbed still more ships 
that could have been used to carry imports. The schemes to capture the 
Azores, for example –  variations of which would be kept on hand for 
the next three years –  locked up twelve large ships that had to be set 
aside as potential transports. 9    

 There were further delays once ships reached  UK  waters. Those 
bound for the east coast could not travel through the Channel, but had 
to sail to Scotland, then pass in slow convoys southwards. The risk of 
air and sea attack reduced the quantity of goods that could be moved 
around Britain by sea. It also resulted in restrictions on the number and 
size of ships that could unload in the east coast ports, particularly in 
London –  an enormous shipping terminus in times of peace. 

 As a result, the ports on the west coast  –   primarily those on the 
Clyde, the Mersey and in the Bristol Channel –  were required to take in 
a much greater proportion of the nation’s imports. The total volume of 
arrivals through these ports was not much different from during peace-
time, but what was landed was often of a very different nature. The 
western ports lacked the wharf space, specialized unloading facilities, 
refrigerated storage and transport links to get everything quickly 
off the boats and away to its destination. Since British mined coal could 
no longer be carried in the same quantities along the coast, much 
more of it had to go by rail. During the summer, that overwhelmed the 
railways and made it still harder to move other cargoes on from the 
docks. The unloading of ships was slowed further by the darkness of 
the blackout and the frequency of  air- raid warnings. From the summer 
of 1940, the situation in the western ports appeared increasingly 
chaotic. 10     

   ‘from the seas to the quays’  

 Britain’s supply situation was greatly complicated by the European 
cataclysm, but not, for the moment, insurmountably so. Indeed, the 
remarkable thing about the  UK  in 1940 was that its remaining global 
wealth and continuing control of the seas meant that it could adapt to 
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the loss of Europe and  kick- start American munitions production 
before the arrival of  US  economic aid. In contrast,  Nazi- dominated 
Europe would fi nd it much more diffi cult to overcome the economic 
shifts that resulted from Hitler’s dramatic military success. 

 Germany’s new hegemony in Europe greatly improved its access to 
strategic resources. Before May 1940, 40 per cent of Romania’s oil pro-
duction had been bought by the  UK . On 27 May, the Romanians signed 
a new pact agreeing that all their oil should go to Germany. The Swiss 
and Swedes eagerly sold the Germans precision machine tools, weap-
ons and iron. In the 1930s, they had been two of the poorest countries 
in Europe. By the 1950s, they would be two of the richest. Meanwhile, 
from its newly conquered territories, Germany acquired huge stocks of 
weapons, some raw materials and oil, and the use of some of Europe’s 
most industrialized economies. 

 On the other hand, the  UK ’s refusal to yield cut this new European 
bloc off in large part from the network of global trade. At the end of 
July, the British announced an escalation of the blockade, based on ‘the 
notion that the whole of Europe must now be regarded as being actu-
ally or potentially under enemy control and all goods imported into it 
as being actually or potentially at enemy disposal’. 11    All cargos now 
had to be covered by a ‘navicert’ –  a certifi cate of permission from the 
Ministry of Economic Warfare –  or else be presumed to be on their way 
to the enemy. Any shipping company that wanted to make use of Brit-
ish controlled water, fuel, repair or insurance facilities had to agree to 
submit to these regulations: all access would be denied if they carried 
goods without a navicert. Navicerts would be issued for imports to 
European neutrals only on the basis of what the British thought they 
needed for domestic consumption. 12    

 Germany’s successes made the task of blockade conceptually sim-
pler. The complex network of treaties and voluntary agreements 
negotiated during the Phoney War was replaced with compulsory limi-
tations on supply. Europe would be allowed enough to survive, but not 
enough to support the Nazi war machine. The emphasis on administra-
tive certifi cation rather than physical interception, however –  the move 
of the blockade ‘from the seas to the quays’ as newspapers at the time 
put it –  indicated how much harder the blockade weapon had become 
to wield. The Royal Navy was busy with many more urgent tasks in 
summer 1940, and its patrols against blockade runners essentially 
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stopped. This was a  paper- based blockade, and that meant that it was, 
for the moment, full of holes. 

 Compulsory certifi cation and the control of shipping facilities 
depended on  US   co- operation to be really effective. The State Depart-
ment in Washington worked with the British to restrict some imports, but 
that  co- operation was not wholly forthcoming until the spring of 1941. 13    
The Ministry of Economic Warfare had to tread carefully in compelling 
American shipowners for fear of increasing isolationism. Vichy France 
continued to import a lot of goods through the Straits of Gibraltar and 
across the Mediterranean, most of which the British suspected were going 
to Germany and Italy. Attempts to restrict food deliveries to France raised 
signifi cant humanitarian concerns in America. 14    

 As importantly, the British could do nothing to control overland 
European trade, and there was now little reason for any of the coun-
tries with which they had negotiated restrictions on exports to Germany 
to abide by those agreements. Portugal, for example, more than dou-
bled its exports of tungsten to Germany between 1939 and 1941. 15    The 
biggest gap in the blockade was to the east. Since Stalin wanted to keep 
Hitler on side for as long as possible, the  USSR  continued deliveries to 
Germany: a million tons of cereal and animal feed, 700,000 tons of oil 
and nearly a million tons of timber in 1940. 16    

 Notwithstanding these breaches, however, the blockade mattered. 
For one thing, it cut off Europe from overseas supplies of fertilizers. 
Nineteen forty was a poor harvest year across much of continent in any 
case, thanks to heavy rain at the end of 1939. Grain production slumped 
and livestock were slaughtered for want of feed. Germans did not go 
hungry  –   the Reich drew on its big stockpiles and dragged in grain 
supplies from Romania  –   but Nazi offi cials gazed enviously at the 
wheatfi elds of the Ukraine. In the big industrial centres of Occupied 
Europe, rations were soon low and the black market fl ourished. Food 
shortages restricted the productivity of manual workers –   notably in 
coal mining  –   and contributed to the economic stagnation of Ger-
many’s new domains. 17    

 Even more striking were the limitations on Germany’s oil supplies. 
Counting in the Dutch and Norwegian ships that were now available to 
charter, Britain and America between them controlled 95 per cent of the 
world’s tanker fl eet. Oil was one of the few areas in which the Ameri-
cans  co- operated fully from July 1940 in enforcing a stricter blockade. 
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Deliveries from Romania and Russia, plus its own –  immensely costly –  
synthetic oil production, gave Germany about 5.5 million tons of oil in 
1940. This was half what the British imported into the  UK  alone during 
the same year. Germany captured just under another million tons of oil 
during its conquest of Western Europe. Altogether, it had just enough to 
supply its own needs, but not to support the other countries that were 
now encompassed by the blockade. Italy was wholly dependent on 
imported oil: as soon as its  pre- war stocks were used up it began to act 
as a drain on German supplies. France was effectively  de- motorized by 
the occupation –  it was reduced to just 8 per cent of its  pre- war con-
sumption of motor fuel from the summer of 1940 onwards. Before long, 
fuel shortages would also affect the German armed forces’ ability to 
train their servicemen and German industry’s ability to test new 
engines. 18    Such shortages would not, as the British hoped, bring about 
an internal German collapse, or limit the operational freedom of the 
Wehrmacht, but they did ensure that the Germans could never fully 
employ the industrial potential of the huge area they now dominated. 
Strategically, as well as ideologically, the conquest of Western Europe 
would not be enough.  

   ‘The Nav y can lose us the war, 
but only the A ir Force can win it ’  

 Over the summer, Churchill, the Defence Committee and the chiefs of 
staff hammered out a strategy for victory. There was one key difference 
from the Phoney War: with the French gone, it was taken as given that 
the British would not be able to fi ght their way back onto the European 
mainland while the German army remained unbeaten. Instead, they 
looked to ways of wearing down the Germans so that their soldiers 
could return across the Channel to polish off an already beaten enemy. 
This would take time, but so would the completion of the rearmament 
programmes that were already under way. At the start of September, 
the chiefs of staff emphasized that their forces would not be ready to 
move to a general offensive until the start of 1942. Between now and 
then, they would begin the process of grinding away at German mili-
tary power, so that when they shifted to the attack, the war would be 
completed as quickly as possible. 19    
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 The tightening blockade played an important part in their calcula-
tions. Using fi gures provided by the Ministry of Economic Warfare, the 
chiefs predicted that Germany would be facing an oil crisis by the sum-
mer of 1941. If it did not act to improve its supply situation, this would 
eventually degrade its military capabilities. Churchill was more doubt-
ful than the economic warfare experts that a lack of resources would 
bring Germany to its knees. As he explained to the War Cabinet: ‘The 
weapon of blockade has become blunted and rendered, as far as Ger-
many is concerned, less effectual on account of their land conquests.’ 
He preferred to put more emphasis on bombing: 

  The Navy can lose us the war, but only the Air Force can win it. There-

fore our supreme effort must be to gain overwhelming mastery in the 

Air. The Fighters are our salvation, but the Bombers alone provide the 

means of victory. We must therefore develop the power to carry an 

 ever- increasing volume of explosives to Germany, so as to pulverise the 

entire industry and scientifi c structure on which the war effort and eco-

nomic life of the enemy depends, while holding him at arm’s length in 

our Island. 20     

 This was expressed in typically extreme terms, but the prime minister 
never placed all his eggs in one aerial basket. On the contrary, even 
with bombers taking the lead as the only weapon actually able to carry 
the war to the heartland of Germany, Churchill expected that eco-
nomic warfare would have a part to play. So too would the British 
army –  but not in the same prolonged slaughter that had been endured 
during the last war. Only once victory had been assured by bombing 
and blockade would a ‘striking force’ of  fast- moving,  tank- heavy 
armoured formations cross the Channel to conduct a fi nal, swift and 
decisive campaign that would mop up the remnants of the Wehrmacht. 
All of this –   but particularly the bombing –   would be dependent on 
enormous industrial help from America. Churchill hoped that before 
too long, the Americans would join the war. He did not spend time 
pondering whether, in that eventuality, they would be willing to accom-
modate themselves to British strategy. 

 Other methods of wearing Germany down were also available. In 
July 1940, following a good deal of political wrangling, the Special 
Operations Executive had been set up –  signifi cantly, under the control 
of Hugh Dalton as minister for economic warfare  –   to carry out 
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sabotage in Europe and to provide assistance for resistance movements 
in the occupied territories. Churchill also created a new Combined 
Operations Headquarters to carry out raids on the enemy coast. The 
 long- term argument for raiding was that it would force the Germans to 
expend troops and resources garrisoning the furthest reaches of their 
new empire. A few small ‘butcher and bolt’ attacks were carried out –  
without much success –  early in the summer, but Churchill’s ambition 
went well beyond a few toughs knifi ng some German sentries. He 
dreamed of bigger operations in which he could use Britain’s maritime 
manoeuvrability to seize back the initiative. Eventually, he hoped that 
major British forces landing from the sea would ‘ignite’ rebellions in 
Occupied Europe against a German army worn down by bombing and 
blockade. 

 In retrospect, the idea that a popular uprising in Europe would over-
come the might of the German army and air force seems  far- fetched. 
Yet here too, the belief in a ‘people’s war’ aroused considerable enthu-
siasm on the British left. Dalton’s fi ght for control of  SOE  was not just 
a battle of Whitehall demarcation: it also showed the same romantic 
belief in improvised citizen warriors that the British intelligentsia had 
displayed during the Spanish Civil War. Churchill too had a soft spot 
for guerrilla fi ghters –  provided they were on Britain’s side –  but even 
more than that, he was an incurable optimist. Even more than most 
British people, Churchill was imbued with a patriotic providentialism 
born of a deep belief in national supremacy. Even in the tightest corner, 
something would turn up to deliver Britons in their hour of need. That 
meant that he was willing to foster all sorts of improbable ideas about 
how to win the war, but it would also encourage him to avoid taking 
decisions he found unpalatable. In the end, hoping for the best without 
preparing for the worst did not prove to be a successful strategy for 
preserving the British Empire. 

 Meanwhile, as the chiefs of staff made clear, there were good stra-
tegic reasons for defending the Middle East: ‘not only as a base from 
which to exercise and intensify economic pressure, but as a barrier to 
prevent our enemies from breaking the blockade’. 21    Persian and Iraqi 
oil must be kept out of Axis hands. The Italian empire also offered 
tempting offensive opportunities. At the very least, the British could 
launch a spoiling attack that would set back an assault on Egypt. 
Meanwhile, British and Commonwealth land forces in the region 
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would be built up to as many as thirty divisions by the end of 1941. 
Here was the place where ground troops could make a difference before 
the balance of the war turned decisively in Britain’s favour. Assuming 
that the Axis powers could be held in the Mediterranean, during 
1941 the British would begin ‘medium operations of an amphibious 
nature’ in preparation for the ‘very heavy overseas attacks’ that they 
would launch the year after. 22    

 While there was general agreement among British strategists about 
the overall form that the war should take, that was overlaid on signifi -
cant differences about how aggressive the British could be before they 
moved to the general offensive in 1942. Did the hope that Bomber 
Command would become a  war- winning weapon mean that the  RAF  
should take precedence over the army and navy? What was the rela-
tionship between defending the  UK , taking offensive opportunities in 
the Middle East and providing some reinforcement to the eastern 
Empire? Were ‘medium operations of an amphibious nature’ vital 
efforts to seize the initiative, or  dead- ends that would absorb much- 
needed resources? All of these would be important areas for debate 
over the coming year: none of them precluded the general agreement 
that Britain was fi ghting a long war, and that it could not return to 
Western Europe until the strategic balance had swung in its favour. 

 During September and October, the Defence Committee approved 
plans for continued rearmament in line with this overall strategy. The 
Ministry of Supply believed that it could complete its target of equipping 
 fi fty- fi ve divisions by the end of 1941, but scaled back its ammunition 
production on the basis that, separated from the Wehrmacht by the 
Channel, the army would not be shooting as much as it would have been 
if it had been locked in a grim slogging match on the Western Front. 23    
By the start of October, the Ministry of Aircraft Production was plan-
ning to produce 38,000 aircraft by December 1941, with monthly 
output rising from 1,620 aircraft in September 1940 to 2,762 by the end 
of the following year. Together with rising American production, this 
would sustain a Metropolitan Air Force of 270 squadrons, with a 
 front- line strength of 4,295 aircraft, 1,600 of which would be the new 
heavy bombers. Another ninety squadrons would be available for ser-
vice overseas –  notably in  South- East Asia, where Malaya’s defence was 
now dependent on airpower in the absence of a strong Eastern Fleet –  
but their equipment would take second place to the establishment of a 
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powerful bombing force at home. 24    With the  Destroyers- for- Bases deal 
agreed, Churchill was argued round to the case that more capital ships 
would be needed eventually to deter the Japanese. In late October, the 
War Cabinet agreed to let the Admiralty start building new capital 
ships, subject to more urgent demands for other vessels. 25    

 Whitehall continued to talk about American supplies in terms of 
‘topping up’ British production, but the realization of these plans in 
fact placed substantial reliance on future American industrial output, 
as well as raw materials. Yet Britain’s access to these supplies was 
dependent not only on some resolution being found to the issues of dol-
lar fi nance, but also on whether America could make the goods –  and 
whether it was willing to share them. Despite Churchill’s assumption 
that the Americans would accept the moral duty of aiding Britain, in 
the autumn of 1940, these imperative strategic issues still had to be 
resolved.  

   ‘new adventures with 
inadequate prepar ations’  

 Churchill was always suspicious of grand strategic surveys. Things 
changed so rapidly in war: what was the point of tying oneself down? 
The early autumn of 1940 was no exception. In September, there were 
plenty of battles raging in the here and now. At home, the outcome of 
the battle for air superiority still seemed uncertain and an attempt at 
invasion seemed very likely. On 13 September, the Italian army in Libya 
fi nally launched its  much- delayed attack, crossing the border to estab-
lish a foothold on Egyptian soil in the anticipation that the Germans 
would shortly knock the British out of the war. They advanced only 
60 miles, well short of Wavell’s main defences, before setting up camp 
and erecting a monument to their conquests. 

 Wavell promptly requested further reinforcements. Given the 
renewed invasion scare at home, Churchill was reluctant to send any-
thing more. He had already issued very detailed instructions to Wavell 
about how to run his defence. Now he thought he ought to be looking 
to his existing resources to fi ght back. Eden, the war secretary, went 
out to Egypt in October to discuss plans for a  counter- attack. Wavell 
was already contemplating an offensive, but the last thing he wanted 



472

Br ita in ’s Wa r

was Churchill interfering. When Eden arrived, he and Wavell began a 
tour of the region. For the moment, Wavell kept his plans to himself. 26    

 Meanwhile, British and Free French forces had embarked on their 
attempt to seize Dakar. To senior offi cers in London, it had never 
looked like a terribly practical affair. Dakar’s defences were strong, 
suitable landing sites sparse and a lot of faith was placed in the likeli-
hood that the garrison would welcome Free French troops coming 
ashore from a British fl eet. Churchill, however, drove the plan through, 
inspired by the prize of stealing a march on the enemy and securing a 
powerful naval base that dominated the eastern side of the South Atlan-
tic. In the meantime, further south, almost the whole of French 
Equatorial Africa had come over to de Gaulle’s cause during the second 
half of August.  Briefl y, it seemed as if the operation against Dakar 
might secure the rest of France’s West African empire; instead, it rap-
idly turned into a debacle. 

 The plans for ‘Operation Menace’, as it was codenamed, were fre-
quently changed, even after the ships involved had put to sea at the end 
of August. While they were in transit, the Vichy French government 
sent a naval squadron from Toulon to reinforce its West African terri-
tories. The British failed to prevent it leaving the Mediterranean, and 
the ships’ arrival in Dakar bolstered the French navy’s control of the 
shore defences. After  Mers- el- Kébir, French sailors had no intention of 
helping the  UK . Churchill and the War Cabinet now wanted to cancel 
Menace, but de Gaulle and the British commanders of the expedition 
were keen to press ahead. They were allowed to proceed on 23 Septem-
ber, but the initial landings met with much heavier resistance than 
expected. Escalating threats of bombardment from the British ships 
merely wrecked any advantage of surprise. When they did open up, 
their shelling was much less effective than the return of fi re from the 
defenders. The battleship  Resolution  was severely damaged by a tor-
pedo from a Vichy submarine, and on 25 September the operation was 
abandoned. 27    

 The physical costs of failure at Dakar were small, and the rewards 
on offer had been substantial. To his colleagues on the War Cabinet, 
Churchill was unrepentant: the operation had shown that ‘we should 
be careful of embarking upon new adventures with inadequate prepar-
ations’, he said, but ‘nothing was easier or more fatal than to relapse 
into a policy of mere negation’. 28    On the home front, however, there 
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was widespread adverse comment (‘general disgust over the failure’ and 
‘the biggest blow since the fall of France’ were two reactions reported 
by Home Intelligence). 29    Much of the failure at Dakar itself was blamed 
on the French, but the Royal Navy’s inability to stop the base being 
reinforced was also the subject of extensive criticism. At Westminster, 
the episode summoned up memories of Gallipoli and Norway, and 
encouraged those Conservative backbenchers who had always doubted 
Churchill’s fi ts of strategic  overenthusiasm. 30    Chips Channon thought 
it had shown ‘the  PM  to be as incautious as ever. It is a deplorable 
affair and feeling in the Carlton Club is running very high against 
him.’ 31    Something would have to be done.   
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The Beginning of the Blitz  

 During September and October, London became the focus of a pro-
longed and intense air campaign that aimed to force the  UK  out of the 
war. The Ministry of Home Security later estimated that about 
20,000 bombs were dropped in the London region in these two months. 
In the fi rst raids, most of the bombs hit the east of the City, north and 
south of the Thames, where the curve of the river made it easy to iden-
tify the key target of the docks. Here, the bombing sparked large fi res 
in  wharf- side warehouses and factories and wreaked havoc on the 
 close- packed houses nearby. The vagaries of bomb aiming, and specifi c 
attacks on other targets, meant that the destruction crept westwards 
into Holborn and the City, and around the Thames to Fulham and 
Chelsea. Throughout September and October, however, it was the East 
End that received the heaviest bombing, and on whose population a 
huge amount of attention was now focused. 1    

 This was bombing at a different intensity to that which had been 
experienced before. In Stepney, Nina Masel noted down reactions to 
the 7 September attack for  Mass- Observation: 

  Warning went at 5pm. Almost immediately afterwards terrifi c crashes, 

bombs falling all round. Women in shelter stood up, holding each other. 

Some screamed  . . . All clear. Everyone groaned relief, went out and 

screamed with horror at the sight of the damage. Every street was dam-

aged, bombs everywhere. Smoke and fl ames streaming from the docks. 

Shouting, fi nding relatives, chaos. 

 Unexploded bomb. Building fell on a group of men and women. 

Screams, groans, sudden rush back of the people followed immediately 

by a rush forward. Women fainted, mass hysteria, man threw a fi t. Men, 
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women and children crying and sobbing. Frantic parents searching for 

their young. Pub near by full of casualties. Dead and dying on the pave-

ments. Someone sick. 2     

 The scale and intensity of the fi rst raids caught Londoners by surprise. 
That helped to make September the worst month of the entire war in 
terms of British civilian casualties: 6,968 men, women and children 
were killed and another 9,488 seriously injured; 5,730 of the dead and 
9,003 of the wounded were in the London Civil Defence Region. During 
October, another 6,313 were killed and 7,949 wounded, of whom 
5,090 and 7,268 respectively came from London. 3    Although the bombs 
themselves killed more victims than anything else, it was falling debris 
or collapsing buildings that caused the most casualties. 4    As the city-
scape crumbled, it crushed hearts, broke fl esh and bone and entombed 
its former inhabitants. 

   ‘the people of this country 
must st ick it out’  

 The shift of the main German air effort towards the hours of darkness 
nullifi ed the advantages the  RAF  had gained during the day. Fighter 
Command’s defensive system could not function at night: it was too 
diffi cult to track the raiders once they crossed the coast, and the few 
available  night- fi ghters struggled to intercept, let alone shoot down, the 
enemy. Dowding accurately predicted that only when  dual- seater 
 night- fi ghters were equipped with airborne radar would they be able to 
counter the bombers, but as yet such sets were unavailable. In the 
meantime, he was forced against his wishes to redeploy  single- seater 
fi ghters to  night- time duties, where they were useless. His reluctance to 
comply confi rmed his reputation within the Air Ministry for ‘stuffi -
ness’, and contributed to his removal from command of Britain’s fi ghter 
defences on 24 November. 

  Anti- Aircraft Command, meanwhile, was short of guns and had for 
the moment no accurate way to direct searchlights or gunfi re. All the 
gunners could do was to shoot immense quantities of ammunition –   
more than a quarter of a million rounds in September –  into the night 
sky in the hope of hitting something, or at least spoiling the Germans’ 
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aim. 5    A huge redeployment of guns into the capital after the fi rst big 
London raids bolstered morale with their noise (albeit at the cost of 
their own dangerous rain of shrapnel), but did next to nothing to ward 
off the attacks.  Anti- Aircraft Command too needed more and better 
radar sets to direct its fi re. Again these were in prospect but not 
currently available. 

 By the autumn of 1940, the British were working on a wide range of 
additional defences and  counter- measures to night bombing. These 
included decoy lights and fi res to divert the bombers, and ways of 
blocking or bending the radio beams that helped direct the Germans 
onto their targets. There were also schemes to attack the bombers with 
aerial minefi elds and rockets. Attempts to rush these into production, 
driven heavily by the enthusiasm of Churchill and his scientifi c advisor 
Lindemann, absorbed huge quantities of money and industrial effort. 
They ultimately proved completely useless. 6    In any case, in September, 
these technologies were either unavailable or unsuitable for protecting 
such an enormous and easily distinguishable target as London. Nor 
were Britain’s own bombers able to infl ict the damage that might have 
stopped the German attacks. As Churchill told the Cabinet on 15 Octo-
ber: ‘There were good prospects that our defensive measures would be 
greatly improved within the next two or three months . . . Meanwhile 
the people of this country must stick it out.’ 7     

   ‘An island surrounded by fire’  

 As bad as the casualties in the fi rst heavy raids were, they were still 
much lighter than expected. The hospitals and the morgues were not 
overwhelmed. Nor was there the expected epidemic of psychological 
breakdown. In the fi rst three months of the Blitz, the London Emer-
gency Region as a whole recorded an average of only just over two 
cases of ‘bomb neuroses’ a week. 8    The problem was not the dead or the 
wounded, but the living, and the provision that had been made for 
them both while the bombers were overhead and after they had 
departed. 

 The onset of heavy bombing drove larger numbers of people than 
ever before to seek protection in the  air- raid shelters. For those that did 
not have access to their own Anderson, that meant using some form of 
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public shelter. The trench shelters that had been dug in parks were dank 
and dark, the street shelters stinking and apparently vulnerable –  some 
had been mistakenly built with lime mortar, which then had to be 
replaced, and they acquired a deserved reputation for being liable to 
collapse if bombs went off nearby. 

 There were signifi cant local variations even within the East End in 
the amount of shelter available. Stepney, which was bombed more 
heavily than any other borough in September, was particularly badly 
served. In part this was because its dense areas of  working- class hous-
ing were not  well- suited for putting up Andersons, but the very poor 
state of  ARP  preparations in the borough were also a consequence of 
local politics. Stepney’s  Labour- run council had protested strongly 
against the legislation of the late 1930s that required local authorities 
to put in place their own  air- raid precautions. Most London boroughs 
appointed experienced local bureaucrats to implement their  ARP  
schemes. Stepney Council appointed a politician, Councillor M. H. 
‘Morry’ Davis, instead. Davis, the leader of Stepney’s Labour group, 
was a party machine politician who was both ineffi cient and corrupt. 
During the last years of peace, the borough consistently lagged behind 
the rest of London when it came to  air- raid planning. 9    

 Further east, the borough of West Ham also had a very secure 
Labour council that had opposed government  ARP  policy before the 
war. It too appointed local politicians as its  ARP  controllers. The 
southern part of the borough,  low- lying and close to the docks, was 
unsuitable for the construction of  below- surface shelters, and West 
Ham too lacked enough shelter space for everyone who wanted it. Yet 
there was nothing inevitable about this shortage. Between Stepney and 
West Ham was Poplar, also Labour controlled and predominantly 
working class, and which had also initially protested against the shelter 
policy at the end of the 1930s. There, however, the council decided to 
implement offi cial instructions as fully as possible. By autumn 1940, 
it had managed to provide Anderson shelters for 95 per cent of 
its population, and street shelters for another 20,000 people. 10    The 
differences between the protection available to Londoners in these 
neighbouring boroughs was a vivid illustration of the fragmented 
nature of the British state, and of the fact that incompetence and 
unwillingness to prepare for the future were not the reserve of any one 
political party. 
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 Substantial defi cits both in shelter provision, and in public trust in 
the shelters that were available, meant that when the heavy raids began, 
many East Enders were left without cover. Some responded by heading 
west, into the reinforced basements of the great department stores 
around Oxford Street. Others gathered in covered places that offered 
the illusion of safety: church crypts, factory cellars and railway arches. 
Stepney’s ‘Tilbury’ shelter became particularly infamous. This vast net-
work of underground stores and loading bays close to Liverpool Street 
station was soon holding up to 14,000 people a night, in appalling 
conditions. 11    

 The other obvious place to take shelter –  and the nearest approxima-
tion to the ‘deep shelters’ that  anti- government  ARP  campaigners had 
wanted before the war –  was the London Underground. Offi cial policy 
was to deny access to shelterers, lest they block the transport network 
and refuse to come out. In the fi rst days of the German bombing offen-
sive, large crowds nonetheless gathered outside the entrances. Others 
simply bought tickets, went down into the stations and refused to leave. 
During the second week of attacks, the government surrendered and 
opened the stations. By the middle of September about 150,000 people 
a night were sheltering in the Underground. 12    

 The public shelters, the unoffi cial refuges and the newly opened Tube 
stations now suffered from the same problems of mass occupation. Even 
structures designed as  air- raid shelters were meant to provide protection 
from short but intense daylight attacks, and were not equipped to pro-
vide food, sleeping accommodation and toilet facilities for raids that 
lasted an entire night. Shelterers slept on the fl oors, crammed together 
in a fug of unwashed, frightened bodies. Tensions arose over preferred 
spots, or as sleepers were disturbed, as well as between Tube shelterers 
and commuters. In the unused Underground lines that had been opened 
to the shelterers, a minority took up permanent residence among the 
detritus: a testimony to the terror and destruction from which they had 
escaped above. 13    

 A lot of people did not use the shelters at all. The fi rst survey of 
 night- time sheltering in metropolitan London, in early November, sug-
gested that 27 per cent of the population were in household shelters, 
9 per cent in public shelters and only 4 per cent in the Tubes. 14    The 
majority were somewhere else, some at work, most simply at home, 
perhaps under the stairs, many just staying in bed. A couple of months 
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earlier, in the fi rst days of the bombing, and in the areas that were most 
heavily attacked, the proportion of people who tried out some form of 
shelter was probably higher than this suggests, but the evidence of the 
dead –  54 per cent of those killed in London in this period died inside 
a building, only 32 per cent in a shelter –  bears out the same point. 15    As 
well as practical obstacles to sheltering  –   the fl ooded Anderson, the 
 over- full public shelter, the discomfort of the Tube –   there were also 
powerful emotional factors at play: the sense of security of home, the 
fatalism encouraged by the randomness of the destruction, the excite-
ment of danger and, perhaps above all, a pressing desire for sleep that 
grew over the nights of disruption until the prospect of a familiar bed 
overcame everything else. 16    

 The problems did not cease with the  all- clear.  Pre- war predictions 
had overestimated the loss of life from bombing, but underestimated 
the damage to buildings and infrastructure that would result. The 
violent transformation of the built environment was one of the most 
striking things for observers at the time. Alan Seymour, driving a 
mortuary van to pick up the victims of the Blitz, found the overnight 
obliteration of once familiar buildings diffi cult to comprehend: 

  It seemed impossible that so much damage could be done in so little 

time. It is this terrible abruptness which impresses me more than any-

thing, and is, in my opinion, the chief morale effect of bombing. To see 

the result of years of work swept away in a second leaves one with an 

awful feeling of instability. 17     

 At the start of December 1940, 32,160 houses in the London region 
had been demolished or were so badly damaged as to be beyond repair. 
Even where bombing didn’t collapse or burn buildings, it blew off 
roofs, caved in walls and smashed windows, leaving houses temporar-
ily uninhabitable. By the same point, another 466,765 houses had been 
damaged to the point that they required extensive repair. 18    By the mid-
dle of October, as many as quarter of a million Londoners had already 
been rendered homeless by enemy air attack. 19    

 The communications and utility networks were also badly affected. 
In the fi rst three weeks of bombing, 104 railway bridges in London 
were put out of operation. About one bomb in every eighteen that fell 
on London severed a water, gas or electricity main. Between September 
and November, 4,124 water mains were broken. Rubble and craters 
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blocked roads, further disrupting transport. 20    Unexploded bombs 
added to the confusion. Of every hundred high explosive bombs that 
landed, about ten did not go off immediately –  eight because they were 
duds, two because they were on delayed action timers. Every unex-
ploded bomb resulted in a wide surrounding area being evacuated until 
it could be dealt with by military bomb disposal teams. At the peak, in 
late October and November, more than 3,000 unexploded bombs were 
awaiting disposal. 21    

 Nowhere in London was adequately prepared to deal with the after-
math of the raids. In the most heavily bombed boroughs, there were 
immediate problems in providing food and water, both to the emer-
gency services and to surviving residents. The large numbers of 
homeless posed a particular problem.  ARP  ‘rest centres’ had been 
established in London County Council schools and church halls. These 
had been envisioned as brief stopover points at which people would 
recover from a spell in the shelters before returning home. They were 
administered under the old Poor Law, which meant that care provided 
for local people would be paid for by local rates, while refugees from 
other areas would be paid for by the Treasury. 22    

 Now, faced with a fl ood of those who had been bombed out, the rest 
centres lacked anything like enough beds, toilets, blankets, teacups and 
bandages to cope. Few had the kitchen facilities to provide anything 
more than sandwiches and tea. Nor were the rest centres ready to func-
tion as an onward point in a chain that led towards greater safety. They 
rapidly fi lled to bursting with the homeless who had nowhere else to go. 
As the bombing spread across London, the capital’s rest centres con-
tinued to fi ll. Between 11 and 25 September, their population increased 
from 16,000 to 25,590, many of whom needed to be  re- accommodated 
more permanently in requisitioned billets. 23    

 Most of those ‘ bombed out’, however, did not pass through the local 
authority rest centres. Some went and, fi nding a centre full, were thrust 
back on their own resources. Others did not know where the nearest 
rest centre was. Many went straight to friends or relatives. People who 
had lost everything to the bombs had to deal with numerous different 
administrative departments in different offi ces over the days that fol-
lowed if they wanted to get help: the borough council for rehoming, the 
Unemployment Assistance Board for compensation for lost goods, the 
Labour Exchange for those out of work (a huge problem in the East 
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End after the fi rst raids), the Ministry of Pensions for allowances for 
the wounded, the Ministry of Health for evacuation, the Ministry of 
Food for ration books. Information about where to go and what to do 
was usually scant, and Stepney Council was bombed out of its offi ces. 24    

 A lot of people had responded to the fi rst attacks by deciding to get 
out of East London as quickly as possible, a movement confi rmed when 
the raiders returned on the following days. On 10 September, Home 
Intelligence’s London bulletin stated: 

  Exodus from East End growing rapidly. Taxi drivers report taking party 

after party to Euston and Paddington with belongings. Hundreds of 

people leaving Deptford for Kent. Increased tension everywhere and 

when siren goes people run madly for shelter with white faces. Contact 

spending night in West Ham reports loyalty and confi dence unquenched 

but nerves worn down to fi ne point. Conditions of living now almost 

impossible and great feeling in Dockside area of living on island sur-

rounded by fi re and destruction. 25     

 In West Ham, where local administration had broken down under 
the bombs, councillors demanded that the Ministry of Health evacuate 
the entire southern half of the borough. By the time transport was laid 
on, many of those who wanted to leave the borough had already gone. 
In Stepney, Nina Masel wrote down her conversations with people on 
the way out. A  fi fty- year- old man explained that his house was undam-
aged but his ‘wife’s nerves are to pieces. Every time we look out we see 
that big tenement building, all cut open by the bomb. She just cries all 
day. It’s no good –  she can’t go on like this.’ Asked why she was mov-
ing, a  sixty- year- old  working- class woman replied: ‘I can’t stand it. It’s 
killing me. This ain’t war, this is murder.’ Like many others, she was 
going to relatives in a borough further away from the bombing. 26    
Others went out to Epping Forest or the hopfi elds of Kent. Large num-
bers went by rail to towns to the north and west, including Reading, 
Stevenage and Oxford, where, without any offi cial status as evacuees 
and unable to fi nd billets, they ended up in another set of  overcrowded, 
 under- resourced  ARP  rest centres. 

 There were some signs at the time that the strain of the bombing had 
increased social tensions. Arguments over evacuation and shelter space 
led to heightened expression of  anti- Semitism against the East End’s 
large Jewish population. Expressions of prejudice were even more 
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prevalent when Jewish and Irish refugees passed through the suburbs 
as they tried to escape the bombs. Anger and frustration at the poor 
state of public shelters and  post- raid services was sometimes expressed 
in class terms. On 15 September, the Stepney Communist leader, Phil 
Piratin, led a  sit- in demonstration at the  well- appointed underground 
shelter of the Savoy Hotel. Meanwhile, the appearance of the urban 
working class, both as shelterers on the Tube, and as refugees in the 
Home Counties, elicited the same sort of  middle- class disgust that had 
been apparent during the fi rst great evacuation a year before. Not least 
because it was worried about possible social divisions, after Bucking-
ham Palace was bombed on 13 September, the Ministry of Information 
put a huge amount of effort into publicizing the fact that the king and 
queen were as badly exposed as any of their subjects to the German 
onslaught. Nonetheless, a few days later, Harold Nicolson heard from 
the senior regional commissioner for London that their Majesties had 
been booed when they visited bombsites in the East End. 27     

   ‘Hitler , you have caused 
me a lot of trouble’  

 None of this, however, portended a mass breakdown in Londoners’ 
morale. Ethnic and religious tensions did not dissolve into communal 
violence. Piratin’s demonstration ended with the  all- clear and a 
 whip- round for the Savoy’s staff (and was all the better a publicity 
stunt as a result), but the enraged masses in the Tilbury shelter did not 
then storm the West End to turf the wealthy out of their  well- protected 
beds. Notwithstanding the shock of the fi rst attacks and the horrors of 
the continuing bombardment, the bombing showed no sign of turning 
popular opinion against the war. 

 The explosive epicentre of the bombing was a terrifying, confusing 
place, and the immediate results were often stunned despair and panic. 
For most people, these emotions were not permanent, although they 
were for many deeply shocking and for some unendurable. The raids 
also posed a set of challenges, relating to sleep, employment, transport, 
food, water, light, heat and accommodation, which were simultane-
ously prosaic and  all- consuming. At the time, nobody knew when the 
bombing would stop. Perhaps they would have to live like this for years. 
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The questions bombing raised were less about the war in abstract and 
more about surviving its reality –  could Londoners cope with the disrup-
tion and destruction of air attack and carry on their lives despite it? 28    

 To a very great extent they could. Although it did not feel like it to 
anyone in the East End at the time, the quantity of bombs the Luft-
waffe was able to drop in autumn 1940 was nothing like enough to 
stop a major city working. The area under the most intense bombing 
was small compared to the colossal size of the metropolis. Bombs 
struck across the capital –  on 9 September every metropolitan borough 
reported some damage from them –   but they were neither numerous 
nor heavy enough to infl ict the sort of systemic shock foreseen by 
 inter- war prophets of the ‘ knock- out blow’. On the contrary, the net-
works of railways, roads, household utility mains and food production 
were suffi ciently complex that some sort of service could be restored 
fairly quickly, even to most of the worst-hit areas. Those who left their 
homes under the early attacks could fi nd accommodation close by 
without abandoning their families or their jobs. Most Londoners were 
not under the worst of the bombing: for them, the Blitz meant lack of 
sleep, fear and discomfort, but not the destruction of their entire 
neighbourhood. 

 Individuals and communities adapted remarkably quickly to a new 
life under the expectation of air attack. Even where the bombing was 
heaviest a substantial minority of the population remained as long as 
they were able. Some displayed a  bloody- minded determination not to 
be beaten. As a sign chalked on a shop front in the Isle of Dogs after 
fi ve days of bombing declared: ‘  HITLER ,  YOU HAVE CAUSED 
ME  A  LOT OF TROUBLE WITH NO GAS AND NO WATER 
BUT TO HELL WITH YOU AND YOUR CONFEDERATES  .’ 29    
There were other reasons for staying put: a reluctance to leave friends 
and neighbours, a desire to protect homes and businesses from the 
depredations of looters, and the necessity, for male  working- class 
breadwinners in particular, of remaining in work. There was an incre-
mental acclimatization. No one who chose to stay put knew that they 
were in for months of bombing, but over the course of September, many 
got used to the new routines: the sounding of the sirens, the move to the 
shelters, even the noise of the bombs. The Luftwaffe’s shift towards 
 night- time bombing and the regularity of its attacks may even have 
helped this establishment of a ‘new’ wartime normality. 
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 In the mass shelters in the warehouses, crypts and railway arches of 
the East End and on the Underground platforms, some of the shelterers 
started to organize themselves. Collections were held to pay for clean-
ing; rules –  formal and informal –  were established about behaviour; 
and leaders began to be recognized  –   sometimes from among the 
shelterers themselves, sometimes in the form of local clergymen or 
 air- raid wardens. In at least thirty Underground stations, committees 
were set up to manage the shelters. Older forms of community were 
also important. An untold number of neighbours provided help and 
accommodation to those in need. 30    An immense amount of charitable 
endeavour, much of it run by dutiful  middle- class social workers, 
helped to fi ll a welfare gap. A very wide range of voluntary bodies, 
including local church groups, the Salvation Army, the Red Cross and 
St John Ambulance, the  YMCA  and the London Council of Social Ser-
vice, as well as the  WVS , stepped in to try to improve conditions in the 
rest centres, distributing food, clothes and blankets. The Lord Mayor’s 
National Air Raid Distress Fund, set up by a letter in  The Times  on 
10 September, raised a million pounds for distribution by the start of 
October, which was spent on purchasing food and drink for Tube shel-
terers, buying replacement clothes and furniture, and paying the cost of 
funerals. 31    

 Central government quickly identifi ed and began to address the 
civilian problems created by bombing. Responsibility for  ARP  and 
 post- raid services fell principally to Sir John Anderson, as home secre-
tary and minister for home security, and Malcolm MacDonald, as 
minister of health. In the week after the fi rst big raid of 7 September, 
Anderson removed the ban on Tube sheltering, set up and received 
reports from a committee under Lord Horder that suggested means of 
improving hygiene in mass shelters, and arranged for the distribution 
of more household shelters. Working with the London Civil Defence 
regional commissioners, he initiated moves to erect bunks, toilets and 
canteens in the larger shelters, and to impose ticketing systems to man-
age numbers. 32    At the same time, MacDonald gave the London County 
Council ‘a free hand’ to spend on increasing the capacity of and improv-
ing the facilities within its rest centres. The Treasury would provide the 
funds without regard to the restrictions of the Poor Law. A major reor-
ganization and reinvigoration of rest centres in central London duly 
followed. On 11 September the Ministry of Food asked the  LCC  to set 
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up communal feeding centres, for which it would bear the costs, to 
provide hot food in areas affected by bombing. 33    

 Ten days later, Anderson appointed two new special commissioners 
for the London Civil Defence Region. The lawyer and Conservative 
 MP  Henry Willink took charge of efforts to help accommodate the 
homeless, and Sir Warren Fisher was given responsibility for street 
clearance and the restoration of essential services. In an attempt to deal 
with the specifi c problems in Stepney, Anderson also initiated moves to 
replace the  ARP  controller with an offi cial appointed directly by the 
Ministry of Home Security –  a startling use of the Defence Regulations 
to  over- rule local democracy, and one that occasioned criticism from 
civil liberties campaigners at the time. 34    

 By the start of October, therefore, measures were well in hand in the 
capital to manage bombing –   at least in its current form –   as a civil 
problem. Some of these were about giving the people what they 
wanted –  above all, letting them shelter in the Underground stations. 
Others were about adapting a civil defence system designed to meet 
the way air raids had been imagined to the reality of how they actu-
ally were. Anderson and MacDonald reacted as quickly as they could 
to the critical situation following the fi rst raids. Anderson, how-
ever, was already under fi re for his handling of the internment of 
aliens and the implementation of the Defence Regulations. As the 
architect of the  pre- war government’s  ARP  policy, he could now 
also be blamed for its inadequacies. An austere civil servant rather 
than a populist politician, Anderson did not deal well with the press or 
with  MP s. He would not be left in post to complete the job he had 
started. 35     

   ‘The civ ilian population is 
taking its Dunkirk’  

 London was certainly not the only place in the  UK  being attacked from 
the air as summer turned to autumn in 1940. Although the capital’s 
casualties were much higher than those in any other Civil Defence 
region, air raids continued elsewhere, including repeated attacks on the 
port of Liverpool and on the Supermarine aircraft works at Southamp-
ton. Nonetheless, the experience of really intense bombardment was 
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extremely geographically limited. In early September, the very heavy 
attacks on the capital, its suffering and resilience became the focus of 
national concern.  

 On 15 September, the grand dame of British Fabian socialism, Bea-
trice Webb, recorded in her diary at her house in Hampshire that, since 
‘the sustained attack on London opened, we here have had a relatively 
quiet time –  air raid warnings and  all- clear notices, happening during 
day and night; but few and distant bombs or gunfi re.’ Even so, she felt 
closely involved because: 

  Letters . . . and the  BBC  and the newspaper reports describing the noise 

and danger, destruction of homes, hospitals and churches, of deaths and 

woundings of men, women and children, illustrated by pictures, lend 

a background of continuous tragedy, which even the good tempered 

Table 3. British civilian casualties by Civil Defence region, 
 July–  October 1940

        July–  August       September–  October   

   Dead  Injured      Dead  Injured 

 Northern  91  563  33  282 

  North- Eastern  33  284  19  274 

  North- Midland  26  150  26  136 

 Eastern  155  429  262  1,323 

 London  228  1398  10,480  37,768 

 Southern  263  810  264  880 

  South- Western  88  315  244  765 

 Wales  82  262  69  335 

 Midland  129  440  540  1,740 

  North- Western  71  426  591  1,350 

 Scotland  79  298  21  186 

  South- Eastern  203  596  724  2,930 

 Northern Ireland  0  0  0  0 

 Source:  TNA ,  HO  191/11, ‘Statement of Civilian Casualties in the United Kingdom, 
 1939–  1945’. 
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heroism of the cockney and his perpetual sense of humour does not 

cancel out. 36     

 The image of Londoners standing up to bombardment and the shock at 
pictures of the devastation in the docks were the two most striking 
aspects of how Britons outside the capital experienced the start of the 
London Blitz. This was not the message conveyed by those who had 
been beneath the bombing. A  Mass- Observer in an army camp full of 
London recruits described the shock of the return from leave of a 
soldier whose house had been bombed: 

  O.B. did not return till Monday lunchtime, over twelve hours overdue. 

We had all fantasised his death, his injury; and when he came in, there 

was a cheer. He stood between the cots, for a second, his usually white 

slumface fl ushed and drawn. ‘East End,’ he said, ‘they wiped it out!’ And 

then he ran to his cot, and lay there, with helmet and gas mask still 

slung, head buried in pillow, weeping. 37     

 Radio, newsreel and newspaper reports, on the other hand, did indeed 
sometimes repeat clichés about cheery cockneys and national fortitude –  
like the Gaumont British account of the king’s visit to bombed areas in 
the East End, released on 12 September, which explained over pictures of 
bombed houses that: 

  Each one of us has now either endured bombardment or has close friends 

and relatives who have. So we know that we can stand up to havoc as 

well as Abyssinians and Chinese and Spaniards. In fact, we can do it 

better. These days are vital to the cause in which we fi ght; the hope of 

victory depends now immediately on us.  

 Then, over footage of crowds greeting the king (no booing here): ‘in 
this time of tragedy, these people are still the same –  ready to wave and 
laugh and cheer. Oh yes –  this is the spirit that wins a war.’ 38    

 Other reporters took a different line, acknowledging the suffering of 
the East End but concentrating on its determination to endure. Emrys 
Jones, giving an  eye- witness report for the  Daily Mail , for example, 
explained: ‘let me say here and now that I saw in East London little of 
the humour for which those parts are noted. No, there was a certain 
grimness in the faces of the people and cold anger seemed to pervade 
the  smoke- laden air.’ 39    Hilda Marchant, in the  Daily Express , described 
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the stream of refugees from the East End in the context of another 
1940 event that was already  well- mythologized: ‘The civilian popula-
tion is taking its Dunkirk.’ Marchant was one of the great reporters of 
the era, described by an American colleague as ‘a sort of Spitfi re 
attached to the ground  . . . passionate in her belief in the common 
people’. 40    She deliberately subverted conventions of civilian fortitude to 
 re- emphasize the strength and determination of the working classes: 

  It is useless for me to begin to say those people I saw yesterday, homeless 

and uprooted, were brave. They were not thinking of that. The one uni-

versal thing was that they were going to make their home again . . . how 

typical it was that the fi rst big raid should crack at the little houses and 

the labouring families, and how useless it is to try to break these people. 41     

 J. B. Priestley took the same theme but struck a more upbeat note in his 
15 September ‘Postscript’, describing 

  the strangest army the world has ever seen, an army in drab civilian 

clothes, doing quite ordinary things, an army of all shapes and sizes and 

ages of folk, but nevertheless a real army, upon whose continuing high 

and defi ant spirit the world’s future depends. 42     

 This emphasis on people carrying on their lives in the front line did 
not describe the full horror of being bombed, but nor did it pretend that 
everyone was a hero. Not everyone could keep going, but if they could, 
that would be enough. Little wonder that by 20 September, the North 
Midland regional intelligence offi cer was reporting ‘a general feeling of 
admiration for the way in which “the Cockneys are standing up to air 
raids” ’ or that in Northern Ireland on the same date, ‘The manner in 
which Londoners are standing up to bombing’ continued ‘to be 
praised’. 43    

 Similar versions of ordinary Britons’ stoicism were also being broad-
cast to the United States by reporters including Ed Murrow, Vincent 
Sheean and Quentin Reynolds. As they explained the changes that had 
taken place in Britain since May, they painted a picture of a country 
becoming more democratic as it stood up to Nazi aggression. Reynolds 
voiced the commentary for the short fi lm  London Can Take It , shot at 
the end of September by the Crown Film Unit for the Ministry of Infor-
mation. It was intended to convince American audiences that Londoners 
had displayed ‘a surging spirit of courage the like of which the world 
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has never seen’. Reynolds emphasized: ‘I am a neutral reporter . . . I can 
assure you there is no panic, no fear, no despair in London town . . . 
London can take it.’ Cut down and retitled as  Britain Can Take It , the 
fi lm was released by the Ministry to British cinemas shortly afterwards. 
If audiences were already certain of national resilience, they were even 
more convinced when an American confi rmed it for them. 44    

 Praise for the endurance of ordinary people was not, however, the 
only way in which the Blitz was reported. In the columns of the  Daily 
Herald  and the  New Statesman , the journalist Ritchie Calder casti-
gated the poor organization and inadequate preparations that had let 
down the people: 

  In this ‘Battle of London’ I have seen ordinary people behaving with a 

coolness and resource in the face of danger which one would only have 

expected from veteran troops. But you do not expect front line troops to 

stand unarmed, without support, under bombardment. 45     

 Calder was a Scottish socialist and pacifi st who had made his name 
before the war as a popular writer on science and sociology. He was the 
only journalist to have stuck with the Jarrow marchers throughout 
their journey, and he had served on Labour’s  pre- war  ARP  committee. 
In his writing on the Blitz, Calder cast himself as both adventurer and 
activist: he explained to readers both what he had seen on his journeys 
through the East End, and his usually unavailing efforts to get govern-
ment departments to solve the problems he had found. 46    Calder would 
go on to serve as Director of Plans and Campaigns for the Political 
Warfare Executive, charged with projecting propaganda into Occupied 
Europe. A quarter of a century after the war’s end, his son, Angus Cal-
der, would write a brilliant and pioneering history of the British home 
front,  The People’s War , which argued that the high hopes of wartime 
democracy had been betrayed. His father got a thank you in the 
acknowledgements. 

 During the fi rst month of heavy bombing, Calder  père  led the way in 
criticizing offi cial  ARP  provision. He reported on the tragedy at South 
Hallsville school, where a crowded rest centre was bombed, and the 
squalid conditions in the Tilbury shelter. Calder blamed ‘sometimes inad-
equate local councils’ for their incompetence in the face of bombing: he 
would later write that ‘Giving the task of  ARP  to local authorities was 
like giving to the Mayor of Dunkirk the task of evacuating the  BEF .’ 47    
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He also, however, attacked central government for failures of imagin-
ation and sympathy in its  ARP  policy. Inadequate  pre- war spending 
was the reason for the poor provision and protection of rest centres. 
Too little attention had been paid to the wants and needs of ordinary 
people, who should have been given the deep shelters they wanted. If 
borough councillors were incapable of fulfi lling their civil defence 
duties, that was the fault of  pre- war policymakers for relying on them 
in the fi rst place. 

 In the  Daily Herald , Calder’s reports were  front- page news. Other 
papers placed less emphasis on offi cial failings and more on Londoners’ 
bravery and endurance. Nonetheless, during late September there was 
extensive reporting about the inadequacy of welfare provision for the 
bombed, leading to calls for the appointment of ‘dictators’ to oversee 
improvements. 48    Tom Harrisson joined in too, with an article in the 
 New Statesman  on 28 September that used Nina Masel’s account to 
detail the awful conditions in the Tilbury shelter. Harrisson closed 
with a rhetorical question: ‘Here, surely, is a new low for urban civilisa-
tion? Yet there is really nothing else that people in that area can do. It 
is not the civilisation they have made, it is the one that has been pre-
pared for them these many years past.’ 49    Like evacuation and the Fall 
of France, the Blitz had become another site for political debate and 
discussion about the nature of Britain. 

 In the areas most heavily affected by bombing, meanwhile, the 
confusion that followed the initial attacks and the paucity of offi cial 
provision had caused a lot of anger. In Stepney,  Mass- Observers argued 
that: 

  The local council is blamed for the lack of adequate shelters, and certain 

other specifi c points in the muddle, but on the whole, among the women 

at any rate, the blame is laid on some abstract ‘they’. If asked who was 

to blame ‘Churchill? The Government? The King? The council? The 

mayor? The Warden? God?’ they would say ‘no’ to all, but ‘they’ 

embraces the ‘powers that be’ and most East End women never think 

beyond that. As far as the trouble in general is concerned, there is no 

hesitation in laying the entire blame on Hitler. 50     

 The Communist Party of Great Britain tried to reap the benefi t of 
this anger with the system. Since August, it had sought to capitalize on 
dissatisfaction with  air- raid shelters and the rising cost of living with 
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calls for ‘A People’s Government and a People’s Peace’. This, it was 
hoped, would allow the party to rebuild the support that it had lost 
because of its opposition to the war. Before the war, Communists had 
taken a leading role in campaigning for ‘deep shelters’. Now, they cam-
paigned to protect the people and to discredit the government’s  ARP  
policy. On 11 September, the  Daily Worker  declared that: 

  The rich have provided themselves with luxury shelters. They have 

evacuated their children across the Atlantic. But they still refuse the shel-

ters that can alone give protection to the people. They remain callously 

indifferent to the fate they have brought on the people. 51     

 In Stepney, the Communists were already well established, thanks not 
least to the moribund state of the local Labour Party. As well as Pira-
tin’s raid on the Savoy, Communist activists also led attempts to gain 
entry to Tube stations and factory basements, and tried to get elected 
onto shelter committees, where they pressed for better conditions and 
confronted local offi cials about inadequate provisions. On 17 Septem-
ber, J. B. S. Haldane, the editor of the  Daily Worker  and chairman of 
the  Communist- organized ‘ ARP   Co- ordinating Committee’, took a 
deputation to Anderson to demand the immediate provision of deep 
shelters. The home secretary ignored him, but the attitude of ministers 
towards a group generally regarded as potential fi fth columnists was 
pronouncedly hostile. After the Savoy raid, the War Cabinet resolved 
that ‘strong action’ should be taken to avoid such an event happening 
again. 52    

 The  CPGB ’s stance on the war remained unpopular, but their call 
for deep shelters undoubtedly struck a nerve. As the rush to the Under-
ground had demonstrated, the idea of being well below the surface 
appealed to people much more than individual household or the com-
munal, above ground, street shelters. The argument that distributing 
the population kept casualties down and avoided unnecessary costs 
to the war effort demanded a lot of emotional forbearance from those 
in the shelters. The  BIPO ’s October 1940 survey suggested that while 
only a minority had been affected by bombing, the majority thought 
that deep shelters were a good idea. Three per cent of respondents said 
they had been injured in some way as a result of an air raid; 14 per cent 
that their houses had been damaged; and 20 per cent that bombing had 
made it harder to get to work. Sixty per cent, however, thought that the 
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government had been ‘unwise in favouring the building of surface shel-
ters rather than underground shelters’. What the people wanted in this 
regard was pretty clear. 53     

   Go to it Herbert!  

 The strain of the constant raids and sirens marked the end for Neville 
Chamberlain. He had returned from convalescence on 9 September, 
but though he did his best to get back to normal –  chairing the War 
Cabinet and returning to the Commons –  he was not the same man. 
Weakened by his illness and in need of constant medical care, ten days 
later Chamberlain left London at the point of collapse. He now recog-
nized that there was no prospect of his returning to public life, and 
he therefore offered his resignation to Churchill on 22 September. Ini-
tially, the prime minister refused to accept it, more out of politeness 
than in expectation of Chamberlain’s recovery. A week later, he changed 
his mind, not because of the developing civilian disaster of the Blitz, or 
the tide of negative commentary about Anderson, but rather because of 
the humiliation at Dakar. A military failure after an amphibious adven-
ture had toppled his predecessor: now Churchill decided that a 
reconstruction of his government might divert the critics. Chamberlain 
put himself at the prime minister’s disposal. 54    

 Churchill had initially hoped to appoint Eden as lord president of 
the council, but that was vetoed by senior Conservatives. Halifax, to 
Churchill’s disappointment, refused to be moved from the Foreign 
Offi ce. Chamberlain’s departure did, however, open a space into which 
Anderson could be slotted. As things turned out, the new job suited 
him perfectly. Herbert Morrison replaced Anderson, and was in turn 
replaced at the Ministry of Supply by the businessman Sir Andrew 
Duncan. In recognition of the importance of his role on the home front, 
Bevin was elevated to the War Cabinet. Kingsley Wood, the chancellor, 
was also brought in to provide a Conservative counterweight to the 
minister of labour. 55    

 Churchill brought in another wealthy businessman, Oliver Lyttel-
ton, to take Duncan’s place at the Board of Trade. Churchill had known 
Lyttelton’s family for years, and he had met the son again when he was 
serving as a young Guards offi cer in the trenches during the last war. In 
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the years since, he had built a very successful career in the city, direct-
ing the world metal trade, and when another war came, he had become 
controller of  non- ferrous metals for the Ministry of Supply. Lyttelton 
was successful, glamorous and slightly disreputable: his buccaneering 
approach to securing stocks of precious metals raised howls of protest 
from the Treasury. He fi tted very well into Churchill’s circle. Having 
appointed Lyttelton president of the Board of Trade, the prime minister 
persuaded him to become a Conservative  MP . Anthony Eden regarded 
him with immense and  ill- disguised jealousy. 56    

 Bearing in mind the diffi culties that Anderson had experienced at 
the Home Offi ce, Morrison had regarded his new job with some trepi-
dation. In fact, he benefi tted from the plans that his predecessor had 
already put in place. Crucially, however, Morrison did a much better 
job of seeming to engage with the public. 57    He also had a better rela-
tionship with the press. He was already friends with Ritchie Calder, 
who greeted his appointment in the  Daily Herald  with the headline: 
‘  GO TO IT HERBERT  ’. 58    Morrison appointed Ellen Wilkinson, 
the  MP  for Jarrow, as his parliamentary  under- secretary with a 
special responsibility for shelters. Like Morrison, Wilkinson had 
already demonstrated during the 1930s that she combined a passion-
ate  desire to improve the lot of working people with a facility for 
engineering good publicity. She was also Morrison’s mistress. She now 
applied her immense energies to improving conditions in the worst 
shelters. 59    

 Under Morrison’s watch, the offi cial response to the London Blitz 
began to improve. The two special commissioners already appointed 
by Anderson did a lot to make things better. Willink pressed local 
authorities across Greater London to improve rest centres and to requi-
sition empty housing as a means to move people on more quickly. The 
population of the rest centres fell back to 10,500 by 7 October; although 
it would rise once more after heavy raids in the future, it never again 
reached the level of late September. 60    By the middle of October, Fisher 
had a force of 8,700 army pioneers and 10,000 civilian workers clear-
ing roads and fi xing utilities. While the bombing continued, they 
recovered an average of 700,000 bricks a week from London’s roads, 
which were sent back to boroughs to strengthen the protective walls 
around public shelters. 61    Working together, Morrison and MacDonald 
implemented the changes that had been suggested for improving shelter 
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conditions in September. Rules were introduced to govern entry and 
behaviour. Bunks, sanitation, heating and lighting began to be fi tted in 
the big public shelters. More Anderson shelters were delivered, and 
those that were already in place were reinstalled with more watertight 
fl oors. Facilities to feed, care for and direct the homeless also improved. 
The struggle against  borough- council ineffi ciency continued. When 
West Ham Council decided to appoint its  seventy- year- old mayor as 
 ARP  controller in October, Morrison intervened to persuade them that 
a younger man with some experience of  air- raid precautions would be 
preferable instead. 62    

 In addition, Morrison moved to provide at least some of the deep 
shelters that the public so badly wanted. As he explained to the War 
Cabinet at the end of October, shelter policy would have to be adapted 
to recognize popular responses to ‘prolonged night bombing’: 

  Many people will travel long distances to reach shelters which they 

specially favour, sometimes without proper regard to the reality of the 

protection afforded. Some people prefer the Tube stations and other 

large shelters which are cheerfully crowded and free from the noise of 

the raids . . . As a result there has been considerable  over- crowding in 

shelters notwithstanding the fact that the public has behaved extraordi-

narily well. 63     

 Time and resources did not permit the digging of deep shelters for 
everyone, but to remedy that overcrowding, Morrison wanted to bore 
out additional shelter tunnels for London, connected to the Tube, with 
the aim of accommodating another 100,000 people underground. The 
War Cabinet approved the intention, but Anderson in particular was 
worried about the presentation: would this look like the whole of the 
 pre- war policy was being torn up? 64    When Morrison announced the 
new measures on the radio –  from a script carefully edited by the War 
Cabinet –  he emphasized that deep shelters could not be provided for 
everyone, and cautioned listeners to: 

  Be on your guard against all who seek to make this deep shelter cry a 

means of defeatist agitation. Political schemers . . . who seek to destroy 

our will to take risks in freedom’s cause are playing Hitler’s game . . . He 

knows that if our people could be stampeded into putting a narrow 

personal safety before success, he would win. 65     
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 The public crisis of overcrowded shelters would be addressed, but the 
people were still expected to put fi ghting the war above their own 
desire for protection. New deep shelters were not in fact a construction 
priority for the government –  work on the new tunnels would not even 
break ground until the end of 1941. As the winter of 1940 began, and 
the bombing continued, the London Underground remained the only 
deep shelter available.  

   ‘His popularit y is astounding’  

 By autumn 1940, public support for Churchill was sky high. After 
visiting Dover and Ramsgate with the prime minister in September, 
for example, General Brooke recorded in his diary: ‘His popularity is 
astounding, everywhere crowds rush up and cheer him wildly, encour-
aging him with shouts of “Stick it!” ’ 66    Even the bumbling of the Blitz 
and the debacle at Dakar couldn’t dent his standing with the British 
people. In October’s  BIPO  poll, 89 per cent of respondents said that 
they approved of Churchill as prime minister. 67    

 Churchill, however, was still very conscious of his political vulner-
ability. The memory of the last war ran deep, and his worry was 
that he was not another Lloyd George but another Asquith: not 
the man who won the war but the one who was removed along the 
way. He was keen to shut down criticisms of the government. On 
7 October, after a series of articles appeared in the  Sunday Pictorial  
and  Daily Mirror  attacking Anderson, Wood, Gort and Ironside, 
and demanding a more substantial Cabinet reshuffl e, he asked 
the War Cabinet to consider tougher newspaper censorship, on the 
grounds that there was a ‘dangerous and sinister . . . attempt to bring 
about a situation in which the country would be ready for surrender or 
peace’. 68    

 Morrison, supported by Beaverbrook, resisted this call to interfere 
with the liberty of the press, but the newspaper owners were called in 
to meet Attlee, who insisted on the need to avoid ‘irresponsible’ criti-
cisms.  The  Mirror  Group executive, Cecil King, told Attlee that he 
‘thought Churchill had no objection to our kicking poor old Chamber-
lain, but didn’t like being hurt himself’. 69    He had already decided that 
the real problem was an article by the  Sunday Pictorial  editor, Hugh 
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Cudlipp, which had argued that the recent changes in the govern-
ment had 

  shown the same dilatory,  short- sighted,  party- serving spirit as Cham-

berlain. And Cudlipp, who signed the article, wound up with a quotation 

from Churchill’s book  World Crisis , in which Winston says there are 

good grounds sometimes in peace for a vacillating or cautious policy, 

but in war decisions must be  clear- cut and ruthless, no personal or party 

considerations must hamper the war effort, and so on. Cudlipp’s con-

cluding words were: ‘Mr Churchill, you have warned yourself.’  

 ‘Obviously’, King told his diary, ‘the article was not likely to please 
Churchill, but I had no idea a storm was at all likely.’ 70    For the moment, 
the home secretary had defl ected Churchill’s anger, but the prime min-
ister had not given up on his belief that the  Pictorial  and the  Daily 
Mirror   ’s criticisms were unpatriotic subversion, nor on his desire to see 
the radical papers suppressed. 

 While Churchill fretted about Fleet Street, his ‘fi xer’ Brendan 
Bracken worried about the need to secure the prime minister’s position 
at Westminster. The formation of the Coalition Government had cre-
ated a curious situation in the Commons. All the leading fi gures from 
the major parties were in the government, and there was no immediate 
prospect of a general election. Under the threat of air raids and with 
less business than usual to transact, the House met much less frequently 
than before, and its working days were shorter than normal. An 
increasingly large proportion of  MP s became involved in the war 
effort: by February 1941, just over half of them would be in offi cial 
service of some sort. Of those who were left, the more dedicated were 
kept very busy with the mountains of constituency work created by the 
war. The rest, however, became bored and fractious. 71    A minority –   
including the former war secretary Leslie  Hore- Belisha, the Irish peer 
Lord Winterton and the Labour enthusiast for a negotiated peace 
Richard Stokes –  made it their job to act as an opposition, forming a 
parliamentary awkward squad who would criticize the government at 
every turn. Yet though they were often irritating, none of these dissi-
dents posed a threat to the prime minister. The real danger, as always, 
lay in a potential rebellion by the Conservative Party. 

 As Churchill’s parliamentary private secretary, Bracken made it his 
job to keep in touch with opinion on the backbenches, and he knew 
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that many Conservatives in the Commons were still doubtful about a 
man they regarded as a turncoat and strategic lunatic. An opportunity 
to strengthen Churchill’s grip on the premiership was about to open up, 
however, because Chamberlain’s illness meant that he would have to 
resign the leadership of the Conservative Party. 72    

 Until 1965, the Conservatives did not hold competitive leadership 
contests: rather, the name that had emerged from consultations between 
senior fi gures was proposed for formal election by a meeting of  MP s 
and peers. There was never any doubt that if a sitting prime minister 
put his name forward, he would be elected leader, but Churchill was at 
fi rst reluctant to take on the post. His wife Clementine, remaining loyal 
to the Liberalism that had proved a sanctuary for Churchill between 
1903 and 1924, counselled him against it because it would make him 
less of a ‘national’ leader, and taint him with the mantle of a ‘party’ 
fi gure instead. 

 Bracken and Beaverbrook argued Churchill round. They understood 
that becoming party leader mattered, not only because it would secure 
more Conservative support, but because if Churchill didn’t take the 
job, someone else would. Baldwin had been grooming Anthony 
Eden for the role since the early 1930s. With the Conservative Party 
behind him, Eden would have been a formidable challenger. Instead, 
Churchill allowed himself to be nominated. On 9 October 1940, at a 
meeting of the Conservative electoral college at Caxton Hall in Lon-
don, Halifax thanked Chamberlain for his service and proposed 
Churchill as the next party leader. Churchill was duly elected, with no 
one voting against, and then gave a speech in which he promised to 
defend the Empire and oppose the socialists. He was going to fail on 
both counts. 

 Chamberlain died on 9 November. Looking through its diarists’ 
accounts of the day,  Mass- Observation found both vituperative com-
ments from those who despised his memory – ‘We’ve said a long time 
now “C. must go”. Pity he couldn’t have taken one or two with him’ 73    –  
and sympathy from those who had not accepted that he was a guilty 
man: ‘We happen to live in a Conservative stronghold . . . Charlie said: 
“He has been hounded to death by his enemies.” I can’t set down how 
deep is my respect for the late Prime Minister.’ 74    In Huddersfi eld in 
Yorkshire, two workers at a power loom were overheard comparing 
Chamberlain and his successor: 
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  (J) ‘I think it’s what folk have said about him that’s killed Chamberlain.’ 

 (H) ‘I don’t know –  he hasn’t been so well for a long time.’ 

 (J) ‘No –  but this war seems to have worn him down.’ 

 (H) ‘It won’t wear Churchill down –  that B—— has got “some ’at on him 

to ‘natter’ at” ’ [‘a reference’ the Observer listening in added helpfully 

‘to his fat’]. 75     

 For those in whom the high drama of the summer had moved great 
hopes of a bright progressive future, Churchill’s assumption of the 
party leadership was a depressing watershed. By October, J. B. Priestley 
was ready to take a rest from his ‘Postscript’ broadcasts. In the last 
programme of his fi rst ‘Postscript’ series, broadcast on 20 October, he 
began by explaining very carefully that he had not been ordered off the 
airwaves by the  BBC  (thus immediately sparking the rumour that he 
had and stoking demand for his return). Instead, he explained, he felt 
that a glorious national moment was passing: ‘the high generous mood, 
so far as it affects our destinies here, is vanishing with the leaves. It is 
as if the poets had gone and the politicians were coming back.’ 76    In fact, 
of course, they had never been away.   
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   20
Taking It  

 Despite the postponement of the invasion, Germany’s attempt to 
besiege Britain continued. During the autumn of 1940, as they lurked 
off the  North- Western Approaches, Dönitz’s small fl eet of  U- boats 
began to exact a deadly toll on the merchant traffi c into the  UK . In 
September, the submarines sank 59 merchant ships, displacing nearly 
300,000 gross tons. In October, they sent another 63 ships, displacing 
more than 350,000 gross tons, to the bottom of the sea. 1    Submarines 
were not, however, the only threat. Merchant ships were also assailed 
by  long- range  Focke- Wulf Condor aircraft, and by German naval ships 
on the surface. During 1940, German commerce raiders –   converted 
merchant vessels carrying concealed armaments  –   escaped into the 
open oceans, where they preyed on isolated and unsuspecting ships far 
away from the main battleground in the Atlantic. They took a steady 
toll of merchant ships while evading British efforts to track them 
down. 2    More signifi cantly, German capital ships began to venture out 
once more against the shipping lanes. In late October, the pocket battle-
ship  Admiral Scheer  began a  fi ve- month voyage that took it to the 
Atlantic and Indian Ocean, and the heavy cruiser  Admiral Hipper  
broke into the North Atlantic in December. 

 Sinkings from surface attacks were a much less serious problem than 
those from submarines. Over the autumn and winter of  1940–  41, 
warships and commerce raiders sank just under 580,000 gross tons of 
merchant shipping, about a quarter of what the  U- boats despatched 
over the same period. 3    The potential damage that a German capital 
ship could do if it got among an unprotected convoy, however, was 
much greater than a single submarine. When they got loose, therefore, 
the British had to delay sailings and to provide additional escort 
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protection from their own battleships for the largest convoys. That fur-
ther disrupted the fl ow of merchant ships, lengthened voyage times and 
obstructed the fl ow of imports into the  UK . 

 While the shipping campaigns were fought out in terms of tonnages, 
the human cost was severe. Between January 1940 and June 1941, 
about 11,000 seamen in British ships were killed by enemy action, and 
about another 6,000 died later of wounds or suffered severe disable-
ment as a result of these attacks. As a percentage of overall strength, 
the merchant fl eet’s losses were worse than any of the armed services. 4    

 What became commonly known during the war as the Merchant 
Navy –  formerly it had been the Merchant Service or the Mercantile 
Marine –  had always been an imperial and multinational entity. At the 
start of the war, 132,000 of its sailors were British (including British 
resident sailors of Indian, African and Caribbean origin), 10,000 were 
overseas nationals and 51,000 were ‘Lascars’ –   non- white sailors, pre-
dominantly Indian, but including some from China and Africa, who 
were recruited overseas and paid at signifi cantly lower rates than Brit-
ish seamen. 5    By the spring of 1941, the  British- controlled fl eet was an 
even more international body. About one in fi ve of its ships were 
 foreign- fl agged and crewed, most of them from Scandinavia and the 
Low Countries. 6    

 Merchant sailors were a group apart. Mostly, they came from sea-
faring communities in the dockland areas of the larger port cities. They 
were disproportionately young and male: a quarter of a 1941 sample of 
seamen were aged between fi fteen and  twenty- one. Being a merchant 
seaman came with its own traditions:  hard- drinking, casual employ-
ment on a  voyage- by- voyage basis, and a sort of insular internationalism 
in which men travelled all over the planet aboard ships that were their 
own little worlds, never moving far from the docks no matter what 
port they landed in. Although merchant sailors remained offi cially 
civilians, they were subject to an archaic set of disciplinary articles that 
bound them to a ship. What had been judged normal behaviour for sea-
men in peace –  drunkenness, absenteeism, desertion from ships where 
food was bad or working conditions poor –  became subject to much 
greater levels of punishment and prosecution during wartime. 7    

 Yet for many, the new peril on the seas did little actually to alter 
their  day- to- day routine. Shipboard life was highly stratifi ed by rank 
and location: for a stoker in the engine room, sailing in a convoy just 
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meant a change in the rhythm of piling on the coal. Outside the area of 
greatest danger in the Atlantic, ships generally travelled on their own 
rather than in convoy. Large numbers were employed on the ‘cross 
trades’ between South America, India and the southern Dominions. 
Apart from the depredations of the commerce raiders, these routes 
were much safer than those up and down the eastern Atlantic, and 
across the northern passage in and out of the  UK . Ships on the most 
hazardous routes were fi tted with armour and armaments, sometimes 
manned by military gunners, but few at this stage of the war had the 
means to fi ght off even enemy aircraft, let alone a submarine. 

 Convoys varied depending on their load. Those carrying military 
reinforcements might consist of several large passenger liners with a 
powerful naval escort. Those plying the regular transatlantic route 
contained fi fty or more ships, varying in size from big cargo liners and 
tankers to smaller ‘tramp’ steamers, but broadly categorized into ‘fast’ 
and ‘slow’, all under the command of a Royal Navy offi cer, the convoy 
commodore, who sailed, with a party of signalmen, on one of the 
convoyed merchant vessels. Convoyed ships had to maintain pace and 
station with each other: an alien experience for merchant shipmasters 
used to sailing on their own. 

 Most convoys passed without incident, but when they were attacked, 
the results could be devastating. To give just one example, the  SS   Day-
rose , a small (4,000 ton) tramp steamer owned by the Claymore 
Shipping Company of Cardiff, sailed in  twenty- two convoys between 
June 1940 and the end of 1941. Only two of them suffered losses to the 
main body of the convoy from submarine attack. In the fi rst instance, 
a single  U- boat sank four out of forty vessels; in the second, a  wolf- pack 
attack sank seven out of  twenty- eight. 8    Where there were escorts, their 
main job was to ward off attack by spotting the submarines before they 
could make a kill. In the face of massed  U- boat assaults in the early 
months of the Atlantic campaign however, even those escort ships that 
were available found themselves helpless. When Otto Kretschmer, the 
captain of  U- 99, took part in a  six- submarine attack on convoy  SC 7 in 
 mid- October 1940, for example, the escorts began to search for him 
after he torpedoed the fi rst merchantmen: 

  I make off at full speed to the  south- west and again make contact with 

the convoy. Torpedoes from the other boats are constantly heard 
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exploding. The destroyers do not know how to help and occupy them-

selves by constantly fi ring star shells, which are of little effect in the 

bright moonlight. I now start to attack the convoy from astern. 9     

 Some convoy battles raged for days. Other attacks were over in an 
instant. For ships laden with a hazardous cargo, such as fuel or explo-
sives, or something  non- buoyant like steel, the end could be very swift. 
A vessel loaded with wood, on the other hand, might take a long time 
to go down. 10    

 A sinking ship was a place of chaos and confusion: 

  One minute we had been on watch on deck or in the  engine- room, or 

sleeping snugly in our bunks; the next we were engaged in a frenzied 

scramble through the dense, shrieking blackness which assailed us with 

squalls of freezing spray, and slipped and fell on the wet iron decks 

which canted faster and faster into the hungry sea with every passing 

second, hurting ourselves cruelly on things which we could not see 

during our wild rush towards the boat . . . ‘ What’s happening? What’s 

happening? ’ 11     

 Escape was no guarantee of rescue. In the fi rst years of the war, pro-
tective clothing and survival gear were minimal, and only about one in 
three of those who had to abandon ship survived. 12    

 For all the sporadic drama of the oceanic battles, the loss of ships to 
enemy action was not actually the biggest problem facing Britain’s 
maritime transport network. Crucially, the German offensive hit a 
shipping system that was already under severe strain. Sinkings by the 
enemy threatened the  long- term attrition of the British merchant fl eet, 
but in the short term, the increase in journey times because of the clos-
ure of the Mediterranean ate up more British import capacity than 
anything else. It was compounded by the persistent congestion that had 
built up in British ports over the summer of 1940. By the winter, the 
tonnage of ships immobile each month while they waited to unload was 
equal to that being sunk at sea. 13    

 The loss of access to east coast shipyards and a concentration on 
new construction now also led to a major backlog of repair work. 
 Large- scale contracting of European merchant shipping helped to 
restore British losses, but these vessels had to be fi tted with degaussing 
gear to protect them from magnetic mines before they could be brought 
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fully into service. That also took up a great deal of space in the dock-
yards as well as the time of the shipworkers. Efforts to speed up the 
production of munitions made things worse. In the second half of 1940, 
the British imported large quantities of  US  steel. Tossed about in 
unsuitable ships in the weather of an Atlantic winter, the unwieldy 
cargo caused internal damage that added to the queues in the repair 
yards. By January 1941, ships displacing 2 million gross weight tons 
were out of commission while they waited for work to be done. 14    
Ashore, steel could not be moved away from the docks quickly because 
it had to be carried on specialized railway wagons. Heavy deliveries sat 
waiting for transport and contributed to the congestion at the docks. 15    

 Efforts to reinforce Britain’s imperial defences placed still more load 
on its diminishing carrying capacity. The ships assigned to supplying 
the Middle East during the second year of the war could only have 
brought in another 1.5 million tons of imports to the  UK , but both 
the sort of ships involved, and the suddenness of the reallocation to 
military needs, imposed further disruption on imports. The fastest 
merchant vessels that could be used to transport troops were the ‘reef-
ers’ –  refrigerated cargo liners that normally carried chilled and frozen 
food. During the fi nal months of 1940, the use of these ships to reinforce 
the Middle East caused the  UK ’s refrigerated imports to fall by almost 
a third. Supplies of frozen meat from Australia and New Zealand were 
particularly badly hit. Indeed, military demands were a much more 
important factor than German attack in interrupting meat deliveries: 
over the winter, only about 7 per cent of the meat that was actually 
despatched to the  UK  was sunk along the way. 16    

 From the end of October, with the danger of invasion receding for 
the winter, the British reallocated naval forces to try to protect the con-
voys. Destroyers and planes were released from  anti- invasion duties 
and the navy abandoned attempts to conduct separate  anti- submarine 
patrols in favour of escorting convoys. The total number of escort ves-
sels also increased, as the corvettes ordered in the navy’s wartime 
expansion programme came off the slipways.  Fifty- two Flower class 
corvettes were commissioned in the second half of 1940. 17    None of this 
eliminated the submarine menace, but it did mark the start of a shift in 
where their attacks took place. The increase in escort and air strength 
made it harder for the submarines to operate in the crowded sea space 
immediately west of the  UK . Just forcing the submarines further out 
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into the Atlantic had important consequences for their productivity 
and the future course of the battle, but it didn’t stop ships being sunk. 

 Churchill initially hoped that the redeployment of escorts would sta-
bilize the situation in the Atlantic without affecting the rest of British 
strategy. In November, he rejected calls from the Admiralty to reinforce 
Coastal Command with large numbers of  long- range aircraft. For the 
prime minister, diverting resources from the  long- term development 
of the bombing offensive to an essentially defensive campaign in the 
Atlantic was no way to go about winning the war. 

 Since German attacks were not the primary cause of the shipping 
shortage, naval solutions would not by themselves improve the import 
situation. At the end of 1940, ministers began to address the problem 
of port congestion with new schemes for direct management and the 
reform of dock labour. In an effort to get more use from existing ship-
ping capacity, in November the War Cabinet agreed to lower the 
minimum speed at which merchant ships were allowed to sail indepen-
dently of a convoy from sixteen to thirteen knots. This was meant to 
release faster vessels from the need to keep pace with their slower 
brethren, allowing them to make more voyages overall. It was a serious 
miscalculation. In fact, any advantage to imports in sailing ships inde-
pendently turned out to be more than outweighed by the fact that they 
suffered losses more than twice as heavy as those that sailed in con-
voy. 18    Another million tons of shipping was sunk between December 
1940 and February 1941. 19    

 In retrospect, the key thing about these losses was that they were 
simultaneously heavy and insuffi cient. Ships were the lifeblood of a 
global war effort, and the damage done by the German maritime offen-
sive contributed to a shortage of shipping that affl icted the  UK  for the 
rest of the confl ict. Before long, the prospect of worsening rates of sink-
ings would create a sense of crisis in London that forced the British into 
a major effort to secure their maritime supply lines. Yet severe though 
they were, the quantity of ships sunk over the winter of  1940–  41 never 
came close to the 750,000 gwt that Dönitz had calculated he needed to 
starve the  UK  into submission. At the point when the British were most 
vulnerable, he simply lacked enough  U- boats to sink more. 

 One of the more astonishing things about the early  under- sea offen-
sive is how many ships fell victim to a German submarine fl eet that at 
this point averaged only about sixteen boats at sea at any one time. In 
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the end, however, that also imposed a limit on the damage Dönitz 
could do. Rather than investing resources in capital ships that were 
never numerous enough to take on the Royal Navy, the Germans would 
have had a much more effi cient, dangerous force if they’d confi ned 
themselves to building submarines. 

 The German blockade of Britain ended up being much less effective 
than the British blockade of Germany. The  UK  would have to deal with 
a sharp decline in the quantity of goods it was able to import, and that 
would have important consequences for the functioning of the wartime 
economy, for the  day- to- day lives of the civilian population and for 
Britain’s relationship with America. Yet at the moment of greatest 
British vulnerability, the Germans were not able to cut their opponents 
off from the rest of the world. That was crucial in allowing Britain to 
continue the fi ght. 

   ‘the rubble roared on 
into the ashes’  

 Throughout the German bombing campaign, the target –  British ports 
and industry –  remained the same, but the focus of the attacks shifted 
over the winter. In  mid- November, the nightly bombing of London was 
interrupted as the Luftwaffe turned its attention to the aircraft facto-
ries of the Midlands. This began six months in which heavy raids on 
the capital were interspersed with attacks on other cities, the  so- called 
‘provincial blitz’. On the night of 14 November, Coventry was sub-
jected to an attack that killed 568 people and injured another 865. 
German propagandists coined the verb  coventrieren  to describe the 
obliteration of a city. The next night, the bombers returned to London, 
then, on  19–  20 November, subjected Birmingham to its heaviest raid 
so far, which killed 450. At the end of November and beginning of 
December, Merseyside and Southampton were attacked. On  29– 
 30 December an incendiary attack on the capital sparked massive fi res 
in the City of London. 20    

 In early 1941, the focus of the bombing shifted to the western ports, 
with raids on Cardiff, Bristol and Swansea as well as the naval base at 
Portsmouth. As the weather improved in March, German attacks inten-
sifi ed, with more use made of incendiaries to spark fi res. In the middle 
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of March, two nights of bombing demolished Clydebank, killing 528, 
badly injuring 617 and destroying a third of the town’s houses. During 
April, Belfast was heavily attacked for the fi rst time, in a raid that killed 
900 people and injured another 1,500. London was severely struck 
twice, fi rst on  16–  17 April, then again three nights later. Then came a 
sustained attack on Plymouth that all but broke the city, and a  week- long 
blitz of Merseyside that killed nearly 2,000 people and wrecked 
66,000 houses. On  10–  11 May, the Luftwaffe launched a fi nal massive 
raid on the capital, killing or severely wounding more than 3,000 people. 

 Of the 28,555 British civilians killed and 31,455 severely injured by 
air attacks between November 1940 and June 1941, about  two- thirds 
were hit in attacks outside the London region. 21    This was a much more 
‘national’ experience of bombing than the initial Blitz of September 
and October 1940, albeit one that remained very geographically spe-
cifi c in its focus on a few urban areas. 

 If London got some respite from the shift to other targets in mid- 
November, and even more from the poor weather of December to 
February, which severely hindered German operations, it nonetheless 
remained the target of the largest attacks. Despite their growing experi-
ence, London’s civil defenders could still be caught out by changes of 
German tactics. The raid of  29–  30 December, for example, sparked 
nearly 1,500 blazes across London and overwhelmed the fi re service. In 
the City and on the southern bank of the Thames, six great confl agra-
tions, accelerated by a fresh wind, burned out of control and destroyed 
large numbers of buildings, 22    as described by one auxiliary fi reman at 
the scene: 

  The heat blistered the car paint. It blistered the men’s faces. It blistered the 

pumps  . . . It hurt your eyes, hurt your nose. My chin was quite badly 

burnt and it blistered. As the roofs went in, so the sparks belched from the 

windows, as if blown by giant bellows. Then the shells of the buildings 

made  well- ventilated, giant chimneys, and the rubble roared on into the 

ashes. 23     

 The areas hit by extensive bombing and fi re now stretched well beyond 
the East End, but the metropolis was big enough to absorb the impact 
of the heaviest raids without breaking down. 

 In fact, the great human problems of the early Blitz were on their way 
to being solved. Shelter capacity was increased and shelter conditions 
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got better. By  mid- January 1941, there were 1,317,500 shelter spaces 
available within the London Civil Defence Region. Almost 400,000 
bunks had been installed in which shelterers could sleep. 24    Regulations 
had been introduced to govern shelter behaviour, shelter wardens 
appointed to make sure the rules were kept, and the ad hoc organizing 
groups of the early days replaced by the setting up of offi cial shelter 
committees. Most of the larger shelters now had  fi rst- aid posts, and 
programmes of talks and entertainment and libraries set up to entertain 
and educate the  night- time crowds. As the end of 1940 approached, the 
Ministry of Health worried that press reports were making the big shel-
ters look too much fun: they feared that those who had evacuated 
themselves from London might be tempted back by the entertainments 
on offer underground. In fact, the numbers using the Tube for shelter 
decreased dramatically after the end of the nightly bombing. By late 
December, they were down to about 65,000 a night. 25    

 London’s  post- raid services had also improved. By the end of 1940, 
the improvised, voluntary effort that had saved  bombed- out Londoners 
in the early autumn was being replaced by a more formal, better sup-
plied structure. By the spring of 1941, this included rest centres that 
were properly stocked to feed and care for the displaced, and advice 
services, including those run by the Citizens’ Advice Bureau, to help 
victims of bombing with the bureaucracy of assistance, as well as a 
Londoners’ Meal Service that ran communal dining rooms, offering 
free and subsidized food for those unable to cook for themselves, and a 
fl eet of mobile canteens that brought hot food and drink direct to res-
cuers and rescued at the bombsites. One of the things that made things 
easier was that so many people had already left the worst-affected bor-
oughs. By spring 1941, the population of West Ham, for example, was 
only about a third of its  pre- war level. 26    

 The number of people using the rest centres fl uctuated with the 
heaviness of the raids, but the fl ow through them got better. Although 
the worst attacks in spring 1941 caused about twice as much housing 
damage in one night as had been done in a week at the start of the Blitz, 
the system never clogged up again in the same way that it had in 
September. The rate of housing repairs initially lagged behind the 
rate of fresh damage, but the reduction in raids thanks to the winter 
weather and the release of builders from the army allowed work to 
catch up. 27    Between the start of the Blitz and the end of January 1941, 
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41,000 houses in the London Region were destroyed, but of the 
680,000 that were damaged but saveable, ‘fi rst aid’ repairs had been 
undertaken on 644,000. 28    These were very basic –  cardboard over shat-
tered windows, tarpaulins over broken roofs, perhaps only a single 
room usable in the whole house –  but they did offer what many of the 
 bombed- out wanted, which was to get back into their own home as 
quickly as possible.  

   ‘Everyone who can do so is 
leaving the town’  

 The pattern of the Blitz in London –  a long period of continuous bomb-
ing followed by repeated heavy attacks –  was distinct. Most provincial 
cities were struck by one or two nights of very heavy bombing, which 
then shifted on to a different target. There were some exceptions  –   
Merseyside and Plymouth in 1941, and Hull, which had thirty raids 
between 1940 and 1941, culminating in a heavy blitz at the start of 
May that resulted in major fi res and killed 400 people –  but in most 
places the sudden shock of a big attack punctuated lengthy periods 
when raids were light or  non- existent. 29    

 Smaller cities were not as well positioned as London to withstand 
the aerial onslaught. They were less well defended with  anti- aircraft 
guns, searchlights and barrage balloons than the capital, their emer-
gency services and  ARP  schemes were seldom as well developed, and 
their shelter provision was also often lacking. Although great conurba-
tions like Merseyside or Birmingham could, like London, absorb the 
damage of a heavy raid without breaking down, smaller towns were 
affected by attacks in their entirety. 30    

 Coventry’s  ARP  command system was fractured by the 14 Novem-
ber attack  –   key offi cials could not be found, telephone lines were 
down and the  ARP  control room was put out of action. When the fi re 
brigade’s water supply failed, the blaze that took hold destroyed about 
a hundred acres of the centre of the city, including the medieval cathe-
dral and other  well- known landmarks, as well as  three- quarters of the 
city’s shops. According to a visitor who arrived shortly afterwards: ‘the 
only building of any size standing was the police station. Street after 
street which only a few days earlier had been a busy town centre was 
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now piles of rubble.’ 31    After the raid, few instructions were available 
for a dazed population, and rest centres in the surrounding area were 
rapidly overcrowded, both with the  bombed- out and those taking 
refuge from possible further attacks. 

 In Southampton, two heavy raids on 30 November and 1 December 
caused similar devastation. The death toll was relatively light, although 
bad enough in a city of only 180,000 people –  137 killed and 250 injured. 
The physical destruction was worse. Again, the fi rst raid wrecked the 
telephone system and water supply, hampering subsequent civil defence. 
Again, the city’s  ARP  control centre was knocked out, with no replace-
ment set up to take its place. Southampton’s mayor evacuated himself 
to the country each night, its chief constable was injured on the second 
night of the bombing, and the town clerk, seemingly broken by the 
shock, wandered around in a daze. 32    Bishop Garbett described the 
effect of the second raid when he visited the next day: 

  the centre of the town destroyed: the damage terrible  . . . The people 

broken in spirit after the sleepless and awful nights. Everyone who can 

do so is leaving the town. On the previous night hundreds slept in the 

[New] Forest or in cars on the country roads. The neighbouring villages 

and towns crowded with evacuees. Everywhere I saw men and women 

carrying suitcases or bundles, the children clutching some precious doll 

or toy, struggling to get anywhere out of Southampton. 33     

 Attempts were made to pass on the lessons from these cities to those 
yet to be attacked. When Hull was heavily bombed the following May, 
its  ARP  network proved much more resilient than Southampton’s, 
emergency food supplies were quickly laid on and the  bombed- out 
guided effectively through smoothly working welfare centres. Few 
places, however, had Hull’s experience of repeated bombing in which 
to hone a response. Elsewhere, brief nuisance raids left councils com-
placent about the quality of their preparations. The blitzes that hit 
Belfast and Clydebank in early 1941 replicated what had happened in 
London the previous September: confusion, terror, a search for shel-
ters, inadequate rest centres, wrecked utilities, badly damaged housing 
and a fl ood of refugees to the surrounding area. 

 Local authorities came in for a good deal of criticism, both from 
beleaguered citizens and from central government, while the Blitz was 
on, but even where  ARP  leadership was sound, the challenges faced 
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during and after an attack were profound. Howell Lang  Lang- Coath, 
the town clerk and  ARP  controller for Swansea, described his duties 
during the  three- day blitz of  19–  21 February 1941 to his borough 
council. 

  You should sit in that Control Room –   hear all those reports coming 

in –  hear all the terrible things that are happening. I can assure you that 

it is not a sinecure –  it is a very responsible position, and one which I 

would rather not go through again  . . . I am there in that room, Mr 

Mayor and Gentlemen, and I know what is going on. I can imagine part 

of Swansea falling down, I can’t go out to see for myself . . . and it is a 

very apprehensive position to be in, and one in which you feel your 

position very acutely. 34     

 Things became no easier after the bombers had gone. At the end of its 
blitz, Swansea had suffered 230 people killed, but it had also lost its 
telephone system, its water and gas supply, its entire shopping centre 
and market –  including 171 food shops and butchers serving more than 
22,000 people  –   and the Food Offi ce, with all its ration records. 
 Six- and- a- half thousand people were homeless. The port and docks, 
the target of the raid, escaped all but unscathed.  Lang- Coath coped 
pretty well, taking personal control amid the devastation to ensure 
that essential services were maintained. He then had to face criticism 
from his council that he had failed to call a committee meeting to 
discuss his actions. Whatever else had been damaged, the pettifogging 
 self- importance of some local politicians had obviously managed to 
survive. 

 A common feature of these provincial blitzes was the mass depart-
ure of large numbers of people whose homes were still standing. In 
fact, the same phenomenon had taken place in London, but there many 
of the escapees had gone less visibly to the capital’s suburbs. From 
smaller towns and cities, their ‘trek’ away was more noticeable. Trek-
king often persisted well after the bombing had stopped. Come daylight, 
most of these trekkers would return to their jobs, before departing once 
more as  night- time approached. In Coventry, during the period of 
heavy bombing in 1940, about a third of the city’s population left in 
the two hours before the blackout. By the following October, about 
25,000 people a night were still leaving for villages in the surrounding 
area. 35    In the spring of 1941, about 10,000 people from Southampton, 
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including the mayor, left the city every night. 36    Something similar 
happened in Clydebank, Plymouth and Hull. Wealthier trekkers got in 
their cars and took off for hotels; poorer ones hitched lifts, took the bus 
or walked, then bedded down in farm buildings, church halls or even 
in the open air. Whitehall initially frowned on trekking as a sign of 
poor morale and a threat to production, but eventually accepted it as 
inevitable and set up ‘cushion zones’, with rest centres and hostels to 
accommodate the travellers. 

 In fact, trekking was not so much a danger to the war industry as a 
way in which the labour force was sustained. Trekkers might have been 
unwilling or unable to spend the night in a blitzed city, but neither could 
they afford to abandon jobs, wages and homes. Instead, they commuted 
back to houses, factories and offi ces despite the horrors they had experi-
enced on the same streets. By seeking safety at night, they had found a 
means, however uncomfortable, to carry on their lives in the aftermath 
of bombing. 37     

   ‘an instrument of just ice and 
act of social solidarit y’  

 Military solutions to the problem of the  night- time bomber took a long 
time. Experiments with aerial minelaying proved a total failure, and 
were dropped in the spring of 1941. Meanwhile, the number of squad-
rons in  RAF  Fighter Command steadily increased as insurance against 
the risk of renewed daytime attacks, but British  night- fi ghters still 
lacked the ability to locate German aircraft until the arrival of accurate 
airborne interception radar sets in March 1941. Just as British fi ghters 
were about to pose a real threat to Luftwaffe aircraft, the largest Ger-
man raids came to a halt. On the ground,  Anti- Aircraft Command had 
1,691 heavy and 940 light  anti- aircraft guns by May 1941, less than 
half what it was meant to have under the schemes of air defence laid 
down the previous August. It also had 840 of the new rocket projec-
tors, with a very limited supply of ten rockets each. For  AA  Command 
too, what really made a difference was radar, but by May, there were 
still too few  gun- laying sets to equip all of its batteries.  AA  Command 
did have lots of searchlights, but not enough troops to put them all into 
operation. 38    
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 Morrison’s response to the blitzes of late 1940 was to implement a 
series of changes to the system of Civil Defence, as  ARP  was now offi -
cially renamed. At the end of 1940, he sought approval from the Cabinet 
for the right to conscript men for Civil Defence work, a measure embod-
ied in the National Service Act of April 1941. To meet the increasing 
German use of incendiary bombs, Morrison advocated the extension of 
the existing network of volunteer  fi re- watchers into a ‘big new army’, 
who would look out for the bombs and douse them before a fi re could 
get hold. After the great London fi re at the end of December, Morrison 
lectured radio listeners that ‘some of you lately, in more cities than one, 
have failed your country . . . every group of houses and business prem-
ises must have its fi re party’. From January, all adults not otherwise 
engaged in work of national importance had to do  fi re- watching duties 
every month in schemes organized by local authorities. Every business 
had to have  fi re- watching parties organized to protect its premises dur-
ing the hours of darkness. This rapid extension of compulsion caused a 
major fi ght with the trade unions, whose members objected that they 
were effectively being forced to do unpaid overtime to protect their 
bosses’ property. Negotiations over remuneration and conditions con-
tinued well into the summer. Eventually, 6 million people were registered 
for what was by then known as the ‘Fire Guard’. 39    

 In Ipswich, Richard Brown recorded how his neighbourhood had 
responded: 

  We had a successful meeting last night . . . There were nearly 100 there, 

a good result. Mr Parker is leader of our block and seems keen. That mis-

sus of mine, too, is having some helpful thoughts and suggestions on 

the subject  . . . everyone seemed keen and interested in the job of 

 leader- choosing and duties. They are working in our block in pairs, there 

being seventeen volunteers in sixteen houses, and we are taking one night 

complete when the siren goes. There will probably be two white boards 

to be hung over the gate of those on duty so the wardens can contact the 

right people and wake them if they, possibly oversleep, and I’m putting 

my pump outside each night when going to bed. As a warden I’m taking 

no active part but I’m sure interested to see it go well. 40     

 Not everyone was so enthusiastic. At the end of March 1941, Diana 
Watson, a publisher’s daughter who lived in central London, described 
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her attempts to recruit fellow  fi re- watchers in a letter to her soldier 
brother, Graham. 

  I have never quite realised before the stubborn resistance of the great 

British Public of all classes. I became rather bad tempered after several 

unsuccessful efforts to enlist the interest of some of our new neighbours 

and my last attempt happened to be a  one- armed woman who was most 

offensive. Obviously active in any aspect in which she was interested, she 

shook her stump and claimed immunity on those grounds. Rather sav-

agely I replied that I thought we would be lucky if at the end of the war 

anyone was left with arms, legs or teeth. Since then the spirit of neigh-

bourliness is a little dimmed. 41     

 Compared to  fi re- watching, Morrison was a much less enthusiastic 
convert to the idea of reforming the fi re service. Not only had city 
brigades often proved inadequate to the scale of the blazes raised by 
German incendiary bombing, but reinforcement from neighbouring 
authorities was hampered by the lack of standardized equipment. As a 
former London County Council leader, Morrison was hugely proud of 
the London Fire Brigade, and he was also extremely worried about 
coming into confl ict with local councils if he tried to take their brigades 
away from them. Only the heavy raids of April 1941 fi nally convinced 
him, but then he moved quickly. Before the end of May, Morrison had 
pushed through legislation to create a National Fire Service ( NFS ) for 
the duration of the war. It too was brought into being over the summer. 
The  NFS  meant that there could be a nationally  co- ordinated approach 
to the fi ghting of fi res. At maximum strength, in 1943, it would employ 
381,000  full-  and  part- time fi remen and women, almost twice the num-
ber in local brigades in spring 1940. 42    

 The  NFS  apart, Morrison largely left the administration of civil 
defence in the hands of local councils, despite evidence of their failures 
in the face of the raids. Over the winter of  1940–  41, he warned minis-
ters that taking central control of civil defence would reduce the sense 
of local responsibility. The spring attacks raised the same issues of local 
incompetence, but the government’s position was that trying to reform 
the system would cause more problems than it solved. 43    This was borne 
out by attempts to intervene in the two most badly run London bor-
oughs, Stepney and West Ham. In Stepney, the Ministries of Home 



514

Br ita in ’s Wa r

Security and Health removed responsibility for  ARP  from the borough 
council in late 1940, and appointed a fresh  ARP  controller from out-
side the borough. Council staff refused to  co- operate with this outsider, 
slowing down any improvements in the provision of shelters and 
services. As a result, the ministries tried a different approach in West 
Ham, leaving control with the borough, but stepping in to appoint a 
local councillor and clergyman, the Reverend W. W. Paton, as a new 
 ARP  controller. Paton was another friend of Ritchie Calder, and he 
had become a neighbourhood hero because of his efforts to aid the 
 bombed- out in the borough during the early days of the Blitz. Never-
theless, he too struggled to get a grip on a recalcitrant local authority, 
and disagreements between him and his fellow councillors prevented 
any progress. Stepney and West Ham were still both lagging behind the 
rest of London when the German bombing ended in May 1941. Even if 
ministers and offi cials had wanted to change the structure of local con-
trol, the level of  root- and- branch reform required to make it work was 
impractical in the midst of an ongoing aerial bombardment. 44    

 Outside London, despite requests from local authorities, deep shel-
ters were not built. An alternative solution was the ‘Morrison shelter’. 
Designed by the structural engineer John Baker, this was a  steel- framed 
cuboid with wire mesh sides that sat indoors, where it could double as 
a table, and into which two adults and two children could cram. It 
would support the weight of a collapsed house, it was easy to make and 
put up, and it offered protection to the vast number of people who did 
not want to go to a dank Anderson or a crowded public shelter, but 
instead sit out the Blitz at home. Construction was authorized in Janu-
ary, the fi rst Morrisons became available for Londoners in March, and 
they were then distributed to other areas at risk of bombing. During 
1941, the Ministry of Home Security ordered more than a million of 
them and advertised them under Morrison’s name –  a publicity cam-
paign so successful that the home secretary became convinced that he 
had come up with the design himself. 45    

 While Morrison was dealing with issues of civil defence, the Treas-
ury had grappled with the question of how the government would 
pay for all the damage that had been caused. Before the war, the 
government had announced that it would pay compensation for build-
ings, furniture and clothing. Although it took responsibility for paying 
for essential repairs, it refused to set the terms of compensation until 
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the fi ghting was over and it knew how much money it had. In June 
1940, the chancellor agreed to make advanced payments on that com-
pensation to families with an income of up to £400 a year to pay for 
new clothes and furniture if they were bombed out. Since these pay-
ments were administered by offi cials who had been used to dealing 
with the unemployed under the stringent terms of the 1930s, the fi rst 
months of the Blitz saw frequent complaints that they were being too 
parsimonious –  particularly from those  middle- class victims of bomb-
ing who had not previously encountered the rigours of the Assistance 
Board’s assessments. 46    

 In December 1940, Kingsley Wood announced a new War Damages 
Bill that provided a comprehensive scheme of household insurance for 
the entire country. The chancellor called it ‘an instrument of justice and 
act of social solidarity’ –  everyone would bear the burden of paying for 
the sacrifi ces of those whose homes were wrecked by the war. As passed 
in March 1941, the War Damages Act required property owners to pay 
a compulsory premium, calculated as a percentage of total value, every 
year for the duration of the war, with the state guaranteeing to make 
up any shortfall between receipts and the burden of eventual payments. 
Every householder –   whether or not they owned the property –   was 
given up to £400 of free contents insurance against war damage. Again, 
small grants from this sum would be paid out prior to the assessment 
of any claim to allow the  bombed- out to start to rebuild their lives. The 
scheme for households, which the Board of Trade handed over to 
Lloyd’s of London to run, eventually paid out £117 million in compen-
sation. For the property scheme, the Inland Revenue collected a total of 
£200 million from property owners over the next fi ve years. The War 
Damage Commission, which was set up to administer the property 
clauses of the Act, ultimately dealt with 4 million claims and paid out 
more than £1,300 million. Twenty years after the war fi nished, it was 
still paying for repairs to be completed. 47     

   ‘no sign whatever was found of 
 anti- war feeling’  

 Civilian morale beneath the bombing was a key concern within govern-
ment. The state of morale was closely monitored by the armed forces, 
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the Ministry of Home Security and Home Offi ce (including  MI 5), and 
the Ministry of Food, as well as by the Home Intelligence division of the 
Ministry of Information, which continued to employ  Mass- Observation 
to investigate the state of public feeling. 48    Almost without exception, 
these bodies reported the same thing: despite the suffering, mistakes 
and occasional catastrophe, morale held up well, particularly in 
 inner- city  working- class areas that bore the brunt of the bombing and 
whose capacity for endurance had been so doubted before the war. 

 The provincial blitz posed  Mass- Observation practical challenges. 
Its research in Bolton and London had been based on investigators 
integrating themselves deeply into the life of a community, but now it 
needed to report on raided areas where it lacked this  fi ne- grained con-
nection. Instead, Harrisson ‘ blitz- chased’. Rushing to a newly bombed 
town, he and a couple of paid observers would record their immediate 
impressions. Over the next few days, Harrisson would try to speak to 
local offi cials and business people, while his investigators talked to 
people on the streets. As a method of research, this tended to capture 
a small range of immediate reactions without a baseline of local 
knowledge. 49    

  M- O’s reports from the blitzed cities were dramatic and increasingly 
critical of failures in local leadership. Presented to Home Intelligence, 
these observations became part of what were now weekly morale 
reports from the Ministry of Information. Arriving on the scene in the 
immediate aftermath of heavy raids in late 1940, the  blitz- chasers 
found people shocked and struggling to piece together their lives, but 
far from ready to give up. In Coventry after the 14 November raid, for 
instance,  M- O reported: 

  An unprecedented dislocation and depression  . . . more open signs of 

hysteria, terror, neurosis, observed in one evening than during the whole 

of the past two months together in all areas . . . Helplessness and impo-

tence only accelerated depression . . . several signs of suppressed panic as 

darkness approached.  

 The team, however, also ‘stressed that no sign whatever was found of 
 anti- war feeling, that there were very few grumbles’. 50    In Plymouth, 
‘Though raids were the principal topic of conversation, an unusual pro-
portion of the raid talk was cheerful or humorous. There was relatively 
much whistling and laughing, relatively little grumbling.’ Nonetheless, 
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 M- O’s report asserted that: ‘there is no doubt that there is considerable 
depression and much pessimism about the future underlying a deter-
mination to carry on’. 51    For Harrisson, that made it all the more 
important to have  well- prepared welfare and information services 
available to give the  bombed- out what they needed: shelter, food and 
clear instructions about what to do next. 

  Mass- Observation’s critical commentary annoyed the Home Offi ce 
and the Ministry of Home Security. However much Home Intelligence 
protested that it was just recording what the people were saying –  not 
whether their comments were justifi ed  –   the Home Offi ce took its 
reports of popular dissatisfaction with  ARP  as a direct, and unfair, 
attack on its performance. In September, it pressed successfully to limit 
the distribution of Home Intelligence’s reports so that they no longer 
reached the Cabinet. When  M- O’s blitz investigations reached the 
Home Offi ce over the winter, they provoked a furious response. Home 
Offi ce offi cials could see little use in another department broadcasting 
public unhappiness with these failures to the rest of Whitehall and 
accused  M- O of fi nding discontent and defeatism where there was 
none. As one put it,  Mass- Observation was obviously made up of ‘what 
is known as the “intelligentsia” and I think they would be very much 
better employed in doing something useful for the community’. The 
Home Offi ce fi rmly blocked any further dissemination of  M- O’s 
reports. 52    

 Unsurprisingly, when the heavy raiding resumed in the spring, the 
 blitz- chasers showed frustration at the fact that nobody seemed to be 
listening. Visiting Plymouth after its prolonged blitz,  M- O complained: 
‘Over and over again these reports have pointed out . . . the weakness 
of information services after a blitz. Yet it is impossible to see that any-
thing serious has been done to alter this situation.’ Without adequate 
leadership or support, the people of Plymouth were ‘not defeat ist  –  far 
from it. But they are defeat ed . Their town has suffered a major military 
defeat, and they, the untrained and undisciplined soldiers of the Home 
Front, can (at present) do nothing much about it.’ 53    

 By this point, Tom Harrisson was deeply worried that some sudden 
reverse would unleash all the underlying war weariness currently being 
hidden by public celebrations of civilian stoicism into an unstoppable 
desire for peace. These fears said more about how he thought popular 
opinion worked than they did about those he was observing. What 
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 Mass- Observation had picked up was how diffi cult and painful life in 
the bombed cities could be, and how inconsistently people lived up to 
the expected standards of cheerful endurance. What  Mass- Observation 
could not draw out, in the space of a brief visit, was what this indicated 
about people’s private thoughts. In retrospect, however, it is clear that 
it did not portend a mass breakdown of morale. 54    In fact, those who 
insisted on the strength of popular morale in the face of the bombing 
were correct: not because the British people were any more determined 
or cheerful than anyone else, or because –  outside London –  the state 
managed to solve the problems of the blitzed while the raids were on, 
but rather because morale was a very diffi cult target to attack.  

   ‘We haven’t started the 
ruddy war yet’  

 Morale was not, of course, what the Germans were actually trying to 
bomb, although Göring did order some ‘vengeance raids’ that aimed at 
destroying property in London as a retaliation for  RAF  bombing raids 
on Berlin. As the strain of prolonged  night- time operations took its toll 
on German aircrew, and the British managed to divert the radio guid-
ance beams that the bombers used to navigate to their targets, so the 
accuracy of German bombing decreased, with the result that the bomb-
ers increasingly aimed to hit cities rather than specifi c locations. 
Nonetheless, the main target for the bombing campaign was always the 
British war economy, not civilian morale. 

 Economically, however, bombing was strikingly ineffective. Locally, 
raids could cause severe disruption to production. In Coventry in par-
ticular, the November 1940 attack caused heavy damage to the city’s 
factories. More than 70 per cent of Coventry’s largest industrial units 
were destroyed or seriously damaged by fi re or explosion, and damage 
to the city’s gas mains restricted supplies to local industry for the next 
three months. Bomb damage led to works being shut and workers being 
temporarily laid off. Even when production was restored,  night- time 
absenteeism increased –  in part because  still- damaged buildings were 
colder, wetter and darker. It was six weeks before Coventry was using 
the same amount of electrical power that it had before the raid. 55    

 Coventry, however, had its factories relatively close together and had 
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been particularly badly hit. Most blitzed cities were back to their usual 
rates of activity in about a week. Thanks to the diffi culties of 
 bomb- aiming, munitions plants often simply escaped unharmed. The 
two bombing raids that struck Barrow in April and May 1941, for 
example, between them destroyed 100 houses and damaged more than 
11,000 homes, killed 83 people and injured another 330, but left the 
Vickers shipyard completely untouched. 56    Even where they were hit, 
factory buildings proved much more vulnerable than the crucial 
machinery within them  –   the raids on the Midlands in November 
and December 1940 destroyed less than 0.5 per cent of the region’s 
 aero- industry machine tools, and damaged only another 4 per cent. 57    
From the summer of 1940 onwards, the Ministry of Aircraft Produc-
tion sought to disperse aircraft plants across multiple locations, 
parcelling out production to small engineering fi rms and taking over 
premises to ensure that output would continue even if the main factory 
was bombed. By October, 364 new sites had been secured for the manu-
facture of airframes and engines alone. 58    Although the manufacture of 
specifi c aircraft was on occasion interrupted, for the most part this 
approach worked: indeed, dispersal signifi cantly increased the amount 
of productive fl oorspace available to the  aero- industry. 59    

 At Beaverbrook’s insistence, the Ministry also initiated the building 
of four great underground aircraft factories. These were meant to pro-
tect essential production in the event of continued bombing. By the 
time they were completed, in 1944, the total cost was £12 million, four 
times the original estimate. As things turned out, they were completely 
unnecessary. 60    As this suggested, what the Blitz did for the Germans 
was to force the British to pay a lot of attention to protecting their 
country from further aerial attack. The continuation of bombing even 
as the weight of Germany’s military effort shifted towards the east 
encouraged the British and Soviet governments to believe that Hitler 
intended to fi nish his war with the  UK  before he did anything else. The 
military, civil and industrial resources that the British dedicated to 
meeting attack from the skies –  more than 2 million  full-  and  part- time 
civil defence workers by  mid- 1941, an increasingly strong and techno-
logically sophisticated network of fi ghter and  anti- aircraft defences, 
and improved shelters, rest centres and other  post- raid services –  could 
all have gone into something else. The crisis of bombing forced a colos-
sal organizational and infrastructural response from the British state. 



520

Br ita in ’s Wa r

Signifi cantly, that response did not halt in May 1941. On the contrary, 
since the possibility that the Blitz would resume could not be dis-
counted, resources continued to be ploughed into civil and  anti- aircraft 
defences as the war went forward. Their continued improvement left 
the  UK  much better protected –   but it also meant that the threat of 
German air power continued to exercise an infl uence on British policy 
long after its fi rst strategic offensive had stopped. 61    

 In terms of its primary objectives, however, the Blitz failed, and it 
did so primarily because the German air force did not have anything 
like the strength, bomb load or accuracy of attack necessary to break an 
advanced industrial economy. Looking forward to their plans for a 
massively expanded air force, this was one lesson that the British 
bomber chiefs marked well. Meeting the vice chief of the air staff, 
Arthur Harris, at the height of the Blitz, the American airman General 
‘Hap’ Arnold remarked that the British people didn’t seem to know 
they’d lost the war. Harris replied: ‘Good God no. We haven’t started 
the ruddy war yet.’ 62     

   ‘bomb back and bomb hard’  

 The bombing of British cities increased public support for the  RAF  to 
do the same to Germany and united popular opinion behind the idea of 
retaliation. Offi cial policy was always to emphasize that British bomb-
ing was targeted solely on military objectives and that it was highly 
accurate, but from the start of the Blitz, the Beaverbrook press in 
particular argued that the only appropriate response was escalating 
retaliation against the enemy civilian population. As it headlined its 
report on the Coventry raid in  mid- November: ‘It is time now for our 
deepest, most inspired anger. Coventry cries: bomb back and bomb 
hard.’ 63    The idea that Britain might bomb German cities, however, was 
always the subject of controversy: it was publicly opposed by  pre- war 
pacifi sts and internationalists such as the writers Vera Brittain and 
George Bernard Shaw, as well as the bishop of Chichester, George 
Bell. 64    

 The shift in attitudes can be marked in three British Institute of Pub-
lic Opinion surveys during the months of bombardment. In October 
1940, asked whether, in ‘view of the indiscriminate German bombing 
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of this country’, they would ‘approve or disapprove if the  RAF  adopted 
a similar policy of bombing the civilian population of Germany?’, 
respondents were evenly divided, with 46 per cent for and against. 65    In 
January 1941, the Institute asked: ‘What are your thoughts when you 
hear that there has been a very heavy air raid?’  Twenty- eight per cent 
chose ‘Wonder how the bombed people are getting on’; 24 per cent 
chose ‘Intensify our bombing of military targets in Germany’; 23 per 
cent ‘Bomb German civilians in retaliation’; 15 per cent ‘Get better pro-
tection for people in this country’; and 10 per cent ‘Find some way 
to stop the war’. 66    Three months later, with heavier raids resumed, 
respondents were again asked whether they would ‘approve or disap-
prove if the  RAF  adopted a policy of bombing the civilian population 
of Germany?’ This time, 54 per cent approved against 36 per cent who 
did not. 67    Signifi cantly, all these questions presupposed that the  RAF  
could choose who or what it was going to hit in Germany, when in fact 
its efforts at precision bombing over the winter of  1940–  41 were much 
less accurate even than those of the Luftwaffe. 

 Tom Harrisson, who claimed never to have encountered a demand 
for revenge attacks in any of the bombed towns he visited, analysed the 
 BIPO ’s results geographically to see if being blitzed affected attitudes. 
He found that whereas the balance of opinion in London was margin-
ally against bombing enemy civilians, in areas that had not been 
bombed, people were much more in favour of reprisals. As the com-
ments made by respondents to the April survey suggested, the rationales 
involved were both moral and practical. As classifi ed by the  BIPO , 
37 per cent had said something like ‘Let the Germans have a taste of it. 
They deserve it. An eye for an eye’; 15 per cent, ‘That’s as bad as Hitler. 
Don’t kill women and children. Let’s keep our hands clean. The less of 
that the better’; and 8 per cent, ‘We can’t win the war that way. It’ll 
only come back on us. It’s so futile.’ 68    

 As the Blitz wore on, public frustration at the apparent lack of effect 
of British bombing became increasingly pronounced. Home Intelligence 
reported on the aftermath of the raids on Clydebank and Glasgow that 

  demand for reprisals is now becoming stronger among civilians; service 

men, home on compassionate leave, are blazing angry and all out for 

the heaviest possible reprisals  . . . Our bombing policy is described as 

‘fl abby’. More and more it is being suggested that we should ‘lay off’ 
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military objectives for a few nights and instead annihilate one or more 

German towns –  preferably Berlin. 69      

   ‘What a triumph the life of 
these battered cit ies is’  

 There was no great unifi ed national experience of bombing, but the 
Blitz was an event to which national meanings were ascribed. At the 
time, undoubtedly the most important was that the home front could 
take it. So far from cracking under the German bombardment, Britons 
had joined together to resist the onslaught. Civilians were in the front 
line. Civil defence workers were heroes. Morale remained unbroken. 
This version of the Blitz was assiduously promoted by the government, 
the  BBC , the newsreel companies and almost all newspapers. Speaking 
to the nation on 27 April, the prime minister portrayed it as a valida-
tion of traditional British values: 

  What a triumph the life of these battered cities is, over the worst that fi re 

and bomb can do . . . What a test of the quality of our local authorities, 

and of institutions and customs and societies so steadily built . . . The 

sublime but also terrible and sombre experience and emotions of the 

battlefi eld which for centuries had been reserved for soldiers and sailors, 

are now shared, for good or ill, by the entire population. All are proud 

to be under the fi re of the enemy.  

 This was plainly not everybody’s experience of the Blitz, and assertions 
from ministers and journalists about universal cheerfulness and high 
morale aroused considerable antagonism at the time. 70    

 Yet –  particularly when told in less bombastic tones than Churchill’s –  
there was enough in this account of  home- front resilience to strike a 
chord in a country that was already busily mythologizing the deliver-
ance of Dunkirk and the defi ance of invasion. Civilians were indeed in 
the thick of the action: during the second year of the war, civilian 
deaths from enemy action were about twice those suffered by the army, 
navy and air force combined. Some people, particularly those involved 
in civil defence, had been forced to deal with situations utterly beyond 
their  pre- war lives, and some of them had found within themselves 
remarkable reserves of courage and endurance. 
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 The Blitz certainly hadn’t blown away class distinctions: bombs hit 
hardest at  working- class areas, wealthier Britons were better able to 
escape attack or to deal with the consequences of being bombed out, 
and reactions to refugees and trekkers often refl ected existing percep-
tions of class. People of different classes had, however, worked together 
to withstand the enemy’s attack, society had proved more resilient than 
some had feared before the war broke out, and public depictions of the 
very poorest members of the urban working class now celebrated their 
endurance under the bombs rather than condemning their fecklessness 
and fi lth. Even if the relentless emphasis on civilian stoicism did not 
match how people felt personally, the overwhelming majority do seem 
to have felt that it was stoicism to which they ought to aspire. That may 
in itself have bolstered morale by keeping the innumerable personal 
crises caused by the bombing more private than they might otherwise 
have been. 

 For more progressive commentators, the story of popular endurance 
could be developed into a tale of a country being, as J. B. Priestley put 
it, ‘bombed into democracy’. Looking at the ways in which Londoners 
had stood up to be counted –  organizing their own shelters, stepping in 
to solve the problems of the homeless and the hungry, volunteering to 
put out incendiaries and fi ght fi res –  Ritchie Calder thought he could 
see a new sort of citizen emerging from the rubble. At the end of his 
book  Carry on London , published in May 1941, Calder wrote: 

  In a thousand ways, for a thousand common objects, people have learned 

to work together, to appreciate each other’s values . . . New democratic 

institutions have come into being. Men, and women, have discovered 

latent qualities of leadership. They have become articulate. They have 

become active instead of acquiescent. 71     

 Under the impact of bombing and displays of popular radicalism, the 
intelligentsia discovered a faith in the abilities of the working class that 
had been lacking before the war. In fact, although the heavy raids 
forced a lot of people to get involved with defending their homes and 
gave them an experience of working for the common good, it never 
came close to including everybody. Yet it was this sense of popular 
involvement that led politicians and commentators to hope that the 
spirit of service could be preserved after the war, and encouraged fond 
references back to the ‘Blitz spirit’ over the decades to come. 
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 That it was possible at the time to turn the Blitz into something posi-
tive, however, should not obscure the pain, suffering and disruption 
that it caused. So a chapter on the Blitz should end not with Churchill 
or Calder, but with Jim and Hilda Curran and their children, Pat 
and Bob. Early on in the Blitz, the Currans’ house in the East End of 
London was wrecked by bombing and Hilda and the children were 
evacuated to Cambridge. Before long, Jim had to write to her with 
more bad news. There’d been another raid. 

  The Warning went about 9 and it was one continuous noise of gunfi re, 

bombs and planes and didn’t stop at all till 4.30. It is our worst experi-

ence since the raids started. Well dear there’re plenty of others got to 

stick it just the same, I’m glad you’re out of it when I see the women 

fetching their scared kiddies out of the shelters of a morning . . . when I 

went to work Thursday morning I found my fi rm pretty nearly burnt 

out  . . . But nobody was hurt. Our fi rewatchers went down the tube 

when they dropped the fi rst near one, that’s why our place caught fi re . . . 

 So my luck didn’t change for long did it, our house fi rst now my fi rm, 

well dear so long as we are all  OK  I shan’t worry so keep your chin up 

and we never know, it might end very quick yet. 72     

 Now unemployed, Jim stayed in London to look for another job. At 
some point, he managed to travel up to Cambridge. Hilda wrote to him 
sadly about the aftermath of his visit: 

  Well dear I felt awful after you had gone home and to make things worse 

I had a scene with the kiddies when they went to bed. Poor Bobby he 

sobbed and sobbed because he wanted his Daddy it made your heart 

ache to hear him. Anyhow I managed to cuddle him off to sleep but all 

through the night I could hear him sob in his sleep. Patsy cried too she 

wanted you all, especially her Nannie and Grandad. I tell you we were a 

lot of weeping willies. It’s lovely having you come but the going back is 

so awful. I could kick myself for breaking down like I do but for the life 

of me I can’t control myself however hard I try to keep a stiff upper lip. 73     

 Home destroyed, separated by evacuation,  wage- earner put out of 
work, struggling to keep going by themselves without assistance from 
the state, and trying to put a brave face on things because other people 
had it worse: for those whose lives were caught up in the maelstrom of 
bombing, this was closer to the true texture of the Blitz.   
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The Battle of the British Empire  

 On 5 November 1940, Roosevelt was  re- elected as president of the 
United States for an unprecedented third term. In London, the news 
was greeted with joy and excitement, as noted by those avid Westmin-
ster diarists, Chips Channon – ‘A real landslide, and I have yet to see 
anyone who is not delighted’ –  and Harold Nicolson – ‘the best thing 
that has happened to us since the outbreak of war. I thank God!’. 1    Des-
pite all the disappointments of the summer, Roosevelt had delivered 
just enough on his promises to convince British ministers and offi cials 
that, once his hands were freed by his return to offi ce, he would lead 
his country quickly into the war. 2    

 Contemporaries often found Roosevelt’s character and intentions 
elusive. His unusual aptitude for emotional concealment, developed 
early in life, had only been reinforced by his battle to overcome the 
disabling effects of polio, which had to be carefully hidden from an 
electorate who would never have voted for a  wheelchair- bound presi-
dent. In offi ce, he governed by faction –  giving his subordinates a lot of 
responsibility and letting them fi ght against each other, but seldom put-
ting them fully in the picture. This was partly to stop anyone else 
gaining too much power, but mainly because, as leader of the world’s 
greatest democracy, Roosevelt liked to be able to tack the ship of policy 
to the wind of popular approval in order to reach his goals. 3    

 In autumn 1940, the British, not for the last time, saw in Roosevelt 
what they wanted to see, but their hopes of a rapid American entry into 
the war turned out to be misplaced. Roosevelt still believed that it 
might be possible for the United States to defeat Fascism without actu-
ally becoming a belligerent. Despite his victory, he still faced strong 
isolationist sentiment in the country and in Congress, and he was far 
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from certain that he could carry the American people into battle. He 
returned to the Oval Offi ce certain that this would be a term of mighty 
tasks and  epoch- making decisions, but expecting that he could keep 
the British fi ghting without putting America in the front line. 

   ‘the silly, foolish old 
dollar sign’  

 By the time Roosevelt was  re- elected, the British, with their  pre- war 
dollar reserves running out, were struggling to pay for new American 
supplies; but fi nance was not their only problem. As shipping losses 
continued into the winter, the British needed American ships to make 
sure that the transatlantic supply line would keep running. Access to 
American shipping would make an immediate difference to Britain’s 
ability to fi ght a global war. At the same time, they needed to accelerate 
American arms production. As  US  rearmament got slowly under way 
in the second half of 1940, American and British orders began to com-
pete with each other for  still- scarce munitions capacity in the States. 
The British ambassador in Washington, Lord Lothian, and the head of 
the British Purchasing Commission, Arthur Purvis, both warned that 
unless Britain shocked America into accepting full industrial mobiliza-
tion, its vast potential might not be realized until it was too late. 

 Roosevelt, however, thought that he could take his time. As far as 
the  US  Treasury was concerned, total British investments in the United 
States in late 1940 still amounted to $2.5 billion, or about £600 mil-
lion. There were other British overseas investments –  in South America, 
but also in Malaya –  that could also be sold off or handed over to the 
 US  government in order to raise additional funds. The British might 
not, the president accepted, be able to pay for American production 
indefi nitely, but if they liquidated these assets, they could certainly 
keep going in the short term. Looking at  US  calculations of British 
resources, Roosevelt declared: ‘Well they aren’t bust –   there’s lots of 
money there.’ 4    

 The British thought that their position was much more acute than 
the Americans realized. Most of the easily sold British investments in 
America had already gone, and what was left would realize much less 
than its value if, in a desperate ‘fi re sale’, it was all put to the market at 
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the same time. The British thought that the Americans had failed to 
grasp how the sterling system worked. Britain’s overseas fi nancial edi-
fi ce was built on the idea that there were at least some reserves of gold 
and dollars in London to back the whole thing up. If the Americans 
required the British to empty their pockets completely, it might upset 
the whole structure by which they were fi nancing the rest of the war. 
As the Americans rightly suspected, however, the British were also 
reluctant to give up every part of their global fi nancial empire in order 
to defeat Nazism on America’s behalf. While the Americans worried 
that the wily British imperialists were fooling them into footing the bill, 
the British despaired about what they saw as the naive idealism of a 
juvenile great power. 5    

 Like most of his countrymen, Churchill believed that Britain’s will-
ingness to fi ght on against the evil of Nazism was establishing a moral 
obligation on the Americans. They ought to be redeeming British 
sacrifi ces, not taking advantage of them. To an extent that now seems 
remarkable, the British persisted in viewing America as a sort of par-
ticularly powerful but recalcitrant dominion that could be educated 
into accepting its responsibilities. Given the vigour of  US  colonialism in 
the Americas and the Pacifi c, the British saw American criticisms of 
their own empire as hypocritical. Yet the Americans weren’t the only 
people who were guilty of double standards. Given their reliance on 
imperial economic sacrifi ces, via the fi nancial mechanisms of the ster-
ling area, it  ill- behoved the British to complain that the Americans were 
unwilling to pay for the war. 

 When the hopes raised by the presidential election were dashed, and 
Roosevelt continued his cautious policy, there was profound disap-
pointment in London. Churchill, however, did not want to force the 
issue with the president. Hopeful as ever that something would turn 
up, he preferred to rely on the course of events to drive the Americans 
into action. Lord Lothian suggested a different approach. The ambas-
sador believed that the only way to get things moving was to make it 
clear that, without  US  help, the  UK  would be unable to continue 
the war. On a visit back to the  UK  in early November, he persuaded the 
prime minister to write to Roosevelt, laying out exactly how bad the 
fi nancial, shipping and supply situations were and insisting that 
without massive and immediate  US  aid, the British would be defeated. 
After multiple  redraftings, the letter was eventually despatched on 
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8 December. Churchill, who called it ‘one of the most important I ever 
wrote’, insisted on putting the emphasis not on issues of fi nance, but 
rather the need for  US  merchant ships and escort vessels to help Britain 
in the Atlantic. 

 In the meantime, however, Lothian had returned to the  US . On his 
arrival, on 23 November, he told the crowd of waiting reporters about 
the severity of Britain’s position. Unlike the prime minister, he laid 
heavy emphasis on the imminent shortage of dollars. His intention was 
to start a public debate that would provide the momentum necessary 
for Roosevelt to take action. By the time the president, who had 
departed on a Caribbean cruise to recover from the rigours of the elec-
tion, received Churchill’s letter, British fi nances had become a major 
topic of discussion in the American press. 6    

 This revelation of the dire straits in which the  UK  now found itself 
coincided with a reconsideration of American strategy. By the start of 
Roosevelt’s third term, America’s senior military leaders had become 
convinced that the  USA  would eventually be dragged into the gather-
ing global maelstrom. They too wanted clarity from the newly  re- elected 
president. The chief of naval operations, Harold Stark, put forward a 
range of strategic options, lettered from A to D. He advocated the 
fourth, Plan Dog. This was based on the principle that the defence of 
the  UK  was vital to  US  interests. Assuming that a future war pitted 
Britain and America against Germany, Italy and Japan, the  US  should 
remain on the defensive in the Pacifi c while taking the offensive in Eur-
ope. Without direct American assistance, the British would not have 
suffi cient strength to defeat the Germans, and if Britain fell, the  US  
would fi nd itself ‘alone, and at war with the world’. On Stark’s recom-
mendation, the Americans agreed to extend hitherto limited staff 
discussions into  full- blown, but intensely secret, discussions of future 
joint strategy, which got under way in Washington at the start of 1941. 

 As the British prepared the fi nal brief for their envoys to this confer-
ence, Roosevelt returned from his holiday with his mind made up about 
how to address the intertwined problems of British supply and fi nance 
and American politics and rearmament. On 17 December 1940, the 
president announced at a press conference that he wanted to lend or 
lease raw materials, equipment and munitions to the  UK , on the basis 
that they would be returned or paid for  –   in kind rather than with 
money –  at the end of hostilities. He described ‘ Lend- Lease’ as taking 
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‘the silly, foolish old dollar sign’ out of the equation. The British would 
have to pay something, but it wouldn’t be money they didn’t have. 

 By committing itself in the long term to supply Great Britain in its 
fi ght against totalitarianism, America would guarantee its own safety 
without actually having to enter the war. In fact, Roosevelt’s scheme 
also had the advantage of guaranteeing the investment that would be 
needed to expand America’s arms industries in line with the president’s 
dramatic rearmament plans. If America did have to fi ght, it would do 
so with an industrial economy already being geared up for war. 

 In one of his radio ‘fi reside chats’, on 29 December, the president 
explained to the American people that he wanted the  USA  to act as ‘the 
arsenal of democracy’. He returned to the same theme in his State of 
the Union address on 6 January 1941, telling listeners: 

  we are committed to full support of all those resolute peoples, every-

where, who are resisting aggression and are thereby keeping war away 

from our Hemisphere. By this support, we express our determination 

that the democratic cause shall prevail; and we strengthen the defense 

and security of our own nation. 7     

 Roosevelt sold his policy not just in terms of protecting America, but 
also as an ideological crusade. Linking together the New Deal at home 
with an internationalism rooted in human rights abroad, he closed by 
asking Americans to ‘look forward to a world founded upon four essen-
tial human freedoms’: freedom of speech and of religion, and from 
want and fear. ‘That kind of world’, he concluded, ‘is the very antith-
esis of the  so- called new order of tyranny which the dictators seek to 
create with the crash of a bomb.’ 8     

   ‘a thoroughly inadequate 
service in return’  

 For the British, Roosevelt’s announcement of  Lend- Lease made the 
turn of the year a moment of relief and anxiety. With the staff talks 
about to go ahead, and Roosevelt apparently determined to supply the 
 UK  without getting it to build up vast dollar debts, the future might be 
bright. As with all Roosevelt’s big ideas, however, the plans he had set 
forth were light on detail. In particular, the price that Britain would 
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eventually be expected to pay for this benefi cence was not laid out. Of 
more immediate concern, however, was the gap between the president’s 
generous announcement and his legislation actually getting through 
Congress. At the start of December, British dollar reserves had gone 
down to $574 million, less than the $600 million that London thought 
necessary to operate the Sterling Area and meet dollar expenditure out-
side the  US , but also less than the $580 million due to  US  manufacturers 
before the end of February. Roosevelt’s intervention had not saved Brit-
ain from effective dollar bankruptcy. In the meantime, progress on 
placing the giant orders needed to fulfi l the summer armament plans 
ground to a halt. 

 As far as the president was concerned, however, Britain was still far 
from ‘bust’. When it came to covering the next tranche of payments 
in the States, Roosevelt’s Treasury secretary, Henry Morgenthau, sug-
gested that the British might like to expropriate the £200 million of 
gold that the French government had sent for safekeeping in Canada. 
Anxious not to antagonize the French any more than they already had, 
the British demurred. Sir Frederick Phillips, the British Treasury offi cial 
sent to Washington to negotiate the rapids of dollar diplomacy, instead 
raised the possibility of handing over £42 million of gold that the South 
Africans had set aside for British use. After news of this trove reached 
the president, he announced to London on 23 December that the Amer-
icans were going to take the bullion, and that an American warship 
was already on its way to pick the gold up. 

 This was the fi rst that British ministers had heard of the proposal. 
An infuriated Churchill composed, but was dissuaded from sending, a 
letter to the president complaining that America was acting like ‘a sher-
iff collecting the last assets of a helpless debtor’ –  bad enough in any 
case, but intolerable when Britain was giving its all to fi ght a common 
enemy. Beaverbrook went berserk. The Americans had ‘exacted pay-
ment to the uttermost for all they have done for us. They have taken 
our bases without adequate compensation. They have taken our gold. 
They have been given our secrets and offered us a thoroughly inad-
equate service in return.’ 9    He suggested that Churchill should resist 
further  US  demands. 

 Beaverbrook was often able to articulate Churchill’s worst fears, but 
on this occasion the prime minister did not follow his friend’s advice. 
As 1940 closed, the  UK  was massively more mobilized than the United 
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States. In terms of munitions, a meaningful American contribution to 
the British war effort was at least a year away. Yet Britain needed 
American raw materials, food and shipping now, as well as the con-
tinued investment in plant and production that would see   US -  made 
weapons in British hands in the future. The only way to get that was to 
fi nd a means to keep spending in the United States. That meant not 
only accepting the divestment of  UK  assets, but also kowtowing to the 
Americans to make sure that the  Lend- Lease Act passed. When Lord 
Lloyd, the colonial secretary, complained at the end of December that 
the American occupation of Atlantic bases threatened a takeover of the 
British Empire, Churchill told him that gaining American support ‘was 
of overriding importance and other matters must give way before it’. 10    
The War Cabinet agreed. 

 Churchill had no more intention than Lloyd of letting the Empire go 
by the board, but he retained a belief that the war was just a stage on 
a shared  Anglo- American journey. Present sacrifi ces on that voyage 
might well be validated by the changes that would come once the 
United States was more closely embroiled in the confl ict. The  UK ’s tem-
porary lack of dollars did not mean that it had exited the rank of great 
nations, but rather that he needed to bind the Americans into British 
strategy. If America could be brought into the war, then the fact that 
the British Empire was for the moment much more capable of doing 
the actual fi ghting would rectify the imbalance in fi nancial power. 
Throughout 1941, turning America into a combatant became Church-
ill’s main strategic priority. 

 It wasn’t just high imperialists such as Beaverbrook and Lloyd who 
regarded  US  intentions with suspicion. Even as they retained their 
belief that the Americans  ought  to help them, most British ministers 
also remained more pessimistic than Churchill about the price that the 
United States was demanding for its aid. Their worries were well 
founded. No amount of reference to the shared heritage of the 
 English- speaking peoples was going to remove the fact that Roosevelt 
wanted to defeat Fascism  and  imperialism, and to replace British 
with American power –   which was exactly what he was doing as he 
manoeuvred to implement  Lend- Lease. Yet though the more defi ant 
stand advocated by Beaverbrook sometimes tempted Churchill, it 
seemed unlikely to yield any better results. Rather than confronting the 
president, the prime minister preferred to woo him, in the optimistic 
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belief that Roosevelt wanted to carry the American people into the 
war. 11    

 The conviction of a shared  Anglo- American destiny was a vital part 
of Churchill’s hopes of victory, but (ironically) he was to prove particu-
larly  ill- suited to the task of convincing the Americans that Britain was 
the sort of modern, democratic society for which they should fi ght. 
Under a different prime minister, the  UK  might have made a more 
dynamic attempt to seize the initiative in transatlantic relations in 
1940 and 1941 by building on the real achievements of the 1930s, com-
mitting itself to a clear set of war aims, including domestic reforms and 
imperial democratization, and taking concrete steps towards them 
before the end of the war. Given the strength of American prejudices 
about British imperialism and the depth of the  UK ’s fi nancial depend-
ence, whether such an approach would actually have won over public 
opinion in the United States must be open to doubt, but it was certainly 
attractive to more progressive ministers, including Eden and Attlee, 
who wanted to take the opportunity of building a new and better world. 

 It never appealed to Churchill. He was fi ghting to preserve an old 
and doomed version of the British Empire, and though he was right to 
prioritize the securing of assistance from the United States, he was 
wrong to hope that it could be won cheaply. The construction of a war-
time  Anglo- American ‘special relationship’ would be something for 
which Britain paid heavily, and for a long time.  

   ‘Par allel wars’  

 A rapidly prepared Bill to permit  Lend- Lease, tellingly entitled ‘An Act 
to Promote the Defence of the United States’, was placed before Con-
gress on 10 January 1941. Having waited for Roosevelt to be  re- elected, 
now the British had to attend on the decisions of the American legisla-
ture. President Roosevelt, however, was not the only one taking vital 
decisions during the winter of 1940. In Berlin, Adolf Hitler was also 
about to make a crucial choice that would also determine the outcome 
of Britain’s war. 

 For a brief moment in the summer of 1940, the German dictator had 
contemplated attacking Britain’s position around the shores of the 
Mediterranean, but the more he thought about the strategy, the less 
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keen he became. Italy and Germany might have been allies, but their 
intentions in the region were very different. As Mussolini put it, they 
were fi ghting ‘parallel wars’. Hitler knew the British Empire was 
doomed, but he was not going to smash it just so that Italy could pick 
up the pieces. In any case, even if the Germans seized Britain’s posses-
sions in the Middle East, he doubted whether that would actually 
knock Britain out the war. Mussolini, in contrast, wanted to expand 
the Italian empire. That meant taking advantage of German military 
successes elsewhere, not letting the Germans into Italy’s backyard. He 
waved away German offers of assistance in North Africa. 12    

 Desperate for a quick win, but stymied by his generals’ reluctance to 
advance in Egypt, Mussolini toyed with the idea of attacking Greece. 
The Germans warned him off: they wanted the Balkans kept quiet, not 
opened up as a new zone of confl ict. In October, however, the Germans 
sent troops to Romania to support the new regime of General Ion 
Antonescu and to secure their supplies of oil. That convinced Musso-
lini that Hitler wanted to dominate the entire region. At the end of 
October, without German authority, Italian forces invaded Greece 
from occupied Albania. 

 Their attack turned into a disaster. Ten days after it began, the 
Greeks had fought the offensive to a standstill. During the second half 
of November, the Italians were driven back into Albania. The British 
sent  RAF  squadrons from the Middle East to help, and garrisoned 
Crete to release Greek troops to fi ght the Italians on the mainland. On 
11 November, Admiral Cunningham’s fl eet launched a daring raid 
on the Italian fl eet, using  carrier- launched aircraft to strike at Italian 
battleships in harbour in the port of Taranto. One was sunk, another 
two damaged and the Italian navy withdrew further up the coast, 
easing the path of British supply convoys to Greece and Malta. 

 Mussolini was downcast.  Hitler was furious. His ally’s incompe-
tence was endangering German security: based in Greece, British 
aircraft would be within easy bombing range of the Romanian oil-
fi elds. Reluctantly, he was forced to intervene. In  mid- November, he 
decided against a  full- blown German pincer movement against the 
Suez Canal. Instead, he would send Luftwaffe planes to Italy to domin-
ate the Mediterranean, while the Wehrmacht took control in the 
Balkans and defeated Greece, thus protecting the right fl ank of a future 
advance into the Soviet Union. 13    
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 Italy was not the only country with which Germany could not 
 co- ordinate its strategy. In the summer, the Germans had planned 
‘Operation Felix’, a combined air and ground attack on Gibraltar that 
would put them in control of the exit from the Mediterranean, and give 
the  U- boats a base from which to attack the central Atlantic. It depended 
on Franco’s  co- operation –  and for that he demanded the secession of 
French territory in Morocco and Algeria. This presented Hitler with an 
insoluble conundrum: Spain could only be brought into the war at the 
cost of alienating the Vichy government and throwing the French 
empire into the Allied camp. As the winter drew on, a very poor har-
vest in Spain made Franco even more hesitant about starting a war with 
the British Empire. As part of their global war on Fascism, the British 
bolstered Franco’s regime with deliveries of food that saved it from 
popular unrest. This was not an offer that the Germans could match. 
On 8 December, Franco told Berlin that Spain’s economic weakness 
meant that he would have to cancel Operation Felix. This was a signifi -
cant diplomatic victory for Britain, and one that owed a lot to the work 
that Sir Samuel Hoare was doing as ambassador. Hoare might have 
been a  too- clever,  two- faced appeaser, but that made him extremely 
well suited to keeping Spain out of the fi ghting. Britain was lucky to 
have him in Madrid. 14    

 In any case, Hitler was increasingly focused on operations against 
Russia. From the summer of 1940, it was clear that, thanks to the eco-
nomic blockade, Germany would only be able to make full use of its 
newly occupied territories by depending on Stalin’s continued deliveries 
of food and oil. In fact, the Soviet dictator was determined for the 
moment to keep these shipments up, lest the Germans be tempted into 
an attack on the  USSR  before his mighty programme of rearmament 
was completed. Hitler, however, did not believe that he could trust him 
to keep his word. 

 From August 1940, Germany’s munitions plans refl ected Hitler’s 
expectation that he would have to fi ght on two fronts in quick succes-
sion: a  lightning- fast ground war to knock out the  USSR , which meant 
colossal production levels of tanks and explosives, and a future air war 
against the  UK  and United States, which required huge investment in 
 long- term aircraft production. The great loser in all this was the Ger-
man navy’s  U- boat programme. In July, Hitler had briefl y given it 
priority. By the autumn, submarine construction had been relegated in 
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favour of the army’s preparations for a new campaign in the east. The 
 U- boats were the best way to cut off American supplies to Britain, but 
they could promise only a very distant victory. In the meantime, attacks 
on the Atlantic shipping lanes might, just as in the last war, force 
America into battle. Hitler was convinced that a war with the  US  was 
coming, but he didn’t want it to start before the Wehrmacht had demol-
ished the Soviet Union. 

 On 18 December 1940, Hitler issued the directive formally ordering 
the attack on Russia to take place at the beginning of the following 
summer. The strategic rationale of a war for resources was intertwined 
with an ideology of annihilation: from the start, this campaign was 
meant to be fought as a merciless struggle against those whom Hitler 
regarded as the implacable enemies of Nazism: Bolsheviks and Jews. 
The global war would be escalated not only to a new vast geographical 
arena, but also to an unprecedented level of barbarity. 15    

 The shift of German efforts to the opening of a new Eastern Front 
shaped not only the immediate course of the war, but also its ultimate 
outcome. It was a long time before British strategists recognized for 
certain that it had occurred. In a survey of the war situation at the end 
of October, Churchill, his instincts about European  geo- politics always 
sounder than his skills as a battlefi eld commander, correctly speculated 
to senior offi cers that Germany would turn on the  USSR  during 
1941 because Hitler needed oil. This was, however, just one of the scen-
arios that the prime minister conjured up for future enemy operations 
over the winter. In contrast, British military intelligence and the For-
eign Offi ce insisted that Hitler would fi nish off the  UK  before starting 
another war. Churchill worried that his advisors were correct. As the 
Blitz and the assault on shipping continued, the British planned on 
having to meet two potential threats in the spring: an attempted in-
vasion of the  UK  and a German offensive around both sides of the 
Mediterranean. 

 Had the British known for certain at an earlier date what the Ger-
mans were planning to do, they might have been able to take more 
advantage of the concentration of German force in the east.  British 
intelligence successes in the second half of the war have become the 
stuff of popular legend: the failure to spot what the Germans were 
going to do next in the spring of 1941 was arguably even more 
important. 16     
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   ‘repercussions all round 
the Mediterr anean’  

 While Roosevelt was pondering the plan that would become  Lend- 
Lease, and Hitler was deciding to crush the Soviet Union, the British 
had shifted from defence to offence in the Mediterranean. 17    When the 
Italians attacked Greece in October 1940, British strategists initially 
saw it as a chance to protect the Middle East. Air Marshal Longmore 
independently decided to send an  RAF  squadron to help the Greeks, 
but the Defence Committee’s concern was to secure the island of Crete 
as a sea and air base that would act as an outer bulwark for Egypt. 
Within a few days, however, Churchill began to advocate more signifi -
cant help, including fi nancial aid and the despatch of more units from 
the  RAF . The chiefs of staff agreed with him that there were sound 
political and military reasons for supporting Greece. The  UK  had 
guaranteed the country’s security in 1939; Greek resistance might 
encourage the Turks to resist a future Axis onslaught around the east-
ern Mediterranean; and, if Greece could be defended, it might –  as the 
Germans also realized –  provide a crucial base for British bombers.       

 In Cairo, where Eden was visiting General Wavell, it looked a lot 
like the prime minister was getting distracted by another expeditionary 
adventure. Wavell now disclosed to the war secretary that he had his 
own plans for an attack in the Western Desert, followed by a siege of 
Italian East Africa. He hoped that by juggling his forces in time and 
space, he’d be able to defeat the numerically superior Italians in both 
places. Eden told Churchill of Wavell’s plans to argue him off sending 
too much support to Greece, but he, Wavell and Longmore all accepted 
that the British would have to do something to help. They agreed to 
despatch additional  RAF  squadrons, even though this delayed opera-
tions in Egypt, as well as an infantry brigade to garrison Crete. When 
Wavell’s offensive fi nally got under way, however, it proved unexpect-
edly successful. That opened up new possibilities on both sides of the 
Mediterranean. 

 The attack was launched on 9 December by the two divisions that 
made up the Western Desert Force, under Lieutenant General Richard 
O’Connor. The 7 th  Armoured Division had trained extensively in des-
ert conditions, and the 4 th  Indian Division was the fi rst formation to be 
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sent overseas from the Raj. Aggressive action from  RAF  fi ghters and 
the bombing of Italian airfi elds allowed the attackers to move forward 
undetected. They took the Italians completely by surprise. Indian 
infantry accompanied by heavy Matilda tanks attacked the fortifi ed 
camps around Sidi Barrani, while the lighter tanks of the armoured 
division moved round to cut off the single coast road to the west. Unex-
pectedly involved in a fi ght for which few had any heart, 38,300 Italian 
and Libyan troops surrendered. 18    

 A delighted Churchill told ministers, ‘In Wavell we have got a win-
ner’ and declared that the battle would ‘make repercussions all round 
the Mediterranean and through the whole Middle East and as far as 
Moscow’. 19    They certainly reached Berlin. In early January 1941, Hitler 
decided that he would have to send two German divisions to hold the 
line in Libya. He hadn’t changed his mind about attacking Egypt, but 
he couldn’t allow the British to run riot in North Africa. 

 With the Western Desert attack a success, Wavell continued with his 
existing plans to transfer the 4 th  Indian Division southwards to join the 
attack on Italian East Africa. O’Connor had to pause any  follow- up 
pursuit, much to his frustration, while Australian troops took the Indi-
ans’ place. As signs of a German advance through the Balkans grew, 
the chiefs of staff and the prime minister pressed Wavell to fi nish off 
the victory in the desert and to complete the conquest of East Africa as 
quickly as possible. 

 O’Connor now converted what had started as a raid in force into a 
major offensive into Libya. The Italians were pursued back to the more 
heavily fortifi ed bases at Bardia (taken on 5 January 1941) and Tobruk 
(22 January). With the Italian army now in full retreat, O’Connor des-
patched his armoured division across the base of the Jebel Akhdar 
peninsula to cut off their escape. Its advance elements reached the coast 
at Beda Fomm just ahead of the Italians on 5 February. Over the next 
two days, as the Italians failed to break through to safety, a  15- mile 
traffi c jam of guns and transport built up along the coast road, punctu-
ated by billowing smoke as British tanks and armoured cars swept in 
from the desert and shot up the trapped vehicles. Benghazi was taken 
on 6 February. The next day, the surrounded Italian troops on the coast 
surrendered. Since the start of the campaign, at a cost of fewer than 
2,000 casualties, the British had captured 130,000 prisoners, nearly 
400 tanks and over 800 guns. Just up the coast, at El Agheila, the 
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pursuit was halted. O’Connor’s troops were exhausted and their vehi-
cles in dire need of repair, and the chiefs of staff had instructed Wavell 
to hold the line in Libya while he turned his attention elsewhere. 

 The dramatic successes of British Commonwealth forces in the Medi-
terranean and North Africa brought, as Home Intelligence reported, a 
sense of ‘general satisfaction’ back in Britain. 20    Churchill’s stock with 
the public was as high as ever.  Eighty- fi ve per cent of respondents in a 
January 1941 survey said they approved of him as prime minister. 21    
Journalists, including Alan Moorehead, the war correspondent of the 
 Daily Express , and Richard Dimbleby, the  BBC  commentator, sent 
back reports of the crowds of hungry Italians desperately trying to sur-
render to the rampaging Australians.  Mass- Observation recorded that 
people were joking about the war in a way they had not done since 
before the Fall of France: 

  Every navy has its own drink. The Americans like rye whiskey, the Brit-

ish has its rum, but the Italians stick to port. 

 Mussolini is having a bad Christmas. He can’t even cook a turkey 

because he can’t get hold of Greece. 22     

 Perhaps you had to be there.  

   ‘The truth was however, that we 
had started no fires at all’  

 Victory in the Western Desert stood out even more clearly in compari-
son with the failure of Britain’s other offensive campaigns. After it was 
unleashed to attack targets in Germany in May 1940, Bomber Com-
mand had spent the summer and early autumn trying to destroy precise 
economic targets: oil plants, communications and aircraft factories. In 
comparison with German attacks during the Battle of Britain, these 
raids were small, inaccurate and –  despite an almost total lack of oppos-
ition from the ground defences –  infl icted no damage on the German 
war machine. 23    

 Between  mid- 1940 and  mid- 1941, the consensus among the air staff 
and bomber commanders shifted, in fi ts and starts, away from preci-
sion attacks and towards the destruction of ‘industrial areas’ of German 
cities. This owed less to the growing awareness of how diffi cult precise 
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targets were to hit, and more to British observations of German achieve-
ments during the Blitz. In its heaviest raids, with plenty of high explosive 
and incendiary bombs, the Luftwaffe had managed to cause a lot of 
damage to entire chunks of a city. Industrial plants were hard to hit and 
surprisingly resilient, but the homes, lives and will of those who 
laboured in them were much more vulnerable. Admittedly, the Ger-
mans had not managed to break British morale, but with enough planes 
and bombs, and against a population that lacked Britons’ steely resolve, 
Bomber Command should be able to infl ict major economic damage by 
killing and demoralizing German workers. 24    

 By the end of 1940, Bomber Command was struggling to achieve 
any visible results. The arrival of the heavy aircraft that the  RAF  had 
ordered in 1936 –  the Stirling, Manchester and Halifax –  was delayed 
by the priority given to defensive fi ghters before the war and during the 
Battle of Britain. Instead, Bomber Command remained reliant on the 
Whitley, the Hampden and the Wellington: aircraft that were similar in 
performance terms to those now blitzing Britain. Like their German 
equivalents, the British aircraft carried a relatively small bomb load by 
the standards set later in the war, but they were even fewer in number 
and they had to travel much further. Between August 1940 and June 
1941, the Luftwaffe dropped more than 31,000 tons of bombs on the 
 UK . Between August 1940 and February 1941, the  RAF  managed only 
9,000 tons in return. Proportionately, they had even less effect. 25    As 
with the Germans, bad weather reduced the number of sorties the Brit-
ish could fl y and increased the rate of accidents among inexperienced 
crews. Unlike the Luftwaffe, British navigators lacked the assistance of 
radio direction technology to guide them to the place they were meant 
to be attacking. 

 Without such help, the diffi culties of  night- time navigation over a 
 blacked- out Europe were immense. Precision bombing was basically 
impossible. When the  RAF  attacked the two oil plants at Gelsen-
kirchen in December 1940, for example, with nearly 300 aircraft, most 
of the bombs fell so far away that their craters could not even be seen 
on subsequent aerial photographs of the factories. No signifi cant dam-
age was done. 26    Area bombing was no easier, because British bombers 
still struggled to fi nd whole cities. A Luftwaffe survey of  south- west 
Germany for the year May 1940 to May 1941 found that ‘just under 
50% of bombs fell in open country, 20% in residential areas, 11.2% on 
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communications, 8.2% on industrial objectives, 5.2% on military 
objectives, and 1.1% on inland harbours and waterways’. So dispersed 
was this effort that the Germans assumed that they were randomly 
aimed nuisance raids aimed at damaging morale. 27    When in December 
the British tried to launch a  large- scale attack against the industrial 
centre of Mannheim, in response to the raids on Coventry and Bristol, 
only 101 aircraft of the 235 planned got airborne, thanks to bad 
weather. Their attack, scattered over the whole of Mannheim, killed 
34 people and damaged 476 houses. 28    

 For the crews involved, this second winter of bombing was a cold, 
lonely and terrifying business, but not one that was necessarily dis-
heartening. The logbook of Flight Sergeant Guy Brisbane, then a 
navigator for Whitley bombers in 51 Squadron, for example, recorded 
a series of apparently successful missions against a wide variety of tar-
gets, including aerodromes in Norway, oil tanks at Hamburg, the oil 
refi nery at Salzburgen and blast furnaces in Dusseldorf and Essen. In 
the period from April 1940 to July 1941, only twice did Brisbane’s crew 
acknowledge having failed to locate their target, and only once did they 
bomb by ‘dead reckoning’ –  releasing their bombs through thick cloud 
cover in the calculation that they were over the target. By October 
1940, his accurate course fi nding and calm head had earned him a Dis-
tinguished Flying Medal. 29    When he refl ected on his experiences later, 
however, Brisbane believed they had been deceiving themselves: 

  I can remember hearing a new rear gunner in a crew of which I was a 

member, describing to the intelligence offi cer the numerous fi res we had 

started at Oslo airfi eld during an attack in 1940. The truth was however, 

that we had started no fi res at all. What the rear gunner had seen were 

incendiary bombs burning themselves out on the rocky surface of the 

airfi eld. He had not seen an incendiary burning before. I can also recall 

hearing tales of great fi res in the target area which I am convinced were 

nothing more than a haystack burning in open fi elds. 30     

 In October 1940, Sir Charles Portal moved from the head of Bomber 
Command to become chief of the air staff. He was replaced by Air 
Marshal Sir Richard Peirse. Peirse liked the idea of precision bombing 
but recognized some of the diffi culties involved. Over the winter, 
Churchill complained to both Peirse and Portal about how little Bomber 
Command was achieving. Where was his decisive offensive? In 
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December, buoyed by a mistaken estimate that bombing had damaged 
German oil production, Portal seized the chance to prove the Com-
mand’s usefulness by issuing a new directive that would concentrate its 
efforts entirely on knocking out the German oil industry. This was 
approved by the chiefs of staff and War Cabinet and given to Peirse in 
 mid- January, with the proviso that when the weather was not good 
enough to hit the oil plants, he should go after industrial areas instead. 
In practice, Bomber Command had neither the equipment nor the skill 
to attack either of these targets in the midst of the grim winter 
weather. The oil plan didn’t even get off the ground. As the spring of 
1941 approached, Britain’s main offensive weapon had thus far proved 
completely useless. 31    

  SOE ’s attempts to set Europe ablaze were also sputtering out. The 
problem was the inverse relationship between Axis success and the will-
ingness of the population of Occupied Europe to engage in acts of active 
resistance. German successes meant that  co- operation and collabor-
ation often seemed the most pragmatic choice for the inhabitants of the 
lands of the new Nazi  Grossraum . Despite the problems caused by the 
economic blockade, sometimes they were actually better off under Ger-
man occupation: in Holland, for example, levels of employment and 
wages were higher in 1941 than they had been the year before. Even 
where the will to resist remained, creating the clandestine organizations 
on which subversion would depend was, by its nature, a painstaking 
and  time- consuming task. The speed of the Nazi success in  1939–  40 had 
left little time to build the sort of ‘stay behind’ networks out of which 
successful subversive groups might quickly have grown. Those countries 
in which there had been most time to work  –   Czechoslovakia and 
Poland –  were also the furthest away, and establishing effective resist-
ance movements proved very diffi cult during 1940 and 1941. 32    It was 
February 1941 before the  RAF  parachuted the fi rst three  SOE  agents 
into Poland. Three months later, the Executive put forward a plan to 
provide equipment for the underground movements in France, Poland 
and Czechoslovakia. It would have required the wholesale redirection of 
Bomber Command to the task of dropping supplies. This shift of strate-
gic priorities was inconceivable and the scheme was rejected, but the 
idea of a European popular uprising would remain a central part of 
British strategy well into 1942. 33     
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   ‘glad for the promises and 
pledges for the future’  

 Analysing domestic reactions to the announcement of Roosevelt’s plans 
for  Lend- Lease, Home Intelligence suggested that: 

  On the one hand, people are glad for the promises and pledges for the 

future; on the other, they feel that achievement has not kept pace with 

the promises. This has tended to make a number ‘curiously uninterested 

in American developments’ while others draw cynical comparisons with 

the last war. 34     

 For ministers and offi cials too, the question of whether promises could 
be turned into achievements would remain central to  Anglo- American 
relations for the rest of the war. 

 For Churchill, a determination to get the Americans involved in the 
war had not precluded the seizure of political advantage at home. On 
12 December, Lord Lothian died suddenly, a victim of acute kidney 
failure, for which, as a Christian Scientist, he had refused treatment. At 
this crucial moment in transatlantic history, Churchill had to choose a 
new ambassador for Washington. Whom would he pick to convince the 
Americans that the British were really a modern, egalitarian society 
that was fully committed to beating Nazism? The prime minister’s fi rst 
choice was the aged defeatist David Lloyd George. When he said he was 
too ill to go to Washington, Churchill’s second choice was that stalwart 
 man- of- the- people, Lord Halifax. Up until this point, Churchill and 
Bracken had shied away from pushing Halifax out, worried about the 
reaction from their fellow Conservatives. After the battlefi eld successes 
at Taranto and Sidi Barrani, the strength of public support for the gov-
ernment was enough for them to act. When an appalled Halifax tried 
to demure, Churchill told him not only that going to America was his 
national duty, but that he was politically doomed as a ‘Guilty Man’ if he 
stayed in the  UK . Halifax had no choice. In  mid- January, he duly set 
off across the Atlantic, carried in the newly launched battleship  HMS  
 King George V  to make sure he arrived safely. 

 Once again, Churchill had used a foreign posting to dispose of a 
beaten enemy. Halifax’s departure also allowed him to appoint Eden as 
foreign secretary and a member of the War Cabinet. To the prime 
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minister’s Tory critics, it was obvious that Churchill just wanted 
 yes- men to nod through his strategic excesses. 35    Yet Halifax was also a 
 high- profi le fi gure who could be trusted to get on with Roosevelt and 
to run the crucial embassy in Washington, which he did faithfully and 
with some skill for the rest of the war. 

 To begin with, however, Halifax was something of a public relations 
disaster in the United States. Unlike Lothian, he had little feel for  US  
politics. Aloof, aristocratic and effortlessly superior, he was easily cari-
catured by the isolationist press as the embodiment of everything 
Americans hated about the British Empire. Halifax returned the feeling 
with interest. Like many of the British ruling elite, he regarded America 
as a nation of adolescent barbarians. As he recorded in his diary, they 
were ‘very crude and  semi- educated . . . national life has been pretty 
easy for them and they shrink from things that are hard’. 36    Like other 
British visitors, Halifax was initially baffl ed by his fi rst encounters 
with the ‘system’ of government in Washington. It was all so different 
from the carefully ordered bureaucracy of Whitehall –  so much jockey-
ing for the attentions of a sickly president, so much obsession with 
public opinion, so little clarity from the top and so much apparently 
inconsequential talking on the telephone. 

 Churchill had no intention of Halifax taking the lead –  as Lothian 
had done –  in driving forward the connection with America. On the 
contrary, this was an area of the war in which both the prime minister 
and the president expected to take personal hold of the reins. Having 
committed himself to  Lend- Lease, Roosevelt now despatched his own 
men to London to start to put the policy into action. Churchill dedi-
cated himself to winning them over to Britain’s cause. 

 The fi rst to arrive, the president’s friend and factotum Harry Hop-
kins, reached London just as Halifax was packing his bags on 8 January 
1941. A  self- made man and ardent New Dealer, who had initially 
wanted America to maintain its isolation from the European war, Hop-
kins called himself ‘a catalytic agent between two prima donnas’. 37    
Churchill saw him as his direct line to Roosevelt and, using the full 
force of his oratory and charm, laid out Britain’s strategic situation, 
plans for the future and need for support, as well as his own desire for 
a personal meeting with the president. Hopkins was duly impressed, 
and became an advocate of immediate aid for Britain. 38    

 Close on Hopkins’ heels came other emissaries from Roosevelt. A 
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new ambassador, John Winant, arrived at the start of March to replace 
Joseph Kennedy, whose  anti- British reports had done much to sap offi -
cial confi dence in the  UK ’s ability to hold out in 1940. Winant was a 
rare thing, a Republican who did not despise Roosevelt. Worried that 
he might run against him as a moderate opponent in the 1936 election, 
the President had appointed Winant as the head of America’s new 
Social Security Administration, and from 1939 he had been director 
of the International Labour Organization in Geneva, where he had 
already met Britain’s Labour leaders. Winant would remain American 
ambassador in London for the rest of the war. 

 Shortly after Winant came Averell Harriman, a banker and busi-
nessman whom the president appointed as ‘expeditor’ of  Lend- Lease. 
Like Hopkins, Winant and Harriman also had to be impressed, not 
only with Britain’s determination to fi ght on, but also with the under-
standing that, as Churchill told Harriman, there was ‘no prospect of 
victory until the United States came into the war’. 39    Like Hopkins, they 
were also brought into the louche,  late- night world of Churchill’s inner 
circle. Both became intimately involved with Churchill’s family: Winant 
had an affair with the prime minister’s daughter, Sarah; Harriman 
with his  daughter- in- law, Pamela. 

 With positive reports fl owing in from his representatives in London, 
Roosevelt was soon persuaded that  Lend- Lease was a matter of urgency, 
but it did not mean that the British were now given an easy ride. On the 
contrary, as Kingsley Wood remarked at the time, America’s intention 
was ‘to strip us of everything we possess in payment for what we are 
about to receive’. 40    Morgenthau insisted that the British reveal the full 
state of their fi nances for public discussion in Congress, and empha-
sized that while  Lend- Lease was under consideration, the  UK  would 
have to divest itself of further  US  assets to pay for current orders. In 
January and February 1941, British payments were kept up on a 
 hand- to- mouth basis by Canadian purchases of sterling and $300 mil-
lion borrowed from the Belgian  government- in- exile. The British were 
also, however, encouraged to keep making contracts with American 
manufacturers, with  down- payments funded from small loans from the 
 US  government, under the assurance that these would subsequently be 
brought under the terms of  Lend- Lease. With what now seems aston-
ishing wishful thinking, the British trusted that this would be the case. 
As the Bill approached fi nal approval, it became clear that in fact 
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 Lend- Lease would not be extended retrospectively to cover any of Brit-
ain’s existing commitments in the United States. Instead, it would have 
to continue to fi nd dollars from somewhere to pay what it already 
owed. 41    

 All this was frustrating and humiliating for British ministers and offi -
cials, but as before, there was no choice but to acquiesce.  Lend- Lease 
had to be passed, and that passage depended on demonstrating that the 
 UK  was willing to sacrifi ce its own prosperity in order to defeat Hitler. 
For all the disappointments thus far, the securing of American economic 
assistance in the future was the only way to secure the victory to which 
Churchill had committed the British in 1940. At the start of 1941, Sir 
Arthur Purvis totalled up what he thought the  UK  would need from 
America over the next three years: it came to $18.85 billion –  about ten 
times what the British Commonwealth had spent on offi cial orders from 
the  USA  since September 1939, and about eight times the value of the 
assets that the Americans thought the British still had in the States. 
When Purvis conveyed these fi gures to Roosevelt and Morgenthau on 
10 February 1941, neither of them batted an eyelid. Indeed, Purvis was 
encouraged to scale up his estimates of British requirements. The larger 
they were, the more money the  US  government would secure through 
 Lend- Lease to spend on expanding American arms production. 42    

 The eventual passage of the  Lend- Lease Act into law on 11 March 
did not mark an end to British fi nancial travails. Congress still had to 
approve the appropriations of money that would allow the  US  govern-
ment to put the new scheme into operation. To ensure that happened, 
Morgenthau demanded that the British prove their commitment to the 
cause by selling off the American Viscose Corporation, a huge syn-
thetic materials manufacturer owned by the mighty Courtaulds textile 
empire. Sold at speed,  AVC  went for $54 million, a fraction of what it 
was worth. On 13 March, Sir Frederick Phillips was told that another 
 US  warship was on its way to South Africa to pick up still more of the 
Sterling Area’s gold –  in this case, millions of pounds that had already 
been allocated to cover British purchases from Canada. At the end of 
the month, negotiations of the leases for the island bases that had been 
swapped for destroyers in summer 1940 were also completed, entirely 
on American terms. In some ways, the British got off lightly. Roosevelt 
rejected suggestions from his administration that  all  British assets in 
North and South America ought to be liquidated before  Lend- Lease 
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went through. But the existing dollar commitments made sure that this 
was the path on which the Americans had put the British in any case. 43    

  Lend- Lease was all about promises for the future. Congress initially 
authorised $7 billion of  Lend- Lease appropriations. If all of this money 
had been spent on arms, it would have been the equivalent of about a 
quarter of British defence spending in 1941. 44    These were not fi nancial 
grants to the British, but rather allocations of money to be spent by the 
 US  authorities to meet the needs of America’s allies. In practice, the 
amount of aid that actually reached Britain in 1941 was worth just over 
$1 billion.  Two- thirds of this went on food, raw materials and machin-
ery. The munitions and military equipment that reached Britain via 
 Lend- Lease in 1941 were worth only $17.6 million; they made up only 
1 per cent of the arms used by British Empire forces that year, com-
pared to 7 per cent from cash contracts placed in the  US  before the 
introduction of  Lend- Lease. 45    Simply by removing Britain’s major 
balance of payments problem for the duration of the war, however, 
 Lend- Lease made the task of supplying the  UK  much easier. It also 
promised, over time, to provide the money to turn America into the 
sort of arsenal that the democracies really needed. 

 The British too had promises to make, but not yet. One of the many 
distinctively Rooseveltian features of the  Lend- Lease Act was that 
while it made clear that payment would be expected for American lar-
gesse, it left the form and terms of reimbursement entirely in the hands 
of the president. The Act was passed without any exact specifi cation 
from Roosevelt about what the ‘consideration’ that the British would 
have to offer up in return should be. It took some time for the  US  
administration to work out exactly what it wanted, but by the summer it 
would follow the line set by the  US  State Department, for whom British 
dependence on American aid offered a unique opportunity to force the 
 UK  to give up imperial preference and fi nancial controls at the end of the 
war. Britain would be made to fi t in with an American vision of an eco-
nomically liberal new world. The question of how exactly the Americans 
would make the British do this would drag on for the rest of the war. 46    

 Economic discrimination was a divisive issue for the British govern-
ment. A number of Conservative ministers, including Amery, Wood 
and Beaverbrook, were committed to imperial preference as the glue 
binding together the British Commonwealth  –   a grouping with just 
as much common interest and right to exist as the United States of 
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America. Within Labour ranks, there was a split between Hugh Dalton 
and Ernest Bevin, who thought that controls would be part of building 
a planned economy, and Arthur Greenwood, who was more willing to 
subscribe to America’s liberalizing agenda. Most ministers and offi cials 
were not passionate believers in Empire or free trade, but they were 
extremely worried about a  post- war future in which Britain, with its 
wealth and investments worn away and vast sterling debts incurred, 
would have to rebalance its trade in the face of an inevitable  post- war 
slump. The only practical solution would be the permanent continua-
tion of economic controls and the maintenance of the Sterling Area as 
an economic bloc. 47    

 For most of 1940 and 1941, this was what John Maynard Keynes 
believed too. After the Germans announced the ‘New Order’ for how 
the economy of Europe would work after they won the war in summer 
1940, Keynes was asked to prepare a response to it by the Ministry of 
Information. The ‘New Order’ was a plan for economic union, pro-
tected by currency controls and import tariffs, which promised to bring 
stability for the entire continent (provided its members agreed to 
subordinate their economies to Berlin). It was heavily infl uenced by 
German perceptions of the success of the wartime Sterling Area. 

 Keynes thought the Germans were right. British propaganda could 
question German motives but not the assumption that free trade 
was dead and that the future lay in heavily protected economic blocs. 
Britain would have to maintain the Sterling Area after the fi ghting 
fi nished, and it was already creating similar arrangements with Euro-
pean countries outside the Nazi orbit. Any  counter- offer to that put 
forward by the Germans would have to be based on more of the same. 
What would make the British system better, in Keynes’ view, was its 
international power and morality: unlike Germany, the British could 
offer a trading bloc that had much better access to global resources, 
intended to repay its wartime debts and aimed at better lives for every-
one, not economic exploitation for the sake of destruction and pillage. 
To sum up Britain’s fundamentally decent intentions, Keynes referred 
to a recent speech by Bevin in which he had argued that Britain’s 
domestic war aim should be ‘social security’. 48    This was what Keynes 
thought Britain could offer the world –  but security would be based in 
economic protectionism. 

 Churchill, for all his devoted guardianship of the British Empire, 
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was agnostic on the principle of imperial preference. He was still 
enough of an Edwardian Liberal to believe in free trade, and he was 
happy for the Americans to lead a multilateral bonfi re of tariffs. He 
was not, however, willing to see Britain give up its advantages unilater-
ally, or to prioritize trade discussions over the unity of the Conservative 
Party. Like most of Whitehall, the prime minister’s preferred approach 
was to drag out discussions over the ‘consideration’ for  Lend- Lease for 
as long as possible in the hope that it would vanish if he could bring 
America into the war. 

 While the  Lend- Lease Bill and its appropriations were making their 
way through Congress, the British and American military had been 
engaged on their secret strategic discussions in Washington. In prepar-
ing for the talks, the Americans expected that the British would try to 
turn the informal alliance that was developing between the two coun-
tries to their own imperial advantage. As a presidentially approved 
briefi ng note warned the staff offi cers taking part: 

  we cannot afford, nor do we need, to entrust our national future to 

British direction. It is to be expected that proposals of the British 

representatives will have been drawn up with chief regard for the British 

Commonwealth. Never absent from British minds are their  post- war 

interests, commercial or military. We should likewise safeguard our own 

eventual interests. 49     

 When the discussions began, the gap in perspectives duly emerged. 
In line with Admiral Stark’s ‘Plan Dog’, in the event of a world war 
against Germany, Italy and Japan, the Americans wanted to concen-
trate the fi rst efforts of a future   US -    UK  alliance on the war against 
Germany. That would mean adopting a defensive stance in the Pacifi c 
and sending the bulk of the  US  fl eet to the Atlantic. Yet desperate as it 
was for more escort vessels, the British Admiralty didn’t really need 
any more capital ships to help it in bottling up the German navy. 
Instead, it wanted the Americans to keep their fl eet in the Pacifi c and 
to commit some units to Singapore to deter a Japanese advance on 
 South- East Asia. This was just the sort of devious behaviour the  US  
delegates had expected: the British were ignoring the fact that they 
couldn’t win the war against Germany by themselves, and trying to get 
the gullible Americans to do the job of defending their empire. 

 Churchill, eager to get the Americans more involved in the war any 
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way he could, hadn’t even wanted the issue raised. He told the British 
mission to accept the American proposals and drop the discussion of 
Singapore. During March 1941, just as the  Lend- Lease Bill was being 
passed, the British and Americans signed two ‘ ABC ’ agreements: 
 ABC 1, that if they were both involved in a global confl ict, they would 
concentrate on defeating Germany before turning to Japan; and  ABC 2, 
that the British would have fi rst charge on current American aircraft 
production until such point as the  US  was actually at war. For the time 
being, the  US  would keep its fl eet in the Pacifi c, moving only a few 
ships to the Atlantic in order to release British vessels for despatch to 
Singapore. Both sides expected that this would be a big enough threat 
to dissuade the Japanese from starting a war. 50    These agreements indi-
cated a further strengthening of the  Anglo- American relationship, but 
they did nothing to lay out a path by which America might actually 
become a combatant. As the spring went on, and the British faced 
crises in the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, American involvement 
in the fi ghting looked as far off as ever.  

   ‘we should go forward 
with a good heart’  

 During the fi rst months of 1941, British policy towards Greece under-
went a major change. 51    In early January, there were ominous signs of 
imminent German intervention in the Mediterranean. German troops 
were moving into Bulgaria, and German aircraft attacked a convoy 
sent through the Mediterranean, badly damaging the aircraft carrier 
 HMS   Illustrious . Churchill decided that the same reasons of strategy 
and politics that had made it necessary to help the Greeks in November 
now made it necessary to send much more extensive support –   even 
though the Greeks did not actually want a British expeditionary force 
on their soil in case it precipitated a German invasion. Churchill told 
the Defence Committee that although ‘the help which we could 
bring  . . . would not be enough to save them  . . . there was no other 
course open to us but to make certain that we had spared no effort to 
help the Greeks who had shown themselves so worthy’. 52    The smashing 
of Italian forces in Libya had protected Egypt’s western fl ank; this 
would free up the resources for an expedition to Greece. That might 
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have a big impact strategically if it stiffened up resistance to a German 
drive through the Balkans. 

 The prospect of halting the next German advance provided a wel-
come opportunity to Anthony Eden. In contrast to the War Offi ce, 
where he had enjoyed being close to the fi ghting and been able to wield 
his infl uence in support of Wavell in the Middle East, Eden found being 
foreign secretary distinctly dull. 53    He was all too well aware that, just 
as the army had started to have some successes for the fi rst time, 
Churchill had managed both to promote him and to move him further 
away from the war effort. With the prime minister keeping a close grip 
on  Anglo- American relations, there wasn’t much for Eden to do at the 
Foreign Offi ce. Before long, he was complaining that ‘There is no con-
trol here.’ 54    Eden thought that he could construct a Balkan front in 
which Yugoslavia and Turkey would join Greece to oppose Hitler. At 
the War Offi ce, he had opposed any distraction from the Middle 
East. Now, he too advocated greater support for Greece as a means of 
persuading her neighbours to join her in the fi ght. It was a very opti-
mistic view, not least because the Turks and the Greeks hated each 
other. Had Halifax not been displaced, it seems very unlikely that he 
would have been drawn into such a fantastic scheme. Churchill egged 
Eden on. 

 Faced with the agreement of the foreign secretary and the prime 
minister, the chiefs of staff came round to the idea of intervening in 
Greece, even though General Dill and the War Offi ce were convinced 
that there were no spare troops to send, that denuding the Western 
Desert would endanger Egypt, and that efforts invested in Greece 
would probably be wasted. On 10 February, Eden and Dill left London 
for a tour of the region in person to see what could be done. Britain’s 
commanders in the Middle East had already accepted that they would 
have no choice but to send help to the Greeks. With a German invasion 
apparently imminent, the Greeks changed their mind about British aid. 
On 22 February, Eden agreed that the British would despatch troops to 
assist them, providing that the Greeks withdrew from their exposed 
positions in the north, which could easily be outfl anked by a German 
move through Yugoslavia, to a defensive line further south. From Ath-
ens, Eden travelled on to Ankara, hoping that the promise to Greece 
could leverage a commitment from the Turks. 

 Most of the fi ghting troops that Eden was pledging would come 
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from Australia and New Zealand rather than the United Kingdom. 
That made it all the more awkward that the Australian premier, Robert 
Menzies, had arrived in London on 20 February, eager to get reinforce-
ments for the Far East and keen to establish himself at the centre of the 
imperial war effort. With the bulk of Australia’s army deployed to the 
Mediterranean, he felt it was only fair that the Dominion should have 
more say in the construction of British strategy, and Menzies argued 
for the formation of an Imperial War Cabinet. He was impressed by 
Churchill’s restless energy but worried by its implication for strategy, 
since he believed that the British prime minister had become so obsessed 
with defeating Germany that he had lost sight of his responsibilities to 
the Dominions. Menzies agreed with Lloyd George that Churchill was 
too busy enjoying the war to spend enough time running it. 55    

 Eden’s initial commitment to the Greeks was met in London with an 
air of grim resignation. As Sir Alexander Cadogan explained in his 
diary on 24 February: 

  Read Chiefs of Staff report endorsing proposals for a Balkan expedition 

to help Greece. On all moral and sentimental (and consequently Ameri-

can) grounds, one is driven to the grim conclusion. But it  must , in the 

end, be a failure. However, perhaps better to have failed in a decent pro-

ject than never to have tried at all. A[nthony –  Eden] has rather jumped 

us into this . . . Cabinet at 5. Menzies there. He evidently doubtful but 

the general sense was to go ahead with it. It’s a nasty decision, but I 

 think  on balance, I agree with it.  PM  evidently made up his mind. 56     

 When he reached Turkey, however, Eden found that while the Turks 
would quite happily take British money and weapons, they had no 
intention of supporting Greece if it were invaded. They were not in the 
front line of any German attack, and they had no immediate need or 
wish to antagonize Hitler. This wrecked any hope of creating a Balkan 
front, but Eden nonetheless reported back optimistically to the Cabinet 
on the positive attitude of the Turks. Back in London, Cadogan was 
astonished: ‘what is he to say now to the Yugoslavs and the Greeks? 
The former will now of course curl up, and we shall be alone with the 
Greeks to share their inevitable disaster . . . But he seems quite happy. 
What’s bitten him?’ 57    ‘This stunt trip’, Cadogan concluded the next 
day, ‘is a most disastrous one . . . It’s a diplomatic and strategic blunder 
of the fi rst order.’ 58    Yet this was not the end to Eden’s recklessness. 
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 Churchill now turned against a Greek expedition. The military 
prospects looked poor, Eden had failed to deliver on Turkey and Yugo-
slavia, and with Menzies in London he worried about the imperial 
politics of the mission. The prime minister urged Eden to fi nd a way 
out. The foreign secretary, however, having travelled back to Athens, 
had been met with a rapturous reception from a crowd terrifi ed of an 
imminent German invasion. On 4 March, even though it was clear that 
the Greeks were not going to withdraw their forces to more defensible 
lines as agreed, he formally committed Britain to send an expedition-
ary force to Greece. 

 In his diary, Cadogan recorded that Eden’s telegram announcing 
this commitment had occasioned an ‘Awkward discussion’ in the War 
Cabinet: ‘ PM  evidently thinks we can’t go back on A. and Dill, and I 
don’t think we can –  though I would if I could see any better alterna-
tive! K. Wood, Alexander and J. Anderson evidently out for A’s blood.’ 59    
As Cadogan explained to Halifax in Washington, news of what Eden 
had done ‘gave rise to mixed emotions in some of the members [of the 
War Cabinet] –  annoyance that they should have been rushed in this 
way, secret satisfaction that if the thing went really wrong there was a 
good scapegoat handy!’ 60    Churchill argued that they had no choice but 
to support Eden. Backing down would be a great blow to British pres-
tige. Senior offi cers, including Dill, had all approved the operation (or 
at least swallowed their doubts in the belief that the politicians were 
going to go ahead anyway). On 7 March, he told the War Cabinet that 
there were good reasons to hope for success despite the odds and that 
‘we should go forward with a good heart’. 61    

 At the same time that he was told to prepare his expedition to 
Greece, London pressed Wavell to accelerate his campaign against Ital-
ian East Africa. If the Italians could be cut off from the sea, their forces 
in Ethiopia could be starved into surrender, and Roosevelt would be 
able to declare the region free of hostilities. That would allow  US  ships 
to sail through the Red Sea and deliver supplies direct to the Middle 
East. 62    The initial plans for a  long- term siege and Ethiopian uprising 
were soon superseded by a more conventional military pincer move-
ment. In the north, the advance southwards from Sudan was blocked 
by Italian troops who fought much harder than their comrades in the 
Western Desert. It took until  mid- March to build up an offensive strong 
enough to drive them out. The Indian army divisions involved were 
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familiar with the tactics of mountain warfare from the Indian North-
west Frontier: they were less used to fi ghting an opponent  well- armed 
with artillery and automatic weapons. After two weeks of slogging 
forward from peak to peak, Indian and British troops fi nally broke 
through. On 8 April, the port of Massawa surrendered. The Red Sea 
coast was now clear, and Roosevelt indeed declared the whole of the 
Indian Ocean area a  non- combat zone. 63    

 Meanwhile, the advance northwards from Kenya had accelerated 
as the Italian defences crumbled. The force’s commander, Lieutenant 
General Alan Cunningham (Admiral Cunningham’s brother), had ori-
ginally thought he would have to wait until his supplies were built up 
and the rains eased in May to launch his offensive. Instead, he managed 
to improvise a rapid advance through Somaliland, then up into Ethio-
pia. On 6 April, Cunningham’s troops entered Addis Ababa. The 
offensive had had to struggle with climate and disease as much as Ital-
ian opposition: in the year from June 1940, the East African Force 
suffered only 1,154 dead and wounded in battle, but lost another 
74,550 casualties to accidents and illness. 64    The remaining Italian 
troops were now surrounded in the north of Ethiopia. The last of them 
did not surrender until 19 May. By then, things had gone badly wrong 
further north.  

   ‘for the moment .  .  .  our 
supreme exertion’  

 During the fi rst months of 1941, both the import situation and the 
naval position in the Atlantic deteriorated. Over the fi rst quarter of 
1941, the total tonnage of imports was just over  two- thirds what it had 
been in the equivalent period of the previous year. In February, the 
Ministry of Shipping announced that total imports in the second year 
of war would amount to only 31 million tons. 

 From the start of 1941 the Luftwaffe turned its attention to the west 
coast ports. The Foche Condors sank more ships in February than at 
any other point in the war. The  Hipper  set off on another hunting voy-
age from Brest at the end of January, and the following month, the 
pocket battleships  Gneisenau  and  Scharnhorst  also sailed into the 
North Atlantic. That (together with the  Scheer   ) made four major 
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German warships at large in the shipping lanes, as well as the seven 
commerce raiders roaming further afi eld. The British could not catch 
any of them. As the spring approached, the British knew they must also 
look forward to a new German submarine offensive. Yet their add-
itional military commitments in the Mediterranean imposed still 
further burdens on the available supply of shipping. 

 Churchill now sought urgent action to address both the German 
blockade and the shortage of merchant ships. On 27 February, he told 
the War Cabinet that the ‘effort against this renewed danger’ in the 
Atlantic ‘must, for the moment, be our supreme exertion’. 65    Shortly 
afterwards, he insisted that Bomber Command should switch its 
attacks temporarily from German industry to ports and  U- boat bases 
in France. Coastal Command was reinforced. On 6 March, in his role 
as minister of defence, Churchill issued a directive declaring that the 
‘Battle of the Atlantic’ had begun. He sought to inspire a cross- 
government effort: a campaign against the  U- boats and the Condors on 
the oceans and in their French bases, the development of new weapons 
to ward off air attack, but also renewed efforts to speed the unloading 
of ships and clear the backlog of repairs. He also established a new Bat-
tle of the Atlantic Committee, which he chaired himself, to oversee all 
aspects of the campaign. 

 In fact, the balance of the battle had already altered well before 
Churchill intervened. In February, Western Approaches Command, the 
naval headquarters in charge of the nearside of the Atlantic, had moved 
to a new,  purpose- built bunker underneath Derby House in Liverpool, 
with a new commander, Admiral Sir Percy Noble. He took advantage 
of the growing number of ships under his command to form permanent 
escort groups, which trained up together in new tactics developed 
to counter the submarines. Escorts were increasingly fi tted with 
 radio- telephones, improving their ability to communicate with each 
other. High Frequency Direction Finder ( HFDF ) and  shorter- wave 
radar sets were being introduced that allowed escorts to track their 
submerged opponents, as were more effective explosives, star shells and 
illuminating lights for attacking aircraft. Meanwhile, the Government 
Code and Cypher School was specifi cally targeting the German naval 
Enigma machine in an effort to improve British maritime intelligence.       

 As the number of ships per escort increased, and escort crews 
grew more experienced at their work, German submariners found 



September 1939–February 1940:
141 ships sunk

range limit of air support

N

ATLANTIC OCEAN

March 1940–August 1940:
174 ships sunk

range limit of air support

N

ATLANTIC OCEAN

The Battle of the Atlantic, 1939–41, showing how increased air cover and escorts
around the UK forced U-boats further into the Atlantic and made them less efficient

September 1940–February 1941:
223 ships sunk

range limit of air support

N

ATLANTIC OCEAN

March 1941–August 1941:
225 ships sunk

range limit of air support
First heavy attack on
unescorted shipping
at great distance from
U-boat bases

N

ATLANTIC OCEAN



558

Br ita in ’s Wa r

themselves involved in a serious battle for the fi rst time. During March, 
 U- boat as well as merchant ship losses went up. Five submarines were 
lost in total, including those captained by Günther Prien, Joachim 
Schepke and Otto Kretschmer –  three of the great  U- boat aces of the 
early war. This set the pattern for the rest of the long campaign in the 
Atlantic: escorts fi ghting against submarines as they sought to get 
among the convoyed merchantmen. 

 Even more so than for most combat servicemen during the Second 
World War, those defending the convoys had to cope with a mix of pro-
longed endurance against the elements interspersed with savage and 
terrifying combat. The great strain of their job was in constant waiting 
for an assault on the convoy that might never come. Unlike a bomber 
or a tank, an escort ship was a home as well as a fi ghting platform. 
Even in the best of weather and out of action, life aboard was cramped 
and uncomfortable. The new Flower corvettes, which did much of the 
donkey work of convoy protection during the fi rst years of the war, 
were notoriously unstable in high seas. In the midst of an Atlantic win-
ter, every space on the  200- by- 30- ft boats would drip with water. 
Packed aboard were up to a hundred men, many of them wartime 
recruits with no naval experience, commanded by offi cers of the Royal 
Navy Volunteer Reserve: a mixture of  pre- war amateur sailors and 
 hard- bitten former merchantmen. Crewmen fl ung their grip from rail-
ing to railing, or tumbled fl ailing across the decks. Hot food and drink 
were essential to survival, but food storage and preparation were primi-
tive and new arrivals would spend most of their time vomiting due to 
the corvette’s violent motion. 66    

 The  drawn- out tension of awaiting  U- boat attacks and the bitter 
awareness of the consequences for the merchant crews found a release 
in efforts to hunt down the enemy submarines. Most such searches 
ended in uncertain frustration, as contact was lost, or depth charges 
were fi red to no discernible result. For embittered crews, there was a 
grim satisfaction in those rare occasions when they carried the hunt 
to a successful conclusion. Able Seaman J. E. Needham recalled the 
destruction of a tanker in a convoy his ship was protecting: 

  The sea blazed with spilled fuel and survivors were picked up by the 

ship’s whaler, smothered in diesel and many half dead, their skin burned 

like bacon. We packed 40 of them in the mess decks, gave them clothes, 
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many were in the sick bay and two died there. We made our fi rst ‘kill’ 

the next day, the Asdic [sonar] picked up an echo and then lost it 

again  . . . We waited for hours circling the convoy then came another 

echo . . . A pattern of depth charges was dropped and shortly afterwards 

the bows came up,  grey- green and rusty, men in the water, waving 

arms. A lot of literature has been written about the ‘killer’ instinct. I 

think that day we all had it after seeing the pathetic burned crew of the 

tanker. There were no survivors picked up from the  U- boat ‘owing to 

enemy activity in the area’. 67     

 Eventually, the destruction of the submarines was the only solution to 
the threat from the German blockade, but in the short term there was 
no relief from the losses being incurred by the merchant fl eet. During 
March, it suffered the heaviest monthly losses of the war so far, with 
136 vessels, totalling 517,000 gross weight tons, sunk in the North 
Atlantic and the waters around the  UK . 68    At that rate, a quarter of the 
fl eet currently under  UK  control would be sunk every year. In April, 
predictions of imports for the rest of 1941 came down to 28.5 million 
tons. 

 No other campaign linked the military and the civil so obviously as 
the Battle for the Atlantic. While the struggle between convoys and 
escorts continued, fears of an import crisis forced the government into 
action at home. A new Port Clearance Committee in Whitehall 
appointed offi cials with ministerial powers to cut their way through 
the chaos on the docks. Ernest Bevin took the opportunity to decasual-
ize dock labour in the west coast ports in an effort to keep dockers on 
the job. 69    The administration of shipping arrivals with inland distribu-
tion was signifi cantly improved after May 1941, when Churchill 
amalgamated the Ministries of Shipping and of Transport into a new 
Ministry of War Transport under his old friend Lord Leathers. Mean-
while, the Admiralty had agreed to open the eastern ports to smaller 
ships. This made organizing cargoes more diffi cult, but it reduced some 
of the load on the west coast ports. 

 At the same time, the rapid decline in the volume of imports forced 
Britain into stricter import programming. Despite warnings from the 
Ministry of Shipping, in autumn 1940, the Ministries of Food and Sup-
ply, who between them were responsible for almost all Britain’s overseas 
orders, had laid out programmes for the second year of the war based 
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on an annual total of 42 million tons of imports. As the winter wore 
on, and expectations of what could be brought in decreased, the Min-
istry of Shipping lacked instructions about what to prioritize, and food 
lost out. Food imports in the fi nal months of 1940 equated to an annual 
rate of only 14 million tons. 

 With complaints about confusion growing, Churchill created a new 
Import Executive, chaired by the minister of supply, Andrew Duncan, 
to oversee and improve the fl ow through Britain’s ports. The Executive 
accepted the Ministry of Food’s right to 15.5 million tons of imports, 
and agreed that if total imports fell below 35 million tons, both minis-
tries’ allocations would be reduced in proportion. In the New Year, it 
became clear that total imports in the second year of the war would be 
more like 30 million tons. That would leave the Ministry of Food with 
only just over 13 million tons of imports. The minister of food, Lord 
Woolton, insisted that 15 million was the absolute minimum for 
national survival. In practice, the ministry’s predictions of minimum 
possible levels always proved far too pessimistic, but Woolton held a 
trump card because he could argue that any further cutbacks would 
wreck morale. This was a case to which Churchill, a strong believer in 
the connection between belly and belligerence, never failed to listen. 70    

 The combination of shipping shortfalls and the diversion of ships 
to carry emergency troop reinforcements to the Middle East struck 
particularly hard at British meat imports. To try to make maximum 
use of the ‘reefers’ that had been converted into troop transporters, 
they were put onto a triangular route, carrying soldiers from Britain to 
South Africa –  from where they would continue their journey to the 
Middle East – then sailing across to Argentina to pick up meat for a 
return voyage to the UK. Nonetheless, the meat ration was cut back to 
1s. 2d. a person a week in January. At the end of the month, Woolton 
told Churchill the meat ration would have to come down to 1s. per 
person. 71    

 The next day, the prime minister intervened directly to set a new 
import programme. Assuming a total of 31 million tons during 1941, 
then both food and supply ministries should get 15 million each. Troop-
ships should be taken out of service if necessary to make sure that meat 
supplies got through. The Ministry of Supply would have to scale down 
its plans to match. With  Lend- Lease looming on the horizon, Churchill 
hoped that deliveries of processed raw materials from the States would 
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allow a cut in industrial imports without harming military production. 
The prioritization of the Ministry of Food’s demands at least imposed 
some sort of system, and it forced the Ministry of Supply to establish a 
more realistic matching of its requirements to the available shipping. 
The system of import programming that developed, as run by the new 
Ministry of War Transport, determined what arrived in the country for 
the rest of the war. 

 The British also hoped that the Americans would provide them with 
the ships to keep their global war going. As Churchill explained at the 
end of March: ‘It is to the United States’ building that we must look for 
relief in 1942.’ 72    As soon as  Lend- Lease was signed into law, Churchill 
sent Sir Arthur Salter, an academic and transport expert who had 
worked with the Americans on shipping in the last war, out to Wash-
ington as head of the British Shipping Mission. Salter sought two 
things: fi rst, the allocation of existing  US  shipping to transport goods 
for the  UK ; and secondly, a huge expansion of American shipbuilding 
from which the  UK  would be given a slice. Salter soon grasped that to 
make things work, he needed to go direct to Roosevelt. The president 
promised, in typically vague terms, ‘two million tons of aid for the 
democracies’. 

 Salter’s second aim, a big increase in American shipbuilding from 
which it was hoped Britain would benefi t, made a lot of sense in terms 
of production. Britain’s shipbuilders were sometimes accused –  at the 
time and afterwards –  of being too  outdated to manage the demands of 
wartime expansion, with owners’ greed matched by workers’ intran-
sigence over arcane working practices. In fact, despite the poor state of 
industrial relations within the sector, British  ship workers were rela-
tively highly skilled and productive. In a small island with limited space 
around its port cities and multiple other demands on its resources, 
however, there was no way to expand output suffi ciently to match the 
numbers of ships that were being sunk. In contrast, American ship-
building had much more room to grow. By 1941, the  US  had already 
started to expand its  merchant- ship construction as part of its rearma-
ment programme –  although it still built much less tonnage that year 
than did the United Kingdom –  but Salter successfully lobbied for an 
even more dramatic increase  –   up to 5 million gross registered tons 
in 1942, about four times what British yards would manage. Salter 
recognized that he was in no position to demand a precise portion of 
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this production. Instead, the British simply had to trust that, under 
Roosevelt’s direction, the American administration would see the sense 
of allocating enough shipping to meet the  UK ’s needs. 73     

   ‘l ittle account of realit ies’  

 While the shipping situation got worse, disasters struck in the Mediter-
ranean. By March 1941, Malta was being heavily attacked by the 
Luftwaffe and Italian air force, and a German mechanized division 
had been successfully transported to Tripoli, where it formed the basis 
of the Deutsches Afrika Korps, under General Erwin Rommel. Rom-
mel’s daring exploits would make him a household name in Britain, but 
they would actually wreck Axis hopes of defending North Africa. His 
orders were to hold the line and wait for reinforcements. In the Western 
Desert, O’Connor and his veterans had been withdrawn to rest and 
refi t, and to provide troops for the Greek expedition. Their place was 
taken by inexperienced and  underequipped formations –  one of which, 
2 nd  Armoured Division, had to rely on captured Italian tanks to make 
up its numbers –  under a new commander, Lieutenant General Philip 
Neame. This force was not ready to defend the gains of the previous 
winter. Enigma decrypts charted the  build- up of Axis units in Tripoli, 
but they also reassured Wavell in his conviction that it would be a cou-
ple of months before his shaky defences had to face a  counter- attack. 
To the south, the fi nal breakthrough at Keren was about to release 
 battle- hardened troops from Eritrea who could be brought north to 
hold off an offensive. 

 To the north, over three weeks, the Royal Navy managed to deliver 
almost 60,000 troops to Greece. There they formed ‘W Force’, under the 
command of General Maitland Wilson. Wilson’s nickname was ‘Jumbo’. 
Unusually for the British army, this was because he was actually very 
fat, rather than very small. As the offi cer commanding Egypt, Wilson 
had overseen the preparations for the successful offensive against the 
Italians. Now, with just two infantry divisions –  one New Zealand, one 
Australian –  and one armoured brigade, he faced a much more diffi cult 
task. The Greeks had none of the logistical or administrative network 
to support the newly arrived army, the British had to provide their own 
supplies, and fully equipped and logistically supported German troops 
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were massing in Bulgaria to begin their assault. Wilson’s forces were 
dependent on the vulnerable convoy route from Egypt. 

 At the end of March, however, this route provided one of the high 
points of the Royal Navy’s Mediterranean war. Forewarned by signals 
intelligence that the Italian fl eet was venturing out to attack the con-
voys, Admiral Cunningham headed out to meet them with the full 
strength of his fl eet, including the aircraft carrier  HMS   Formidable , 
which had arrived to replace the damaged  Illustrious . Torpedo attacks 
from  Formidable   ’s aircraft crippled one Italian heavy cruiser, and after 
darkness fell, Cunningham used the advantage of having radar to 
detect the squadron that was coming to the damaged ship’s aid. Taking 
the Italians by surprise, the British opened up with their heavy guns at 
close range. In total, three Italian heavy cruisers and two destroyers 
were sunk, and the battleship  Vittorio Veneto  damaged. Cunningham 
lost one Swordfi sh torpedo bomber. The victory asserted the Royal 
Navy’s total dominance over the Italian fl eet. 

 In Libya, however, Rommel was not content to sit and wait for re-
inforcements. Instead he decided to launch an immediate attack, which 
hit the British defences on the last day of March. German soldiers were 
only ever a minority of the forces available to Rommel. The great suc-
cess story of 1941 in the Western Desert was the Italian army, which 
had managed to rebuild itself almost completely since its disastrous 
defeat at Beda Fomm. It provided most of the Axis troops and tanks. 
General Neame had planned a careful withdrawal by his advanced 
units. Instead, there was a rout. On top of their inadequate weapons 
and lack of desert experience, his units were badly deployed and were 
given confl icting orders.  Half- way through the battle, Wavell, having 
lost confi dence in Neame, tried to put O’Connor back in charge. The 
result was further confusion. 

 In contrast, Axis forces proved much better able to cope with the 
demands of the desert. Rommel spread his forces out in dispersed 
attacks. If the British had kept their nerve, that might have allowed 
them to defeat each isolated Axis sortie. Instead, the unexpected 
appearance of enemy troops caused panic. Neame and O’Connor were 
both captured, and their soldiers headed back  pell- mell along the coast 
road. By 11 April, Libya had been completely evacuated, with the 
exception of the port of Tobruk, where the 9 th  Australian Division held 
out with their backs to the sea. All the territorial gains of the winter 



564

Br ita in ’s Wa r

had been lost. 74    The speed of the disaster had a lasting impact. As 
Churchill complained to Eden, ‘Far more important than the loss of 
ground is the idea that we cannot face the Germans and that their 
appearance is enough to drive us back many scores of miles.’ 75    

 As another German armoured division began to arrive in North 
Africa, Wavell and the War Offi ce began to plan what to do if the 
Germans concentrated all their strength against the Middle East, and 
prepared for a withdrawal from Egypt. When a  well- lubricated Church-
ill found out about these contingency plans, after dinner at Chequers 
on 27 April, he was incandescent with rage: ‘Wavell has 400,000 men,’ 
he shouted. ‘If they lose Egypt, blood will fl ow. I will have fi ring parties 
to shoot the generals.’ 76    In retrospect, what is more striking is that the 
War Offi ce did not presume that Britain would lose even if the whole 
of the Middle East was captured. Providing the home islands were 
secure and the supply lines across the Atlantic were kept open, they 
believed, Britain could continue the war.       

 Now, threats multiplied across the Middle East and Mediterranean 
and out into the Atlantic. Vichy France seemed to be swinging increas-
ingly into Germany’s orbit. Fears revived of a German strike at Gibraltar 
or the Azores. At the start of April, with the support of the exiled mufti 
of Jerusalem, the group of  pro- German military offi cers in Iraq known 
as the Golden Square launched a coup that put the  anti- British polit-
ician Rashid Ali back into power. The regent of Iraq, Abdul Illah, fl ed 
to Basra, where he was taken aboard a British warship. The coup opened 
the possibility not just of Iraq turning against the British, but of an 
Arab nationalist uprising that would spread across to Palestine. As the 
British scraped around for reinforcements and argued about what to do 
next, Rashid Ali opened negotiations to secure military assistance from 
the Germans. 

 While the storm clouds gathered in Iraq, a German hurricane swept 
through the Balkans. On 6 April, after a  British- inspired coup deposed 
the  pro- Axis regent, the Germans crashed into Yugoslavia. That 
allowed them to outfl ank the Greek forces on the Bulgarian border and 
the Aliakmon Line, cutting off large numbers of Greek soldiers and 
breaking any attempt at an organized defence. General Wilson had the 
one great advantage of a stream of decrypted information from the 
Luftwaffe Enigma, which convinced him of the need to get out as 
quickly as possible and helped him to stay one step ahead of the 
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pursuing Germans. As the  RAF  withdrew its meagre squadrons, 
W Force was left without air cover as it fl ed down the Corinth penin-
sula. Here, Dunkirk was replayed in miniature. From 23 to 30 April, 
50,000 Commonwealth, Greek and Yugoslav soldiers were rescued by 
the Royal Navy, but they left behind mountains of wrecked equipment 
and 12,000 casualties.  Twenty- six Allied ships were sunk in the course 
of the evacuation. 77    

 In Britain, the defeats in North Africa and Greece, combined with 
the continuing Blitz and the news of worsening shipping losses, all 
contributed to anxiety and discontent about the direction of the war. 
‘Are the Germans  always  going to beat us whenever we meet them on 
land?’, was a common question, according to Home Intelligence. ‘How 
is it all going to end?’ 78    In Parliament too, the failures encouraged 
serious criticism of the government’s direction of the war. Eden was 
particularly blamed for committing British forces to Greece, but the 
gossip about the disasters around the Mediterranean also bore out 
what many of Churchill’s enemies had been warning about him since 
the start of the war: that he was dominating discussion, refusing to 
listen to advice and interfering in matters that would be better left to 
commanders on the ground. 

 At the end of April, the Labour minister Hugh Dalton recorded his 
conversation over lunch with the Conservative  MP  Oliver Stanley. 
Stanley belonged to the same generation of  back- from- the- trenches 
moderate Conservatives as Anthony Eden, and he had once been 
spoken of as a future party leader. He had been Chamberlain’s presi-
dent of the board of trade, and when  Hore- Belisha was kicked out of 
the War Offi ce in January 1940, Stanley had taken his place. Stanley 
was the only Conservative to refuse a place in Churchill’s coalition in 
May 1940: he and Churchill loathed each other, and the prime minister 
managed to combine the offer of being Dominions secretary with a 
reminder that in his previous ministerial posts, Stanley had established 
a reputation for being indecisive and lacking drive. Though Stanley 
had returned to the army, he came back regularly to the Commons to 
criticize the government. 79    

 On this occasion, no sooner had he sat down than Stanley began ‘a 
long tirade against the Prime Minister and the Foreign Secretary’. 
Eden, he said, was not ‘the sort of man who ought to be close to the 
Prime Minister  . . . vain, weak and unreliable’. Although he blamed 
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Churchill for the Greek disaster, he thought it was the combination of 
the two emotionally unstable men that was really to blame. Eden, he 
told Dalton, should never have gone to Athens, where ‘he had been 
cheered in the streets and smothered in roses. How in such surround-
ings could he keep his judgement clear’? 

  He then added, with a not unhappy smile, that many people were gun-

ning after Eden now. He went on to criticise the Prime Minister, on the 

ground that he still imposed his strategic conceptions on the Chiefs of 

Staff, and was most impatient of any criticisms. 80     

 Stanley told Dalton that he would defi nitely make a speech attacking 
the government in the forthcoming debate on intervention in Greece. 
Even Dalton, who loved to collect gossip of all sorts about his col-
leagues, thought he was being bizarrely indiscreet. Yet Stanley was 
plainly in ebullient mood. If Churchill and Eden went down together, 
who knew what possibilities might open up? 

 The debate was scheduled for 6 and 7 May 1941 –  almost exactly a 
year to the day since the Norway debate that had resulted in Chamber-
lain being deposed, as Jock Colville, Churchill’s private secretary, 
helpfully reminded him. The prime minister insisted on crushing the 
opposition by demanding that the debate be turned into a motion of 
confi dence in the government. However bad things were, few  MP s 
were so disgruntled that they were willing to run the risk of giving suc-
cour to the enemy while the fi ghting was still raging in the Middle 
East. The Conservative backbenches in particular were reluctant to go 
against their party leader now that he had lined himself up behind 
Eden. Instead, the attacks on the government would be led by two men 
who were easily dismissed as awkward  has- beens, Leslie  Hore- Belisha 
and David Lloyd George. 

 Opening the debate, Eden gave a very poor speech that was badly 
received by the House. At the end of the fi rst day, Attlee came to his 
rescue with a speech that even Dalton thought was surprisingly effec-
tive. On the second day, Lloyd George rose to launch a rambling attack 
on the government and demand that Churchill form a War Cabinet of 
‘ordinary men’, without departmental responsibilities, who could pro-
vide him with better strategic advice. Churchill closed the debate with 
a furious response, refusing to change the manner in which he ran the 
war, comparing Lloyd George to Pétain (a devastating label, because 
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everyone knew the old man’s preference for a negotiated peace), and 
telling the House that it should expect not just ‘blood, toil, tears and 
sweat’ but also ‘mistakes, shortcomings and disappointments’ before 
victory was achieved. The government won by 447 votes to 3. Stanley 
did not speak, and walked into the ‘aye’ lobbies with the rest of the 
government’s supporters. 81    

 The sledgehammer use of a vote of confi dence did not halt the criti-
cisms of Churchill. Many Conservative  MP s still longed for a ‘sound’ 
leader, and the suggestion that the prime minister must somehow be 
separated from the conduct of the war remained a standard line for his 
opponents for many months to come. As the summer went on, and 
Churchill’s promises that America would be lured into the war went 
unfulfi lled, he was conscious of his political vulnerability. Yet a com-
parison with the Norway debate showed how strong his position 
actually was. The Labour leadership remained behind the government, 
and of the three men who had seemed the greatest threat to his prem-
iership the year before, Chamberlain was dead, Halifax was in 
Washington and Eden was being blamed for the Greek debacle. So 
great was the slump in the foreign secretary’s reputation that he was 
very grateful for Churchill’s protection. Another twist had been added 
to a relationship that would have provided rich research material for a 
legion of Freudians. Frustrated though he often subsequently became 
with Churchill, Eden also knew the prime minister had saved him from 
disaster.  

   ‘the screams of the 
scorched men’  

 While the blame was allocated in London, the situation in the Middle 
East continued to deteriorate. When the Germans were slow to react to 
their entreaties for military help, the Iraqis forced their hand. On 
30 April, the Iraqi army besieged the British airfi eld at Habbaniya, out-
side Baghdad. Now the Germans agreed to provide aircraft and pilots 
to support Iraqi ground forces, while the Vichy French bargained with 
the Germans to supply the Iraqis and to open Syrian airfi elds as staging 
posts for the Luftwaffe. 

 The chiefs of staff instructed Wavell to despatch a relief force from 
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Palestine to rescue the base. Wavell was very aware that the mufti of 
Jerusalem was doing his best to spark another Arab uprising in the 
Mandate: indeed, the mufti would shortly issue a  fatwa  calling for an 
Islamic holy war against the British Empire. The general believed that 
if he reduced the Palestine garrison by sending a relief column into 
Iraq, he would run the risk of facing another revolt. As far as he was 
concerned, protecting Egypt and Palestine was much more important 
than regaining Iraq. 

 Wavell underestimated the extent to which the years of confl ict in 
Palestine from 1937 to 1939 had broken Palestinian Arab enthusiasm 
for an uprising against the British. 82    Downcast at being handed yet 
another burden, he told the chiefs of staff that their instructions took 
‘little account of realities’ and advised the government to get the Turks 
to mediate with the Iraqis instead. 83    No one in London agreed with 
him. Churchill and the chiefs believed that a rapid military response 
was essential to stop the Axis gaining the initiative. Wavell was ordered 
to get a relief force on the road. An improvised column of armoured 
cars, lorries and requisitioned cars and buses, accompanied by the Bed-
ouin scouts of the Transjordanian Arab Legion, rattled off across the 
desert at the end of the fi rst week of May. 84    

 By the time it got moving, the defenders at Habbaniya were already 
well on their way to fi ghting off the siege. The Iraqis were  well equipped 
with artillery and machine guns, but in the absence of the Luftwaffe, 
they lacked effective air support. On 2 May the  RAF  opened hostili-
ties. Wellingtons fl ying in from Basra, and training aircraft at Habbaniya 
converted to carry bombs, attacked the Iraqis  non- stop for fi ve days. 
When their artillery bombardment of the base failed to stop these 
attacks, the Iraqis withdrew, and the British quickly fl ew in more air-
craft as reinforcements. 

 On 10 May meanwhile, Hitler’s deputy, Rudolf Hess, suddenly 
appeared in the  UK . Having decided that neither Britain nor Germany 
could win the war, Hess had stolen a plane and fl own to the  UK  on a 
bizarre  one- man mission to make peace in the west before Hitler 
launched his attack on Russia.  With his plane running out of fuel, 
he parachuted to the ground in a fi eld just south of Glasgow, where 
he was discovered, still entangled in his parachute, by a local farm 
worker. Hess was quickly bundled off into captivity, but no one in the 
British government quite knew what to do with him. They eventually 
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decided he was probably mad. What the British defi nitely missed was 
the huge propaganda coup of announcing his fl ight before the Ger-
mans broadcast their own interpretation. The news of Hess’s arrival 
in the  UK  sent rumours and conspiracy theories running around 
the world. 

 On 15 May, the attack that Wavell had been organizing on Rom-
mel’s positions on the Egyptian border, ‘Operation Brevity’, got under 
way. It was meant to bring succour to the besieged garrison at Tobruk. 
Although it achieved some initial success, Axis forces swiftly retook all 
the gains that the British forces had made. 

 By now, however, Churchill was hoping for a victory in the eastern 
Mediterranean that would turn the tables on the Germans. Since the 
British had taken over the island of Crete in November, work to fortify 
it had proceeded very slowly. In practice, it was a less than ideal out-
work for the defences of Egypt –  closer to Athens than to Alexandria, it 
was very vulnerable to air attack from the mainland. It was a strange 
place to pick to infl ict a sudden reverse on an enemy who could be 
expected to dominate the skies. When the New Zealand divisional 
commander, Major General Bernard Freyberg, arrived to take charge 
of the island’s defences at the start of May, he was not optimistic. The 
island’s garrison was made up of a  hodge- podge of troops evacuated 
from Greece, the  RAF  were quickly eliminated by Axis aircraft, 
and during daylight troop movements and naval supply runs became 
essentially impossible. To Churchill’s excitement, however, an intelli-
gence coup had given the defenders what seemed like an unbeatable 
advantage. 

 Well before the attack on Greece, German airborne forces had 
already worked up plans to take Crete with a massive invasion from the 
skies. In late April, Hitler’s generals and admirals tried to persuade him 
to unleash these forces against Malta instead, freeing up the supply 
lines to Rommel’s newly victorious troops in North Africa. Hitler, 
wary of being sidetracked into a Middle Eastern campaign, stuck with 
Crete instead. Since the operation had not been part of the original 
German invasion of Greece, the plans for it were now transmitted by 
radio in the Luftwaffe Enigma, which was fully readable to the British. 
For the fi rst time, Enigma decrypts revealed a future operation in its 
entirety. Here, it seemed, was a chance to infl ict a stunning defeat. 

 The information Freyberg got, however, encouraged him to believe 
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that the main attack would come from the sea. His dispositions refl ected 
that. On 20 May, when German airborne troops descended by para-
chute and glider, Freyberg’s men infl icted devastating casualties. The 
Royal Navy smashed an attempted seaborne invasion, but fi xed by 
their commander’s fear of a further amphibious landing, Crete’s gar-
rison lacked the fl exibility to fi nish the trapped paratroopers off. The 
island’s rugged landscape and the Luftwaffe’s domination of the sky 
made it very diffi cult to readjust the defence to meet the attack. As 
much by luck as by judgement, the Germans managed to seize an air-
fi eld through which to fl y in reinforcements. By 27 May, it was clear 
that evacuation was once more the only option. 85    

 Again, the navy came to the army’s rescue, lifting off over 16,000 of 
the garrison over the next few days. Operating 400 miles from its base, 
under conditions of almost total German air superiority, the Mediter-
ranean Fleet paid a terrible price. Troops had to be got off from the 
evacuation beaches at night, and any delay saw the Luftwaffe catch the 
ships as they made their way home. By the time the evacuation ended, 
almost half of Cunningham’s fl eet had been sunk or so badly damaged 
that it was put out of action. For ships crammed with rescued soldiers, 
the results were horrifi c. 

 On 29 May, for example, the cruiser  HMS   Orion  was attacked 
repeatedly by German bombers as it returned from Crete. Her captain 
was killed, one of her gun turrets was put out of action, and then another 
bomb went through the bridge and every deck below, exploding in the 
stokers’ mess at the bottom of the ship, which was full of evacuated 
soldiers. One offi cer went below to inspect the damage. All the lights 
were out and choking smoke had fi lled the decks. He tried to rig a hose 
to reach the fi res that were now threatening the ship: 

  As this mess deck appeared to have more wounded and shocked men in 

it, many of whom appeared to be off their heads, I found it diffi cult to 

get men to follow me . . . 

 With one or two men I managed to get the fi re out and opened some 

of the ports . . . and dumped some of the more beastly pieces of remains 

overboard . . . I then regarded it as safe enough to open the starboard 

ports and the draughts soon cleared the mess decks of fumes and smoke. 

We managed to get about thirty troops to assist but as the screams of the 

scorched men were still slightly demoralising the rescue party, I went 
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along to the sick bay and a sick berth rating arrived and crawled around 

and gave morphia injections . . . 

 Very few wounded were recovered from the stokers’ mess decks and I 

regret that a number in both mess decks were either crushed or suffo-

cated, as I did not feel justifi ed in attempting rescue work or opening 

ports until I was sure that the fi res were well under control. 86     

 That night, the  Orion  limped into Alexandria. Shortly afterwards, she 
sank the short distance to the harbour fl oor. More than 260 men had 
been killed, and another 280 wounded, during the air attacks. It took 
two weeks for salvage crews to extract the dead. Together with severe 
losses being suffered in the Atlantic, the operations off Greece made 
May 1941 the bloodiest month of the Royal Navy’s entire war.  

   ‘Gener al de Gaulle might have 
different v iews’  

 In Iraq, at least, the situation had stabilized. The German attempt to 
provide air support was too little, too late. It was 11 May before Ger-
man planes began to arrive to intervene in Iraq. Repainted in Iraqi 
colours, they went into action against the airfi eld at Habbaniya and the 
British relief columns, while the  RAF  fought back with raids on their 
bases in Mosul in northern Iraq, and at Palmyra in Syria. There were 
only  twenty- one German combat planes in the Luftwaffe detachment. 
Most of its aircraft were transports that were meant to keep it supplied, 
but thanks to competition from the invasion of Crete and preparations 
for the attack on Russia, there were never enough. Short of fuel and 
supplies, the Germans also suffered heavy losses to  RAF  ground 
attacks. By the end of May, the remaining Luftwaffe crews were on 
their way back to Syria by road, and columns of British and Indian 
troops were approaching Baghdad. 87    Rashid Ali and the mufti of Jeru-
salem fl ed to Persia, then to Rome and Berlin. Back in Iraq the regent 
was restored to power, but the royal family’s authority was ruined by 
their dependence on British support. The British decided that the only 
way to ensure imperial security was with a permanent garrison. Iraq 
would spend the rest of the war under British military occupation. 

 Since 1940, the British had wanted to get Syria and Lebanon, the 
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 French- mandated territories in the Levant, under friendly control in 
order to protect their position in the Middle East. General de Gaulle 
was also set on securing the Levant for Free France, partly to provide 
his movement with a victory, a base, potential recruits and prestige, but 
mainly because he suspected that if the British had to intervene, they 
would keep the territories for themselves. In late 1940, however, 
the Vichy authorities had struck back hard at attempts to mount a 
Gaullist coup. There seemed no hope that the Levant could be brought 
over by political means alone. As the situation in the rest of the Middle 
East deteriorated in spring 1941, Wavell successfully insisted that the 
Levant had to be left alone, and the British even lifted the economic 
blockade. 

 De Gaulle, backed by General Spears, the prime minister’s emissary 
to the Free French, wanted to abandon this quiescent stance. When the 
Vichy French allowed Axis forces to use Syrian airfi elds to support the 
rising in Iraq, Wavell found himself facing the danger of yet another 
front in his  multi- faceted war in the Middle East. The Free French took 
the opportunity to demand permission to go ahead with the operations 
they had planned, but Wavell was having none of it. He insisted that the 
Vichy forces showed no sign of defecting, and that the Free French 
would require substantial British support. For Churchill, desperate for 
action as ever, this was just further evidence that Wavell was unfi t for 
command. After another bitter exchange of telegrams between Cairo 
and London, he told Wavell to get on with it or resign. As it turned out, 
Wavell was right: no sooner had Churchill instructed him to help the 
Free French than they admitted that they were going to need British help 
to fi ght their way into the Levant. 

 Even as the last men were withdrawn from Crete and the fi ghting 
fi nished in Iraq, therefore, Wavell had to organize an invasion of Leba-
non and Syria, which got under way, commanded by General Wilson, 
on 8 June 1941. Australian, Indian and British soldiers, including 
cavalrymen fi ghting on horseback for the last time, made up the bulk 
of the 35,000 attacking troops, fi ghting alongside battalions of Free 
French and a few platoons of the Palmach –  the professional wing of 
the Haganah, the Jewish militia in Palestine, which had recently secured 
British permission to join the fi ght against Fascism. The majority of 
their 40,000 opponents were French colonial troops  –   Senegalese, 
North African Arabs and even a regiment of the French Foreign 



575

T he Bat tle of t he Br it ish Empir e

Legion. 88    This was not what anyone had expected the war to look like 
back in September 1939. 

 Nationalists in Syria and Lebanon strongly resented French rule, 
and the Free French had originally planned to stir up trouble for the 
Vichy regime by declaring independence. Churchill, happy enough to 
sacrifi ce the French empire if it helped to preserve the British, enthusi-
astically endorsed the idea. De Gaulle, however, had no intention of 
handing over power to the nationalists: he told the British that if there 
was trouble with the locals, they should remember what had happened 
in Iraq, and step aside so that the Free French could put any nationalist 
rebellion down. Nonetheless, de Gaulle approved a proclamation of 
independence, which was broadcast on the radio by the Free French 
commander, General Catroux, as the Allied forces moved forward into 
battle. 89    

 A tough fi ght awaited them. After some early reverses, the Vichy 
troops defended the Levant with professional pride and a bitter detesta-
tion of the Gaullist traitors. They had good knowledge of the diffi cult 
terrain and, unlike the attackers, possessed around eighty light tanks. 
Eventually, British naval, artillery and air superiority told, but it took 
fi ve weeks to get the Vichy commander, General Dentz, to accept 
defeat. About 2,500 British, Australian, Indian and Free French 
servicemen became casualties, and about 3,500 of their opponents. 90    
Much to the embarrassment of British commanders, the local popula-
tion believed that they were being liberated. Advancing up the Euphrates 
with his 10 th  Indian Division, Major General William Slim found him-
self ‘greeted by a  distinguished- looking Syrian in European dress’, who 
‘welcomed us  . . . as deliverers, and trusted the French would never 
return’. Slim could not bring himself to tell the excited man that he 
thought ‘General de Gaulle might have different views’. 91     

   ‘Every single one of our 
plans has fa iled’  

 While Wilson’s forces slogged their way through Syria, Wavell launched 
his main Libyan offensive of the summer, ‘Operation Battleaxe’. This 
time, the auguries were better than in May. British armoured units had 
been reinforced by the arrival of new tanks, rushed  post- haste through 
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the Mediterranean in time for the attack. Rommel’s obsessive attempts 
to capture Tobruk had been fought off by its Australian garrison. Now, 
as Enigma decrypts confi rmed, his troops were struggling with the 
shortages imposed by their elongated supply lines. Air and sea attacks 
from Malta were wearing down the Italian merchant navy, and the 
Axis forces lacked enough motor transport to carry everything they 
needed so far from their supply ports. Intelligence about the poor state 
of Rommel’s supplies only heightened Churchill’s hopes of quickly 
reversing the Libyan defeat. 

 Yet Rommel had nonetheless managed to strengthen his defences in 
the aftermath of Operation Brevity. When British and Dominion troops 
attacked on 15 June, they not only failed to break through, but found 
themselves on the verge of being encircled. On 17 June, forewarned by 
the  RAF , British commanders ordered a hasty withdrawal. The fi rst 
 full- blown tank battle with the Afrika Korps had proved a disaster –  
91 of the 190 tanks with which the British had begun the battle had 
been knocked out or broken down. Rommel had lost only twelve. Only 
a lack of petrol and the canker of Tobruk held him back from a pursuit 
all the way into Egypt. A year after it began, Britain’s North African 
campaign was back where it started. 92    

 Churchill was furious. ‘Every single one of our plans has failed,’ he 
complained to the chiefs of staff. 93    His response was to blame the men 
in command. He had already replaced Air Marshal Longmore with his 
deputy, Air Vice Marshal Arthur Tedder. On 21 June, he decided to 
swap Wavell with Lieutenant General Claude Auchinleck, then com-
manding the army in India. Auchinleck had impressed the prime 
minister with a greater willingness to send troops to intervene in Iraq. 
Wavell had certainly been worn down by the weight of responsibilities 
he had to bear. Yet he was a victim rather than the cause of the crisis. 
As everyone involved had recognized, in the absence of a mythical Bal-
kan bloc, it was always unlikely that the small forces Britain could send 
to Greece would actually turn back a  full- blown assault by the Wehr-
macht. What had not been foreseen was that this would in turn leave 
the Western Desert so vulnerable at the moment when trouble erupted 
in Iraq and Syria. 

 Wavell had had to throw largely inexperienced troops and com-
manders into battle. Unlike the Germans, they struggled to  co- ordinate 
infantry, armour and artillery in order to get the best out of each. The 
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invulnerability that British heavy tanks had enjoyed against the Italians 
disappeared in the face of the small number of 88mm  anti- aircraft guns 
that the Germans deployed as tank killers during Battleaxe, but Italian 
 anti- tank guns had also played a major role in stopping the British 
advance. The need to rush newly arrived tank reinforcements into bat-
tle after a long sea voyage increased problems of mechanical reliability. 
And when faced with the unexpected, British offi cers tended to wait for 
orders from above. Shortages of radios and the unreliability of com-
munications meant that they were often slow to come into battle, and 
fought separately when they arrived. Ironically, bearing in mind how 
much Churchill’s hopes were raised by the fl ow of Enigma decrypts, 
British offi cers on the battlefi eld discussed their movements openly 
over the radio, giving German intelligence units a steady fl ow of high 
quality tactical information. There was little sign, therefore, that the 
British were getting any better at taking on the Germans in open battle, 
but with American ships sailing supplies straight into the Middle East, 
Wavell’s successor, Auchinleck, could be heavily reinforced. Perhaps he 
would prove better able to defeat Rommel. 

 The fi ghting in the Western Desert during the summer offensives 
was intense, and the surroundings grim, with the  all- but unbearable 
heat, the shortage of water and the irrepressible fl ies. After his fi rst 
period in the desert in July 1941, Gunner Graham Watson wrote back 
to his sister: 

  The essence of everything is mobility so for days on end one only sees 

the people in neighbouring trucks which are parked at wide distances 

from each other to be safe from air attack. It is a dreary life . . . In the 

afternoon one wants to sleep but the fl ies, which make life a purgatory, 

prevent this. The fl ies are hell. I have never seen anything like their per-

sistency. They attack one in hordes. You brush them away and the same 

fl ies come straight back like an arrow. Life would be tolerable without 

them but they prevent all concentration. 94     

 Yet in a funny way it was also a remarkably clean campaign, and not 
just because, compared to other battle fronts, few civilians were killed 
and neither side treated the other atrociously. Fighting against the Ger-
mans and Italians in the Western Desert didn’t raise the same complex 
issues as combating Iraqi nationalism or struggling against French 
colonial troops in the Levant. Once they had beaten him, the British 
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could romanticize Rommel as an honourable opponent who was doing 
his best for his country. They never said the same about Rashid Ali. 

 The fi ghting in the Middle East in  1940–  41 was a milestone in the 
collapse of the European empires. Italy’s imperial ambitions in Libya 
had almost been crushed: in East Africa, they were extinguished 
altogether. The proclamation of independence on 8 June 1941 marked 
the beginning of the end for the French empire in the Levant. For Brit-
ain too, the nationalist feelings that had broken forth in Iraq –  and the 
response they aroused elsewhere in the Arab world –  would not be long 
contained. In retrospect, the spectres of future humiliations could 
already be discerned. 

 Yet the important thing for the eventual defeat of the Axis powers 
was that, in the short term, the British Empire in the Middle East sur-
vived, and was in a stronger position than it had been a year before. The 
threats from East Africa, the Levant and Iraq had all been removed. 
The Red Sea supply line was secure. With Hitler unwilling to commit 
the German war effort to a campaign around the edges of the Mediter-
ranean, the Axis had not been able to take advantage of the crisis the 
British had imposed on themselves, with their commitment to Greece 
and Crete, and to seize control of the Middle East. Whether that failure 
would prove important remained to be seen.  

   Relief in the Atlantic  

 In America, the spring crisis in the Mediterranean aroused all the fears 
of the previous year –  that Britain would go under beneath the Nazi 
onslaught, or that appeasement would resurface, or that the Germans 
would run rampant through North Africa and the Atlantic islands and 
invade South America through Brazil. None of this pushed Roosevelt 
into the war. During April, he had moved cautiously to help with Brit-
ain’s shipping problems.  As well as removing the Red Sea from the 
combat zone as quickly as possible to increase the fl ow of supplies to 
the Middle East, he allowed British ships to be repaired in  US  ports. He 
also agreed that the Americans would use  Lend- Lease money to build 
bases for Atlantic protection forces in Northern Ireland and Scotland. 

 Roosevelt held back, however, from transferring  US  navy ships 
from the Pacifi c to the Atlantic, or ordering American vessels to escort 
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convoys through to the  UK . Instead, he just extended the  US  navy’s 
neutrality patrol zone to the  twenty- sixth meridian, encompassing 
Greenland, where the United States had also got permission from the 
Danes to build a new base. These were important steps, but they were 
not enough to turn the tide in the Atlantic. The president was worried 
that he would be unable to get Congressional approval for escorting 
ships, but his attention had also been drawn to the Pacifi c. On 13 April 
the Japanese, unaware of the new war that the Germans were about to 
launch, signed a  non- aggression pact with the Soviet Union. This con-
cerned Roosevelt, because the Japanese were now free to turn their 
attention southwards, against European and American colonies in East 
Asia, without the threat of a war with the Red Army in Manchuria. 

 In London, the British government had hoped that, with  Lend- Lease 
out of the way, Roosevelt’s hands would be free to haul the United 
States into the war. Once again, they were disappointed. At the start of 
May, Churchill despatched an explicit appeal for America to enter the 
fray. The president ignored it. Ministers fretted about whether talking 
up the  UK ’s successes or bemoaning its disasters would do more to 
bring the Americans in. Under pressure from his own Cabinet, 
Roosevelt took the opportunity of an easing of tensions in the Far East 
to reinforce the  US  fl eet in the Atlantic. He reassured Halifax that he 
was only waiting for an ‘incident’ to open a shooting war in the Atlan-
tic. At the end of May, he told the British that he would send troops to 
take over the garrisoning of Iceland. Once more, the British became 
optimistic, but when a  US  merchant ship was sunk by a  U- boat in the 
South Atlantic, the president showed no sign of trying to catapult 
America into the war. Roosevelt was quite happy to accept a gradual 
escalation of undeclared hostilities with the Germans in the Atlantic, 
but he saw no need to risk a domestic political confrontation in order 
to overcome American isolationism. 95    

 American naval help in the Atlantic took longer to arrive than the 
British had wanted, but by the summer of 1941, the balance was already 
moving against the Germans. From April 1941, Western Approaches 
Command produced a standard set of procedures for escort duties for 
the fi rst time. The number of escorts kept increasing. By July, the Brit-
ish had twice as many escort vessels as they had at the start of the 
war. 96    Coastal Command was  re- equipped with new, more modern air-
craft, including  longer- ranged   US -  built Catalinas and B24 Liberators. 
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In April, when Iceland became available as an airbase and refuelling 
point, escort and air protection could be extended still further out into 
the Atlantic. Coastal Command’s aircraft were still not much use at 
destroying submarines –  in the fi rst two years of the war, in which they 
fl ew a total of more than 55 million air miles, only one  U- boat been had 
sunk solely as a result of Coastal Command attack –   but their mere 
presence deterred the Germans. 97    On 8 May, faced with these exten-
sions of  escort-  and  air- cover, Dönitz ordered his submarines further 
west and south, making it still harder for them to make contact with 
the convoys. During the second quarter of the year, although the fl eet 
of operational  U- boats grew, the tonnage they sank for each day they 
were at sea decreased. In this industrial campaign, such drops in sub-
marine ‘productivity’ were critical. 98    

 In the early summer, crucial intelligence breakthroughs began to 
give the British usable access to the Kriegsmarine  ’s Enigma communi-
cations. The naval Enigma was more complex than that used by the 
Luftwaffe, and up until the spring of 1941 it had been decrypted only 
with a long delay, if at all. In the early summer, a mixture of deliberate 
targeting of German weather ships and the chance capture of a  U- boat, 
 U- 110, with cryptographical material intact, allowed the British to read 
transmissions for May, with some delay, and for June and July almost 
concurrently with their intended recipients. For the fi rst time since the 
war began, some of the intelligence gap with the German navy had 
been closed. 99    

 Enigma decrypts helped to confi rm that the newly completed Ger-
man battleship  Bismarck  had put to sea with the cruiser  Prinz Eugen  
on 19 May in order to stage another surface voyage against the convoy 
lanes. No further information was decrypted in time to help the hunt 
for them, but the early warning encouraged Admiral Tovey, the com-
mander of the Home Fleet, to position his ships to catch the raiders as 
they steamed through the Denmark Strait. When the venerable British 
battlecruiser  HMS   Hood  and the newly completed battleship  HMS  
 Prince of Wales  confronted the German squadron, shells from the  Bis-
marck  blew  Hood  to pieces and forced the  Prince of Wales  to withdraw. 
The  Bismarck , however, was also damaged; badly enough that it had to 
turn for home. 

 The  Prinz Eugen  managed to escape, but the  Bismarck  did not. With 
the German ship tracked sporadically from a mixture of shipboard 
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radar, fl ying-boat sightings and radio intercepts, the Admiralty 
 co- ordinated forces from across the world for its destruction. The scale 
of the forces that the British employed  –   in total, British operations 
against the  Prinz Eugen  and  Bismarck  involved eight battleships and 
battlecruisers, eight cruisers and two aircraft carriers –  demonstrated 
the colossal imbalance of capital ship strength between the two sides. 
Crippled by a torpedo strike from an aircraft carrier based at Gibraltar, 
on 27 May  Bismarck  was bombarded into submission by battleships 
that had sailed from Scotland, and fi nally sunk by a cruiser that had 
been escorting convoys north from Sierra Leone. 

 The British didn’t know it at the time, but it was the last time that a 
German surface raider would make it out into the Atlantic shipping 
lanes. Meanwhile, Enigma decrypts had also helped to reveal the pos-
ition of the German supply ships that had been lined up to support the 
 Bismarck  on its intended voyage. Between May and July, the Royal 
Navy captured or sank fourteen of these ships –   wrecking the infra-
structure on which depended not only the disguised commerce raiders 
that were still abroad, but also any future voyage by a German capital 
ship. 100    

 Bomber Command’s senior offi cers thought that assisting the Royal 
Navy was just a distraction. They wanted to get back to what they 
thought was their real job: bombing Germany. British raids on the Bal-
tic and Channel ports did not manage to destroy either the  U- boat 
bases or surface warships. In April and May, Bomber Command dropped 
829 tons of bombs on the French port of Brest, where the German 
cruisers  Gneisenau  and  Scharnhorst  were sheltering. These infl icted 
only minor damage on the ships, but they did force  Gneisenau  into the 
open harbour, where it was struck by a torpedo from a Coastal Com-
mand bomber. That put it out of action for eight months, ensuring that 
the cruisers did not break out into the Atlantic at the same time as the 
 Bismarck  in May. 101    Getting the  Gneisenau  to move was Bomber Com-
mand’s only major contribution to victory since the start of the war. 

 From the start of June 1941, the Royal Canadian Navy, operating 
out of a new base at St John’s in Newfoundland, began to escort con-
voys all the way to and from the middle of the Atlantic to Nova Scotia. 
The Canadians were initially less  well equipped and trained than the 
British, but the fact that convoys now had protection across the entire 
Atlantic made things still more diffi cult for the attacking submarines. 
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In May, the Admiralty produced fi gures demonstrating that ships sail-
ing independently were suffering losses at more than twice the rate of 
those forced to travel in convoy. Despite Churchill’s reluctance, on 
19 June the War Cabinet agreed to  re- impose a minimum limit of 
15 knots on ships that wanted to sail on their own. This was a crucial 
decision: it slashed the number of independent sailings on which the 
 U- boats had continued to feast as the escort forces grew stronger. From 
June, the Admiralty started to use the information from the Kriegsmar-
ine Enigma to route convoys around the  U- boats, leaving the submarines 
waiting for targets that never came. This tactic only worked because 
the  U- boat wolf packs had already been driven into the  mid- Atlantic, 
where there was space for convoys to be moved around them. During 
June, there was little let up in the dismal fi gures of monthly tonnage 
sinkings. Yet during July, the quantity of tonnage being sunk plum-
meted, as the decision to make ships that sailed slower than 15 knots 
join convoys kicked in and those convoys were moved, as far as poss-
ible, out of harm’s way. By the autumn, Dönitz was forced to send his 
 U- boats elsewhere in search of prey. Churchill’s sporadically intense 
approach to the Battle of the Atlantic appeared to have paid off. A 
temporary concentration of effort had been enough to win the fi ght 
against the submarines. Germany’s attempt to blockade Britain into 
submission had failed just as completely as the Blitz. 102    

 While the British and Canadians fought the submarines, American 
aid helped to ease their import problems. Since  Lend- Lease reduced the 
need for British exports to the United States, ships on the transatlantic 
route did not have to load up fully before they departed British ports. 
That saved time and allowed them to make more journeys. Between 
April and October 1941, for the liners that carried most of the trans-
atlantic cargo, the time saved in port by not reloading matched that 
won by quicker unloading thanks to the changes in working practices 
in the docks. 103    

 As the situation in the ports eased, attempts were made to address 
the backlog of ship repairs. The Treasury agreed to fund repairs in 
overseas yards. Following Churchill’s Battle of the Atlantic directive, a 
major effort was made to accelerate repairs in the  UK , with the work-
ing day lengthened and special lighting used so that work could 
continue during the blackout. The Ministry of Labour tried to bring 
former ship workers back into the yards. Churchill scaled down the 
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target for new merchant shipbuilding so that shipwrights could be 
transferred onto repair work. He also shut down the  long- term naval 
programme of battleship and aircraft carrier construction that had 
been agreed the previous autumn. Work would continue on the capital 
vessels that could be completed by the end of 1942. Everything else 
would have to be forgone to deal with the immediate crisis. 104    

 These efforts seemed successful. By July, the tonnage of ships await-
ing repair in  UK  yards had fallen by 40 per cent, and the fl ow of vessels 
through the repair process was restored. Yet the problem had been dis-
placed rather than resolved. Ships were now laid up in foreign yards 
instead (including in America, where repairs would eventually be car-
ried out under  Lend- Lease), and the total tonnage out of use because it 
was in need of repair remained about the same for the rest of the war. 
The changes of spring 1941 stopped the shipping system grinding to a 
halt, but they provided no way to restore the losses to the British mer-
chant fl eet, nor did they increase overall carrying capacity. 

 Even though they weren’t sailing to the  UK , American ships had 
started to play a major role in supplying the British war effort. Over the 
summer of 1941, when the British feared they were facing an oil crisis, 
the Americans organized a shuttle service of tankers to carry oil from 
the Caribbean to New York, greatly shortening voyage times for the 
British ships that carried it across the Atlantic. Indicatively, what the 
British meant by oil crisis was that they only had 4.5 million tons in 
their stockpiles. That meant that the British had in reserve almost as 
much oil as had been produced in the area of Europe under German 
control in the whole of 1940. 105    With the Red Sea declared free of 
combat, in June, nine  US  ships entered Middle Eastern harbours carry-
ing cargoes of military importance. In July,  thirty- two came with 
cargoes of munitions. Between then and the end of 1941, an average of 
sixteen American ships docked in the region every month. Alongside 
the military supplies came cargoes of consumer goods despatched by 
American companies keen to exploit the decline in British civilian 
exports to the Middle East. As goods and reinforcements poured into 
ports that were not equipped to handle the quantity of traffi c, the Red 
Sea threatened to become choked with supplies. 106    

  Lend- Lease also promised to help repair Britain’s food position. 
America might not have been able to provide lots of munitions straight 
away, but it could provide large amounts of nutritionally dense tinned, 
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dried and processed foods. During 1941, deliveries of canned meat and 
dried and condensed milk under  Lend- Lease equated to about 60 
and 70 per cent of British annual consumption respectively. 107    These 
ensured that the nutritional value of supplies for British civilians was 
kept up despite the fall in import volume. 

 What the  US  could not provide in 1941 was what the British most 
wanted, which was the fresh beef they had been denied by the use of 
‘reefers’ to take troops to the Middle East. In America, the economic 
recovery produced by rearmament had sparked a livestock boom, but 
with the country still at peace, there was no food rationing. Newly 
employed Americans guzzled up all the beef they could get. In the end, 
the British had to increase orders from Argentina instead. The Ministry 
of Food was not, however, about to give up its hard won allocation of 
hold space just because America couldn’t provide the meat it wanted. 
Instead, ships were fi lled up with wheat and sugar, which were avail-
able in large quantities. During the summer of 1941, the  UK  brought in 
about a million tons more grain and 700,000 tons more sugar from 
America than it could actually use. More grain was stockpiled than 
ever before in the history of the British Empire. None of it would ever 
be released for public consumption. The fears raised by the shipping 
crisis of  1940–  41 meant that the Ministry of Food held it back against 
a future shortage. Eventually, it was stored so long that it had to be 
destroyed. Unsurprisingly, the Americans would in future fi nd it diffi -
cult to take estimates of the  UK ’s bare minimum needs for food imports 
seriously. 108     

   ‘The threat in this area is 
only potential’  

 The intensity of fi ghting in the Mediterranean and Middle East in the 
spring of 1941 made it even more diffi cult to reinforce Britain’s imper-
ial defences in the Far East. Since summer 1940, the chiefs of staff had 
tried to speed up the reinforcements that were necessary to their plans 
to use the  RAF  to defend the whole of the Malayan peninsula. Church-
ill opposed them. Faced with a worsening situation in the Atlantic, then 
with a crisis in the Middle East, he was not willing to send scarce 
planes to an inactive front. The prime minister remained convinced 
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that the Japanese would not start a war that would inevitably bring in 
the Americans. 109    

 As the situation in the Middle East got worse, Robert Menzies, still 
in London and sitting in on meetings of the War Cabinet and the 
Defence Committee, kept asking awkward questions. If disasters in the 
Middle East tempted Japan to attack, what help could Australia and 
New Zealand actually expect? Churchill restated his conviction that 
only the outright defeat of the United Kingdom would be enough to 
start a Japanese attack in the Far East. The Japanese, he argued, ‘would 
not enter the war, unless a successful invasion of this country took 
place . . . they would be most unlikely to come in if they thought that 
by doing so they would bring in the United States of America’. 110    

 Privately, British ministers had already agreed that Menzies’ com-
plaints could be put down to his political vulnerability to isolationist 
opponents at home. In Churchill’s view, ‘it would be wrong to give up 
sound strategical ideas in order to satisfy the ignorance of the Austra-
lian Opposition’. 111    Despite his best efforts, Menzies lacked the leverage 
to force any fundamental change of approach from London. The 
British belatedly consulted with the Australian and New Zealand 
governments about American plans to move warships from the Pacifi c 
to the Atlantic so that the Royal Navy could  re- establish a presence at 
Singapore, but never gave them a permanent seat at the table when it 
came to deciding global strategy. 112    

 Even as Menzies was being fobbed off, however, the concentration 
of effort on the Middle East became the focus of a row between 
Churchill and General Dill. On 28 April, still furious at his discovery 
of plans to evacuate Egypt, Churchill issued a directive asserting that 
the loss of Egypt and the Middle East would be a catastrophe second 
only to the fall of the United Kingdom. Led by Dill, the chiefs of staff 
responded by questioning his strategic priorities. They pointed out the 
continuing risk of an invasion of the home islands, emphasized that it 
would take three months for any reinforcements to reach Malaya and 
argued against any further commitment to the Middle East. For Dill, if 
scarce reinforcements should be sent anywhere, they should go to the 
Far East, where a small investment might bring greater rewards in 
terms of security. When Churchill insisted that it would be worse to 
lose Egypt than to lose Singapore, Dill reminded him that this was not 
the list of strategic priorities to which he had agreed at the start of the 
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war. Being forced to abandon Egypt would be bad, but with the Medi-
terranean shut anyway, it would not spell catastrophe. It would be 
much harder to recover from losing Singapore. Laying all this out in 
writing, as Dill did, was not the best way to persuade the prime minis-
ter to change his mind. Churchill simply ignored him. 113    

 This spat was signifi cant more because of what it said about the 
deteriorating relationship between the two men than because it might 
have resulted in any meaningful alternative in the deployment of imper-
ial strength. The security of the Far East had been relegated in British 
grand strategy –  thanks not least to Adolf Hitler –  well before Churchill 
became prime minister. The catastrophe of the Fall of France had deter-
mined Britain’s course in way that neither Churchill nor Dill could 
alter. Despite Churchill’s opposition, the chiefs of staff continued to 
reinforce Malaya, but they did so with the second-grade troops and 
equipment they had left after they had attended to the active fronts. 
Dill himself didn’t really believe that it was possible to send meaningful 
reinforcements before the end of 1941: with good reason, because, as 
became apparent when a plan was considered to move  battle- hardened 
Australian divisions from North Africa to the Far East, Britain simply 
lacked the ships to carry them. 114    

 To try to make sure that the troops who were in Malaya were better 
prepared, Dill now appointed one of his protégés, Lieutenant General 
Arthur Percival, to take over Malaya Command. Percival had impressed 
Dill when he served under him as an instructor at the Staff College, and 
he was familiar with Malaya’s defence problems, having served as the 
top staff offi cer there in  1936–  38. Percival had shown himself a 
courageous leader during the last war, but he lacked experience com-
manding in combat. Since what was needed was someone to get 
formations on a quiet front trained and ready for battle, he seemed the 
ideal man for the job. 

 In June, when the joint planning staff drew up a  wide- ranging appre-
ciation of future strategy, they highlighted the continuing defi ciencies 
in the defence of Malaya. The military garrison was being brought up 
to strength but lacked artillery. The air force had only 150 aircraft, less 
than half the minimum strength it needed. The planners warned that: 

  The threat in this area is only potential; consequently it tends to become 

obscured by other threats which are more grimly real. But should it 
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develop, this threat may bring even greater dangers than those we now 

face . . . It is vital to take, as soon as possible, the necessary measures to 

secure the defence of Singapore. 115     

 When the Defence Committee came to consider the paper on 25 June, 
Churchill put it aside. Such elaborate analyses were a waste of time: 
‘Much of the contents rapidly became out of date, and statements were 
often falsifi ed before they were read.’116 Three days earlier, Germany 
had invaded the Soviet Union.       



588

  22  
   Britain Beyond the Blitz  

 Before turning to the changes wrought by Hitler’s attack on the  USSR , 
it is important to consider the most signifi cant phenomenon in shaping 
everyday British life between 1940 and 1941: not the Battle of Britain, 
nor the Blitz, but the dramatic mobilization of the economy for the 
purpose of fi ghting the war. 

   War Machine  

Table 4: Selected British economic statistics,  1939–  1941

   1939  1940  1941 

  GDP  (% of 1938)  101  111  121 

 Working population (millions)  19.8  20.7  21.3 

 Armed forces (millions)  0.5  2.3  3.4 

 Workforce in engineering, shipbuilding 

 and chemical industry (millions) 

 2.7  3.2  3.9 

 Unemployment (millions)  1.27  0.6  0.2 

 Industrial stoppages (working days 

 lost, millions) 

 1.4  0.9  1.1 

 Aircraft production (total number)  7,940  15,049  20,094 

 Tank production (total number)  969  1,399  4,841 

 Defence expenditure (£ millions)  626  3,220  4,085 
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Table 4: Continued

   1939  1940  1941 

 Consumer expenditure as %  GNP   76.2  60.4  54.6 

 Government expenditure as %  GNP   19.6  39.9  47.2 

 Imports by 1938 volume index 

 (munitions excluded, manufactured 

 goods in brackets) 

 97 (100) 

94 (112) 

 82 (121) 

Workforce fi gures for June each year. Sources: S. Broadberry and P. Howlett, ‘The 
United Kingdom: Victory at All Costs’, in M. Harrison (ed.), The Economics of World 
War II: Six Great Powers in International Comparison (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 44, 47; 
C. Feinstein, Statistical Tables of National Income, Expenditure and Output of the 
UK,  1855–  1965 (Cambridge, 1972), T19, T49; CSO, Fighting with Figures: A Statisti-
cal Digest of the Second World War (London, 1995), pp.  38–  9, 47,  60–  61, 166, 170, 
207, 222; H. Parker, Manpower: A Study of  War- time Policy and Administration 
(London, 1957), pp.  504–  5.

 This was the period of transition from armed peace to full-blown war. 
At its heart were the demands of military strategy, as set out by the 
chiefs of staff, modifi ed by the Defence Committee and approved by 
the War Cabinet. 1    The manpower demands of the armed forces were 
met by the Ministry of Labour and the National Service Act, and their 
equipment needs by the supply ministries: the Admiralty (the only one 
of the service departments that retained responsibility for its own 
equipment), the Ministry of Supply and (after May 1940) the Ministry 
of Aircraft Production. 

 Between 1939 and 1941, the supply ministries became the dominant 
presence in the domestic economy. The Admiralty took charge of all 
 UK  shipbuilding, the Ministry of Aircraft Production also had respon-
sibility for the radio and electronics industries, and the Ministry of 
Supply purchased nearly all  non- food imports, administered controls 
on raw materials and ran the chemicals sector as well as providing 
equipment for the army. By  mid- 1941, four out of fi ve workers in the 
engineering, shipbuilding and chemical industries were fulfi lling gov-
ernment contracts. About a third of a million of them were employed 
directly by the Admiralty and the Ministry of Supply in the Royal Ord-
nance factories and the Admiralty dockyards. 

 The supply ministries also, however, continued to provide huge 



590

Br ita in ’s Wa r

amounts of capital investment to create armaments capacity that was 
run by private industry. Contrary to  pre- war predictions, much of this 
was managed by fi rms that already specialized in  arms- making rather 
than by civilian manufacturers drafted in for their expertise in mass 
production. Aeroplane engines were one important exception, with 
car fi rms, including  Rolls- Royce and Ford, taking a signifi cant role in 
managing production. Tanks were another exception: the initial expan-
sion of wartime production took place through companies that 
made railway locomotives and rolling stock, and the Nuffi eld Motor 
Corporation. 

 Across industry, the expansion of military production took place 
through a mixture of the provision of new plant, much of it state owned, 
and the conversion of existing capacity to government contracts. 
Between spring 1939 and spring 1942, the government provided 
£556 million for fi xed capital for war production, £385 million of it for 
operations that were privately run. 2    As well as capital investment, the 
supply ministries could also offer tempting contracts –  with fi xed profi ts 
and access to raw materials, machine tools, factory fl oorspace and 
skilled labour that were otherwise unobtainable. The Ministry of Sup-
ply operated a strict range of controls over industrial materials and 
tools, while the use of factories and the construction of new buildings 
also became subject to government licence. As well as these controls on 
resources, during the second half of 1940, the Board of Trade –  the key 
peacetime ministry for industry, but one relegated to the management of 
the civilian sector during the war –  imposed drastic cuts on the output 
of civilian clothes and household goods. 3    Taken together, these meas-
ures were enough to push through the greatest part of the total wartime 
changeover towards government production, but they were not nearly 
enough to achieve the mighty programmes set out by the armed forces. 4    
During 1941, civilian industry and labour became subject to much fur-
ther reaching measures of direction, conscription and control. 

 The requirements of the forces stretched well beyond the engineer-
ing effort necessary to build modern weapons. The supply ministries 
purchased huge quantities of other equipment –  uniforms, tents, bar-
rack room furniture and paper, to name but a few –  from commercial 
manufacturers. In 1941, more than a quarter of a million textile work-
ers, about a third of the entire industry workforce, were engaged on 
contracts for the military, about 45,000 of them making boots and 
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socks alone. 5    The construction requirements of the wartime state  –   
from bomber stations, via ordnance factories, to refrigerated stores and 
silos for the Ministry of Food –  were particularly large during the early 
years of the confl ict. By 1941, half a million men, slightly over half the 
building labour in the  UK , were employed on government construction 
projects. The service ministries engaged contractors for their own 
building programmes, but other departments’ requirements was met by 
a new Ministry of Works and Buildings, set up in October 1940 under 
Lord Reith, the former  BBC   director- general and minister of informa-
tion, which also ran the licensing system for civilian construction. 6    

 Meanwhile, the  UK  was also forced to adapt to a rapid drop in its 
volume of imports. During the winter of  1940–  41, plummeting predic-
tions of future imports and rising shipping losses came to seem a much 
more dangerous threat than German bombing to the  UK ’s ability to 
continue the war. This forced the government to seek emergency mili-
tary, civil and diplomatic solutions to the shortage of shipping, but it 
only accelerated changes that were already under way in what Britain 
produced and imported. 

 In an effort to reduce the quantities that the  UK  needed to bring 
in, domestic output of bulky materials was increased.  Four- and- a- half 
million tons more iron ore were mined in 1941 than in 1939. In agricul-
ture, where arable and dairy farming took precedence over meat 
production, animal feed imports were slashed and government subsi-
dies encouraged farmers to plough up pastureland for crops. Between 
1939 and 1941, the area under arable cultivation in the  UK  increased 
by more than a quarter. The potato harvest increased by 2 million tons; 
the cereal harvest, including wheat and oats, by a similar amount. 7    

 Those fi gures by themselves tell a lot about how the British diet 
changed during the war, but not everything, because none of this made 
the  UK  anywhere near  self- suffi cient. The nature of what was imported, 
however, underwent a fundamental change. Almost all imports were 
now brought in under the programmes developed by the Ministries of 
Supply and Food. During the fi rst two years of the war, they imposed 
dramatic cuts on the imports of some goods, including textile fi bres, 
clothing and newsprint. The German domination of Europe deprived 
Britain of its usual supplies of imported eggs, butter and vegetables, 
and these were not brought in from other sources. From the end of 
1940, imports of fresh and tinned fruits, vegetables and nuts ceased, 
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with the exception of a small quantity of oranges. In 1938, the  UK  had 
imported almost a third of a million tons of bananas. In 1941, it 
imported barely any, with catastrophic consequences for growers in the 
Caribbean. 8    

 Imports of other goods, however –  of lower volume but higher value –  
increased. Before the provision of economic aid from the  US , the 
Ministry of Supply was allowed to use Britain’s dwindling stock of dol-
lars to purchase essential items in America. In 1940, it imported two 
and a half times more steel than it had done in 1939 (not necessarily 
with happy consequences, as we have seen). Machine tool imports 
between 1940 and 1941 were three times what they had been in  1938– 
 39. 9    The Ministry of Food was not allowed to turn to the States while 
the  UK  was still dependent on its own dollars, but it too imported goods 
in more concentrated forms. From the start of the war, fresh meat had 
been imported frozen, rather than chilled, in order to save space. Flour 
imports (mainly from Canada) increased by 57 per cent between 
1939 and 1940, and imports of tinned meat (from Argentina and Aus-
tralia) rose by 20 per cent. After the provision of American fi nance the 
 US  also became a major source of food imports. 10    

 Government controls over imported raw materials and manufac-
tured goods reinforced the measures that were in place in any case to 
shift civilian production towards war work. Between 1940 and 1941, 
almost all raw materials came under the purview of the control boards 
operated by the Ministry of Supply (rubber, still in plentiful supply 
from Malaya and Ceylon (Sri Lanka), was a signifi cant exception). 
Controls became increasingly strict. In 1941, only 25 per cent of the 
 UK ’s steel supplies went to ‘civilian’ uses, a category that included the 
mining and power industries as well as civil defence. From the spring of 
1941, the Ministry of Agriculture initiated a National Farm Survey 
that gathered information about every holding of fi ve acres and 
above. Farmers called it ‘a new Domesday book’. 11    By  mid- 1940, the 
Ministry of Food had already rationed all those foodstuffs that were 
in universal demand and for which it could guarantee a steady supply 
(the two criteria it applied before it would provide a fi xed ration 
by quantity or price), and further price controls and rationing were 
introduced primarily to combat infl ation rather than to ensure equal 
distribution. 

 Even though this wasn’t how it felt at the time, in retrospect, British 
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economic mobilization in this period was relatively smooth. The 
Churchill government inherited  well- developed plans for the expansion 
of the munitions industry. The panic of summer 1940 imposed signifi -
cant disruption, but Britain’s fundamental strategic objectives remained 
broadly unchanged. There was no invasion, and neither the Blitz nor 
the German blockade seriously interfered with the growth of the war 
economy. Domestically, the new administration embodied a comprom-
ise between state, capital and labour that enabled the extensive 
exploitation of domestic resources without excessive social confl ict. 
Internationally, the  UK ’s wealth allowed it to survive the time between 
the great European realignment of summer 1940 and the arrival of 
fi nancial aid from America, without any total interruption of supplies. 
 Long- term programmes of rearmament could therefore continue. 

 The machinery that administered the war economy developed in fi ts 
and starts. The demands placed on industry by the armed forces and 
the restriction of overseas supplies drove on more extensive planning of 
production and tighter programming of imports, but there was no 
great national plan that matched together the different parts of the 
economy and laid out how they should work together. Rather, it was in 
response to the pressures of this period that the British state developed 
the structures, systems and overlapping economic controls that allowed 
more central planning and  co- ordination, and still more extensive 
mobilization, in the future. 

 The coming into offi ce of the Churchill government did not imme-
diately solve the problems that had dogged its predecessor: the 
 co- ordination of the competing needs of the supply departments, 
the control of manpower, and shortfalls in deliveries of weapons to the 
armed forces. Dramatic though the acceleration of  1940–  41 was, the 
 UK  was a long way from peak mobilization or maximum war produc-
tion, and it was already plain that the future demands of the military 
would require still greater efforts if they were to be achieved. From the 
summer of 1940, the government’s direction of the war economy was 
subject both to disagreements within Whitehall and to growing criti-
cism from the press and Parliament. As the clanking apparatus of an 
industrial total war picked up speed, it began to sweep up the entire 
population. Millions more people found themselves engaged directly 
in the war effort, whether in the ranks or at the workbench. The war 
machine involved everybody.  
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   ‘things that we had to 
go without before the 

war we get now’  

 Coventry, early summer 1940. Charles Madge, having got a grant from 
the National Institute of Economic and Social Research, has gone to 
Coventry with a team of researchers to investigate saving and spend-
ing. They are struck by the signs of prosperity: ‘Smart clothes in the 
streets . . . busy  public- houses, crowded shops, long queues outside the 
cinemas.’ The manager of one picture house tells them the sort of story 
with which they are going to become very familiar. He knows of an 
Irishman (or a young lad, or in some versions even a girl), formerly a 
cinema employee, who has just got a new job in an aircraft factory: ‘He 
earned £10 9s in his fi rst week, although he knew nothing about 
machinery. He told his former employer he only did 35 minutes work a 
night.’ 12    

 The sums involved were exaggerated, but the phenomenon was 
unmistakable. As the government poured money into fi ghting the war, 
this was a period of great economic growth, and one of the most strik-
ing results was a change in  working- class income and employment. 
Firms with government contracts needed to replace men who had gone 
into the armed forces and to recruit new workers. Brand new ordnance 
factories started production and had to be staffed from scratch. Some 
people changed job, either by choice or because they were put out of 
work by further contraction in the consumer industries. Others were 
able to get work for the fi rst time in years. Others still stayed in the 
same job while production shifted in front of them. In early 1940, there 
had still been more than a million unemployed. By  mid- 1941, the job-
less fi gure was under 200,000 and falling. The working population had 
grown by a  million- and- a- half people in the space of two years. 13    

 The expansion of employment went  hand- in- hand with the persist-
ence of infl ation. The rate of increase in the cost of food –  so sharp in 
the fi rst months of the war –  slowed after the introduction of govern-
ment subsidies at the end of 1939. Nonetheless, the price of food within 
the  working- class Cost of Living Index was about 25 per cent higher in 
autumn 1940 than it had been at the start of the confl ict. Clothes’ 
prices rose much more rapidly, as imports fell and production was cut. 
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By spring 1941, the cost of clothes in the  CLI  was 68 per cent higher 
than in September 1939. 14    

 Rising prices and demand for labour meant higher wages. By 1941, 
2.5 million workers were on  index- linked wage agreements, and 
increases in the  CLI  were the major source of wage demands in the fi rst 
years of the war. 15    By July 1940, average wage rates were about 14 per 
cent higher than they had been in September 1939. They rose by about 
another 13 per cent of the  pre- war fi gure during 1941, but continued to 
lag behind the rate of infl ation. 16    

 Increasing output and longer hours meant that actual earnings 
increased further than wage rates. In manufacturing industries as a 
whole, average male weekly earnings went up by about 30 per cent 
between 1938 and 1940, and by about 21 per cent for young women. 
By  mid- 1940, the average male weekly wage in the engineering industry 
was about £5 a week –   enough to carry the recipient to the verge of 
what had been considered a  middle- class income between the wars. 17    

 During the summer crisis, when long hours became the norm, 
weekly earnings for some workers in the munitions and aircraft indus-
tries were much more than this, albeit at the cost of exhausting effort. 
For families with two or three members in war work, household 
incomes went up substantially. In Coventry, where labour was already 
in short supply and wages high, Madge’s researchers found a 68¼-hour 
week earned a chargehand (an assistant workshop foremen) £10 16s.; 
while an unskilled male labourer got £5 13s. 11d. for a week in which 
he worked 73 hours –  much more than he could have expected before 
the war. 18    With wage rates lagging behind the rise in the cost of living, 
however, most workers had to put in longer hours if they wanted to 
make ends meet, which adds a different perspective to the readiness 
with which employees returned to  bomb- damaged factories in the 
aftermath of the Blitz. 

 Not everyone was earning big money. The way that these average 
wage rates were calculated left out wages paid to miners and agricul-
tural labourers, whose work was critical for the war effort but who 
remained relatively poorly paid. In late 1940, basic weekly wages for 
farm workers were £2 8s. a week, and for miners about £2 18s. 19    Other 
groups were also left out of the boom. Pensions and service pay and 
allowances went up, but from rates that were already low. A private’s 
wife with two children, for example, received £1 12s. a week in 
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1940 and £1 18s. a week in 1941. As before the war, old age and young 
parenthood remained the times when Britons were most vulnerable to 
cyclical poverty. 

 Increased earnings for many people did not immediately translate 
into improved health. In fact, during the fi rst years of the war, the 
 long- term decline in infant mortality temporarily reversed, climbing 
from 53 per thousand live births in 1939 to 60 per thousand in 1940 and 
63 per thousand in 1941. This was not, as might be thought, primarily 
the result of bombing, but rather of increased rates of mortality from 
childhood diseases: whooping cough, measles and pneumonia. It 
denoted the combination of an exceptionally cold pair of winters, the 
deterioration of medical care available to the civilian population as doc-
tors were called up and hospitals set aside for  air- raid victims, and the 
vulnerability of those whose incomes remained static during a period of 
rapid price rises. 20    Signifi cantly, the deterioration was most marked in 
Scotland and Northern Ireland during 1940, before either experienced 
heavy bombing. Deaths from bronchitis, most of them in the population 
aged over  sixty- fi ve, also shot up. 21    

 In these circumstances, early war wage increases were not enough to 
make most workers feel better off. Some were certainly doing better –  
an aircraft worker explained to Madge that his family were ‘not 
extravagant, but perhaps things that we had to go without before the 
war we get now’. 22    More common, however, were the feelings of a 
Geordie steelworker, speaking about his cost of living bonus in 
 mid- 1941: ‘you’ll never get anyone who knows anything about it to say 
that it covers anything like the increase in prices now, because it doesn’t. 
It’s nothing.’ 23    

 Nonetheless, the overall picture was of a relative improvement 
in  working- class (and particularly unskilled male  working- class) 
incomes relative to those of the middle classes. This was a  long- term 
phenomenon –  it had begun, concomitant with rearmament, in around 
1935 –  but it became really noticeable to contemporaries for the fi rst 
time as the war economy took off in  1940–  41. 24    In Nottingham, a 
deputy laboratory manager for Boots recorded a conversation about 
overtime pay and tax with his wife for  Mass- Observation, in which she 

  said that at rock bottom the working class are entirely selfi sh and that 

they have really no thought for country, war or others, but only 
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for themselves . . . I answer that they have lived so near the margin of 

want that they are naturally after all they can get and have not had the 

opportunity to develop other characteristics. But I agree that the middle 

class are expected to work extra hours without any extra pay at all, let 

alone overtime pay, and to pay income tax without complaint, while the 

working class must be paid for everything they do. 25     

 Yet the burden of wartime sacrifi ce and advantage was no more 
evenly borne among the middle classes than it was among the workers. 
The wealthy were subject to punitive rates of income tax and death 
duty, but some managed to make good money out of the war effort. 
Farmers and landowners benefi tted from substantial state subsidies for 
agriculture. Businessmen who took up government contracts were 
guaranteed a profi t: limited though they were by Excess Profi ts Tax, 
these were  risk- free business opportunities, backed up by state invest-
ment and substantial allowances for depreciation and the establishment 
of reserves. Lower down the social scale, the construction of a  high- tech 
war effort meant that factory managers, designers, scientists and tech-
nicians were more in demand: their salaries went up, which meant that 
they lost less ground relative to unskilled workers than the rest of the 
middle class. 26    Left behind was that stratum of the lower middle classes 
who were no use to the munitions industries and not rich or well- 
connected enough to profi t from the war. Their incomes remained 
static as taxes and prices rose.  

   ‘They just do what they’re 
told and carry on’  

 Royal Army Medical Corps Depot, Leeds, December 1940. Henry 
Novy, formerly part of Tom Harrisson’s paid team of  Mass- Observers, 
has been called up to the army. As he completes his basic training, 
Novy reports back to Harrisson weekly on the morale of the men 
around him. 

 Everyone spends the fi rst weeks exhausted by the apparently endless 
round of marching,  PT , instruction and fatigues. Novy is irritated by 
the  school- room discipline of the army, proud when his unit marches 
through the city and struck by how little his comrades seem to know 
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about the war. When the papers come round, they are really only con-
cerned about whether their own town has been raided, ‘sometimes 
commenting thoughtfully “It’s a bugger you know.” ’ 27    ‘As a topic of 
conversation’, sport comes ‘much before either war or politics.’ Novy 
asked them what they missed most about their old lives: ‘Home’, ‘my 
wife’, ‘Liberty to do what I like’, ‘money’, ‘Yes money, and a nice fi re-
side, and a good table.’ 28    When he asks soldiers at his next posting about 
their attitudes to the war, they reply: 

  M25D: ‘Oh it’s a waste of time. They’ll go on and on, but the lads’ll get 

browned off, they’ll all go home.’ 

 M20D: ‘It’s a fuck. It’ll last years this war will.’ 

 M20D: ‘It’s bloody hell mate. I don’t know what to think of it.’ 

 M35C: ‘Aye, and it’s worse when you’re married.’ 29     

 In sum, Novy thought his comrades ‘have few opinions, except that 
home is a better place, fatigues a “fucking nuisance”, waiting in the 
cold a worse nuisance. They just do what they’re told and carry on. 
Underlying it all is the fi rm belief that we cannot lose the war.’ 30    

 We might question whether men wanting to fi nd out if their homes 
had been bombed, carrying on even though they hated the war and 
believing in victory were really signs of apathy. If Novy had been sam-
pling opinion among volunteers in one of the newly formed commando 
or parachute battalions, he might have found a greater enthusiasm for 
military service than in his unit of the  RAMC . For most soldiers in 
Home Forces, nonetheless, there were plenty of reasons to be ‘browned 
off’ with the army. 

 Since the start of the war, all three armed services had undergone 
very rapid expansion. By June 1941, there were 395,000 sailors in the 
Royal Navy, about twice the number in September 1939. More than 
660,000 servicemen were in the  RAF , three times the number twenty 
months before. The army too had tripled in size, to 2.2 million men. 31    
Desperate to show that it was meeting the threat of invasion, in the 
summer of 1940 the government instructed the army to take in a fl ood 
of new recruits. Between June and August, more than 320,000 men 
were enlisted into the army –  far more than the training system could 
cope with. Most of them went into new infantry battalions, because 
these were all that the army could equip. 32    

 The strategy that Britain adopted to meet the German domination 
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of Europe sidelined the army compared to the navy and the  RAF . In 
September 1940, 92 per cent of the army was in the  UK . This dimin-
ished somewhat as Britain’s overseas positions were reinforced, but 
until late 1942, most of the fi ghting in the Middle East was done by 
troops from the Dominions and India, and until 1944, the majority of 
soldiers remained in the  UK . 33    There, most of them spent the winter of 
 1940–  41 preparing defences against a possible invasion in the follow-
ing year. Troops were often seconded for other duties, including 
agricultural work and assistance with  post- bombing clear ups in nearby 
cities. All of this disrupted attempts to train them to fi ght. 

 Swamped with new recruits, and often short of equipment, military 
trainers concentrated on the ‘bull’ of  parade- ground drill and barrack 
cleanliness. Instructors often lacked aptitude for their job, and offi cers 
were often only a few pages ahead of their men in the training manual. 
Only from the summer of 1941 were  large- scale offensive exercises held 
and ‘battle schools’ established in an effort to give soldiers greater 
preparation for combat. Even then, the army still struggled to ready its 
men for battle. This was partly because the  UK  was already a very 
crowded island that was trying to maximize its agricultural output, 
and getting enough space set aside for training was diffi cult. It was also 
because the hardest bits of fi ghting for tanks and infantry –   sticking 
close to an artillery barrage and actually closing with the enemy –  were 
very hard to practise without killing novice soldiers. 34    

 The sudden expansion of the army and its deployment to man 
coastal defences in the summer of 1940 meant a deterioration in 
accommodation –  particularly for detachments posted to isolated rural 
or coastal areas. Men had to live under canvas, with primitive sanitary 
provision and scant  off- duty recreation. That September, an early 
survey of morale by the army recorded the complaints of a soldier in 
Scottish Command: ‘The bell tent in which we sleep leaks . . . Haven’t 
had clean clothes for 3 weeks or a bath . . . If we want a wash or shave 
we have to go half a mile to wash in a  ditch .’ 35    Soldiers who had been 
willing to put up with these conditions during the summer of 
1940 became distinctly less happy as the weather worsened and the 
threat of invasion temporarily diminished. Simultaneously, they wor-
ried about their families, stuck in the big cities as the German bombers 
fl ew over, or trying to survive on meagre separation allowances. Few of 
them had wanted to join the army, even fewer burned with a fanatical 
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desire to get to grips with the Hun, and while they accepted the burden 
of service, most wanted to get back to civilian life as quickly as pos-
sible. When Novy’s commanding offi cer told his men that, if they 
measured up, they might be allowed to join the regular army, the 
response was derision: 

  ‘Fucking ’ell!! Did you see that Jim? Join the Regular army!! They must 

think we’re fucking madmen. Who wants to join the fucking regular 

army anyway? Christ almighty, ain’t it bad enough to have to wait for 

this bloody war to fi nish. I ask you! Join the bloody regular army!!’ 

 Everyone in the barrack room laughed and added a few swear words 

to his comment, much in the same spirit. 36     

 By spring 1941, the desertion rate at home was at its highest of the 
whole war. 37    

 Another effect of the rapid expansion of the army was to expose 
major problems in the way the army used its manpower. The techno-
logical war that the British wanted to fi ght demanded an army of 
specialists. By late 1941, more than a quarter of soldiers were meant to 
be in posts that required trade skills, but recruits were distributed 
across the army without much attention being paid to their past experi-
ence or aptitudes, or whether they were physically and mentally robust 
enough to cope with the rigours of military training. The growth of the 
army also created a huge demand for new offi cers. In choosing men for 
training as offi cers, the army establishment opted disproportionately 
for  upper-  and  upper- middle- class young men from the right public 
schools, on the grounds that they had the natural leadership skills that 
 working- class soldiers would follow. Accusations of bias and incompe-
tence led to a rising tide of complaints in the press and in Parliament. 
By the middle of 1941, the war secretary was fi elding up to thirty ques-
tions a week from  MP s relaying their disgruntled constituents’ anger at 
being denied the opportunity to rise from the ranks. At the same time, 
as the supply of men, and women, became tighter, the army was criti-
cized for demanding more soldiers while wasting the talents of the 
personnel it already had. 38    

 From a troopship steaming out to the Middle East –  always a potent 
site for discontent because of the separation between offi cers in fi rst-
class cabins and other ranks crammed into hammocks below decks 39    –  
one gunner wrote back to his family: 
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  We had a debate yesterday on ‘marriage maketh man’ . . . I would gladly 

have given a lecture on some subject or other but I see no reason why I 

should use what qualifi cations I possess in helping the army to fi ll up 

time when they refuse to utilise the same qualifi cations for more useful 

purposes . . . Actually at the debate I wanted to ask who the hell wants 

to be a man anyhow? When I joined the army I was told it would make 

a man of me –  and look at me –  the result of twelve months handiwork –  

an ineffi cient scullery maid cum lavatory attendant. 40     

 Since 1939, some senior offi cers in the army had recognized that war-
time expansion would require a new effort to address questions of 
morale and welfare. During 1940, a Directorate of Welfare was estab-
lished at the War Offi ce, the fi rst time that such a central body had 
existed, and proposals were made to revive army education from the 
moribund state into which it had descended between the wars. The 
 director- general of welfare, Major General Willans, conceived of his 
job in holistic terms: the army had to meet the needs of a serviceman’s 
‘mind’ and ‘spirit’ as well as his ‘body’, in order to create a ‘contented 
soldier’ and a ‘contented Army’. 41    Very little progress had been made 
on achieving any of these by the start of 1941. 

 Things were given a signifi cant boost in May 1941 by the appoint-
ment of a new  adjutant- general (the senior offi cer responsible for the 
army’s handling of its personnel), Lieutenant General Sir Ronald Adam. 
Adam was an Old Etonian career offi cer who had built a reputation as 
an intellectual  high- fl yer in the  inter- war army and set up the defence 
of the Dunkirk bridgehead. He had the support of Dill and of General 
Brooke, with whom he had served since he was a subaltern. Adam held 
advanced views on the use of scientifi c man management and the need 
to improve soldiers’ psychological welfare, which he had already tried 
to implement after he took charge of Northern Command in the sum-
mer of 1940. After he became  adjutant- general, Adam oversaw a wide 
range of improvements in the way the army looked after and employed 
its soldiers. By the end of 1941, these included better recreational facili-
ties in army camps, radio programmes and newspapers aimed directly 
at soldiers, and an array of educational provision, as well as a new 
initiative called the Army Bureau of Current Affairs ( ABCA ). 42    

  ABCA  was a scheme created in the summer of 1941 to address con-
cerns that the British army lacked the ‘crusading zeal’ that was to be 
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found among the soldiers of the Wehrmacht. The aim was to give 
soldiers more information about the course of the war and some 
instruction in the cause for which they were fi ghting, through a weekly 
group discussion session led by junior offi cers, following pamphlets 
issued by the army. As well as inculcating patriotic values,  ABCA  was 
also meant to give a training in citizenship –  what was the difference 
between a colony and a dominion, say, or how did local government 
work –  in order to prepare soldiers for the  post- war world. It was run 
by W. E. Williams, formerly the secretary of the British Institute for 
Adult Education, the editor of the Workers’ Education Association 
journal and an associate of Allen Lane at Penguin books. 43    By the end 
of 1941, it was estimated that about half the army units in Britain were 
holding  ABCA  sessions. 44    The idea that the army was being politicized 
and soldiers fed progressive propaganda infuriated more reactionary 
Conservative  MP s, who went straight to the prime minister to get him 
to shut  ABCA  down. Churchill issued instructions that the scheme had 
to stop, but the War Offi ce ignored him. He forgot: he had a few other 
things on his mind. 

 How seriously soldiers took the efforts of earnest education offi cers 
and nervous subalterns to turn them into better citizens depended a lot 
on the individuals involved. In their own little triumph for democracy, 
soldiers tended to be deeply suspicious and mocking of anything that 
looked like political indoctrination of any sort. For some men, any 
diversion from the monotony of military life was welcome. For others, 
this was just another boring duty that the army was making them 
endure. Some jumped at the chance to express their opinions, or to get 
one over on their offi cers in a debate, or to rekindle their interest in the 
world of talks, pamphlets and discussions that they had enjoyed in 
civilian life. Others were happy to have a break from  PT , a snooze and 
a smoke. Among the reactions to an  ABCA  session collected by Novy 
in November 1941 were: ‘A lot of bullshit . . .’, ‘all right, quite interest-
ing, but I didn’t like the bits about discipline . . . We’re not kiddies’, ‘I 
don’t like no bloody argument. I couldn’t get to sleep, and I got no fags’, 
and ‘T’want bad. But why do they bloody talk about what they know 
fuck all about?’ 45     
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   ‘This might have been a bomb’  

 Newton Abbot, Devon, February 1941. The town is holding its War 
Weapons Week to promote the National Savings movement. It has been 
set the aim of increasing savings by £100,000 during seven days. To 
publicize the event, local organizers arrange a  fl y- over by  RAF  bomb-
ers from a nearby airbase. They drop 10,000 advertising leafl ets on the 
town, with instructions about how to take part in the savings drive. 
Each is headlined ‘  THIS MIGHT HAVE BEEN  A  BOMB  ’. Whether 
this is a plea or a threat, it works: Newton Abbot smashes its target, 
with £216,000 invested by the time the War Weapons Week ends. This 
success is far from unique: during February 1941, purchases of National 
Savings Certifi cates alone amount to £21 million. 46    

 Led by the banker Lord Kindersley, who had chaired the National 
Savings Committee during the previous confl ict and was now the move-
ment’s president, National Savings was meant to combat infl ation by 
persuading the public to forgo expensive luxuries and to lodge their 
wartime earnings with the state. The organization’s mechanics were 
designed to allow small, regular investment in a form familiar from 
insurance schemes aimed at the working class. Minor sums bought 
savings stamps that could eventually be exchanged for 15s. certifi cates, 
which offered a return of 5s. 6d. if held for ten years. The idea was to 
encourage newly wealthy war workers to lock their money up, rather 
than splurge it on accelerating the infl ationary spiral. Richer savers 
could also purchase £5 Defence Bonds, which offered a 3 per cent 
return with a small bonus if held for their  seven- year term. In fact, 
since all banks, building societies and insurance companies invested 
their holdings in government bonds, any savings were not only mini-
mizing infl ation, but also being used to support the war effort. 47    

 National Savings main means of securing deposits from small inves-
tors was the Local Savings Group. Members could expect a weekly visit 
from a local volunteer to collect their contribution. Between 1940 and 
1942, savings groups proliferated in schools, factories, streets and 
villages. To inspire the formation of more groups, and to encourage 
existing savers to greater efforts, National Savings carried out special 
publicity campaigns. The fi rst, National Savings Week, in June 1940, 
was the only time that one of these drives ran across the entire country 
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for a single week. After that, Local Savings Committees chose a week 
within a longer national period. War Weapons Weeks, for example, ran 
from 14 September 1940 to 11 October 1941, and they were only the 
fi rst of four more great wartime campaigns over subsequent years, with 
additional drives to recruit new members in between. As time went on, 
National Savings became increasingly diffi cult to escape. 

 Savings Weeks consisted of a rolling series of events of the sort seen 
in Newton Abbot. At their centre was the pursuit of targets and com-
petition between different towns and cities. Those who raised the most 
money were rewarded with fl ags and trophies. During these weeks, 
funds were raised not only in the form of savings, but also in donations 
from a panoply of special activities: dances, rallies, variety shows, reli-
gious services, military parades and displays of British weapons or 
crashed German aircraft. In Stockport, for example, local trade union 
leaders toured the area with a National Savings cinema van, showing 
promotional fi lms and speaking about the value of putting money 
aside. In Bridgewater, schoolboy volunteers stencilled ‘  LEND ,  LEND , 
 LEND  ’ in increasingly large white letters on all pavements leading into 
the town, while Royal Engineers nearby put pontoon bridges across the 
river and charged the public a fee to cross. 48    

 Rooted as they were in the civic spectacles of  pre- war life, Savings 
Weeks encouraged involvement from an even larger proportion of 
the population than that involved in regular weekly saving, but the 
consistent massive surpassing of apparently high local targets did not 
require an overwhelming response from individual savers. All money 
saved in an area during the week was counted towards the total, 
whether or not it went into National Savings certifi cates, and local 
banks timed their purchases of war bonds so as to contribute towards 
a week’s success. 

 National Savings certifi cates were marketed on a mixture of mili-
tary hardware and moral virtue. For Kindersley, their value went well 
beyond the part they would play in holding back infl ation. As he 
explained to listeners in a 1941 appearance in the ‘Postscript’ slot: 

  Our weekly War Savings ought to be looked upon as a national barom-

eter of abstinence for victory . . . So long as we put our own desire before 

the needs of the country, so long will victory elude us. But if, forgetting 

self, we realise that no sacrifi ce is too great for victory, then we shall 
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have done our share in releasing a whole continent –  perhaps a whole 

world –  from the misery and degradation of slavery. 49     

 Kindersley was not regarded as a successful broadcaster, but the values 
on which he called  –   sacrifi ce, communality, patriotism  –   were all 
staples of wartime life. As the war went on, the emphasis in National 
Savings’ advertising shifted away from spiritual duty and towards a 
direct connection with the technology of modern war. Savings groups 
were given lists of equipment, from bullets to battleships, with the 
notional sums required to purchase them. This was fi nancial nonsense 
(lack of  pounds  was never a problem for the British war effort) but 
advertising genius –   supporting the armed forces proving easier than 
 self- denial to sell to potential savers. Saving could also be a very public 
performance of patriotism, to which there was substantial pressure to 
conform. In the Reynolds Tube Company in Birmingham, for example: 

  Among other things it was arranged that the foremen in each depart-

ment should pay the wages personally to each man and should be 

accompanied by an attractive young girl with stamps for sale when the 

men were paid. The foremen and girls were provided with a list of 

 non- members. 50     

 By the end of March 1941, there were 230,000 Local Savings Groups in 
action across England and Wales: 84,000 of them in factories and other 
places of employment. About one in six of the population belonged to 
one: many more bought certifi cates outside the weekly savings round. 
In the year to that point, National Savings amounted to £195 million. 
Thanks to the immense quantity of money the state was pouring into 
fi ghting the war, this was nowhere near enough to hold back infl ation, 
but savings were expected to increase as other opportunities for con-
sumer spending diminished. 51    

 If the reach of saving was broad, however, it was not uniformly deep. 
Having conducted more extensive research, Madge argued that patterns 
of saving were determined not only by disposable incomes but also by 
 longer- held traditions of personal and family fi nance that varied by 
region and class. As their wages went up, lots of people could be per-
suaded to sign up to save a shilling a week in order to support the fi ght 
against Hitler. Half of those he spoke to in Coventry in 1940 gave ‘patri-
otic’ reasons for joining National Savings groups. 52    During this period, 
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however, only a few  working- class families built up substantial savings 
in a newly opened bank account or in National Savings certifi cates. In 
contrast, the middle classes invested much more sizeable sums in National 
Savings  –   partly because they were also more used to salting money 
away. With  non- military production diminishing and bank lending at a 
halt, it was hard to spend money on the consumer goods of the 1930s –  
homes, cars and domestic appliances  –   but  working- class savers in 
particular also wanted a buffer against the economic collapse and 
renewed unemployment that they presumed would follow the end of the 
war. 53    As one man in Bristol told Madge’s researchers, he was expect-
ing: ‘Like it was in last war –  terrible slump. Those who don’t look after 
it’ll have a hard do. They should buy clothes, bedding, and put a shilling 
or two away.’ 54    Another recognized the importance of appearances: 
‘Well, I suppose I  ought  to be patriotic and save to help them win the 
war, but I  did  join to help my wife when I’m unable to help myself.’ 55    

 Just like war work, National Savings offered a chance to complain 
about those who weren’t pulling their weight: 

  A certain class of people are making every sacrifi ce, while other are just 

going along in the same way. I know one man walking about with £60 in 

his pocket. When I told him he should buy certifi cates with it, he said, 

‘What will the Government use it for if I do give? Probably for the Min-

istry of Information’. 56     

 While it was common to put cash aside for emergencies, in fact very 
few  working- class Britons were keeping this sort of money about their 
person. As prices went up and supplies were cut down, most of what 
they earned went on things they considered essential: clothes, tobacco 
and beer (both of which had become much more expensive, but which 
were  under- weighted in the Cost of Living Index because they were 
such good revenue generators), and, above all, additional food to sup-
plement the ration. While the boom lasted, it was best to make use of 
it: as a Glasgow riveter told Madge, he was not one of those who would 
‘starve their weans to put money in the bank’. 57     
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   ‘the food question’  

 Shotley Bridge, County Durham. May 1941. Henry Novy’s wife, Pris-
cilla, who has moved north to live close to her husband’s military 
posting, notes down the conversation between two women in front of 
her on the bus on the way back from town: 

  F35C: ‘There’s nothing in the shops is there?’ 

 F45: ‘No, you’d think that you’d save a bit of money when there’s not the 

stuff to buy, but you spend more, don’t you?’ 

 F35: ‘Yes, everything’s so expensive.’ 

 F45: ‘Oh, I wish this blinking war was over.’ 58     

 Over the winter of  1940–  41, supplies of clothes, furniture and house-
hold goods for domestic consumption all fell sharply. What people 
noticed fi rst, however, was the effect of the rapid change in imports on 
the availability of food. Meat was the biggest issue. In the early autumn, 
the expectation of future cuts in animal feed led farmers to send an 
unusually large number of animals for slaughter. The meat ration briefl y 
went up to 2s. 2d.’s a person a week. The end of this glut coincided with 
a sudden drop in meat imports. By the start of 1941, the ration had 
fallen to 1s. 2d. worth, and that could only be fulfi lled because offal and 
corned beef were brought within the ration for the fi rst time. A cam-
paign to get consumers to substitute oats for meat had to be abandoned 
when  oatmeal- milling facilities proved unable to keep up with the 
increased demand. At the same time, the end of European imports of 
vegetables and eggs really began to hit home. With the European fi shing 
grounds closed and fi shermen and trawlers called up by the navy, fresh 
fi sh became all but unobtainable outside the coastal areas. Britons 
looked to other things to put on the table, and increased wartime earn-
ings went on  unrationed items that were in limited supply, including 
fresh vegetables, dried fruit, tinned meat and fi sh. Prices shot up. When 
the Ministry of Food tried to control them, these foodstuffs promptly 
disappeared from the shelves. 

 Given that during 1940 and 1941, famines ravaged Spain and Greece, 
it is important to note that the British were a long way from starvation. 
The price of essential food items within the Cost of Living Index was 
kept down with government subsidies. Even in its reduced state, the 
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meat ration meant about a pound of meat a week. Bread and potatoes 
were never rationed during the war, because they remained cheap and 
widely available. Rations for the armed forces at home –  which included 
almost 3 million people at the start of 1941 –  were also cut back but 
remained much more generous than those available to civilians. Ser-
vicemen were also able to supplement their rations by purchasing their 
own food from  NAAFI  canteens. An unmarried,  non- smoking private 
in the Royal Army Ordnance Corps recorded in May 1941 that he 
spent 60 per cent of his  twenty- one shillings weekly pay on food 
and drink on top of his rations, including tea, cake, pies, chocolate and 
biscuits. 59    In the words of a wife visiting an army camp in early 1941 and 
seeing the food available to her husband: ‘You’re lucky yews are, we 
can’t get that at home, we have to do without.’ 60    

 The sudden shortages of previously favoured foods, however, 
affected many people much more than the Blitz. During the fi rst months 
of 1941, Home Intelligence repeatedly reported that food had become 
the number one topic of concern. In  mid- February, for example, ‘short-
ages and increased prices continue to form the main complaints. 
Queues are reported from many districts and are causing much incon-
venience and hardship. Chief Constables remark on the time involved 
by the police in controlling some of them.’ 61    In the same month, 
 Mass- Observation mapped out ‘food tensions’: 

  Shopkeepers are suspected of favouritism, and also occasionally blamed 

for not having food in stock or for the manner in which they announce 

the fact. In some reception areas evacuees are blamed for shortages. 

Those without facilities for leisured shopping resent those who have 

this opportunity for doing a round of shops for scarce goods, and 

there are a few cases of more specifi c resentment of rich people (who 

can get all they want) and those who evade rationing by eating in 

restaurants. 62     

 In the  BIPO  poll for March, 49 per cent of respondents thought that 
food or shipping were the most important issues for the government to 
address that spring, compared to only 8 per cent who identifi ed bomb-
ing, shelters or evacuation. 63    

 In London, an  upper- middle- class housewife explained the disap-
pointment when the food order she had placed with the shops arrived: 
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  A most depressing note awaited me when I went down to the kitchen this 

morning . . . ‘No honey. No sultanas, currants, raisins, mixed fruit. No 

saccharine at present. No spaghetti or sage. No herrings, kippers, sprats 

smoked or plain. No matches at present, and no kindling wood. No fat 

or dripping. No tins of celery, tomato soup, salmon . . .’  

 No wonder that when her friend came to tea, their conversation ‘was 
almost entirely devoted to the various shortages, of food in particular –  
to which it invariably returned before long, like a homing pigeon’. 64    

 In contrast, shopping in Shotley Bridge was a rather different experi-
ence. Here too, people were obsessed with food –  although they had to 
queue themselves to get it –  but their discontents went further than an 
absence of spaghetti: 

  the food question, the diffi culty of eking out rations with  un- rationed 

foodstuffs, the high prices, particularly of perishable foods, shortages 

and the consequent queues, occupy  the fi rst place  in the average working 

woman’s  present- day life. Moreover, it is beginning to become a major 

worry and topic of conversation with the men too, who are involved 

from the economic aspect, as well as the direct impact of having less to 

eat, and seeing their wives’ struggle to get together adequate meals.  

 One of the men complained: ‘It’s a fact that if you’ve got the money you 
can buy anything you like, and you don’t need rations. You can go out 
and buy chickens and game and fi sh, and you can afford the high prices 
for vegetables.’ 65    As civilian supplies became increasingly restricted, 
bitterness at the ability of the wealthy to circumvent the shortages that 
everybody else had to endure became widespread. Calls for patriotic 
endeavour and offi cial justifi cations for rationing created a language of 
equal sacrifi ce in which it could be expressed. 66     

   ‘the  GO TO IT  slogans 
are hypocrisy’ 67     

 Clydeside, early March 1941. Six thousand apprentices in the shipyards 
have come out on strike against their low wages relative to wartime 
dilutees. The young men are angry with their employers, with the 
government and with the shipbuilding unions who have ignored their 
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appeals for higher pay. Their action is illegal, and local newspapers 
allege that they have been incited by Communist agitators. All but 
one of their organizing committee are indeed members of the Young 
Communist League. Determined to present a united front, the appren-
tices vow to communicate with the authorities only through their 
appointed representatives. A  Mass- Observation team, in Glasgow to 
investigate morale, tries to interview the strikers. It is a frustrating 
experience: 

  The rank and fi le to whom inv. spoke during this period were intensely 

suspicious, and although he adopted several methods –  such as making 

a statement to which a denial was expected –  he was unable to extract 

from them even details of  pre- war and present day wages and similar 

information that it is simply perverse to try to conceal, and was consist-

ently referred to the Secretary or the Press Agent of the Clydeside 

Apprentice’s Committee. 68     

 For the fi rst and only time,  Mass- Observation’s efforts were frustrated 
by an organized refusal to be observed. 

 The apprentices’ strike was the fi rst large strike of the war to extend 
beyond its original location –  from the Clyde in late February, through 
west Scotland and thence to shipyards in Belfast, Barrow and Tyneside 
and the mills around Manchester. In all, 25,000 young men came out 
on strike for a few days. Both in its size and its spread, it was unusual. 
The number of days lost annually to industrial disputes during the 
early war stayed relatively low compared to the late 1930s: unsurpris-
ingly so, given that wages were rising, that there was a reluctance to aid 
the enemy and that after May 1940, strikers were liable to prosecution 
under Bevin’s Order 1305. 

 That did not mean that all was quiet on the industrial front, particu-
larly in those sectors, including shipbuilding and  dock- working, which 
were already characterized by poor relationships between employers 
and workers and which were now subject to new public scrutiny as a 
result of the strains of war. Although the number of days lost to indus-
trial disputes was low, the number of stoppages was higher in 1941 than 
it had been at any point since 1920. Strikes, and even occasional lock-
outs, were frequent but brief. 69    

 In the engineering sector in particular, industrial relations were 
unsettled by an infl ux of new recruits, the  regrading of jobs and pay 
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and the rearrangement of production lines. Calls for  all- out effort 
found a willing response during the summer crisis, but they sat uneasily 
with employers’ efforts to roll back existing workplace practices in 
pursuit of higher output, and workers’ awareness both of the increased 
value of their labour and of the continuing rewards on offer to business 
owners. As the desperate mood of summer was replaced by the hard 
slog of the winter, the developing shortage of skilled labour encouraged 
increasing militancy from a workforce freed from the fear of dismissal. 
Anyone who was sacked would simply get another job. 

 The expansion of the engineering industries, and the discontent that 
often came with it, created a moment of opportunity on the factory 
fl oor. For trade unionists, it was a chance to recruit new members and 
to expand into factories that had previously been hostile to the organ-
ization of labour. Just like the disquiet over  air- raid shelters, workers’ 
grievances also offered welcome possibilities for Communists eager 
to recover the party’s position after the  Nazi- Soviet pact. Communists 
were prominent in the shop stewards movement, and in autumn 1940, 
claims that they were being victimized because they were standing up 
to the bosses led to lengthy ‘holidays’ from factories in Coventry and 
Glasgow. 

 From the summer, the  CPGB  had promoted the idea of a ‘People’s 
Convention’: a new Popular Front that would press for a ‘people’s 
government’ to nationalize industry and improve shelters and living 
standards, and a ‘people’s peace’ that would inspire the workers of the 
world to stop the war. When the Convention gathered at the Royal 
Hotel in London on 12 January 1941, many of its 2,234 delegates were 
young male trade unionists. The Convention was derided in the news-
papers as a defeatists’ front, but the government took it seriously as a 
threat to morale. 

 This time, the home secretary had no qualms about intervening in 
the freedom of the press. On 21 January 1941, Morrison banned the 
 Daily Worker  for the ‘systematic publication of matter calculated to 
foment opposition of the war to a successful issue’. Although his action 
received the support of the majority of Labour  MP s in the Commons, 
a minority of  left- wingers attacked Morrison for not giving the  Worker  
a chance to state its case. They were led by a Welsh  MP  called Aneurin 
Bevan. A former coalminer and editor of  Tribune , Bevan was another 
fi rebrand of the left who had been taken under Lord Beaverbrook’s 
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wing. During the war, he would make a name for himself as one of the 
most passionate and articulate critics of the government, who was will-
ing to insult even Churchill to his face. 70    

 Despite the banning of the  Daily Worker , the government fought shy 
of acting against the Communists in the factories for fear of the labour 
unrest that might result, but the  CPGB , worried about a more total 
crackdown, rapidly scaled back its public activities. In fact, offi cial con-
cerns had overstated the importance of the People’s Convention, which 
though it captured a much broader sense of dissatisfaction, never found 
much popular purchase for its calls for peace. 71    

 Similarly, though Young Communists provided the leadership for the 
Clydeside apprentices in the spring of 1941, they did not supply the 
underlying complaints. Apprentices had traditionally been paid much 
less than older workers while they served their  fi ve- year term  –   
something that had led to strikes in 1937. Now the pay gap had widened 
as a result of wartime increases. Worse, apprentices had to help new 
workers in the engineering shops, some of them women, who, after six 
months’ training, were paid at the rate of skilled men. Local trade union 
branches, dominated by older men, ignored the apprentices’ complaints. 
As a result they took matters into their own hands –  and their strike 
spread swiftly to other discontented young men in similar situations in 
Scotland and northern England. Yet these strikes too were swiftly 
resolved: a court of inquiry appointed by the Ministry of Labour found 
in the Clyde apprentices’ favour and awarded them 50 per cent pay rises. 
When their comrades around Manchester held out against the settle-
ment, Order 1305 was invoked for the fi rst time to charge their leaders, 
while the rest of the men were warned that they would be called up if 
they did not return to work. The strikes, though not the discontent, 
quickly ended. 72    

 The apprentices’ circumstances were particular: their grievance 
rooted in the fact that they seemed to be the only people in their com-
munities not benefi tting from the wartime boom. Their antagonism 
towards their employers, however, who were ‘bringing in girls on big 
wages and trainees’, was far from unusual in workers to whom 
 Mass- Observation did manage to speak in Glasgow that spring. 73    Sum-
ming up their fi ndings, the Observers suggested that the problem lay 
not in an inevitable confl ict between capital and labour, but rather in 
how problems with production were interpreted: 
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  Serious aggravation came from the inadequacy and erratic fl ow of 

supplies in essential industries  . . . Many thousands of men were kept 

practically idle on high wages, with little work to do even where they 

wanted to work hard for the war effort. These supply defi ciencies have 

been exaggerated in talk and time. They have had the effect of making 

the men feel that there is ineffi ciency from the management side and 

from the Government, that the  GO TO IT  slogans are hypocrisy, and 

that ‘what’s the good of compelling us, or of us sweating our guts out 

when everything’s in a muddle with the bosses’. 74     

 Most places in Britain were not Clydeside. Industrial disputes were 
much less common in southern England, or in the new  government-
 owned munitions factories. Yet if the class divide between management 
and workforce was not always so antagonistic, its presence was none-
theless characteristic of British working life, and it was exacerbated 
by the confl ict. Complaints about supplies being interrupted and eager 
workers being left with nothing to do refl ected a much broader sense 
of concern about the organization of war production that gathered 
strength during 1941. 

 Arguments about production grew out of not only the endless strug-
gle between workers and bosses, but also contemporary political 
debates about the ownership of property, national effi ciency and who 
was sacrifi cing what for the war effort. In the circumstances of  1940– 
 41, idleness in the workplace had to be explained, justifi ed and 
complained about. After the  Daily Mirror  ran another spread about 
‘idle workers in factories, bad organisation, idle machines and so forth’, 
Cecil King, the newspaper executive, noted in his diary that ‘Such sto-
ries reach any newspaper offi ce –  I regret to say –  by every post.’ 75    In the 
 BIPO ’s survey for June 1941, only 21 per cent of those questioned 
agreed that ‘we are producing in our factories the greatest possible 
amount of war material’.  Fifty- four per cent disagreed. Thirteen per 
cent of those questioned blamed ineffi cient management. Nine per cent 
blamed slack workers. Twelve per cent wanted more central control or 
the restriction of  non- essential work. Only 2 per cent thought there was 
too much red tape and too many offi cials. 76      
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   23
Production and Reconstruction  

 After the formation of the Churchill Coalition Government, the war 
economy remained a political battleground. Ministers fought for the 
right to control resources.  MP s criticized the government for mishan-
dling national mobilization. The economic consequences of the war 
provided the momentum for a major extension of state intervention on 
the home front. From the start of 1941, pressure increased on the 
government to take greater control of munitions production. Talk of a 
production crisis gathered ground as a way to explain Britain’s inability 
to achieve a quick victory over Germany. The belief in national ineffi -
ciency encouraged calls for the building of a new Britain before the end 
of the war. 

   ‘Committees take the punch 
out of war’  

 Vast though the remits of the supply departments were, being in charge 
of one of them did not automatically confer any great authority within 
the government. The supply ministers’ job was to serve the war machine, 
not to shape it, and they had no seat as of right in the War Cabinet. Of 
the four men who held these posts from May 1940, Morrison got out 
of the Ministry of Supply as soon as possible, and his replacement, Sir 
Andrew Duncan, and the Labour fi rst sea lord, A. V. Alexander, were 
competent managers rather than political high fl yers. Lord Beaver-
brook proved the exception, but he owed both his post and his wider 
power to his relationship with Churchill. 

 As minister of aircraft production, Beaverbrook embodied the spirit 
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of desperate improvisation that was abroad in the summer of 1940. 
When he came to offi ce, Churchill, whose belief in ministerial super-
men stretched back to his admiration for David Lloyd George in the 
last war, thought that he had to replace the Air Ministry’s production 
branch because it was failing to produce the aircraft necessary for 
national survival. In fact, the Ministry of Aircraft Production (MAP) 
simply took over the old department. Beaverbrook therefore inherited 
expert personnel, including Air Marshal Sir Wilfrid Freeman, who 
had overseen the  RAF ’s rearmament since 1936, and their carefully 
worked out plans for the expansion of aircraft output, which were just 
about to come to fruition. Within a few months, the new minister had 
tried to get rid of all of them. 1    

 Beaverbrook brought to his offi ce all the things that had made the 
 Daily Express  a great success story: a manic sense of drive, a ruthless 
disrespect for propriety and a genius for  self- promotion. He did not 
believe that specialist knowledge or past experience were prerequisites 
for organizing a supply ministry. On the contrary, any businessman 
with a track record of success would do better than the entrenched 
offi cials to accelerate production. Behind his desk hung banners read-
ing ‘Committees take the punch out of war’ and ‘Organisation is the 
enemy of improvisation’. When he met opposition, which was fre-
quently, he went to Churchill and offered to resign, usually blaming his 
asthma. The prime minister would then persuade him to remain within 
the fold. 2    

 By the time Beaverbrook arrived at the Ministry, deliveries of aircraft 
to the  RAF  had already begun to increase. They rose still further as the 
Battle of Britain got under way. The new factories ordered in the late 
1930s were at last coming on line, production was temporarily focused 
on the output of whole aircraft rather than spares, the crisis aroused an 
intense effort from aircraft workers and a reinvigorated repair organ-
ization got damaged planes back into action more quickly. All of this 
would have happened without the new minister of aircraft production, 
but he claimed credit for it nonetheless, thus fulfi lling Churchill’s belief 
that his old friend had worked some sort of industrial miracle. In the 
autumn of 1940, the prime minister briefl y contemplated putting him 
in charge of the Ministry of Supply as well as the  MAP . Beaverbrook 
was the one person who Churchill was willing to contemplate fulfi lling 
the role of a munitions supremo overseeing the whole of production. 
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 Beaverbrook declined –  a lucky escape for the British war effort. At 
the  MAP , he imposed his own chaotic working methods on senior 
staff, and pursued a prolonged power struggle with the Air Ministry 
that drove out the  RAF  offi cers, above all Freeman, who had previ-
ously shaped aircraft policy. The ‘Beaver’s’ obsession with the number 
of planes the  MAP  was turning out delayed progress on putting new 
aircraft  –   particularly the  much- needed heavy bombers  –   into mass 
production. He rightly jumped at the chance, in July 1940, to place big 
orders from America, but he was furious when he realized that these 
represented an investment in  US  capacity rather than an actual sched-
ule for the arrival of planes. 

 At home, his buccaneering approach gobbled up resources that were 
sorely needed elsewhere. Where the demands of the supply ministries 
for scarce raw materials, industrial capacity and skilled workers con-
fl icted, they were meant to be resolved by discussion in the Production 
Council, the Cabinet  sub- committee chaired by Arthur Greenwood. 
Beaverbrook attended only one of the Council’s meetings. In the sum-
mer, aircraft manufacturing had been assigned priority status over 
other military supplies. It was soon clear that that would damage all 
the other arms programmes. By the autumn, the priority system was 
put aside, and resources allocated between departments on the basis of 
their  long- term plans. Beaverbrook insisted that his ministry should 
have fi rst call on whatever it wanted, and refused to negotiate with 
other ministers. At the end of autumn 1940, when the  MAP  developed 
a new production plan, he had output fi gures fi xed well above what 
factories could actually produce as an incentive to greater efforts. 
Instead, the inevitable shortfalls disrupted planning across the aircraft 
industry, and the  MAP  demanded materials and manpower for planes 
it was unable to build. 3    

 The winter of  1940–  41 was particularly diffi cult for British aircraft 
manufacturers. Stockpiles of parts had been used up. Hours had to be 
cut back to protect an exhausted workforce. Bomb damage was limited, 
but the dispersal of factories in response to the Blitz further set back 
production. With the summer emergency over, fi rms moved to making 
new aircraft types, and assembly lines had to be reworked, imposing 
additional delays. Aircraft production fell back in September 1940, and 
stayed below its summer peak until the spring of 1941. A frustrated 
and bored Beaverbrook upped his rate of resignation letters to the 
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prime minister. His methods had achieved all they could, he insisted, 
and it was time to move on. Churchill refused to let him go. 4    

 Beaverbrook’s individualist drive was simultaneously what appealed 
to Churchill and what put him out of step with the rest of the wartime 
state. He insisted on being ‘the cat who walks alone’. In war, however, 
as in peace, committee work underpinned the operation of Whitehall. 
As the need to win a long war overcame the scramble of the summer, it 
was the organizers, not the improvisers, who would ultimately prevail. 

 From the moment he had been appointed, Beaverbrook’s demands 
for skilled workers and stricter industrial discipline brought him into 
confl ict with Ernest Bevin. The minister of labour detested Beaver-
brook, not only with the antagonism of the trade unionist  long- goaded 
by the Tory press baron, but also because Bevin recognized Beaver-
brook as a charlatan. To Churchill’s insistence that Beaverbrook was a 
magician, Bevin replied that ‘the principal job of a magician is to create 
illusions’. 5    What really bothered Bevin, however, were Beaverbrook’s 
attempts to control manpower. It wasn’t just that this was a grab for 
powers that Bevin considered his own: it was also a fundamental dis-
agreement about why it was worth fi ghting the war. 

 Although Beaverbrook’s behaviour appalled many Conservatives, he 
shared with them a vision of how economic mobilization ought to 
work. An  all- out effort was required to beat Germany. Everyone had a 
patriotic duty to serve. Workers should be subject to the same discipline 
as soldiers in the front line: working through air raids and being pun-
ished for absenteeism. Men of push and go were needed to take charge 
of the war effort, but the fi ght was to defend the Empire against totali-
tarianism, not to achieve social justice and democracy. Beaverbrook 
thought that the minister of labour’s job was to conscript and deliver 
workers to the armed services and supply departments. Businessmen 
should be left to deploy them as they saw fi t. 

 Bevin thought differently. No one could be expected to give their all 
for the war effort, he thought, unless they had decent working condi-
tions. Controls on manpower must be applied with caution and used 
with restraint if industrial peace was to be maintained. Winning the 
war was inseparable from advancing the cause of democratic socialism. 
If he was going to manage the problem of labour supply, he could not 
just submit to the demands of service and supply ministers who were 
not using their existing workforces effi ciently. 6    
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 These were issues over which Beaverbrook and Bevin would fi ght 
until the spring of 1942. Reluctant to see Labour dominating the home 
front, the prime minister had no desire for Bevin to emerge victorious, 
but in domestic affairs, the minister of labour always had the upper 
hand. Like Beaverbrook he was a bully, but he was also bureaucrati-
cally competent and he knew how to carry a committee. These were 
skills that Beaverbrook lacked. As importantly, whereas Churchill and 
Beaverbrook needed each other personally, Bevin’s power with the 
trade unions made him indispensable nationally. As Chamberlain’s fall 
had demonstrated, the war economy could not be mobilized without 
the  co- operation of the Labour movement. Bevin’s arrival in the War 
Cabinet in October 1940 was just part of his rise to become one of the 
most important fi gures on the home front.  

   ‘ I   .  .  .  st ill prefer to be a leader’  

 By the end of 1940, Beaverbrook wasn’t the only person complaining 
that Bevin was doing too little to control the workforce. During the 
summer, the Production Council had commissioned an investigation 
into the labour demands posed by the forces’ expansion programmes. 
Bevin selected Sir William Beveridge to head the investigation. A pion-
eering civil servant with a strong belief in the reforming power of the 
state, then an academic economist, Beveridge had struggled during 
the 1930s with how to reconcile liberal ideals with the organization of 
central planning. The approach of battle had shifted the balance, con-
verting him fully to ‘war socialism’. 7    

 Beveridge was an autocratic character, always convinced that he was 
right and unwilling to seek compromises. He never left a job without 
his colleagues being glad to see him go. 8    Like all his reports, his inves-
tigation into manpower refl ected strongly his own thinking at the time. 
As he calculated things, Britain was on the verge of a crisis. To fulfi l the 
service programmes, another 3.29 million people would have to move 
into the armed forces, civil defence and the munitions industries over 
the coming year. That could only happen if large numbers of men 
whose jobs were currently reserved were brought into the military and 
women came into industrial work in much larger numbers. Beveridge 
saw one solution: conscript everyone, pay them a standard wage and 
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introduce a massive welfare programme to look after their families 
while they were sent off wherever the country needed them. They 
would just have to accept that the ‘motive of personal gain’ must be 
replaced by the ‘motive of service’. 9    

 This was a bit too socialist for Bevin. He was much more cautious 
about extending conscription, and he also understood just how contro-
versial issues such as skill dilution and the conscription of women –  let 
alone  wage- fi xing, over which he had clashed with Beveridge during 
the last war –  would be on the factory fl oor. Bevin believed strongly in 
exhausting the possibilities of ‘ voluntary- ism’ before controls were 
extended. While shortages of machine tools, alloy extrusions and 
skilled workers held new factories back from full capacity, he was 
unwilling to conscript workers before there were jobs for them to go to. 
Public opinion must move ahead of government policy. As he told the 
Commons at the end of November 1940: ‘Whatever may be my other 
weaknesses, I think I can claim that I understand the working classes 
of this country. I had to determine whether I would be a leader or a 
dictator. I preferred and still prefer to be a leader.’ 10    

 After Beveridge was appointed as an  under- secretary at the Ministry 
of Labour in December, he continued to nag Bevin to make more use of 
his powers of compulsion. Beveridge thought his reluctance was down 
to an  outdated trade union  mind- set, and that Bevin was ‘more anx-
ious to revolutionise the wage system than to do his job of organising 
labour to win the war’. 11    For Bevin, these were not confl icting objec-
tives. He didn’t adopt Beveridge’s solutions, but as the year came to a 
close he was grappling with the question of how to control manpower 
and meet the requirements of the armed forces.  

   ‘We are not fully using our 
industrial strength’  

 During the fi nal months of 1940, the government’s failure to take a 
closer grip on the economy became the subject of criticism in the press 
and in Parliament. On the Labour backbenches, the attacks were led by 
Emanuel ‘Manny’ Shinwell, a former clothworker and trade union 
militant, who had been secretary for mines in the Labour governments 
between the wars, and had taken his County Durham seat from 
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Ramsay MacDonald at the 1935 election. 12    Shinwell was still angry 
that he hadn’t been offered the sort of ministerial job he thought he 
deserved when the Churchill coalition was formed, and he reached out 
to the disappointed on the Labour left by calling for much more radical 
economic reforms as a means of national mobilization. Shinwell took 
particular delight in goading Bevin, who had spent too much time 
reading out lengthy speeches to conference halls full of quiescent trade 
unionists to be comfortable making his case in front of a grumpy House 
of Commons. 13    

 The government’s handling of the war economy was also criticized 
from the right, in particular by the predominantly Conservative Select 
Committee on National Expenditure, which was chaired by Sir John 
 Wardlaw- Milne. An infl uential Conservative businessman and  MP , 
 Wardlaw- Milne had been an advocate of fi nancial retrenchment in 
response to the economic crisis of the early 1930s. ‘National Expend-
iture’ included the placing of government contracts and the organization 
of production: the Select Committee piled up instances of waste, inef-
fi ciency and hold ups in vital war industries. Another senior member of 
the Committee was the Conservative  MP  Herbert Williams, a busi-
nessman specializing in the manufacture of machine tools. Williams 
thought that, administratively speaking, the Churchill coalition was 
‘the most incompetent British Government ever’. 14    

 Politically, there was a big gap between Labour critics of the govern-
ment such as Shinwell, who wanted the government to nationalize 
industry and introduce central planning, and Conservative critics such 
as  Wardlaw- Milne, who wanted it to direct workers and control pay. 
What they could both agree on –   in a sign of how much things had 
shifted since the 1930s –  was that the state had taken too little control. 
At the start of December 1940,  Wardlaw- Milne asked the Commons: 

  Do the Government really believe that this tremendous  change- over in 

the lives and occupations of the people of this country can be carried 

through on a voluntary basis? . . . If we can get results on that basis, all 

well and good, but we are not getting them now. We are not fully using 

our industrial strength and we must use it if we are to win the war. 15     

 The argument that Britain’s strength was being wasted by ineffi cient 
production would be a defi ning feature of politics for the next two 
years. 16    
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 At the end of 1940, the ministerial machinery for managing both 
production and the wider wartime economy was reworked. The Pro-
duction Council and the Economic Policy Committee were wound up, 
and Greenwood was sidelined to chair a new committee on  post- war 
problems and reconstruction. The Production Council was replaced by 
the Production Executive  –   a smaller body, now chaired by Bevin  –   
which was meant to work alongside the new Import Executive to 
 co- ordinate demands for key resources. Bevin was a much more impres-
sive chairman than his predecessor. Under him, the Production 
Executive held meetings in Beaverbrook’s offi ce to make sure he had to 
get involved, dealt quickly with issues of transport and distribution, 
and oversaw the allocation of construction work under the new Minis-
try of Buildings and Works. Despite the committee’s title, however, he 
had no power over the supply ministries. 17    

 Bevin’s appointment indicated how important he was as the man 
best placed to mobilize British manpower. At the start of 1941, he got 
the approval of the War Cabinet for three new steps in labour policy, 
which he announced to the Commons on 21 January. All three 
would come into effect from March. First, all women and men over 
service age would be required to register with the Ministry of Labour 
for potential direction into work. Second, to make sure that skilled 
workers stayed where they were needed, Bevin would control employ-
ment rights in key industries. Once a factory was issued with an 
Essential Work Order ( EWO ), workers would not be able to leave 
their jobs and employers would not be able to fi re them without 
permission from the Ministry of Labour. This would prevent high- 
paying competitors poaching skilled employees, but to be issued 
with an  EWO , factories would have to meet minimum standards of 
cleanliness and welfare, and recognize workers’ right to collective 
bargaining. Third, men would stop being reserved from conscription 
because of the sort of job they did, and instead be classifi ed by the 
specifi c work on which they were employed. Only companies engaged 
on government contracts could expect to be allowed to keep their 
workforce. 18    

 What stood out to Bevin’s critics in Parliament was how limited 
these measures were. Shinwell lamented to the Commons that the year 
before, ‘the changes in the Government’ had ‘imparted a fresh stimulus 
to the war effort and aroused expectations’. But now: 
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  As the precious weeks go by our hopes have steadily diminished. Instead 

of active and unifi ed policy, we have seen the Government resorting to a 

series of makeshifts, futile experiments and trifl ing devices, improvising 

without the vestige of a plan, living from hand to mouth and, what is 

worse, constantly waiting to be stimulated by this House and by pres-

sure of public opinion. 19     

 Behind, rather than ahead of, public pressure was exactly where Bevin 
wanted his policies to be. 

 To prepare for the looming shortage of unskilled labour, Bevin 
pushed the Board of Trade to fi nd ways to release civilian workers for 
war industries. At the start of 1941, the Board cut permitted sales 
again, with cotton and linen goods reduced to twenty per cent of their 
previous level. In March, it instigated a concentration programme in 
which the remaining  non- military production in consumer industries 
was allocated to ‘nucleus’ fi rms that would preserve the bare minimum 
of output, while other factories were shut down. By the start of summer 
1941, Britain’s workers and employers would be subject to an un-
precedented level of compulsion from the state. 

 Bevin’s hope that he could rely on ‘voluntary-ism’ to avoid conscript-
ing women proved, however, to be misplaced. Parents, husbands and 
married women themselves often had strong prejudices against factory 
work –  that it was monotonous, dirty and undertaken by rough girls of 
dubious moral reputation. Their feelings about the women’s military 
services  –   particularly the Auxiliary Territorial Service ( ATS ), the 
women’s branch of the army –   were even worse: ‘rather rough’, and 
‘a load of whores’, were two typical comments picked up by a 
 Mass- Observation survey in 1941. 20    Employers were reluctant to take 
women because they thought they would be harder to train and less 
reliable than men, and would require the expense of providing separate 
bathroom facilities. Few factories offered the sort of  part- time work 
that might have been attractive to women with young children. 

 Attempts to shame or tempt women into munitions work with ‘War 
Work Weeks’, in which parades of workers showed off their handiwork 
from the back of lorries bearing banners with titles such as ‘Tanks for 
Women, Good for Slimming’ and ‘Don’t Queue with the Shirkers, Join 
the Women Workers’ failed to encourage many new recruits. Given the 
food shortages and other disruptions of wartime life, many women 
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already felt that they were working fl at out to look after their families. 
In a survey of a thousand women in October 1941, almost  two- thirds 
referred to their domestic responsibilities or their inability to leave 
home as reasons that they would be unwilling to take up war work. 
Ministry of Labour offi cials proved reluctant to force women out of 
their homes and into the factories. By August, 2 million women had 
registered with the Ministry of Labour, but only half a million had 
been interviewed for possible direction into work, and of them only 
87,000 had been placed in the auxiliary services or munitions 
factories. 21     

   ‘Jehovah’  

 The growth of the war economy was not merely a matter of military 
forces and munitions factories: its consequences affected almost every 
aspect of civil life. Compared to the formation of military strategy, in 
these areas Labour secured more signifi cant infl uence at the start of the 
coalition. Not only did Attlee and Greenwood chair Committees on 
Food, Home and Economic Policy, but Attlee also stood in for Cham-
berlain at the head of the Lord President’s Committee during the latter’s 
illness. Although Greenwood proved no more effective in directing 
discussions of economic policy than he did in matters of production, 
Attlee was a much more active presence, building up the Lord Presi-
dent’s Committee as an important organizing body on the home front. 22    
In terms of the tools being used to handle the civil economy, however, 
there was little to distinguish the fi rst six months of the Churchill 
government from its predecessor’s mixture of appeals for restraint, 
tax increases, government subsidies, control orders and limited food 
rationing. That would change during 1941. 

 When Greenwood was moved away from the seat of power at the 
end of 1940, the Economic Policy Committee was dissolved, and the 
remit of the Lord President’s Committee, now chaired by Sir John 
Anderson, expanded. It was meant not only to  co- ordinate the work of 
the other Cabinet committees, including the Production and Import 
Executives, but also to consider ‘larger issues of economic policy’. As 
Churchill explained to Anderson, these were ‘the most diffi cult and 
dangerous political issues. These issues were not solved in the last war 
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and I cannot pretend they have been solved in this.’ The prime minister 
expected the lord president to ‘take the initiative over the whole fi eld’ 
and to ‘take the lead prominently and vigorously’. 23    

 Sitting at the centre of the administrative web of Whitehall suited 
Anderson’s abilities very well. A scientist by education, he had had a 
stellar career as a civil servant. He played a major role in organizing the 
British chemical industry and shipping during the First World War, was 
a senior administrator in Ireland and at the Home Offi ce during the 
troubled 1920s, then went out to India to govern Bengal before return-
ing to oversee civil preparations against air attack in the late 1930s. 
Anderson was the embodiment of the  inter- war British state, and he 
combined a vast experience of government with a scientist’s logical 
rigour and facility with numbers and statistics. 24    

 The lord president had no great departmental apparatus to help him, 
but he did have some important experts to hand. At the end of 1940, the 
academic economists assembled to assist Lord Stamp’s inquiries into the 
war economy were divided between two groups, the Central Statistical 
Offi ce, which gathered together information from across the depart-
ments of government, and the Economic Section of the War Cabinet 
Secretariat, which was deputed to provide analysis and advice on all 
aspects of the economy for the Lord President’s Committee. Reams of 
detailed economic statistics and arguments were meat and drink to 
Anderson. In a characteristic memo to the Economic Section, just after 
Churchill had admonished offi cials to restrict all memoranda to a single 
side of paper, Anderson explained: ‘I am not necessarily a foe to long 
documents if you think it is important that I should read them.’ 25    

 Anderson was dour and  self- important, but he developed a remark-
able overview of the entire economy and commanded considerable 
authority among ministers. His nicknames were ‘Pompous John’ and 
‘Jehovah’. As well as acting as a respected arbiter in disputes between 
departments, as lord president of the council he also took responsibility 
for a range of vital projects, including, from autumn 1941, British 
efforts to develop the atomic bomb. 26    Although he sat as an independ-
ent  MP  for the Scottish universities, Anderson’s sympathies were 
Conservative. Crucially, however, he was seen as a bureaucrat, not a 
politician. Colleagues trusted that he was not trying to build an empire 
or launch a bid for the premiership in part because they knew that he 
lacked the skills to build up a following in the country. 
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 During 1941, the Lord President’s Committee (LPC) established a 
powerful position over domestic policy. Under Anderson, its key mem-
bers were Attlee, Bevin, Morrison, Wood and Duncan. It was a 
 serious- minded group that got through a lot of business: there was no 
room here for Churchillian monologues or Beaverbrookian histrionics. 
Although Anderson was now in the chair, Attlee remained a driving 
force. This was a place where he could push forward his favoured meas-
ures of ‘practical socialism’  –   including an unsuccessful attempt to 
demand the nationalization of the railways –  to promote wartime effi -
ciency. As Churchill had noted, the issues that the  LPC  had to handle 
were politically ‘diffi cult and dangerous’. It was little wonder that he 
placed such emphasis on Anderson taking personal control. Together 
with the lord president, the chancellor Kingsley Wood also took a lead-
ing role in trying to obstruct a total Labour takeover of the home front. 

 Nonetheless, the battleground on which the  LPC  was operating had 
shifted as a result of the war. Wood, the Conservative lawyer, and Dun-
can, the monopolist businessman, were both willing to contemplate 
extensive intervention in the economy for the purposes of victory. 
Anderson was no socialist, but given his background, he was not 
uncomfortable in using the power of the state. The experts on the Eco-
nomic Section were mostly economic liberals who had opposed socialist 
planning before the war. As Lionel Robbins, the head of the Section 
from  mid- 1941, later explained, however: ‘in conditions of total war, a 
degree of collectivist control which would be highly inappropriate for a 
 would- be liberal community at peace, is a logical necessity’. 27    As the 
 LPC  established its power, it built a centrally directed and controlled 
economy much closer to the world Labour had imagined in the 1930s 
than to that idealized by  inter- war Conservatives. 28     

   Taming the dr agons  

 Nineteen  forty- one saw major advances in the government’s command 
of the domestic economy as it sought to manage the impact of the war. 
Although these were in part intended to equalize access to scarce 
resources, the primary target was to tackle infl ation, which continued 
to rise as the state threw money at the fi ghting of the war and reduced 
supplies for civilian consumption. Here, John Maynard Keynes and 
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Kingsley Wood were crucial fi gures, but the Lord President’s Commit-
tee also exercised a key role in shaping an  anti- infl ationary policy for 
the whole home front. 

 Keynes had taken up a seat on the chancellor’s consultative commit-
tee in June 1940. That summer he became an expert advisor to Wood, 
with a licence to investigate any part of the economy that caught his 
attention. In May 1940, he’d had two severe episodes of heart trouble, 
and he was able to start work at the Treasury only with a strict regime 
of icepacks and injections. By the spring of 1941, however, he seemed 
to be fl ourishing as he grappled with the great issues of national 
fi nance. 29    

 Over the autumn of 1940, Keynes sought to bring the Treasury 
round to his way of thinking on infl ation. Offi cials knew that there was 
a substantial difference between what the government was spending at 
home and what it was bringing in from taxation and that this was infl a-
tionary. Keynes’ great contribution was to defi ne the ‘infl ationary gap’ 
in terms of national income and expenditure rather than state fi nance: 
by working out how much money would be saved voluntarily and how 
much spent, it was possible to estimate how much should be extracted 
by taxation in order to keep infl ation under control. Since the gap was 
entirely theoretic –  it would always be closed by infl ation –  assessing its 
size was a matter of some diffi culty, but the process was much aided by 
the drawing up, at the start of 1941, of new statistics for national 
income by James Meade and Richard Stone, two young (and sub-
sequently Nobel  Prize- winning) economists who worked for the 
Economics Section. The fi gure they eventually arrived at for the com-
ing year was about £500 million. 

 While this was being established, discussions took place about how 
this excess spending power should be removed. Keynes initially pro-
posed a ‘war surcharge’, graduated according to income and paid after 
tax, with a fi xed sum set aside as ‘deferred pay’ to be returned to the 
payee after the war. Wood rejected the surcharge as too complex, but 
kept the deferred pay. What he liked about this was the chance to pres-
ent a massive extension of the tax base in terms of enhanced saving. It 
did not mean that he had accepted the logic of Keynes’ original ‘com-
pulsory saving’ proposal in  How to Pay for the War  –  that just as the 
state needed to drain infl ationary pressure in the midst of a boom, it 
should also spend during a slump. Given that the lack of a  long- term 
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commitment to food subsidies was making it hard to restrain wage 
increases, Wood was already moving towards a formal statement on 
stabilizing prices. Keynes taught him that taxation and subsidy were 
connected parts of the battle against infl ation. If the cost of living 
increased, so would wage demands, spending and the infl ationary gap. 
If taxation didn’t remove enough spending power, the cost of living 
would be driven up. 

 The budget Wood announced to the Commons on 7 April 1941 was 
the most important moment in terms of domestic fi nancial policy of the 
entire war. In the previous year, Wood explained to the Commons, the 
government had spent a total of £3,884 million and got £1,409 million 
in tax. This year, he expected to spend £4,207 million. At the moment, 
£1,636 million of that would be recouped from tax. Crucially, he com-
mitted the government to stabilizing the cost of living where it now 
was, at about 135 per cent of its  pre- war level, with subsidies extended 
to goods and services as well as food. 30    

 As he now laid out, the chancellor assumed that about half of 
the infl ationary gap of £500 million would be met by an increase in 
saving –  partly because there were simply fewer things to buy, partly 
because of the successes of the National Savings movement. The rest 
would have to be met through increased taxation. In sum, Wood aimed 
to cover almost half the state’s expenditure at home in the following 
year from taxation, and to raise a billion pounds more in taxes than the 
government had done in the last fi nancial year before the war. 

 The basic rate of income tax would now go up to 50 per cent, and 
surtax to an extraordinary 97.5 per cent. In both cases, this was the 
highest they had ever been.  Top- rate taxpayers would now give nine-
teen shillings in the pound to the state. This was a politically necessary 
counterpart to what would happen at the other end of the income scale, 
where Wood cut allowances to make enormous numbers of wage earn-
ers liable to income tax for the fi rst time. In his budget speech, he 
estimated that 2 million more people than before would pay income 
tax in the fi scal year  1941–  42. In fact, increased earnings meant that 
the actual fi gure for that period was 3.25 million new income taxpay-
ers. Together with the implementation of  Pay- As- You- Earn taxation to 
withdraw revenue direct from wages, this marked a revolutionary 
transformation in the fi scal reach of the modern British state. 

 Wood promised that a portion of the money taken from these new 



628

Br ita in ’s Wa r

taxpayers would be repaid at the end of hostilities in the form of 
‘ post- war credits’, giving a ‘substantial  nest- egg’ in the shape of depos-
its to accounts at the Post Offi ce Savings Bank. In a sop to Conservative 
business interests, he also announced a similar scheme for the Excess 
Profi ts Tax. This would remain at 100 per cent, but at the end of the 
war, 20 per cent of the sum paid would be refunded to businesses to 
help them rebuild for peace. 

 This remarkable budget was the fi rst to be organized primarily around 
the battle against infl ation, and the fi rst to be accompanied by a state-
ment of national income, published simultaneously as a White Paper, 
which provided the evidence to back up Wood’s case. It was another 
marker of how far things had come since the 1930s that Wood’s exten-
sion of  working- class taxation and partial relief of Excess Profi ts Tax 
were applauded as a triumph by Conservative backbenchers. It was 
almost Keynes’ last contribution in person to issues of domestic fi nance: 
from now on, he would concentrate on the much trickier question of how 
to persuade the Americans to pay for the war. Home Intelligence’s analy-
sis of public reactions was that: 

  The principle of compulsory saving is popular, but there is some doubt 

about whether the money will really be paid back after the war . . . 

 The middle classes are glad that direct taxation is at last to affect the 

labour classes, whose income in munitions factories and on Government 

contracts the middle class regard as excessive. Little comment is reported 

from the working classes themselves, and it seems likely that many have 

failed to realise how they will be affected. 31     

 Through the Lord President’s Committee and the Economics Sec-
tion, the April budget fi tted into a much broader range of controls on 
the civilian economy, which included the extension of rationing and the 
stabilization of prices. The Board of Trade had been discussing how to 
ration household goods since November 1940. The Limitation of Sup-
plies Orders were now successfully cutting back the quantity of goods 
available in the shops: now the question was how to make sure what 
was left was distributed properly across the country. A fl at ration, as 
with sugar, was impossible given people’s different household needs. A 
 value- based ration was rejected as administratively impracticable. 
Instead, following the suggestion of the Economic Section, a points 
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system was developed to cover clothes and footwear, which was 
approved by the Lord President’s Committee in February 1941. 32    

 Despite Churchill’s doubts about a scheme that he thought would be 
‘unnecessary, unpopular and unworkable’, the War Cabinet agreed to 
introduce points rationing for clothes in May. As well as paying for 
clothes, consumers had to surrender part of their points coupons from 
their ration books when they made a purchase. These were then passed 
back by retailers, through tailoring fi rms, to textile manufacturers, 
who were subject to detailed offi cial control and who would in turn 
provide further supplies of cloth back down the chain. The new scheme, 
which had remained a closely guarded secret in an effort to prevent 
 panic- buying, was announced on 1 June 1941, with spare margarine 
coupons from the existing ration book being used to provide the fi rst 
issue of clothes points in order to avoid giving any prior warning of its 
introduction. The initial ration for adults was 66 coupons a year, which 
would permit about  two- thirds of average  pre- war consumption. Pub-
lic reactions were mixed. One young diarist recorded all the right 
things that the government would have wanted him to say: 

  Good work. Equality of sacrifi ce. Let me congratulate the Board of 

Trade on the marvellous way in which it has kept the whole matter 

secret . . . There is enough for all if we share and share alike. Rationing 

is the way to get fair shares. Fair shares –  when ships must run the gaunt-

let with munitions and food rather than with wool and cotton  . . . 

Rationing is not the same as shortage. Rationing, or fair shares, is the 

way to prevent a shortage without interfering with full war production.  

 Others worried that the allowance of coupons would not be enough for 
those who needed more clothes for work, or for growing children or for 
pregnant women. 33    

 Food too was now subject to additional controls and rationing. Dur-
ing the winter of  1940–  41, food shortages worsened as a result of 
disruption to imports and evacuation from bombed areas. When the 
Ministry of Food introduced price limits on goods that were scarce but 
unrationed, including rabbits, onions, turkeys, canned food and rice –  
they promptly disappeared from sale as retailers held them back out 
of sight for familiar, and  higher- paying, customers. These foodstuffs 
could not be brought within the ‘straight’ ration, because demand for 
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them varied widely across the country, and because they were not avail-
able in suffi cient quantities to guarantee a universal supply. Against the 
initial reluctance of the Ministry of Food, the Lord President’s Com-
mittee insisted that some foods also become subject to a points rationing 
scheme. It was fi rst introduced for canned meat, fi sh and beans in 
December 1941. By April 1942, it covered dried fruits and pulses, 
canned fruit, tomatoes and peas, breakfast cereals and condensed 
milk. 34    

 Points could be spent on a range of different rationed goods, thus 
preserving a vestige of consumer choice. They gave no guarantee of a 
minimum provision of any one item, although all points could always 
be spent on something. Unlike the ration of sugar or meat, customers 
did not have to register with one shop and could spend their points 
with any retailer. With prices for  points- rationed goods centrally con-
trolled, points effectively functioned as a substitute currency, and the 
Ministry of Food altered points values to refl ect supply and infl uence 
demand. 

 Points rationing might have been sold as a matter of ‘fair shares for 
all’ –  a slogan fi rst used by the Board of Trade to advertise the clothes 
rationing scheme –  but rather than giving everybody the same, it aimed 
to stabilize prices as well as regulate distribution for the wider good. 
Together with the subsidies to which Wood had committed the country 
in his April budget and controls on prices, it was meant to hold back 
increases in the Cost of Living Index. Since food formed a substantial 
part of the  CLI  and was relatively easily controlled, much of the 
 micro- management of prices to keep things steady initially fell to the 
Ministry of Food. To counteract the increase in the cost of clothing 
items within the Index, for example –  which were 91 per cent higher by 
the end of 1941 than they had been at the start of the war –  the price of 
sugar had to be reduced by a penny a pound in December. From July, 
the Board of Trade acquired new powers to control sales and prices, 
and also began to institute ‘Utility’ schemes –  fi rst for the manufacture 
of clothes –  which restricted production to approved specifi cations in 
an effort to ensure good quality at low prices with maximum effi ciency 
in the use of resources. Only at the start of 1942 did Utility clothing 
start to become available in substantial quantities: until then, the Board 
just released sales restrictions on cheaper clothes in an effort to restrain 
price increases. 35    
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 The principal reason for curbing the Cost of Living Index was not to 
protect the least well off, but to try to restrict demands for wage 
increases that would further fuel infl ation. Crucially, despite calls from 
Tory backbenchers and ‘war socialists’ such as Beveridge, this was one 
area of the economy in which the government did not institute direct 
controls. This was not for want of trying by Kingsley Wood. Whatever 
he had taken from Keynes, Wood was still eager to act as a Tory 
 standard- bearer and he repeatedly pressed the idea of compulsory wage 
restrictions at the Lord President’s Committee. 36    Bevin, however, made 
sure such proposals were rejected. 

 The minister of labour was determined to preserve the system he had 
established with employers and unions when he came into offi ce –  the 
extension of free collective bargaining across the working population, 
backed up with compulsory arbitration. Bevin wanted the state to set 
the context for industrial relations, not to get involved in determining 
them directly. Any attempt to restrict wages would, he argued, bring the 
government into confl ict with the trade unions. Given the need to main-
tain production, ministers would have in the end to back down, with a 
consequent loss of authority that would wreck any call for restraint in 
the future. Only by trusting that union leaders would recognize the 
need for voluntary restraint in the national interest could  co- operation 
be maintained. When new pay deals at the end of 1941 again raised the 
question of wage controls, Bevin promised his fellow ministers that he 
would ‘resist to the uttermost and make it a real issue, that the State 
should say to one section of the community, you must work for another 
section at a maximum wage’. If this line were pursued, he would get the 
Labour Party to demand the immediate nationalization of industry. 
This proved a decisive argument. 37     

   ‘not working at more 
than 75 per cent’  

 At the start of July 1941, Churchill carried out a minor reshuffl e. Duff 
Cooper was removed from the Ministry of Information and replaced 
by Brendan Bracken. Rab Butler was moved from the Foreign Offi ce to 
become President of the Board of Education and replaced with another 
Conservative, Richard Law. Churchill’s  son- in- law, Duncan Sandys, 
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was brought in as the fi nancial secretary to the War Offi ce. This last 
appointment attracted a lot of attention as another example of Church-
ill fi nding government appointments for his cronies and  hangers- on, 
but Butler and Bracken’s moves were more signifi cant. Butler was one 
of those younger Tories who was already looking forward to the task 
of  post- war reconstruction; to Churchill’s surprise, he jumped at the 
chance of moving out of the Foreign Offi ce (which he loathed) to 
Education, where he knew that he could push through much needed 
reforms. Butler believed that this was the cause that would make his 
name and lay the path to his becoming viceroy of India, the ambition 
for which he had actually entered politics. 38    

 As a pressman himself, Bracken proved a more successful minister of 
information than his predecessors. It helped that he had better news to 
report as the war went on. Under his leadership, the Ministry of Infor-
mation (MoI) moved more towards explaining the war to the public 
than exhorting them to do better, encouraged service departments to 
be more open about defeats and tried to explain the rationale behind 
the new controls (and the penalties to be expected if they were contra-
vened), in the expectation that people were more likely to obey controls 
they understood. 39    With Bracken at the MoI, however, Churchill lost 
his services as a parliamentary fi xer. The enormous political capital 
that Churchill had built up with the British people in 1940 would 
ensure his safety at Number 10, but some of his toughest moments over 
the coming months would result from criticisms from the backbenches 
of the party of which he was leader. 40    

 At the heart of many of these were issues of production. During the 
early summer,  Wardlaw- Milne repeatedly stated that the country was 
‘not working at more than 75 per cent of our total possibilities of pro-
duction’ –   a statement that attracted a lot of attention in the press. 41    
Shortages of equipment were blamed for failures on the battlefi eld. 

 In a series of debates on supply during July 1941,  MP s brought up a 
wide range of examples from their own constituencies of ineffi ciencies 
in design, ordering and manufacture that were supposedly holding 
back maximum production.  Wardlaw- Milne lamented the fact that in 
‘the  twenty- third month of the war, we are still behind in the supply of 
guns, tanks, aeroplanes and everything in the way of munitions of war 
that is required to bring us victory’. He argued that ‘There are bottle-
necks in connection with production which require clearance. There 
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are efforts which are wanting in direction and there is a certain number 
of people, both in the managements and among the workers, who 
require discipline.’ 42    Like many of the government’s critics, he wanted 
the appointment of a minister of production to exert control.  The 
Times  argued for the same thing in a leader column that accused the 
government of ‘breaking the hearts of producers, both managements 
and workpeople’, by not intervening enough in industry.43 

 At the end of July, Churchill spoke out against these attacks in the 
Commons.     No keener than his predecessors to appoint a munitions 
supremo who might take over his job, he refused to appoint a minister of 
production. Who, he asked  MP s, ‘is to be this superman who, without 
holding the offi ce of Prime Minister, is to exercise an overriding control 
and initiative over the three Departments of Supply and the three Min-
isters of Supply’? 44    Churchill dealt with  Wardlaw- Milne’s accusations 
by asking, pertinently, for the baseline from which he was calculating 
his ‘75 per cent’, and countered by showing an enormous increase in 
production in the past year even relative to the enormous effort that 
had been put in during the summer of 1940. He defended Bevin: 

  He makes mistakes, like I do, though not so many or so serious –  he has 

not got the same opportunities. At any rate he is producing, at this 

moment, though perhaps on rather expensive terms, a vast and steady 

volume of faithful effort, the like of which has not been seen before. 45     

 The prime minister emphasized the extent of the transformation that 
had already taken place: 

  There are no doubt a number of minor aspects of our national life 

which have not yet been effectively regimented. When as they are 

wanted, their turn will come. We are not a totalitarian State but we are 

steadily, and I believe as fast as possible, working ourselves into total 

war organisation. 46      

   Problems in Production  

 Churchill had a point. British output of munitions during 1941 often 
fell below target, but this was in part because the targets themselves 
were unrealistically large and only theoretically related, if at all, to the 
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country’s industrial capacity. The effects of Beaverbrook’s ‘carrot’ pro-
grammes have already been noted. Until the spring of 1941, the British 
were aiming for a maximum rate of annual shell production 35 per cent 
higher than in 1918, for an army that was smaller than its predecessor 
and not required to defeat the Germans on the Western Front. When 
the shell targets were scaled back in May 1941, the fi gures for tank 
requirements were increased –  from 10,444 to 18,601 by the end of the 
year –  a fi gure that would have involved the factories turning out about 
twelve times more tanks in the second half of 1941 than they had man-
aged in the fi rst. 47    

 A different measure was to look, as Churchill did, at the improve-
ment in production fi gures since 1940. Here, performance was more 
impressive. Total munitions output in the third quarter of 1941 was a 
third higher than a year before, during the extraordinary efforts after 
Dunkirk. Despite the diffi culties posed by the Blitz, the  UK  had kept 
turning out more and more weapons, and it could look forward to fur-
ther expansion over the coming year that would bring it closer to the 
targets originally set in the rearmament programmes. 48    

 In terms of specifi c weapons, the picture was more complex. Deliveries 
of the heavy bombers, on which British strategy depended, had fallen well 
behind schedule. This was partly due to bottlenecks and inexperience 
within individual factories, but it also resulted from problems in planning 
by the Ministry of Aircraft Production, including shortages of propellers 
and engines. For the latter, as with the aircraft themselves, the slow arrival 
of the heavy bombers refl ected the diffi culty of developing new weapons 
at the cutting edge of technology: there was a lot of room for design fail-
ure, and it took time to develop the manufacturing techniques that would 
allow for mass production. Since incremental improvements in perform-
ance often had a big effect in aerial combat, aircraft were constantly 
subject to modifi cation. In the  UK , these improvements were incorpor-
ated, where possible, into the manufacturing process –  which resulted in 
better planes but prevented the long, uninterrupted production runs that 
would allow the maximum output of aircraft. All three of the heavy 
bomber types that the British built in 1941 suffered from signifi cant prob-
lems. The worst, the  two- engine Manchester, performed so badly that it 
had to go back to the drawing board. Redesigned with four engines as the 
Lancaster, it would become the best heavy bomber of the war, but it 
would not enter operational service until 1942. 49    
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 Whereas improvements in aircraft output fell below expectations, 
the effi ciency of the shell factories improved fast than had been antici-
pated. By the end of 1941, almost all the Royal Ordnance factories had 
been completed. Positioned as they were away from major industrial 
centres and with only a small  pre- war workforce to draw on, it was 
expected that they would have signifi cant problems integrating new 
workers. During the fi rst half of 1941, however, a series of improve-
ments in management and  piece- rates resulted in rapid improvements 
in effi ciency. By the end of 1941, the  munition- fi lling plants were 
performing so well that, with the reduction in ammunition scales, the 
government was able to cancel plans for the construction of additional 
factories. 50    

 Guns were more of a problem. Although the output of fi eld artillery 
caught up with the programme during 1941, more complicated 
 anti- aircraft guns lagged well behind target and only started to catch 
up in 1942. A dramatic expansion in the production of  2- pounder 
 anti- tank guns –   211 were made in October 1940, 1,262 in October 
1941 –  was bought at the cost of a slower introduction of the  6- pounder 
gun, which had been planned to counter improvements in German 
tank armour. In the summer of 1940, the government had chosen to 
maintain  2- pounder production in order to  re- equip the army as rap-
idly as possible with some form of  anti- tank gun, rather than to reduce 
overall output by swapping over to the newer, heavier and much more 
effective gun. 51    

 In tank production too, the numerical increase disguised problems 
of quality. At the end of 1940, 150 tanks had been made a month. By 
the end of 1941, the equivalent fi gure was 626. 52    Yet some of these 
vehicles had signifi cant fl aws. In an attempt to maximize tank output 
in 1940, a new infantry tank –  the Churchill –  had been rushed into 
production from the prototype stage. The Churchill would eventually 
become a good tank, but the fi rst models were mechanically unreliable. 
They arrived at units with a list of the defects that were still being recti-
fi ed by the manufacturer: not a measure that improved soldiers’ 
confi dence in the vehicle. 53    

 Even worse was the Covenanter, a  pre- war design that was recog-
nized as a failure by the time the fi rst models were delivered in 1940, 
but which was then kept in production rather than disrupt the fl ow 
of tanks to Home Forces. The Covenanter had the sleek lines of a 
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speedboat, and was about as much use on the battlefi eld. Among its 
numerous design fl aws was an inadequate lock for the turret hatch, 
which would, as a result, slam shut when the tank went over bumpy 
ground, braining the unfortunate commander. Units equipped with the 
Covenanter left a trail of  broken- down vehicles behind them when they 
went out on exercise. It was used in large numbers as a training tank at 
home but never went into action overseas. 

 In contrast, the new tanks that were now being sent out to the Mid-
dle East –  Valentines and Crusaders –  were initially the equals of their 
opponents, but the Crusader had particular problems with its cooling 
systems, which showed up rapidly when it was deployed in the Western 
Desert. Despite the fact that the Germans were known to be 
 up- armouring their tanks, both were still being fi tted with the 
 2- pounder gun until early 1942 because of the delay in producing 
 6- pounders. Like other British vehicles, they were designed to a War 
Offi ce specifi cation that restricted their turrets, so they could fi t on 
British railways, which made it diffi cult to fi t them with bigger guns. 

 The manufacture of large numbers of tanks was not helped by the 
fact that the War Offi ce changed its mind about what it wanted in 
response to experiences on the battlefi eld. After he became minister of 
supply in June 1941, Beaverbrook insisted that in order to maximize 
output, the same vehicles should remain in production until  mid- 1943. 
This would allow orders to be placed for another 10,000 tanks, but by 
the time they were produced, most of them would have been several 
years out of date. 54    

 Ineffi ciency,  mal- coordination, failed designs and misconceived 
programmes were part of every combatant country’s experience of the 
early years of the Second World War. There is little sign that Britain 
was worse off in this regard than anyone else. Nor were British fi rms 
particularly ineffi cient in their use of resources, or British workers 
unproductive relative to the time they spent on the job: quite the con-
trary. 55    A comparison with Germany is very instructive. The Germans 
might have made better tanks than the British in 1941, but the British 
had mobilized their economy more extensively and were making 
better use of mass production. The result was that Britain  out- built 
Germany –  not just in planes and ships, but also in tanks and armoured 
personnel carriers. Relative to the size of their army –  about a third the 
size of Germany’s –  in 1941 the British even made more heavy guns. 
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Judging on the output of the key weapons of mechanized war, it would 
be easy to mistake which of these countries was about to launch an 
invasion of the Soviet Union. 

 Table 5. Comparison of actual output of selected armaments, 
Germany vs. the  UK ,  1940–  41     

Armaments Germany UK

1940 1941 1940 1941

Military aircraft 

 (structure weight million lbs) 59 64 59 87

Tanks (number) 1,600 3,800 1,400 4,800

Other armoured 

 vehicles (number) 500 1,300 6,000 10,500

Heavy guns 6,300 8,100 2,520 6,040

Naval vessels over 1,000 tons 

 (standard displacement) NA 162* 222 346**

* submarines only; ** including 2 battleships, 2 aircraft carriers, 6 cruisers and 
109 destroyers and corvettes, but excluding 1,156 merchant ships completed in 1941. 
Sources: C. Webster and N. Frankland, The Strategic Air Offensive against Germany, 
 1939–  45, IV: Annexes and Appendices (London, 1961), pp.  469–  70; CSO, Fighting 
with Figures: A Statistical Digest of the Second World War (London, 1995), 
pp.  151–  3. 

‘his Cabinet is a lot of dummies 
and he is the one supreme 

bottleneck’  

 Churchill’s defence of production in July made absolutely no difference 
to the belief that the government was failing to organize the effort 
necessary for victory. For the  Daily Mirror  executive Cecil King: 

  What it all boils down to is that the House and the newspapers are con-

vinced that our production is not what it should be, and that this is due 

partly to bad organisation on the ministerial level and partly to the poor 

quality of minister responsible for this part of our operations. Churchill 

will not try and fi nd better men outside his own little circle, and will not 
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alter the arrangement by which his Cabinet is a lot of dummies and he is 

the one supreme bottleneck. 56     

 The Conservative  MP  Cuthbert Headlam thought –  as he often did –  
that Churchill’s speech had fallen a bit fl at: 

  Winston’s oratory and  make- up are not suited to such a subject as ‘pro-

duction’ –   you can’t get away with it by phrases when you are called 

upon to explain why the supply of the most necessary and obvious things 

is terribly behindhand. Bevin who wound up for the Government  . . . 

made a kind of case for high wages and no compulsion. There is no 

doubt, I fear, that we are governed by the  TUC  industrially and God 

only knows what the mess will be after the war. 57     

 As that suggested, concerns over production had a partisan dimension, 
as Jock Colville was told by the Conservative chief whip, James 
Stuart: 

  The Tories, conscious of the great sacrifi ces they are making fi nancially 

and of the exceedingly high wages being paid to war workers, are can-

tankerous about the many reports of slackness, absenteeism, etc., in the 

factories. The Labour Party resent this criticism and blame the manag-

ers and employers for any shortcomings. 58     

 As 1941 went on, Conservative backbenchers became more and more 
resentful about the amount of ‘socialism’ they were being expected to 
swallow for the war effort. They worried that Churchill and his cronies 
were far too bound up with fi ghting the war to stop Labour ministers 
taking advantage of their place within the Coalition Government to 
sneak in their policies by the back door. Meanwhile, Labour backbench-
ers grew more vocal in their disappointment at the lack of reward that 
Labour was getting for its ministers’ service in government, and impa-
tient for the economic reforms they believed would allow the country’s 
resources to be properly mobilized for the war. Even as the country 
became organized on more socialist lines than ever before, Labour’s 
leaders were castigated for their timidity and caution. 

 The  LSE  professor Harold Laski proved particularly determined to 
stir up the party’s passions against the leadership. Laski was a prolifi c 
writer and broadcaster, and an inspiring teacher. By the time the war 
came, he was Labour’s leading intellectual. He had a devoted following 
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among the party’s rank and fi le, who repeatedly voted him on to 
Labour’s powerful National Executive Committee. Having adopted a 
liberal version of Marxism, Laski had spent the 1930s grappling with 
the question of whether democracy could withstand the inevitable 
change necessary to make the transition from a capitalist system. Now 
he argued that the moment was ripe for a ‘revolution by consent’, 
because the propertied classes would have to give ground in the face of 
the fundamental crisis posed by the war. 

 Laski thought that Labour’s ministers were wasting their opportun-
ity in the coalition. The moment was ripe, he believed, for them to press 
for the full implementation of the Labour Party manifesto, immediate 
nationalization of the means of production and all. With the aim of 
forcing the party’s leaders into action, Laski attacked them both in the 
privacy of the  NEC  and in public in the pages of  Labour- supporting 
newspapers. Attlee and Laski loathed each other, and feuded from 
1940 until the end of the war. In summer 1941, Laski enlisted Herbert 
Morrison’s help to set up a committee on Labour’s reconstruction pol-
icies with himself as secretary. This, he hoped, would be the means by 
which Labour ministers could be forced to pursue much more dramatic 
economic and social reforms. 59     

   ‘our most posit ive war a im .  .  . 
the country we are fighting for’  

 For the moment, issues of production and strategy occupied the polit-
ical centre stage, but 1941 was also an important period for discussions 
of reconstruction. These refl ected an intellectual, cultural and political 
revolution that was taking place as the accumulated progressive thought 
of the early twentieth century reacted with the experience of the war. 
Alongside the new controls that were being introduced over the econ-
omy, a new middle ground was being staked out  –    anti- capitalist, 
 pro- welfare, Christian, patriotic –  that would shape British politics for 
decades to come. 

 This was a historical moment that left Churchill unmoved. He 
had little interest in promoting domestic reform, as was apparent in 
his appointment of Arthur Greenwood, the Labour minister without 
portfolio, to chair a new Cabinet Committee on Reconstruction and 
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 Post- War Problems at the start of 1941. 60    Here, it might have seemed, 
was Labour’s great chance to win the  post- war rewards for its entry 
into offi ce, and Greenwood started with grandiose plans to deal with 
every conceivable reconstruction issue at home and abroad. Yet his 
grand ambitions soon ran into the sand. Greenwood had lost his 
responsibility for the war economy because of his worsening drink 
problem, and he now struggled to chair a meeting or to master a brief. 
Churchill gave him no executive powers. In the year after it was cre-
ated, the Committee on Reconstruction and  Post- War Problems met 
only four times. At the end of January 1941, the prime minister also 
blocked fresh proposals for an offi cial statement of British war aims. His 
argument, as Harold Nicolson noted in his diary, was that ‘precise 
aims would be compromising, whereas vague principles would disap-
point’. 61    That stymied the Ministry of Information’s hopes of talking 
about  post- war reconstruction as a means of bolstering popular 
morale. 

 Yet the work of reconstruction continued. At the start of 1941, the 
Labour academic G. D. H. Cole persuaded Greenwood to fi nd the 
money from the Treasury to pay for a Reconstruction Survey, carried 
out by Nuffi eld College, Oxford. The Reconstruction Survey’s volun-
teers fanned out from the provincial universities to investigate the 
location of industry, wartime changes in population, local government, 
social services and education, including the organization of the arts, so 
as to provide information to government departments too busy to col-
lect it themselves. Professional bodies, including the British Medical 
Association and the Garden Cities and Town Planning Association, 
launched reconstruction investigations of their own in an effort to 
infl uence policy. Other interest groups, voluntary organizations and 
academic social researchers followed suit. Tom Harrisson, the director 
of  Mass- Observation, who thought that most of those involved 
had little clue what people really wanted, called these projects the 
‘reconstruction racket’. 62    The government might have been dragging its 
feet, but change was in the air, and the experts all wanted to be in on 
the act. 

 In the leader columns of  The Times , E. H. Carr kept up his cam-
paign to persuade the political elite to plan against a return to the bad 
old days before the war. On 5 December 1940, in a celebrated piece on 
‘The Two Scourges’  –   war and unemployment –   that had blighted a 
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generation, Carr argued that the example of sacrifi ce in war must be 
followed when it came to building the peace: 

  In 1940 the manufacturer foregoes profi ts, the worker foregoes trade 

union restrictions on conditions of employment, the consumer foregoes 

luxuries and lends to the government to fi nance expenditure from which 

no material return is asked or expected. In 1930 a small fraction of these 

sacrifi ces would have suffi ced to avert the unemployment crisis of the 

ensuing year, and, at the same time, to bring the countries now involved 

in war better housing, more ample nutrition, better education, and more 

amenities for the leisure of the masses. 63     

 Republished as a pamphlet in 1941, ‘The Two Scourges’ sold 100,000 
copies. 64    

 One of the ways in which the need for national reform became a cen-
tral theme in wartime public life was via the plethora of articles, talks 
and pamphlets about the state of Britain which appeared in the after-
math of 1940. Sired out of the Slump by Hitler, they were the response 
of the progressive intelligentsia of the 1930s to the formation of the 
Coalition and the threat of German invasion. Their authors were a 
diverse bunch, but they had some common themes: a condemnation of 
the unbridled capitalism of the 1930s, the advocacy of broadly socialist 
solutions, and an underlying patriotism and optimism about the possi-
bility of change. 65    

 Back in November 1940, the director of the Ministry of Informa-
tion’s Film Division, Sir Kenneth Clark, had suggested that the magazine 
 Picture Post  –  which sold a million copies a week, and claimed that it 
had 5 million readers –  might run a special edition on ‘the Britain we 
hope to build when the war was over’. 66    The resulting issue, ‘A Plan for 
Britain’, was published on 4 January 1941. It opened with a foreword 
that explained the necessity of working out schemes of reconstruction 
before it was too late. This was the time, it announced ‘for doing the 
thinking, so that we can make things how we want them to be’. ‘A Plan 
for Britain’ sought to lay out a blueprint for ‘our most positive war 
aim . . . the country we are fi ghting for’. 67    Across forty pages of short 
articles, expert contributors, including the economist Thomas Balogh (a 
protégé of Keynes), the scientist Julian Huxley and J. B. Priestley, laid 
out a prospectus for a ‘new Britain’: a universal welfare system, schemes 
of urban planning to sweep away the slums, and a planned economy to 
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end the horrors of mass unemployment.  Picture Post  was always keen 
to create a dialogue with its readers, but the response to this issue was 
unprecedented. Over the weeks that followed, more than 2,000 letters 
poured into its offi ces. Most were enthusiastic. A few denounced the 
issue as socialist propaganda and cancelled their subscriptions. 68    

 January 1941 also saw J. B. Priestley’s return for a new series of 
talks in the ‘Postscript’ radio slot. Since his last appearance he had 
negotiated a pay rise to fi fty guineas a programme, more than twice 
what any of the other ‘Postscript’ speakers got. In his fi rst broadcast of 
this second run, Priestley insisted on the need for a new world order: 
‘The Nazis and the like are the festering sores on the diseased body of 
our world. Fight them? Of course we must fi ght them, but at the same 
time we must fi ght the diseased condition that produced them.’ Priest-
ley laid out no precise political agenda –  indeed, his next ‘Postscripts’ 
dealt with much more prosaic issues  –   but when the  BBC  failed to 
extend his contract, he complained that he was being forced off the air 
because he was too radical. As before, the idea that he was being 
silenced by powerful vested interests had at least as important an 
impact on popular opinion as anything he actually said. 69    

 In his book  Out of the People , published later in 1941, Priestley sug-
gested that ‘the people feel, obscurely for most part, the need for many 
great changes. They want to have done with their  pre- war life . . . It is 
this, just as much as their detestation of the Nazis, that made them 
ready to clear the decks for a truly gigantic war effort.’ He called for an 
end to the class system and the nationalization of industry to liberate 
popular enthusiasm and imagination. ‘The release of energy’, he 
argued, ‘will be terrifi c. We shall feel like a man throwing off a strait 
jacket.’ As usual with Priestley, the book was big on calls for common 
sense, but short on practical details. 70    Commentators such as Priestley 
were frustrated with a government which seemed unwilling to rebuild 
Britain and unable to beat Hitler. Reconstruction was not, for them, a 
project that could be left until after the war. Before they got to a ‘New 
Jerusalem’, they wanted a New Leviathan: a democracy of citizens 
fi ghting for a state in which they had an equal share. 

 This sort of talk aroused a great deal of ire from more traditional 
Conservatives. Cuthbert Headlam was in many ways an unusual Tory 
 MP : older and more reactionary than many, permanently grumpy 
because of his bitter disappointment at the stalling of his political 
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career, but clever too, and very conscious of the way that the 1930s 
were now being  rewritten as a period of failure. At the start of March 
1941, he complained to his diary that: 

  The amount of rubbish which is being spoken and written about this 

world to be is calculated to cause a deal of trouble later on and, of course, 

the people who are mainly responsible for all this prattle are the usual 

crew  –   the political intelligentsia and the good social workers. What 

always annoys me is that none of this crowd ever alludes to all that has 

been done within the last fi fty years in the way of what is called ‘social 

reform’, or dreams of mentioning the vast sums of money which have 

been poured out to improve the condition of the people. From the way 

men like J. B. Priestley speak one might imagine that nothing was being 

done for the great mass of the population and that this country was 

preserved solely for an idle crowd of parasites who never lifted a fi nger 

for the public good . . . the foolish talk about equality can only lead to 

an increase in discontent and unrest when the peace comes again. 71     

 As well as broadcasting and writing, Priestley also became chairman 
of the 1941 Committee, a body set up at the beginning of the year by 
Edward Hulton, the owner of  Picture Post , to try to press more pro-
gressive policies on the government. A disparate umbrella group, it 
brought together a variety of journalists and intellectuals on the politi-
cal left, many of them familiar from the days of the Popular Front, 
some of whom would play an important role in years to come. They 
included Tom Wintringham, Ritchie Calder and Victor Gollancz, the 
publisher who had founded the Left Book Club, but also Richard Tit-
muss, an  up- and- coming writer on issues of population and health. 

 The son of a failed farmer, Titmuss was an astonishing autodidact, 
who had educated himself in statistics while working as a clerk in the 
offi ces of the County Fire Insurance Company. In his spare time, closely 
supported by his wife, he had written two books (and  co- authored 
another two) and become a fellow of the Royal Statistical and Eco-
nomic Societies. Since the start of the war, he had been helping the 
Ministry of Economic Warfare with its calculations of probable Ger-
man mortality under the blockade. Titmuss was another former Liberal 
who was moving towards socialism. Deeply worried that inadequate 
welfare and a culture of acquisitiveness would doom the British popu-
lation to eventual extinction, he argued that social reform was vitally 
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necessary to decrease infant mortality among the poor and to encour-
age the wealthy to bear more children. In 1942, Titmuss would be 
appointed to join the team of academics who (in one of the more nota-
ble gestures of British  self- confi dence) were already writing the offi cial 
history of the war. His volume on wartime social policy would become 
a key text in explaining how the confl ict had created the welfare state. 72    

 Another member of the 1941 Committee was the  MP  Sir Richard 
Acland. Acland came from a wealthy landowning family, and he was a 
former Liberal and campaigner for the formation of a Popular Front. In 
1939, he had inherited his father’s baronetcy and undergone a Dama-
scene conversion to Christianity and socialism. In 1940, he wrote a 
 best- selling title for Penguin called  Unser Kampf  (‘our struggle’, in con-
trast to Hitler’s  Mein Kampf    ), which set out his calls for an egalitarian 
spiritual revival in which ‘the motive of service to our  fellow- men’ 
would take ‘precedence over the motive of  self- interest’, and where 
‘great numbers of people’ would fi nd ‘an entirely new faith in God’. 73    
He had already founded a new political party, Forward March. A tall, 
 sharp- featured man with a rasping voice, Acland practised what he 
preached: in 1943, he would make over all his family’s estates to the 
National Trust. 74    

 At the start of 1941, Acland attended a conference at Malvern Col-
lege, Worcestershire, convened by William Temple, the archbishop of 
York, to consider ‘the new society that is quite evidently emerging from 
the war’. Most of the papers that were read were theologically dense 
and tricky to understand. The speakers included some arch Tories, 
among them the poet T. S. Eliot, who were more hostile to socialism 
than to Fascism. If there was a unifying factor, it was a belief that the 
Church needed to offer a moral alternative to the materialism of 
the totalitarian ideologies that had plunged the world into chaos. 75    On 
the last day of the conference, however, Acland stood up and argued, 
simply, that ‘the private ownership of the major resources of our coun-
try is  . . . the stumbling block which is making it harder for us to 
advance towards the Kingdom of God on Earth’. This electrifi ed some 
of the more  reform- minded delegates. When Temple decided to draw 
up a list of ‘fi ndings’ for the gathering, Acland insisted that his argu-
ment was included. That generated a lot of press coverage and popular 
interest, and the two pamphlets containing the Malvern conference 
proceedings together sold more than a million copies. 76    



645

Produc t ion a nd R econst ruc t ion

 Temple was himself to become a fi gurehead of the reconstruction 
movement. His mix of privilege, Christianity and socialism was dis-
tinctively of Britain in the fi rst third of the twentieth century. 77    Temple 
was the son of an archbishop of Canterbury, a brilliant academic and 
an ecumenical church leader. He had briefl y been a member of the 
Labour Party, and he was president of the Workers’ Educational Asso-
ciation. Temple fi rmly supported the war, but he was strongly against 
the generation of private wealth taking precedence over collective 
 well- being, and in favour of improved welfare and better education. At 
the end of 1941, he would set out some of these ideas –  alongside a call 
to restore the family to the centre of national life –  in another Penguin 
Special,  Christianity and the Social Order , which eventually sold 
140,000 copies. 78    Temple was the fi rst writer to use the term ‘welfare 
state’ in print, and he was widely acknowledged as the best leader the 
Anglican Church had. When Cosmo Lang, the archbishop of Canter-
bury, announced his retirement at the start of 1942, Temple was the 
only possibility to take his place. 

 As the audience and sales fi gures suggest, discussions of reconstruc-
tion plainly reached a large number of people. Yet they found their 
most receptive audience among the same group who had already been 
interested in these topics before the war: the largely  middle- class mem-
bers of the ‘reading popular front’ established by Victor Gollancz and 
Allen Lane in the late 1930s. These were also the people whose percep-
tions of morale were being canvassed by Home Intelligence, so it is 
perhaps unsurprising to fi nd that, as early as February 1941, the Min-
istry of Information was able to report that the public had a clear set of 
ideas about what the country should look like after the war: 

  On the home front, it is hoped that the extremes of wealth and poverty 

will be swept away, that there will be a greater degree of social security 

for all, and that what is loosely termed ‘privilege’ will also be got rid of; 

though many expect that ‘privilege’ will put up a stern fi ght. 79     

 In practice, the impact on popular attitudes and expectations was less 
 clear- cut than that. Hopes for the future had to compete with a deep 
cynicism about the prospect of change, born out of the folk memory of 
disappointments after the last Great War. Widespread though calls 
for reconstruction were, for the moment they were easily lost in the 
daily round of war news that fi lled most of the pages of the press. 



646

Br ita in ’s Wa r

Notwithstanding the changes wrought by the war, prescriptions such 
as the end of private property or the abolition of class seemed impos-
sibly distant solutions to the problems that were confronting most 
people in the spring of 1941: inadequate shelters, queues, and the con-
tinuing disruption of mobilization into the forces and the factories. 80    

 The experience of wartime life, however, also encouraged a radical-
ism of its own. Frustrations with the ‘old gang’ at the top were revived 
by the Blitz and the defeats in the Middle East, and they combined with 
a concern for fairness and a desire for equality of sacrifi ce that was fur-
ther stoked by the Ministry of Information’s repeated insistence that 
everyone had a part to play in the war. In the future, the growing popu-
lar desire for change would be a signifi cant political force, but for the 
time being, it lacked a focus. The journalists, thinkers and writers who 
were calling for immediate reconstruction helped to set the wartime 
mood, but they were scarcely a coherent political movement, and all 
the major parties had committed themselves to the Coalition and the 
electoral truce. 

 So while in retrospect ‘A Plan for Britain’ and Priestley’s broadcasts 
were steps along the path that led from 1940 to 1945, at the time the 
political outcome of the war was much less clear. As evidence of that, 
the fi rst politician to enjoy some wartime  by- electoral success against 
the government was not a liberal intellectual from the ranks of the 
1941 Committee, but an extreme  right- wing maverick –  Noel Pember-
ton Billing –  who, though he never won a seat, secured between 24 and 
44 per cent of the vote (albeit on very small turnouts) in four contests 
against Conservative candidates in the summer of 1941. 81    

 A vile bigot, and a  self- publicist of epic proportions who toured con-
stituencies in a bright yellow  Rolls- Royce, Pemberton Billing stood on 
‘the urgent necessity of pressing on the Government a more vital war 
policy’, including the massive and indiscriminate bombing of Germany. 
He attacked Conservatives who he claimed were plotting to remove the 
prime minister, with the slogan ‘for Churchill and to hell with the Con-
servative party’. 82    As all this suggested, the bitter condemnations of 
 Guilty Men  still had some room to run. Yet ‘ P- B’ also attempted to 
respond to the reformist mood, reassuring voters that although he was 
‘not a socialist’, he had ‘that resolve, shared today by every man of 
good intent, that out of this war we must build something better than 
the selfi sh chaotic world order that led to its outbreak’. 83    In the summer 



647

Produc t ion a nd R econst ruc t ion

of 1941, even Pemberton Billing thought it was necessary to talk about 
rebuilding the peace as well as winning the war.  

   ‘You remember this ’ere social 
securit y business?’  

 Churchill’s lack of enthusiasm for thinking about the new world did 
not completely halt his colleagues’ efforts to start building it. In prac-
tice, there were powerful reasons for presenting a vision of the future. 
As well as domestic demands for a statement of war aims, there was 
also a diplomatic need to impress the United States and Occupied Eur-
ope with an alternative to the Nazi ‘New Order’. 

 This was what Anthony Eden did in a speech at the Mansion House on 
29 May 1941. Drawing on Keynes’ advice about how to respond to Nazi 
propaganda, Eden aligned the British Empire with the ‘Four Freedoms’ 
(of speech and worship, and from want and fear) that Roosevelt had iden-
tifi ed in his State of the Union address in January 1941, and declared that 
‘social security’ would be the ‘fi rst object’ of Britain’s policy at home and 
abroad when the war was fi nished. That would mean working with other 
countries to prevent the economic chaos that had contributed to the rise 
of the dictatorships and brought on the current war, but the foreign 
secretary made it clear that the strain of the confl ict would also make it 
necessary for Britain to retain protectionist economic policies once peace 
was secured. In the same speech, Eden identifi ed the key theme of policy 
for  post- war Europe –  a reconstructed Germany must be included in the 
continent’s economic recovery, but it was essential to make sure that the 
Germans would never start another war again. 84    

 This was an important moment, but not as signifi cant as it might 
have been. Although the disaster in Greece had badly damaged his 
reputation, Eden remained a much more modern,  forward- looking pol-
itician than Churchill, with a better understanding of the impact of the 
ideas that Roosevelt was unleashing on the other side of the Atlantic. 
His commitment to ‘social security’ was part of the emergence of a new 
sort of Conservatism: progressive, outward looking, and which trusted 
the state rather than the market. It was very different to Chamberlain’s 
liberal unionism or Churchill’s bombastic Toryism, and it would come 
to play a crucial role in the party’s revival after 1945. 
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 In 1941, however, Eden’s vague espousal of social security was 
hardly a plan for the future. In the absence of a powerful minister driv-
ing on reconstruction at the centre of Whitehall, the momentum for 
reform came from individual departments conducting their own prep-
arations for the period after the war. 

 The damage done by the Blitz made the physical reconstruction of 
Britain’s cities a necessity, and the minister of works, Lord Reith, was 
determined to bring to the urban planning the same improving spirit 
that had so enlivened the airwaves when he was  director- general of the 
 BBC . Reith’s outline plan for rebuilding Britain –  including the com-
pulsory purchase of land for development, the dispersal of industries, a 
national transport network and an overhauled electricity grid –   was 
presented to the War Cabinet (and much hyped in the press) in January 
1941. Reith asked two judges, Mr Justice Uthwatt and Lord Justice 
Scott, to chair committees investigating the future of the countryside 
and compensation for landowners respectively. He spent the whole of 
1941 trying to secure approval to set up a central authority to oversee 
town and country planning. Reith and Churchill loathed each other: no 
sooner had Reith got his planning authority in early 1942 than he lost 
his job in favour of the prime minister’s friend, the Conservative busi-
nessman Lord Portal. 85    

 Meanwhile, at the Board of Education, offi cials decided that the 
time was ripe to dust off the 1938 Spens Report on secondary educa-
tion. By summer 1941, they had developed proposals to raise the school 
leaving age to fi fteen, to provide free secondary schooling for all, and 
to divide these schools into grammars, technicals and secondary mod-
erns, between which pupils would be allocated on the basis of aptitude. 
When he became president of the Board of Education, Rab Butler was 
eager to carry through reforms. He also knew that this was an area of 
potentially great political controversy, particularly over religious 
schooling. Despite opposition from Churchill, Butler cautiously pressed 
ahead with plans for a new education Bill. 86    

 Like Eden, Butler was now much infl uenced by Keynes, and he was 
also on good terms with Archbishop Temple. Unlike most Tory politi-
cians, Butler was interested in formulating a philosophy of modern 
Conservatism that would provide an alternative to totalitarianism. 
Like other Conservative intellectuals, he now believed that social order, 
Christianity, individual freedom and economic recovery would only be 
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preserved by the intervention of a much more active state. For that rea-
son, Butler was willing to consider educational reforms that went well 
beyond those laid out by Spens in the late 1930s. Shortly before he 
joined the Board of Education, he had become chairman of a new 
 Post- War Problems Central Committee that he hoped would prepare the 
Conservatives for a changed political world. He set up sub-committees 
on issues such as housing, town and country planning, and education. 
Yet it would prove extremely diffi cult to corral the different strands 
of Conservative thought into a coherent vision of the future. More 
diehard Tories condemned his project as an attempt to impose ‘pink 
socialism’ on the party. 87    

 As Butler settled himself at Education, the Ministry of Health, then 
under the National Labour  MP  Malcolm MacDonald, was also work-
ing out plans for the future. By October 1941, it had committed itself 
to setting up a national hospital service after the war –  largely because 
the expansion of the Emergency Medical Service, in anticipation of a 
fl ood of  air- raid casualties, had left the voluntary hospitals so depend-
ent on government fi nance that there would be major problems if state 
support were withdrawn. That May, the Ministry had already set up a 
committee ‘to undertake, with special reference to the  inter- relation of 
the schemes, a survey of the existing national schemes of social insur-
ance and allied services, including workmen’s compensation, and to 
make recommendations’. Despite his alcoholism, Greenwood, as chair 
of the Cabinet’s reconstruction committee, still had enough sense for 
the political game to promote this to the papers as the fi rst step on the 
path to social security for all. 

 Sorting out the confusing mess of welfare benefi ts that had been left 
by decades of partial reforms was a job that would keep even an expert 
in social policy tied up for ages. As it happened, Ernest Bevin had an 
ideal candidate. He rang up Greenwood: ‘You remember this ’ere social 
security business? I’ve got just the man for you. I’m sending Beveridge 
round in the morning.’ 88    Beveridge was less than amused at being 
handed what looked at fi rst like a minor administrative job. His 
 long- time secretary and future wife, Janet Mair, suggested to him that 
it might hold wider possibilities than he thought. Perhaps he could 
broaden his remit? Beveridge thought that indeed he might.    



   Part Five 

 Total War  
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  On 19 June 1941, another offi cial leafl et fl uttered through the door of 
Richard Brown’s home in Ipswich. It bore instructions to register his 
children for an evacuation scheme that would be implemented in the 
event of a German invasion. Did the authorities know more than they 
were letting on, he wondered, or was it just a routine precaution? In 
any case, it had  re- awakened all ‘the old distressing feelings which we 
had last July and August’. What would he do if the Germans stormed 
ashore? How would he get his family away? Could he bear to destroy 
his allotment to stop the Nazis enjoying it? 

 Three days later, he awoke with a start to hear the paper boys shout-
ing in the street outside. Had they really said that Germany had declared 
war on Russia? There was nothing about it in his morning newspaper, 
but the nine o’clock news on the radio confi rmed the truth. Straight 
away, the worries of the previous days eased. ‘Invasion seems at least a 
month further away and now it all depends on how the affair goes as 
to how likely an invasion will be at all, but we hadn’t better think like 
that just yet.’ 1    That night he was so relieved that he gave his wife an 
extra kiss before bed. 

 ‘Operation Barbarossa’, the German attack on the Soviet Union, 
was a crucial moment in the history of the war. It had signifi cant con-
sequences for life in Britain, and it dramatically altered the course of 
the confl ict. Over the next six months, as Britain, America and Japan 
reacted to the opening of this new front, the European struggle that 
had started in 1939 was transformed into a truly global war.  
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   24
The Widening War  

 In Eastern Europe, the war meant death on a scale that challenges our 
comprehension. The dismemberment of Poland had triggered a wave of 
annihilatory violence by both occupying powers. The Soviets sought to 
eradicate the middle class in occupied eastern Poland, massacring more 
than 20,000 military offi cers, policemen, landowners and profession-
als, imprisoning hundreds of thousands more, and deporting a 
 million- and- a- half Poles to labour camps east of the Ural Mountains. 
By summer 1941, as many as a third of them were dead: more people 
than the total number of British service personnel and civilians killed 
by enemy action during the entire war. Meanwhile, to the west, the 
Nazis had begun a brutal campaign of racial reconstruction, driving 
out Poles from land intended for German settlers and terrorizing occu-
pied Poland’s 2 million Jews. Those who did not fl ee to the east were 
forced into ghettos where they were left to starve to death. 1    

 The killing, on and behind the battlefi eld, only escalated after Hitler 
launched his invasion of the Soviet Union. It was an immense military 
operation. One hundred and  fi fty- three Axis divisions, nearly 3.6 mil-
lion men in total, supported by more than 3,500 tanks, advanced into 
Soviet territory. 2    The vast battles on the Eastern Front killed and 
wounded huge numbers of soldiers on both sides. By the end of Septem-
ber 1941, the German army had suffered 400,000 casualties, and 
2.75 million Soviet soldiers were dead, wounded or missing. 3    Following 
behind the advancing armies, the  SS  oversaw the murder of around 
half a million Jews by the end of 1941. Between June and December 
1941, the Wehrmacht captured 3.35 million Red Army soldiers. By the 
end of the year, over 2 million of them were dead. 4    

 This terrifying racial war might seem a different confl ict to the 
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struggle being played out between Britain, Germany and Italy in the 
west, but they were inextricably linked. Germany’s strategic planning 
was based on depriving Soviet citizens of food so that the Wehrmacht –  
and ultimately West European civilians and livestock herds –  could be 
supplied from the grain belts of the Ukraine. Germany’s desperate need 
for food was a direct result of Hitler’s decision in 1939 to fi ght the 
world’s largest naval power, and Britain’s subsequent implementation 
of an economic blockade. 

 In Britain, in contrast to Eastern Europe, the opening of the new 
front saved lives. The relief in terms of civilian casualties was immedi-
ate. From May 1941, Luftwaffe bombers were redeployed to Eastern 
Europe, Norway and the Mediterranean, and the substantial, regular 
air assaults on British cities that had characterized the previous eight 
months came to an end. In the fi rst six months of 1941, there were 
20,374  air- raid casualties. In the second half of the year, the fi gure fell 
to 1,467. The total casualties for 1942 and 1943 were 4,150 and 
3,450 respectively. In those middle years of the war, more than twice as 
many Britons would die from road accidents as from air raids. 5    The 
fear and disruption that resulted from the prospect of air attack were 
not removed: German  fi ghter- bombers continued ‘ tip- and- run’ attacks 
around the coast, and there were substantial attacks on the cathedral 
cities –  the  so- called ‘Baedecker Blitz’ –  between April and July 1942. 
Some of these caused what felt to Britons like heavy casualties. In Bath, 
for example, three nights of raids between 25 and 27 April 1942 killed 
more than 420 people. These attacks were no longer, however, part of 
a sustained attritional air campaign against the United Kingdom, and 
they had no impact on Britain’s role as a formidable opponent of the 
Third Reich. 6    

 During the middle years of the war, the bulk of the British army 
remained in the  UK , and much of the fi ghting in the Middle and Far 
East was undertaken by soldiers from the Commonwealth and Empire. 
Certain groups –  combat infantrymen, merchant seamen and bomber 
aircrew –  still suffered terrible losses, but overall, the cost in death and 
wounding for Britain’s participation in a total war during this period 
was astonishing light. Between September 1941 and September 1942, 
the British armed forces suffered just 26,268 fatal casualties. On aver-
age, in the year after the war on the Eastern Front began, the Red Army 
lost almost that many soldiers killed and missing every two days. 7         
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  The difference the Eastern Front made to Britain can be seen by com-
paring the cumulative rate of military and civilian deaths suffered by the 
 UK  in both world wars. Once battle was joined in earnest, the rate of 
increase in deaths from enemy action in the two confl icts was initially 
not that dissimilar.  Twenty- one months in, however, the lines sharply 
diverge  –   in the First World War, as the citizen army recruited in 
1914 fi rst went into combat en masse in July 1916; in the Second, as the 
weight of battle shifted towards the east from June 1941. One of the 
reasons that Churchill –  and the rest of the British political and military 
elite –  were so keen on fi ghting an  ultra- modern,  high- technology war 
of machines was that they hoped it would spare the country the slaugh-
ter of the Somme and Passchendaele. Yet the main reason that they were 
spared a higher casualty war was Germany’s decision to launch a new 
war in the east and its failure to overcome the Soviet Union. 

  A comparison of the cumulative numbers of British dead in the fi rst  twenty- 
seven months of the two world wars  
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   ‘Russia will assuredly 
be defeated’  

 How should the British react to this new turn in the war? Most of the 
British ruling elite –  including the leadership of the Labour Party and 
the churches, as well as the Conservative and Liberal parties, the armed 
forces, and the royal family –  was hostile to Communism. The loathing 
for Stalin’s regime had only been strengthened by the  Nazi- Soviet pact, 
the assault on Finland and the economic aid that had allowed Hitler to 
withstand the economic blockade. The German invasion posed a ques-
tion about the ideological nature of the war: should Britain just leave 
the two brutal totalitarian regimes to slug it out? 8    

 Yet since the days of the Phoney War, British strategists had dis-
played a strong element of realpolitik in their attitudes to the Soviet 
Union. Even after September 1939, a strong consensus had formed 
between leading fi gures on the left and the right that favoured the con-
struction of an  Anglo- Soviet alliance. In 1940, Halifax and Rab Butler 
had fought hard to use Stafford Cripps as an envoy to Moscow on the 
basis that he might be able to build a connection with Stalin. With 
Germany triumphant, winning over the Soviets proved beyond even 
Cripps’ considerable powers of argument, but the advocates of better 
relations with the  USSR  had never lost hope that it could be turned 
against the Nazis. In the summer of 1940, Butler bet his  father- in- law, 
the industrialist Sam Courtauld, a case of champagne that Britain and 
the Soviet Union would end up fi ghting on the same side. On 22 June 
1941, he cheerfully collected his winnings. 9    

 When Eden took over at the Foreign Offi ce at the start of 1941, he 
too accepted that an accommodation with the Soviet Union was a 
top priority. The problem was how this could be achieved. Churchill 
vetoed Eden’s suggestion that he undertake a personal mission to Mos-
cow. Even as evidence accumulated that Hitler intended to launch a 
major move in the east, Stalin seemed determined to keep placating 
Germany. 10    

 Despite his  well- known opposition to Bolshevism, Churchill’s 
response to the possibility of a German attack on the  USSR  was clear. 
Contrary to Rudolf Hess’s hopes, he showed no signs of wanting to 
conclude a peace with Hitler that would allow Germany to get on with 
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fi ghting the Soviets. Rather, once he grasped the likelihood of an inva-
sion, the prime minister insisted that Stalin must be told about the 
German threat. It was not his fault that the Soviet leader chose to ignore 
the warning. 11    

 Between 21 and 22 June, as it became clear that a German invasion 
was inevitable, the prime minister cloistered himself at Chequers with 
Beaverbrook, Eden and Cripps, who had all already established them-
selves as strong proponents of improving  Anglo- Soviet relations. Over 
the coming months all four would fi ght, alongside and against each 
other, about how to handle the new situation in the east. 12    

 On the evening of 22 June, Churchill broadcast on the  BBC  to 
announce that the  UK  would stand alongside the Soviet Union. After 
stating that ‘the Nazi regime is indistinguishable from the worst fea-
tures of Communism’, he nonetheless then conjured up the image of 
innocent Russians being crushed by an enemy to which Britons were 
already implacably opposed: 

  Any man or state who fi ghts on against Nazism will have our aid. Any 

man or state who marches with Hitler is our foe. The Russian danger is 

therefore our danger, and the danger of the United States, just as the 

cause of any Russian fi ghting for his hearth and home is the cause of free 

men and free peoples in every quarter of the globe. 13     

 The prime minister carefully did not use the word ‘ally’ to describe 
Britain’s relationship with the Soviet Union, but he did make clear that 
Britain would do what it could to keep the  USSR  in the fi ght. 

 Not least by acknowledging his own attitude to Communism, 
Churchill offered a lead to those who might otherwise have been 
willing to let the Germans and Soviets fi ght it out. In her diary for 22 
June, for example,  well- to- do  middle- class housewife Clara Milburn 
described some satisfaction that 

  now Russia will get a bit of what she gave Finland –  and perhaps a lot 

more. Mr Churchill broadcast tonight and said we must stand by Rus-

sia. I suppose we must, as she is now against the enemy of mankind. But 

I wish we need not when I think of her ways. 14     

 Not everyone was won over. The Catholic writers J. R. R. Tolkien and 
Evelyn Waugh, for example, both of whom had previously seen the war 
in terms of a defence of Western Christendom against the godless 
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totalitarian hordes, now began to have serious doubts about what Brit-
ain was fi ghting for. Yet the reaction of most Britons to the opening of 
the Eastern Front seems to have been more like that of Richard Brown: 
relief that, at least for the moment, the focus of the war had moved else-
where. Despite government fears of a  right- wing backlash, over days 
that followed the press, the churches and Conservative  MP s all fell into 
line behind the idea that beating Germany was so important that Brit-
ain ought to help the Soviet Union. 15    

 In fact, Churchill, his military advisors and much of the press sus-
pected that the Soviets would not hold out long enough for British aid 
to make a difference. ‘Russia’, the prime minister remarked over dinner 
on 21 June, ‘will assuredly be defeated.’ 16    There were good reasons to 
expect a quick German victory. The Wehrmacht’s run of success since 
1939 had lent it an air of invincibility, but the purged Red Army had 
struggled to beat even tiny Finland during the Winter War. Germany’s 
initial victories on the Eastern Front seemed to confi rm the diagnosis. 
If the Soviets were to go the same way as the French, the Germans 
would capture the resources they needed to sustain their war effort, 
and free their forces to attack Britain either with a  cross- Channel inva-
sion, or with a blow through the Caucasus Mountains against the 
Middle East. Yet Churchill, as ever, found reasons for hope. Germany’s 
attack on the Soviet Union, he believed, made it still more likely that 
America would shortly enter the war. Once it did so, British victory 
would be assured, even if the Germans had already forced Moscow to 
surrender. To begin with, his attitude towards helping the Soviets was 
dominated by this mixture of pessimism and optimism. To his 
 pro- Russian colleagues, the resulting caution looked suspiciously like a 
willingness to abandon the hated Bolsheviks to their fate. 17     

   ‘no action of any k ind’  

 Cripps, accompanied by a military mission, now returned to Moscow, 
where he signed, on 12 July, an  Anglo- Russian alliance. Neither this 
nor Churchill’s speech committed Britain to any specifi c action. Debates 
about what sort of aid could be provided to the Soviet Union would be 
a central feature of British strategic  decision- making for the next eight-
een months. 
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 What the Russians wanted was immediate military help to open a 
‘second front’ and distract the Germans from their onslaught. It was 
easy to see that the concentration of German forces in the east ought to 
have made it easier for Britain to take the offensive. Churchill was ini-
tially keen on a  large- scale raid across the Channel. The chiefs of staff, 
however, were certain that any such operation was impossible. Home 
Forces had not yet begun to train for an invasion, the Luftwaffe still 
controlled the skies over France and the stock of landing craft was low. 
Any raid would be too small to make a difference, and its defeat would 
hand a propaganda victory to the Germans. As Soviet demands for 
help became more desperate, the chiefs became more insistent that the 
 UK  should stick to its existing plans: bombing, blockade and a new 
offensive in the Western Desert, then being prepared under Wavell’s 
replacement, General Auchinleck. 18          

 In the end, Churchill accepted that this was the only possible course 
of action. He remained deeply frustrated that Britain’s growing forces 
in North Africa were so inactive. Aware, thanks to Enigma decrypts, 
that British naval attacks meant that Rommel’s supply situation was 
worsening, he badgered Auchinleck to get a move on. ‘It would be a 
very great refl ection on us’, he reminded the general, ‘if, in this vital 
period when the Russians were bearing the full brunt of the attack, and 
when conditions were so favourable, we took no action of any kind.’ 19    
Auchinleck and Dill, however, were determined not to repeat Wavell’s 
error of being bounced into action before the army in the Western 
Desert had been properly built up. The only joint action undertaken by 
Commonwealth and Soviet troops was the occupation of Persia, start-
ing on 25 August 1941. This guaranteed that a  pro- German regime 
would not take power in Teheran, secured the supply route to Russia 
through the Caucasus from the Gulf and made sure that the British 
could maintain their access to Persian oil. It was also an act of aggres-
sion against a neutral country, which was against international law. 20    

 Throughout the summer, Eden advocated aid to the Soviet Union to 
the War Cabinet and pressed Churchill to do more to fulfi l his promises 
of help. Despite his initial enthusiasm, this was another area where 
the prime minister actually proved very cautious. Eden placed more 
emphasis on the diplomatic importance of demonstrating that Britain 
would not leave the Russians in the lurch. He believed that this was the 
chance to bring the Russians into the international order, but he 
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doubted that Churchill really wanted to help the Soviets, and he hated 
the fact that the prime minister now started swapping telegrams with 
Stalin. Just like his relationship with Roosevelt, Churchill didn’t want 
to let anyone else control this crucial channel of communications. 21    

 A belief in the potential of the Soviet Union was what connected 
Eden to Cripps. The ambassador hoped to put himself at the centre of 
a   UK -    USSR  special relationship, in which wartime partnership would 
lay the grounds for agreement on how to construct the peace. Like 
Eden, Cripps had grasped what was going to become a central dynamic 
of  Anglo- Russian diplomacy. If the Germans did not succeed in defeat-
ing Stalin, the British were going to have to come to some sort of 
agreement with him about the shape of  post- war Europe. 

 As well as direct military assistance, the Soviets had also requested 
supplies, including raw materials, 3,000 fi ghter aircraft and 20,000 
 anti- aircraft guns. During July 1941, the British agreed to despatch 
10,000 tons of rubber and 200 Tomahawk fi ghters that had recently 
arrived from the  US  and had been destined for the Middle East. This 
was the approach that the British would end up taking to the Eastern 
Front for the next year: offering up material help in lieu of more effect-
ive military activity. At the end of the month, Roosevelt ordered Harry 
Hopkins to Moscow to fi nd out if it too should benefi t from  Lend- Lease. 
Stalin reassured Hopkins that Soviet forces could hold out if they got 
help. On 2 August, America and the Soviet Union signed a mutual aid 
agreement. Hopkins returned from Moscow to the  UK , where he 
joined a prime ministerial party that was about to set sail in the battle-
ship  HMS   Prince of Wales . Churchill was going to travel across the 
Atlantic to meet Roosevelt in person.  

   ‘the lunatic proposals 
of Mr Hull’  

 He was not the only transatlantic traveller that summer. Since May, 
John Maynard Keynes had been in Washington, negotiating on the 
unfi nished business left over from  Lend- Lease: the fate of Britain’s 
existing dollar liabilities, the possibility of a loan to cover British 
expenditure in the United States, and the ‘consideration’ that was 
meant to be offered in return for  Lend- Lease. 22    
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 It was not Keynes’ fi rst time in Washington. In 1934, he had trav-
elled to see the New Deal in action and met Roosevelt. Like most 
members of the British elite, however, he struggled to adapt to the tur-
bulent atmosphere of American government. When it came to the 
negotiations, it didn’t help that Keynes saw himself not as a sup plicant 
but as an instructor. He managed to combine an obvious expectation 
that the United States had a moral duty to help the British Empire with 
a decreasingly  ill- disguised frustration at American stupidity. In Lon-
don, the Treasury had thought that sending their esteemed economist 
to Washington would help to win over the Americans. Ironically, 
Keynes tended to harden American convictions about the wily arro-
gance of their clients across the water. 23    

 Keynes’ belief in what the Americans  ought  to do, and his naivety 
about the impression he made in Washington, was apparent in his fi rst 
proposals for dealing with Britain’s continuing munitions contracts in 
the United States. He suggested that the Americans should take over 
these ‘old commitments’ and refund the  down- payments Britain had 
already made, in order to rebuild Britain’s dollar reserves. This would 
mean that the  UK  could buy (rather than be given) more of what it 
needed in America and allow it to retain more control of its own fi nan-
cial fate. This just confi rmed American suspicions that the British were 
not quite as fi nancially desperate as they pretended to be. The  US  
Treasury remained absolutely determined to use the opportunity of the 
war to control Britain’s foreign currency reserves. 

 When his proposal was rejected, Keynes switched back to the strat-
egy that British Treasury offi cials had already been pursuing –  trying to 
load as many British imports as possible onto  Lend- Lease in order to 
minimize Britain’s dollar expenditure, while getting a big loan from the 
American government’s Reconstruction Finance Corporation, guaran-
teed on British assets in America, so that Britain could pay for the ‘old 
commitments’ without spending dollars or selling off any more of its 
investments in the United States. Since Britain was still earning dollars 
from the Empire’s exports to America, these would allow it to run a 
trade surplus that would gradually rebuild its reserves to the $600 mil-
lion that the British believed necessary for the basic operation of the 
Sterling Area. This position was more acceptable to the Americans, but 
ultimately it represented a defeat for Keynes because the decision about 
the size of Britain’s dollar reserves remained in  US  hands. 
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 The  US  State Department under Cordell Hull  –   an ardent free 
trader –  had been given charge of the negotiations on the ‘considera-
tion’ that the British would have to offer for  Lend- Lease. Its aim was to 
get Britain to give up imperial preference and fi nancial controls when 
hostilities ended. When Keynes was presented with  US  proposals for 
the elimination of imperial preference immediately after the war, he 
made it very clear that the imbalance between British imports and 
exports and the limitation of its reserves would mean that it had to 
retain some forms of discriminatory controls. The manner in which he 
did this was so strident that it convinced State Department offi cials 
that they needed to nail Britain down to specifi c action before it was 
too late. The draft of the Mutual Aid Agreement that they handed over 
to Keynes on 28 July had seven articles, most of them laying out the 
generous free transfer of goods under  Lend- Lease. The sting was in the 
tail. Article Seven stated that after the war, Britain and America would 
agree to end all discrimination on all imports from the other. Keynes 
thought he had explained that forcing free trade on Britain at a point 
when it would have a massive export defi cit would be bad for world 
trade as well as for the United Kingdom. Now he railed against ‘the 
lunatic proposals of Mr Hull’. 24    

 For the moment, however, the British did not have to sign anything 
to keep  Lend- Lease going. Keynes returned to London at the end of 
July, but despite several reminders from the Americans, it took until the 
middle of October for the British to produce a response to the draft 
they had handed to Keynes. Meanwhile, British hopes of easing their 
currency position were disappointed. Over the summer, the Americans 
tightened the terms of the  RFC  loan, which lent Britain $425 million at 
3 per cent interest, secured against $700 million of  British- owned 
assets in America and serviced by the income from  forty- one British 
insurance companies with branches in the United States. 25    Much to 
their discomfort, the British had to agree to the insertion of a ‘War 
Disaster Clause’ in the loan agreement, under which they would yield 
up all their  US  assets in the event of their military defeat. At the 
same time, the budget of the  US  War Department was cut, leaving it 
unable to take over the ‘old commitments’. Yet the British hoped that 
by the time that Congress had to renew its approval for  Lend- Lease at 
the start of 1942, America would be in the war, and talk of debts and 
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considerations could be consigned to history. Only one of these wishes 
would come true. 26     

   ‘the issue with Japan must be 
faced sooner or later’  

 Meanwhile, trouble was brewing in the Far East. 27    Since the Germans 
had not informed them of their plans, the Japanese had been taken by 
surprise by the  Nazi- Soviet war, but they had used the opportunity to 
expand their power into  South- East Asia. In July, Japanese troops 
occupied the southern half of Indochina, bringing their aircraft within 
range of Singapore. The Americans responded with economic sanc-
tions that effectively introduced a total trade embargo. 

 Despite some trepidation that this would force Japan into war, the 
British followed suit. Churchill’s determination to concentrate resources 
on the war that was being fought, rather than lock them up protecting 
the Empire against dangers that were only potential, meant that imper-
ial defences remained very weak. The prime minister, the Defence 
Committee, the chiefs of staff and commanders in the theatre, however, 
all still shared the belief that the Japanese were inherently cautious. 
With their forces already heavily engaged in China, the threat of war with 
the United States would surely deter the Japanese from starting another 
confl ict. That in turn encouraged British leaders to stick with the 
United States. Eden argued strongly that, though the Americans would 
give no fi rm commitment to defend European colonial possessions 
against Japanese attack, Britain had to follow the  US  lead if it wanted 
to rely on American help. As he put it: ‘the issue with Japan must be 
faced sooner or later and the risk of the United States not intervening 
in a war between ourselves and Japan is small’. 28    If Britain didn’t back 
the embargo, he warned, it would undermine American efforts at deter-
rence and damage  Anglo- American relations: the one thing that the 
British could not afford in the summer of 1941. 

 With America, Britain and the Dutch East Indies all cutting off their 
trade, the Japanese were left in a critical position. As their oil supplies 
dwindled, they would have to choose either to capitulate to American 
demands or to attack southwards to seize the natural resources they 
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needed to sustain their military might. At the same time as negotiating 
with the Americans, the Japanese also began to prepare for war. Mean-
while, America overhauled its strategic policy in the Pacifi c, launching 
an emergency programme to reinforce  US  bases in the Philippines so 
that they could be defended against any Japanese attack. At the heart 
of this new strategy was the belief that a force of  long- range B17 bomb-
ers, based in the Philippines, would be able to strike decisively against 
a Japanese offensive anywhere in Asia. The new policy had  knock- on 
effects on the war against Germany. Suddenly, the Americans reworked 
their production schedules of heavy bombers and cut the numbers they 
were willing to send to Britain. But the need to restrain Japan also 
encouraged Roosevelt to support the Soviet Union. By making sure that 
Hitler didn’t defeat Stalin, he would be able to maintain a threat to 
Japan’s northern fl ank. 

 The  UK ’s backing for American sanctions left the Empire very 
exposed. During July, the Japanese began to pressure Thailand to give 
them bases and transit rights. That increased the threat to Malaya. The 
British response was to try to form a stronger defensive front. They 
wanted Britain, America and the government of the Dutch East Indies 
to issue a mutual guarantee of each other’s territories, and a joint warn-
ing to Japan against future acts of aggression. This new effort to get the 
Americans to promise to defend the British Empire would have to be 
made in person. Churchill carried the proposals with him across the 
Atlantic. 

 As well as aid to Russia and deterrence against Japan, the question 
of American munitions production was also becoming increasingly 
urgent. The introduction of  Lend- Lease had solved the problem of Brit-
ain’s lack of dollars limiting its access to American arms and raw 
materials, but the United States was still a long way from turning itself 
into the ‘arsenal of democracy’. In 1941, America produced a lot of 
weapons for a country that was still at peace, but it manufactured 
many fewer heavy bombers, tanks and pieces of artillery than Britain. 
The British needed  US  production to expand faster and further if it was 
to provide the tools of victory. Yet the industrial effort the British 
wanted was such that it would require the imposition of state controls 
over the economy that were politically impossible while America 
remained at peace. This was a crucial element in Churchill’s determin-
ation to prioritize turning the United States into a belligerent. Effective 
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support from the  US  armed forces would take a long time to develop: 
what Churchill looked forward to was the outpouring of materiel that 
could only come from the emotional furore of a nation at war. 29    

 American offi cials, including the war secretary, the Republican 
Henry Stimson, were eager to make their government realize the extent 
of the effort that the war would require from  US  industry. For them, 
this was part of the preparation for their possible future involvement in 
the confl ict. At the start of the summer, Roosevelt fi nally instructed his 
armed forces to come up with the fi gures for what equipment would be 
needed to defeat America’s enemies if the country went to war, includ-
ing the supplies that would have to be provided to their allies. 

 The fi rst step was to sketch in the details of what production was 
already planned. From the start of June, British and American statisti-
cians had begun to work together to draw up an overall statement of 
the munitions output that could be expected from Britain, America and 
Canada up to 1943. At the end of July, Churchill wrote to Roosevelt to 
suggest an  Anglo- American conference on supply. Sir Arthur Purvis, 
the head of the British Supply Council in the United States, hoped that 
this would be the place where the British and Americans stated their 
strategic requirements, plotted them against existing capacity and 
worked out their plans to expand  US  production so that it could meet 
their military needs. By the middle of August 1941, with the joint state-
ment on production coming together, Purvis was in excited mood. At 
last, he thought, he and his assistant, the French bureaucrat Jean Mon-
net, were making progress towards convincing the Americans of the 
colossal mobilization that would be necessary to win the war.   
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Atlantic Crossings  

 On 9 August the  Prince of Wales  anchored close to the American war-
ship  USS   Augusta  in Placentia Bay, off the coast of Newfoundland. 
The Atlantic Conference, the fi rst of the great  Anglo- American meet-
ings that would punctuate the next three years, had begun. 

   ‘most imprudent on our part to 
r aise unnecessary difficulties’  

 Harry Hopkins had wanted Churchill and Roosevelt to meet for some 
time. 1    Knowing them both, he understood that a personal encounter 
would advance the  Anglo- American alliance far more than any joint 
meeting of their advisors or the continued exchange of letters and 
telegrams. Roosevelt and Churchill were also keen to see each other 
 face- to- face. They had been penfriends too long. Yet the arrangements 
had been delayed by the debate in America over  Lend- Lease, then by 
the series of crises in the Middle East and Mediterranean. 

 For Churchill, the voyage over offered a brief relief from the pressure 
of work in London. He indulged his taste for Nelsonian melodrama by 
reading C. S. Forester’s novel  Captain Hornblower,   RN , and by watch-
ing, for the fi fth time, the fi lm  Lady Hamilton . Once again it moved 
him to tears. He played backgammon with Hopkins late into the night 
(seemingly better at calculating the stakes and the odds, Hopkins won 
£7 7s. from the prime minister over the course of the voyage); and 
enjoyed the caviar that the American had brought back from Moscow. 
It went well with the copious quantities of beef, butter and grouse that 
the party consumed: it was just a shame, as Churchill joked, that they 
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had to be fi ghting alongside the Russians to get it. 2    Yet for all the fun 
and games, it was also a tense journey. Would Roosevelt like him in 
person, Churchill wondered, and would the president, as he hoped, 
fi nally commit himself to a precise plan to bring America into the war? 

 The encounter between the two great leaders was meant to be care-
fully choreographed. Yet when the  Prince of Wales  fi rst entered 
Placentia Bay, the Royal Navy realized that it was operating on a dif-
ferent time zone to the Americans, and that they had arrived an 
 hour- and- a- half too early. 3    The battleship put back out to sea while the 
Americans got into place. 

 The second time round, things went more smoothly. The British 
delegation went across to the  Augusta , and the president and prime 
minister headed off for an intimate lunch together. It turned out that 
they had met once before, at a dinner in London in 1918. Roosevelt, 
then a junior naval minister, had been much impressed with Churchill, 
already a great political fi gure, and he still recalled the occasion fondly. 
Embarrassingly, Churchill had forgotten all about it. The two men now 
renewed their acquaintance. As Hopkins had suspected, they found 
they did get on. Their perspectives and their perceptions of their 
respective nations’ interests were too different for them ever to become 
friends, but they shared a faith in their own strategic abilities, a convic-
tion that war was far too important to be left to the generals and a 
belief that political life should be fun. Like a lot of people who met the 
president, Churchill left Placentia Bay impressed at the force of 
Roosevelt’s personality and believing that they had forged a strong 
bond. 

 While the president and prime minister sniffed each other out, their 
offi cials and senior military offi cers chatted awkwardly over a dried up 
buffet in the wardroom of the  Augusta . They too would take the chance 
of the Atlantic Conference to get to know each other a little better. 

 Churchill and Roosevelt were both deeply aware of the propaganda 
value of being seen to meet together. Although their meeting was kept 
secret while it was taking place, as soon as they were safely away it 
would be publicized around the world. Churchill personally vetted the 
order of service for the conference’s emotional climax, a joint religious 
service on Sunday 10 August on the quarterdeck of the  Prince of Wales , 
at which the president and prime minister, backed by intermingled 
ranks of American and British servicemen, prayed together and sang 
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hymns that were familiar to both contingents: ‘Onward Christian Sol-
diers’, ‘O God, Our Help in Ages Past’ and ‘For Those in Peril on the 
Sea’. 4    Caught by the photographers and the newsreel cameramen, it 
was a striking image of unity and  co- operation in the face of a common 
threat. 

 The service done, the conference could get down to business. It was 
really three separate but connected sets of talks –  the personal meeting 
between Churchill and Roosevelt; diplomatic discussions between Sir 
Alexander Cadogan (Anthony Eden had not been brought along) and 
the  US   under- secretary of state, Sumner Welles; and strategic conversa-
tions between the British chiefs of staff and the heads of the American 
navy and army. At all these levels, the British hoped that the conference 
would offer more than just a good photo opportunity. 

 Yet on their fi rst meeting, the prime minister’s hope that Roosevelt 
would set a date for an American entry into the war had been dashed. 
The president’s reluctance to face the obloquy of leading his country 
into another global confl ict had been compounded by the continued 
evidence of strong isolationist sentiment in the United States, where a 
Bill to continue the military service draft had only just scraped through 
Congress at the start of August. Instead, Roosevelt was willing to com-
mit himself only so far as discussing plans for the  US  navy to start 
escorting North Atlantic convoys right across the western half of the 
Atlantic. Churchill took away the impression that the president would 
order escorts to start immediately and look for a clash with the  U- boats 
that would allow him to bring America into hostilities. If this was what 
Roosevelt let him think, it was almost certainly not the president’s pre-
ferred option. Rather, he hoped that by supporting Britain, the Soviet 
Union and China economically, he would be able to determine the out-
come of the war against Fascism without having to involve America in 
the fi ghting. 

 Though Roosevelt would not promise to bring America into the war, 
he did offer to align his country still more emphatically against Hitler 
by making a statement of common purpose with the United Kingdom. 
The prospect of such a declaration had fi rst been raised almost a month 
before, as Roosevelt sought to clarify that Britain was not secretly plan-
ning to adjust the boundaries of  post- war Europe. Now he raised it 
again, and Churchill seized at the chance publicly to bind British and 
American interests. 
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 Contrary to his previous reluctance to draw up war aims, the prime 
minister immediately had Cadogan rustle up a draft list of shared prin-
ciples, based on the need for peace and international  co- operation, the 
disarmament of aggressor powers, and the disavowal of any ambition 
for territorial aggrandisement. This became the basis for the document 
known as the ‘Atlantic Charter’, which Welles and Roosevelt then 
redrafted to refl ect their own  anti- imperialist agenda, inserting com-
mitments to the universal right of  self- government and the extension of 
free trade. They too wanted something concrete to take away from the 
conference. 

 Churchill knew what the Americans were doing, but he wanted the 
declaration agreed, and he thought he could control the dangers it 
posed. He always maintained that in their discussions at Placentia Bay, 
he and Roosevelt had discussed  self- government purely in terms of 
liberating the nations of Occupied Europe. That distinction was not, 
however, incorporated in the wording of the Charter. Wary of the 
domestic political implications of abandoning imperial preference, 
Churchill also inserted a reference to the need to respect ‘existing obli-
gations’ in promoting the spread of free trade. He believed that this 
would safeguard Britain’s current trade and tariff agreements  –   and 
shield him from the wrath of the protectionist wing of the Conservative 
Party. 

 As the draft of the Charter developed, it became plain that it would 
require the approval of the government in London (despite its potential 
implications for the Empire, Churchill did not run it past the Domin-
ions). On 11 August, the latest version was cabled back to London for 
urgent consideration by a late night meeting of the War Cabinet. The 
prime minister was plainly concerned that his colleagues would object 
to another round of concessions to the Americans. He told Attlee, 
chairing the meeting in his absence: 

  It would be most imprudent on our part to raise unnecessary diffi culties. 

We must regard this as an interim and partial statement of war aims 

designed to reassure all countries of our righteous purpose and not the 

complete structure which we should build after victory. 5     

 In his cabin aboard the  Prince of Wales , he waited nervously for the 
response. 

 In London, ministers wondered whether Churchill knew what he 
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was about to sign. Convinced as he was of the need for  US  aid, Anthony 
Eden was also more suspicious than the prime minister of American 
intentions. Irritated as usual by Churchill’s diplomatic efforts, Eden 
was concerned too about the implications of American meddling for 
the European settlement that Britain needed to reach with Stalin. As he 
told his private secretary, Oliver Harvey, he worried the joint declar-
ation showed that Roosevelt intended to let Britain fi ght the war, then 
dictate the peace. In offering Churchill this ‘terribly woolly document 
full of all the old clichés of the League of Nations period’, Eden con-
cluded, ‘ FDR  has bowled the  PM  a very quick one’. 6    

 Yet the War Cabinet also accepted the necessity for getting something 
from the summit. In fact, the Charter was just the sort of statement 
of war aims that many of Churchill’s more progressive ministers  –
including Attlee –  had been badgering him to make for the last year. If 
Churchill was now making pledges for the future, they didn’t mind get-
ting in on the act. The War Cabinet approved the draft, but at Bevin’s 
suggestion, ministers also insisted on the insertion of a commitment to 
‘improved labour standards, economic advancement and social security’ 
for all. In Placentia Bay, an anxious prime minister was relieved to fi nd 
that this was all they wanted to change. Together with a Churchillian 
addendum foreseeing ‘the fi nal destruction of Nazi tyranny’, the Atlantic 
Charter was now complete and ready to be released to the world. 

 Roosevelt and Churchill had agreed eight points: 

    First, their countries seek no aggrandizement, territorial or 
other;  

  Second, they desire to see no territorial changes that do not 
accord with the freely expressed wishes of the peoples 
concerned;  

  Third, they respect the right of all peoples to choose the form of 
government under which they will live; and they wish to see 
sovereign rights and self government restored to those who 
have been forcibly deprived of them;  

  Fourth, they will endeavor, with due respect for their existing 
obligations, to further the enjoyment by all States, great or 
small, victor or vanquished, of access, on equal terms, to the 
trade and to the raw materials of the world which are needed 
for their economic prosperity;  
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  Fifth, they desire to bring about the fullest collaboration 
between all nations in the economic fi eld with the object of 
securing, for all, improved labor standards, economic 
advancement and social security;  

  Sixth, after the fi nal destruction of the Nazi tyranny, they hope 
to see established a peace which will afford to all nations the 
means of dwelling in safety within their own boundaries, and 
which will afford assurance that all the men in all lands may 
live out their lives in freedom from fear and want;  

  Seventh, such a peace should enable all men to traverse the high 
seas and oceans without hindrance;  

  Eighth, they believe that all of the nations of the world, for 
realistic as well as spiritual reasons must come to the 
abandonment of the use of force. Since no future peace can be 
maintained if land, sea or air armaments continue to be 
employed by nations which threaten, or may threaten, 
aggression outside of their frontiers, they believe, pending the 
establishment of a wider and permanent system of general 
security, that the disarmament of such nations is essential 
They will likewise aid and encourage all other practicable 
measures which will lighten for  peace- loving peoples the 
crushing burden of armaments. 7       

 Notwithstanding British disappointment that the Atlantic Charter 
was not a  US  declaration of war, it was a powerful document, rooted 
in notions of rights, freedoms, peace and international  co- operation, 
that not only set out Roosevelt’s vision of a  post- war world, but also 
drew on a shared  Anglo- American cultural heritage which went back 
to Magna Carta. The Charter would form the basis for the assembly of 
the wartime United Nations, and it committed Britain to a version of 
the future that could be directly contrasted with the New Orders pro-
posed by the Axis powers. The values incorporated in the Charter 
would inspire people who would not have fought for the British Empire. 
In retrospect, the British were very lucky that it was signed when it was, 
and it was probably something they should have done sooner. Contrary 
to Churchill’s hopes, however, it would also unleash expectations that 
he was unable to control.  
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   The Atlantic Conference: 
Str ategy and Supply  

 Churchill and Roosevelt had also been discussing policy towards Japan. 
The prime minister tried to persuade the president to join Britain in 
warning Japan that any further aggression in the  South- West Pacifi c 
would spark  counter- measures, even at the risk of war, and to extend a 
guarantee that America would come to the aid of Britain or Holland if 
the Japanese attacked their territories in the Far East. Roosevelt fl atly 
refused to do the second, but under great pressure from Churchill, he 
did repeatedly promise that after he returned to Washington, he would 
issue a stern warning note to Japan in parallel with the  UK . 8    

 Finally, the president and the prime minister agreed to send a joint 
 Anglo- American supply mission, headed by Beaverbrook and Averell 
Harriman, to Moscow, to fi nd out what they needed to send to Stalin 
to keep the Soviet Union in the war. To start discussions on how Soviet 
demands could be  co- ordinated with British and American production, 
Beaverbrook, who had arrived at the conference on 12 August, would 
head off from Newfoundland for talks in the United States. He was to 
be accompanied by Sir Arthur Purvis, who had returned to the  UK  on 
a brief visit. On 14 August, the plane carrying Purvis and his party 
crashed shortly after taking off from Prestwick airport en route back to 
the States. His grand plans for the mobilization of American industry 
would outlive him, but they would not be fulfi lled in the way that he 
had intended. 

 While Roosevelt, Welles, Cadogan and Churchill had been conduct-
ing their diplomatic discussions, the senior offi cers of the British and 
American staff delegations had been talking about their plans for the 
future. The British laid out again their strategy for winning the war: 
bombing, blockade and the fi nal arrival of a small expeditionary 
force in Europe to follow up a popular revolt and fi nish off an already 
defeated Wehrmacht. The Americans concentrated on explaining 
how weak their own armed forces were and how unready they were to 
enter the war. They also told the British that in order to build up 
their own air forces in the Philippines, they were going to have to cut 
back on the allocation of   US -  made heavy bombers to the  RAF . The 
most the British could count on was another 1,100 aircraft between 
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August 1941 and June 1943, less than half the number they had been 
expecting. 9    

 The two staff teams got on well enough –  General Dill, the chief of the 
imperial general staff, and General George Marshall, the chief of staff of 
the American army, struck up the start of what was going to be a beau-
tiful friendship –  but the Americans openly disagreed with the extent of 
British commitments to the defence of the Middle East. Given that the 
closure of the Mediterranean had rendered the Suez Canal useless, they 
wondered, why were the British wasting scarce military resources defend-
ing Egypt and fi ghting in the Mediterranean, if not for outmoded reasons 
of imperial prestige? If Persian oil was so important, why not just with-
draw to the Gulf? These were the start of what were to become 
 long- running disputes between British and American strategists about 
the value of the Mediterranean theatre to the war against Germany. 

 They also demonstrated a more fundamental disagreement with 
British strategy that was less clearly articulated at the time, but which 
would also play a crucial role in the future. British plans were rooted in 
the particularities of the Empire’s  geo- strategic position and the contin-
gencies of the fi rst years of the war. To the American army, however, 
the emphasis on bombing, economic warfare, resistance movements 
and the Mediterranean all looked like peripheral dabbling designed to 
avoid the central issue. They thought that the only way to win the war 
was to go back into Europe and destroy Germany’s military power. 
This was something about which British and American generals were 
going to argue for years to come.  

   ‘Should be gr ateful if you could 
give me any sort of hope’  

 The Atlantic Conference ended on 12 August. As they returned to the 
 UK , Churchill and Cadogan felt in good heart –  helped, in Cadogan’s 
case, by the fact that he was allowed to choose the fi lms for the return 
voyage. Much to Churchill’s disgust, Donald Duck and Laurel and 
Hardy now took the place of Emma Hamilton on the  Prince of Wales   ’ 
projection screen. 10    

 The prime minister was disappointed that Roosevelt had not com-
mitted himself to battle, but he was never downhearted for long. He 
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thought that he had secured pledges of American help in the Atlantic 
and the Far East, and together with the Atlantic Charter –  announced 
to the world on 14 August 1941 –  he believed that these represented 
important steps forward in  Anglo- American  co- operation. When he 
got back to London, however, he found the War Cabinet fi lled with 
gloom, convinced that the Americans were never going to join the 
fi ghting, worried that the Soviets might be defeated and concerned at 
the slow arrival of munitions under  Lend- Lease. All this was politically 
dangerous for a man who had staked so much on making concessions 
to the United States. As so often, Churchill tried to ease the humiliation 
of submitting to America by promising that it wouldn’t last for long. In 
his account of the Atlantic meeting for the War Cabinet, the prime 
minister talked up the prospects of imminent American belligerence. 
‘The President’, he told his colleagues on 19 August, ‘had said he would 
wage war, but not declare it, and that he would become more and more 
provocative. If the Germans did not like it, they could attack American 
forces.’ 11    

 The problem was that Roosevelt was already backing away from the 
promises Churchill thought he had made. No sooner had he returned 
to Washington than the president publicly asserted that the United 
States was no closer to entering the war as a result of the meeting at 
Placentia Bay. Whatever Roosevelt had intended to do about the Japa-
nese, by the time Cordell Hull had had his say on the warning note that 
Churchill had persuaded the president to issue, it had become a much 
more anodyne affi rmation of general principles, rather than a threat 
to go to war if the Japanese marched into Thailand. In the Atlantic, 
Roosevelt hung back from implementing the plans for the  US  navy to 
escort convoys. Contrary to Eden’s comments about the speed of 
Roosevelt’s bowling, on these points, Churchill could justly feel that he 
had been deceived not by the pace of the ball, but by the way it had 
deviated after it left the pitch. 

 Meanwhile, Halifax and Beaverbrook came back from the United 
States with depressing news about the administration’s reluctance to go 
to war and the poor state of the American war industry. The ‘Consoli-
dated Statement’ of war production, now being completed, revealed 
that if current plans were fulfi lled, American munitions output by the 
end of 1942 would be little greater than that of Britain and Canada. 
This would be a huge quantity of materiel, but it would not be enough 
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to meet what the British wanted for their own armed forces, let alone 
to meet the needs of American rearmament. 12    Worse, from Beaver-
brook’s point of view, the Americans were now planning to divert even 
the orders Britain had paid for before the introduction of  Lend- Lease 
in order to supply Russia and China. In a diffi cult  three- hour Cabinet 
meeting on 25 August, Beaverbrook spent a lot of time ‘thumping the 
table and saying  PM  must do something “dramatic” ’ to force the 
Americans into action. 13    On 28 August, a worried prime minister 
cabled Harry Hopkins: 

  I ought to tell you that there has been a wave of depression through 

Cabinet and other informed circles here about the President’s many 

assurances about no commitments and no closer to war . . . If 1942 opens 

with Russia knocked out and Britain left again alone, all kinds of danger 

may arise . . . Should be grateful if you could give me any sort of hope. 14     

 Hopkins warned the president that if the British stopped believing that 
America would eventually join them in battle, they might make a 
compromise peace with Germany. 15     

   ‘all peoples of the world .  .  .  all 
the r aces of mankind’  

 Meanwhile, the ripples started to spread out from the Atlantic Charter. 
On 14 August, while Churchill was on his way home, Attlee had 
announced the Charter in a radio broadcast. As secretary of state for 
India, Leo Amery was keen to hear the details. 

 For almost all of the past year, the Indian National Congress had been 
running a renewed civil disobedience campaign to protest against British 
rule in India. Gandhi, however, had not wanted to recommence the sort 
of mass campaign that might once again run out of control, encourage 
British repression of Congress and possibly spark a  Hindu– Muslim civil 
war. Instead, he launched a closely controlled campaign of individual 
disobedience, in which carefully selected individuals deliberately vio-
lated the wartime restrictions on free speech. In the year from August 
1940, there were 23,000 convictions under the Defence of India Act 
as Congress workers spoke out against the war and were arrested. 16    
Of course, such a limited campaign did little to inconvenience the 
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functioning of the Raj or to arouse popular support. Many people saw 
it as a failure, but Gandhi was content. Individual acts of civil disobedi-
ence kept the Congress occupied and unifi ed, they didn’t threaten to 
lead to a British defeat in the war against Germany and his supporters 
were given plentiful opportunity to test their spiritual strength by 
standing up alone against the police. 

 Nonetheless, Amery was keen to keep trying to forge some sort of 
constructive policy for the government of India, even in the face of the 
prime minister’s opprobrium. In the middle of March, Sir Tej B. Sapru, 
an Indian Liberal, called publicly for the viceroy’s Executive Council to 
be rebuilt with more Indian members as a provisional National Gov-
ernment. Though the Indian Liberals were not a powerful group, and 
despite some reluctance from the viceroy, Lord Linlithgow, Amery took 
the project up. When Churchill found out, he sent what Amery called 
‘a petulant protest . . . against stirring up the constitutional question’. 
‘The trouble is’, Amery refl ected in his diary, ‘that Winston just dislikes 
the idea of anything being done in India at all and though he reluc-
tantly drafted the Statement of August 8 th  he does not really believe in 
it and just hopes that we can sit back and do nothing indefi nitely.’ 17    

 Yet Linlithgow was persuaded to change his mind, and after Amery 
rallied ministers in favour of Indian reform to the cause, at the start of 
June Churchill acquiesced in the changes too. A new Executive Council 
and National Defence Council were announced on 22 July 1941. These 
involved Indians  –   provincial politicians,  well- known moderates and 
industrialists –  more heavily than ever before in the central government 
and military policy of their country, but the viceroy retained his powers 
over defence, fi nance and home security. Congress, of course, was not 
involved, and Jinnah took the opportunity to assert his control over the 
Muslim League by insisting that its members too withdraw from the 
National Defence Council. That confi rmed Linlithgow in his view that, 
since India was essentially quiet and the war effort was proceeding well, 
there was no need for further reforms. Nor was there any prospect of 
‘breaking away  . . . from the party bosses’ and their constitutional 
intransigence. As he told Amery: ‘No individual is likely to be strong 
enough to stand up to the parties –  nor do I see any marked anxiety on 
the part of prominent individuals to do so.’ 18    

 The new Executive Council’s fi rst decision was to release all those 
who were currently imprisoned for their part in Gandhi’s individual 
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civil disobedience campaign. Churchill disliked the idea of giving in to 
Congress, but the Cabinet supported the idea: a sign of just how in-
effective the campaign had been as a blow against the British imperial 
war effort. 

 Then came the Atlantic Charter. Listening to Attlee’s broadcast, 
Amery the campaigner for imperial preference was pleased. As he noted 
in his diary, the economic points ‘might have been worse’. He was 
delighted to hear, among the ‘meaningless verbiage’, ‘happily a phrase 
about “regard to our existing obligations” [, which] ought to enable us 
to save Imperial Preference’. But he also recorded that as soon as the 
Charter was announced, Burmese politicians had asked the governor, 
Reginald  Dorman- Smith, to start fulfi lling point three –  the right for 
all people to choose their own form of government. For Amery: ‘This 
is nothing more than we have told them already but it is a goal and can 
only be achieved by stages in accordance with circumstances. We shall 
no doubt pay dearly in the end for all this fl uffy fl apdoodle’ (a rich 
point from a man well known for never using one word in a speech 
when fi fteen and a Latin tag would do). 19    

 The Burmese weren’t the only ones who thought that point three of 
the Charter applied to them. Addressing the West African Students 
Union in London shortly afterwards, Attlee told his audience that the 
Atlantic Charter’s principles ‘applied to all peoples of the world . . . all 
the races of mankind’. The inhabitants of the Empire would not 
be excluded from its promises of  self- government. He got a rapturous 
reception. 20    As the  Daily Herald  reported in its headline: ‘  THE 
ATLANTIC CHARTER :  IT MEANS DARK RACES AS 
WELL  .’ 21    Attlee believed in the moral purpose of the Empire just as 
much as Amery, but for him, that meant spreading democracy while the 
confl ict was still on. He believed that it ought to be a people’s war 
abroad as well as at home. 

 When he got back to London, Churchill quickly moved to silence 
this interpretation of the Charter. At a War Cabinet meeting on 4 Sep-
tember, he got his colleagues to agree that the Atlantic Charter was not 
meant to apply to the British Empire. Attlee stayed quiet, but then, as 
Amery recorded: 

  Bevin butted in raising the whole policy as regards India and suggesting 

that there was something dramatic we could do immediately that would 
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solve the whole problem. I am afraid he is chiefl y concerned in this mat-

ter as in others, with his position in the Trade Union world and has not 

really got any clear ideas as to what could be done. 22     

 In fact, a subsequent letter from Bevin to the India secretary suggested 
he did have some ideas –  if no better sense than anyone actually dealing 
with the problem of how to break the deadlock that left Linlithgow so 
despairing of progress: 

  We made certain defi nite promises in the last war and practically a quar-

ter of a century has gone, and though there has been an extension of 

 self- government we have not, in my view, ‘delivered the goods’  . . . It 

seems to me that the time to take action to establish Dominion status is 

now  –   to develop or improvise the form of Government to carry us 

through the war but to remove from all doubt the question of Indian 

freedom at the end of the war. 23     

 Yet, notwithstanding Labour’s power and infl uence on the home front, 
neither Attlee nor Bevin pushed really hard for a solution to the prob-
lem of India before the end of 1941. The block on a  reform- minded 
approach from London that had been imposed when Winston Church-
ill became prime minister, remained. 24    

 Churchill was, meanwhile, preparing to state his interpretation of the 
Atlantic Charter in the Commons. He sent a draft of his speech to the 
American ambassador, John Gilbert Winant, who warned him that any 
attempt to deny that Article 3 applied to India would ‘simply intensify 
charges of Imperialism and leave Britain in the position of a “ do- nothing 
policy” ’. 25    The latter at least was very much what Churchill intended. 
As part of the preparation for a Commons statement about the Charter, 
Amery prepared a long paper for Churchill, explaining exactly what 
progress was being made towards Indian and Burmese  self- government. 
However, when Churchill went to the House on 9 September, he pre-
ferred a simpler formulation: 

  the Joint Declaration does not qualify in any way the various statements 

of policy which have been made from time to time about the develop-

ment of constitutional government in India, Burma or other parts of the 

British Empire . . . At the Atlantic meeting, we had in mind, primarily, 

the restoration of the sovereignty,  self- government and national life of 

the States and nations of Europe now under the Nazi yoke . . . So that is 
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quite a separate problem from the progressive evolution of  self- governing 

institutions in the regions and peoples which owe allegiance to the Brit-

ish Crown. 26     

 Having signed up to the Atlantic Charter in order to tie the United 
States more closely to Britain, Churchill now clarifi ed it in terms that 
aroused American suspicions of British duplicity and antagonized even 
moderate nationalists across the Empire. Roosevelt, it appeared, was 
not the only one willing to row back from the promises he had made at 
Placentia Bay. That would not stop Britain being held to account on the 
pledges of the Atlantic Charter, but it would take a far bigger threat to 
the Empire to convince the prime minister to change his policy –  though 
never his mind –  about Indian reforms.  

   The 1941 Export White Paper  

 Meanwhile, British power continued to slip away, as the need to placate 
American fears of commercial competition handed the  US  government 
yet another lever with which to control the British economy. Over the 
summer of 1941, rumours had run wild in Congress that the British 
were using  Lend- Lease materials to undercut American exporters in 
overseas markets. If the British could have done this, they probably 
would, but given the time lag between the granting of  Lend- Lease aid, 
the delivery of supplies and their use in production, these accusations 
at this time were undoubtedly false. Their accuracy was less important 
than the way in which they refl ected American suspicions that the Brit-
ish were taking them for a ride. To comfort the howling business lobby, 
the  US  government demanded a British commitment to restrict exports 
so as to ensure that  Lend- Lease was not exploited for commercial 
purposes. 

 The British complied and hoped for the best: something that was 
already becoming a habit when it came to fi nancial discussions with 
the United States. In some ways, it mattered less than it might have 
done. As a result of the concentration of effort on the war economy, 
British exports had already sunk so low that they were in effect already 
restricted, and many former export markets were in any case lost for 
the duration to enemy occupation. The British also hoped that the 
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example of further sacrifi ce might persuade the Americans to reduce 
their own civilian output in order to increase military production. Con-
vinced of their own moral superiority, the British were certain that the 
Americans would eventually recognize it too. When the  US  eventually 
entered hostilities, any such politically motivated restrictions would, 
they hoped, be swept away in an integrated Allied production effort. 

 On 10 September 1941, the government issued a White Paper stating 
that Britain would not use  Lend- Lease supplies to manufacture goods 
for sale overseas, that Britain would reduce its exports to the minimum 
necessary to sustain the war effort and that even those materials 
acquired for cash would not be used for exports if they were in short 
supply in the  US . Despite its name, the White Paper took on the status 
of a unilateral trade agreement with America, which was carefully 
policed by the  US  Offi ce of  Lend- Lease Administration. The American 
government could now decide what Britain would be allowed to 
export. 27     

   The ‘V ictory Plan’  

 After Churchill issued his plaintive plea for hope at the end of August, 
Roosevelt fi nally fulfi lled a little of his promise to get more involved in 
the Atlantic. On 4 September, a German submarine attacked the  US  
destroyer  Greer  off Iceland. The president took the chance to announce 
that America would protect all shipping within ‘ US  defensive waters’, 
which were now defi ned as extending  three- quarters of the way across 
the North Atlantic. On 17 September, the  US  navy escorted its fi rst 
British convoy. During October, there were further clashes between 
American ships and German submarines in the Atlantic. On the last 
day of the month, a  U- boat sank the  US  destroyer  Reuben James , kill-
ing 115 American sailors. 

 Roosevelt did not take the opportunity of these naval incidents to 
declare war. During October and November, his efforts to repeal the 
Neutrality Acts to allow armed  US  merchant ships to sail into combat 
zones passed through Congress by only narrow margins. This helped 
to convince him that American political opinion would oppose a more 
active involvement in hostilities. He was also concerned that, if Amer-
ica were to go to war, the demand to rearm its own armed forces would 
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be so great that he would be unable to keep up his fl ow of supplies to 
Britain, China and the Soviet Union. 28    

 At the end of September,  US  army staff offi cers produced the ‘Vic-
tory Plan’, drawn up in response to Roosevelt’s request to work out 
what would be needed if America had to win the war. A military and 
production programme of extraordinary ambition, the ‘Victory Plan’ 
set out the steps necessary to produce a 9  million- man army, 215 divi-
sions strong, equip it with modern weapons and convey it to Europe to 
destroy the Wehrmacht. The earliest it could be achieved was  mid- 1943. 
Meeting that deadline would require holding back military aid to other 
countries so that the  US  army could concentrate on accumulating its 
own strength. 29    

 Roosevelt hated the ‘Victory Plan’. He did not want to tell American 
voters that 9 million of their sons were going to have to be conscripted 
in order to fi ght a bloody campaign in Europe. Roosevelt was himself a 
strong believer in air and sea power, and he found the tenets of British 
strategy much more attractive than most of his generals. He was wor-
ried that if the army’s plans leaked (which they eventually did, at the 
start of December), they would add fuel to the fi re of isolationism. Dur-
ing the autumn, he made the army stick to a much more limited 
mobilization programme and forced American generals to give up  US  
munitions production so that more could be sent to Britain and Russia. 
The hope that the Soviet Union would be able to hold out meant that 
Roosevelt was now able to implement his own peripheral strategy: 
doing everything necessary to get supplies through to the countries that 
were fi ghting Fascism, but proceeding cautiously enough not to spark a 
political confrontation at home, or to put himself in a position where 
he had to declare war on the Axis powers. 

 Churchill thought that Roosevelt had promised to do his best to 
provoke a clash with Germany in the Atlantic. Although he was 
disappointed when the clashes came and went without America joining 
the war, he soon recovered his optimism. He was well aware of the 
political diffi culties facing Roosevelt and remained confi dent that the 
Americans would become full belligerents before too long. They were, 
after all, an emotionally combustible people who would eventually be 
so infuriated by some action of the Germans that the president had to 
act. Yet Roosevelt’s  layer- by- layer peeling back of  US  neutrality did not 
whip up the sort of popular fervour that might have carried America 
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into battle. On the contrary, it threatened to normalize naval clashes in 
the Atlantic, making it still harder to take the fi nal step into open hos-
tilities. An America at peace, however, would fi nd it very hard to live 
up to the supply demands of a world at war.  

   ‘There is a gener al fa ilure in the 
American production progr amme’  

 At the start of September, Stalin wrote to Churchill again to demand 
that the British establish a second front in Europe that would draw 
German forces away from the Soviet Union. Failing that, he wanted 
30,000 tons of aluminium and at least 400 tanks and 500 aircraft a 
month with which to replenish the Red Army’s defences. Still worried 
about Britain’s own defences and the risk of invasion, the prime 
minister was inclined to dismiss the appeal. Beaverbrook and Eden, 
however, both argued that, in the absence of signifi cant British military 
action, sending material support would be the only way to reassure 
Stalin of Britain’s good intentions and persuade him to stay in the fi ght. 
At Beaverbrook’s suggestion, the British promised to meet half the 
Soviet demands for arms.  The rest they expected to come from the 
Americans. 

 The  Anglo- American mission to Moscow that Churchill and 
Roosevelt had announced after the Atlantic Conference was scheduled 
for 25 September, and the Americans agreed to a supply conference in 
London on 15 September, before the combined delegation headed to 
the Soviet Union. The British hoped that this would be an occasion at 
which to pursue detailed production planning. Beaverbrook took 
charge of the negotiations. He wanted to insist to the Americans that 
they had to live up to the supply promises they had already made to 
Britain, despite Russia’s entry into the war. 

 No sooner had the conference begun, however, than Averell Harri-
man, the head of the  US  delegation, made it clear that allocations were 
going to be issued, not discussed. Britain must regard America as a 
benefactor, not an ally, and be happy with what it got. Over the next 
year, the  US  planned to send thousands of tanks and planes to Britain 
and Russia, but most of the British supplies would come from orders 
placed before  Lend- Lease. A large portion of the extra deliveries they 
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had expected as a result of American fi nancial aid would be sent to the 
Soviets instead. 

 The problem was not only that there were more claimants for Ameri-
can aid, but that  US  production had also fallen short of expectations. 
Without any central direction, and reeling under the effect of British 
contracts,  Lend- Lease investment and American rearmament, the  US  
arms industry was lagging well behind Roosevelt’s repeated instructions 
to make more. The Americans were not able to match Britain’s offer of 
tanks to Moscow, and Beaverbrook had to give up more American 
deliveries and British production in order to make sure that Soviet 
demands could be met. In fact, the people who did worst out of the deal 
were the  US  army, whose allocation of tanks was drastically cut at the 
president’s instruction to make sure that the British didn’t lose out too 
much. Nonetheless, Beaverbrook was bitterly disappointed. He reported 
to the Defence Committee that ‘There is a general failure in the Ameri-
can production programme  . . . It is imperative that the Americans 
should organise rapidly a rapid increase of their production.’ 30    The 
report was passed to Harriman in an effort to shame the Americans into 
doing more, but only after Churchill had changed ‘failure’ to ‘retarda-
tion’ –  there was no point in antagonizing the Americans by suggesting 
they weren’t coming up with the goods. 

 At the end of the conference, the British were given a chance to pres-
ent fi gures for their production requirements until the start of 1943. 
These made clear just how much they wanted from the United States, 
including 12 auxiliary aircraft carriers, 150 escort vessels, 5 million 
gross weight tons of merchant shipping, 12,000 tanks and 13,000 air-
craft. On land, they included the equipment needs of a hundred 
divisions: far more than the British intended to raise themselves, but 
enough to equip the forces of potential European allies. 31    There was no 
discussion of how these requirements fi tted in to  US  strategy, but the 
conference agreed that the British statistics should be taken away, inte-
grated with American and Russian requirements, and turned into an 
overarching production programme for victory. 

 This was what the British had wanted, but over the weeks that fol-
lowed, progress in Washington slowed to a standstill. There were no 
further joint talks. The political situation was diffi cult. The threat of 
war with Japan as well as Germany started to loom. The biggest prob-
lem, however, was that there was no agreement on overall strategy, 
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either between the British and American military, or between the  US  
armed forces themselves. The  US  navy refused to provide details of its 
production needs to its own government, on the basis that it could not 
know what it wanted until it knew what sort of war it was going to 
have to fi ght. In the end, American civilian planners just came up with 
their own estimates of military requirements, added them to what 
America would need to provide for its allies overseas, and matched 
them to an assessment of ‘national industrial potential’. Their report, 
delivered at the very start of December, foresaw that America would 
need to spend $150 billion in just under two years to ensure the defeat 
of Germany. This was about  twenty- two times  US  defence spending in 
1941 (and more than Germany spent on fi ghting the entire war). 32    Such 
an endeavour, however, would require economic controls and central 
direction of a sort that could not be contemplated while the country 
remained at peace. Until it was at war, America’s full power was never 
going to be unleashed.   
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   26
The End of the Beginning  

 During the fi nal months of 1941, the transformation in the war that 
had begun with Britain’s survival in 1940 and Hitler’s consequent turn 
against the Soviet Union, became complete. Contrary to expectations, 
the Soviets survived the initial onslaught, turning what was supposed 
to have been a lightning campaign into a prolonged attritional struggle 
on the Eastern Front. As the industrial plans put into place at the start 
of the war started to bear fruit, British war production underwent 
another acceleration. On the far side of the world, rather than submit 
to Western sanctions, Japan launched a desperate grab for colonial 
resources in  South- East Asia. Finally, America was dragged into the 
confl ict, and the British Empire was thrown into a new and calamit-
ous war. 

   ‘every man and woman of 
the Soviet millions’  

 Describing public reactions to the fi rst reports of the titanic battles tak-
ing place on the Eastern Front in the summer of 1941, Home Intelligence 
identifi ed ‘great admiration tempered by some doubt’ as well as a ‘latent 
 working- class sympathy for the “workers’ republic”.’ The Ministry of 
Information faced the diffi cult problem of how to sell this new war to 
the people. Initially its main concern was to win over potential doubt-
ers by presenting Britain’s  co- combatant in a positive light. Britain’s 
leading churchmen were mobilized en masse to declare that, whatever 
threat Communism might pose to the faith, it was nothing to the imme-
diate danger from Nazi barbarism. In the  much- publicized words of the 



688

Br ita in ’s Wa r

moderator of the Church of Scotland, if his house were ablaze, he 
wouldn’t stop to ask the fi remen if they were all Christians. 1    

 The MoI also wanted, however, to avoid advancing the cause of 
Communism at home. There was a controversy when the  BBC  (at 
Churchill’s instruction) left the Communist anthem, the  Internation-
ale , out of its weekly programme of anthems from the Allied nations. 
As this showed, the Ministry had to walk a fi ne line between reaction-
ary Conservatives, who saw any reference to Communism as further 
propaganda for socialism, and radical  left- wingers who were convinced 
that the government intended to leave the Soviets in the lurch. Over the 
summer, the Ministry evolved a strategy of actively promoting the 
Soviet Union in order to ‘steal the thunder’ of the left. Newsreels and 
newspapers depicted Britain’s new ally as a modern, egalitarian society 
in which everyone was committed to the fi ght. 

 In late July, for example, British Paramount’s audiences were treated 
to footage of Red Army soldiers and civilians getting ready to resist the 
Nazis: 

  The wounded ask to be quickly patched up to go back to the fi ght  –   

typical of the Soviet’s 180 millions, for whom this is the modern equiva-

lent of a holy war. Army printing presses on all sectors produce 

newspapers, to tell the men in the front of the battle how the whole war 

is going. Intelligent soldiers intelligently treated are the best defenders of 

the Russian soil. Not only the soldiers; every man and woman of the 

Soviet millions is defending the soil . . . the land they love, the land that 

cares for them –  to defend the soil, the good earth that nurtured them, 

whose riches are theirs  –   it must be defended though thousands die 

before the Nazis are hurled back. 2     

 This was just the sort of place that British progressives had been insist-
ing that their country ought to become before it could beat Nazism. The 
contrast between Britain –   class- bound,  old- fashioned and ineffi cient –  
and Russia –  united by communal effort and economic planning –  proved 
to be extremely appealing, and it fi tted well with the rising tide of calls 
for domestic reform. In praising Russian resilience without mentioning 
the brutal dictatorship that underpinned it, British propaganda often 
ended up endorsing the Soviet political system. 

 Hitler’s attack on the  USSR  transformed the position of the Com-
munist Party. From defending the people from an imperialist struggle, 
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it now moved to demanding an  all- out effort to defeat Fascism, includ-
ing the launch of a second front. The membership of the  CPGB  
increased by about a third, from 15,000 to 20,000, over the second half 
of 1941. 3    In the engineering industry, Communist enthusiasm for 
increased production for the war effort invigorated the shop stewards 
movement. As far as Communists were concerned, Britain’s military 
passivity proved that the bosses didn’t want to help Russia, only to 
profi t from the war. Management’s apparent unwillingness to solve the 
diffi culties of bottlenecks and delays in production demonstrated the 
same thing. Unlike some advocates of reform, however, the Commu-
nists did not want nationalization while the war was on, because they 
recognized that it would disrupt output. Instead, they called for work-
ers to be allowed to sit on management committees so that they could 
sort out the  hold- ups in production themselves. In October, the Engin-
eering and Allied Trades Shop Stewards National Council held a huge 
conference on production in London. It was the largest gathering of 
shop stewards of the entire war, and the complaints it raised about 
delays and management ineffi ciency won extensive coverage in the 
press. In the engineering fi rms around Coventry, where the Commu-
nists were particularly strong, a major confrontation loomed between 
militant shop stewards and intransigent factory management. 4    

 Despite terrible losses and repeated defeats, the Soviets kept fi ghting. 
By the autumn, as Home Intelligence described, this had aroused not 
only considerable public respect, but fascination with the ‘moral 
strength of a country which was previously somewhat disparaged 
offi cially’, and gratitude that ‘Russia is not France’ and ‘the Battle of 
Britain is being fought on the Eastern Front’. 5    There was a real hunger 
for more information about the Soviet Union, and a concerted effort to 
fi t the Soviets into the existing framework of British public life. This 
brought celebrations of Soviet achievements to the streets of Britain in 
a way unthinkable before the war. The prime minister’s wife, Clemen-
tine Churchill, headed up a charity fund to buy medical supplies for the 
Red Army. In line with its efforts to ‘steal the thunder of the Left’, the 
Ministry of Information’s regional offi cers headed off  fellow- travellers’ 
attempts to celebrate ‘ Anglo- Soviet friendship weeks’ by setting up 
events of their own. In the East Anglian town of Stowmarket, for 
example, the  Anglo- Soviet Week was started by a church service, fol-
lowed by a procession through the town including the Salvation Army, 
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the Boys’ Brigade band, the Home Guard, the Air Training Corps and 
Civil Defence. Among the congregation at the church were the local 
Liberal  MP , the lord lieutenant of Suffolk and his wife. 6    Probably not 
all of them had been converted to Communism. 

 Public demands for Britain to help Russia also grew, and not just 
from Communists following Moscow’s line. From  mid- July, calls for 
an attack to take advantage of German distraction began to appear in 
the press. Thirty per cent of respondents to the  BIPO ’s August survey 
said that they were dissatisfi ed with the amount of aid being given to 
Russia. Seventy per cent of those who were unhappy favoured an offen-
sive in the west. 7    By October, 48 per cent of those questioned felt that 
the government had not made enough of the opportunities presented by 
Russia’s entry into the war, against only 29 per cent who thought it 
had. 8    Fears that Russia was being abandoned were stoked up by the 
press outcry after it was revealed that the minister for aircraft produc-
tion, Colonel J. T. A.  Moore- Brabazon, had argued at a private dinner 
that Germany and Russia should be left to fi ght each other to a stand-
still. As the Conservative  MP  Cuthbert Headlam noted to himself: ‘It 
is what a good many of us think, but it is not wise to say so  coram 
populo  [before the people] –  keep such opinions for a diary!’ 9     

   ‘Tanks for Russia’  

 As September went on, and the Germans completed their conquest of 
the Ukraine, Stalin repeated his demands that Britain open an immedi-
ate second front, culminating in the suggestion that Churchill hurl 
thirty divisions (the equivalent of the whole British army at home) 
across the Channel, or send them through Persia to fi ght alongside the 
Red Army on the Eastern Front. These appeals were so far divorced 
from the military and logistic realities open to Britain that the chiefs of 
staff concluded that the Soviets were only interested in saving them-
selves, not in developing a combined strategy. Churchill was keener on 
an expedition to assist the Russians  –   perhaps to northern Norway, 
perhaps through the Caucasus –  and to the possibility of using British 
aid to bring Turkey into the war. None of this offered the hope of any 
immediate succour on the scale the Russians wanted. 

 In Moscow, Britain’s failure to provide military help provoked anger 
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and disappointment, not least from Cripps, who backed up Stalin’s 
appeals with a telegram warning London that if a ‘superhuman effort’ 
was not made to create a military diversion, Soviet resistance would 
probably crack. Churchill replied that if, by ‘superhuman’, Cripps 
meant ‘an effort rising superior to space, time and geography’, then 
‘Unfortunately, such attributes are denied to us.’ In the absence of 
military action to help the Russians, material assistance became more 
important as a means to try to keep the Soviet Union in the war, and 
assure Stalin of British bona fi des. 10    

 Notwithstanding his disappointment with America’s contribution, 
Beaverbrook advocated sending supplies even if it meant reducing the 
fl ow of equipment to the British army. He recognized the strategic 
importance of the Soviet Union, but he was also alert to the power of 
popular enthusiasm for the Russians to get him what he wanted at 
home: increased tank production and the power to do what he wanted 
on the industrial front. At the end of September, before he left for the 
supply summit in Moscow, Beaverbrook laid on a ‘Tanks for Russia’ 
week in British factories, calling for workers to up their efforts with the 
promise that every tank turned out would be despatched to the Eastern 
Front. Beaverbrook’s  Daily Express  told readers: ‘Next week we want 
you to work like men possessed . . . These tanks are going straight out 
to save lives and to  KILL .’ 11    

 Beaverbrook arrived in the Soviet capital determined that he would 
return home with some concrete achievements. This was no time for 
hard bargaining with the Russians. Instead he and Harriman would 
hold a ‘Christmas tree party’ in a blaze of positive publicity. The Sovi-
ets would be given everything they wanted in an effort to convince 
Stalin that the Western powers would back him up. The question of 
what could actually be delivered could be left for a later date. The sup-
ply mission negotiated the First Moscow Protocol, an agreement that 
ran to June 1942, in which the British and Americans promised to pro-
vide 400 aircraft and 500 tanks a month, as well as large quantities of 
raw materials, machine tools and other military equipment. 12    

 While the discussions continued in Moscow, Beaverbrook had no 
intention of sharing the spotlight with Cripps. According to Beaver-
brook, when he badmouthed the ambassador to Stalin as a teetotal 
bore, the Soviet dictator replied that Cripps would be more fun if he’d 
leave off the earnest discussions about the meaning of Communism. 
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Excluded from the talks, the ambassador was disgusted by the supply 
minister’s superfi cial grandstanding. This was just what he thought 
was wrong with the British government. Cripps resolved that this was 
the last time that he would ever work with Beaverbrook. 

 The minister of supply’s ideas were also developing. Beaverbrook 
was a man who dealt in one big concept at a time, and who often ended 
up believing his own propaganda. In establishing himself as the fi gure-
head for aid to the Soviet Union, he moved from advocating support 
for the Russians to the conviction that their continued resistance must 
become the sole and overriding objective of British strategy. 13    

 Despite Cripps’ fears, Beaverbrook actually did his best to defend 
the new commitments established by the Moscow Protocol. The 
quantities of materiel despatched never met the levels promised to Mos-
cow, but they were signifi cant. With the  US  unable to send as much as 
it had promised, until  mid- 1942 the  UK  played the leading role in pro-
viding military equipment. During that time, the British sent about 
2,000 tanks and 1,800 fi ghter aircraft to the  USSR . That meant delay-
ing the  re- equipping of British units, and Beaverbrook therefore had to 
fi ght off opposition from the British military. Carrying supplies to Rus-
sia also placed an additional maritime burden on the United Kingdom. 
Until the route through Persia was developed, 90 per cent of the aid had 
to be sent on convoys routed north along the edge of the Arctic. The 
fi ght to sustain this supply connection now shifted the surface war 
between the Royal Navy and the Kriegsmarine into the seas north of 
Norway. 14    

 The effect of sending tanks and aircraft to Russia on British units in 
the front line was actually fairly minimal, mainly because of where the 
action was taking place. British forces in the Middle East were never 
short of tanks because they were going to Archangel. Units at home lost 
their vehicles, but for the moment they didn’t have to fi ght. In fact, 
something of a supply  merry- go- round developed, with American 
deliveries of tanks direct to the Middle East (on  US  ships through 
the  combat- free Red Sea) allowing the British to send vehicles that 
might otherwise have been needed in the theatre through the perilous 
northern seas to aid the Russians. If America was the ‘arsenal of dem-
ocracy’, then over the winter of  1941–  42, Britain was an arsenal for 
totalitarianism. It was a very traditional expression of British power: 
an economic titan using its fi nancial and industrial strength and 
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control of the seas to allow a struggling ally to bear the brunt of the 
land fi ghting. 

 Churchill would later suggest that the sending of supplies to the 
Soviet Union was the reason that the British had not reinforced the Far 
East, but his desire to press the offensive in the Western Desert, the 
presumption that the Americans would deter the Japanese and the 
fears of an invasion of the  UK  were actually to blame. The decision to 
ignore Dill’s warnings of weakness in Malaya back in May 1941 could 
not be put down to a desire to give some help to Stalin. 15    

 During the fi rst year of the  Nazi- Soviet war, tank deliveries from 
Britain were equivalent to about 9 per cent of Soviet production. 
The tanks which Britain supplied were Matildas and Valentines, 
 under- gunned, like most British tanks at this point in the war, but heav-
ily armoured. They were not up to the standards of the tanks that the 
Russians would turn out in large numbers in 1942, but better than most 
of what they had in late 1941, when production had been badly 
disrupted by the German advance. The Hurricane and   US -  made Toma-
hawk fi ghter aircraft Britain sent (the equivalent of 8 per cent of Soviet 
production between June 1941 and June 1942) were not as effective as 
the best German and Soviet planes, but they were reliable and well 
made. Compared to the vast numbers of planes and tanks produced by 
the Soviet Union over the course of the war, and the huge quantities of 
food and trucks that the  USA  supplied to the Red Army during the last 
years of the confl ict, British aid in  1941–  42 was tiny, but at the time, it 
meant that Soviet forces were signifi cantly better equipped than they 
would otherwise have been. 16    Holding his ‘Christmas tree party’, and 
insisting that British deliveries were kept up, was the one thing during 
the whole war that Beaverbrook got right.  

   ‘ If we do not help them now 
the Russians may collapse’  

 Churchill’s reluctance to stick to  long- term plans, his sudden swings of 
mood and his  well- known hatred of Bolshevism all meant that no one 
around him was sure about his strategy for the Soviet Union. After 
more than a year’s experience of his premiership, ministers and senior 
offi cers feared that he might be just one  late- night brainstorm away 
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from some radical new adventure  –   or even from abandoning the 
Russians altogether. As a result, the members of his rolling strategic 
seminar –   Beaverbrook, Eden and the chiefs of staff –   spent a lot of 
time in late 1941 jockeying for position. As they pushed around ideas 
and put forward different proposals, they tried to make sure that the 
prime minister would back their preferred policy: or at least, that he 
wouldn’t adopt the options that they thought most dangerous. It was a 
very Churchillian way for strategy to be made. 

 On 2 October, the Germans restarted their drive towards Moscow. 
For most of the next two months, it looked like one more push would 
take them into the Russian capital. Beaverbrook now insisted to the 
Defence Committee that a ‘second front’ was the only option: 

  The Chiefs of Staff would have us wait until the last button has been 

sewn on the last gaiter before we launch an attack. They ignore the pres-

ent opportunity  . . . If we do not help them now the Russians may 

collapse. And, freed at last from anxiety about the East, Hitler will con-

centrate all his forces against us in the West. 17     

 This strident advocacy guaranteed that he would get the tanks and air-
craft he wanted to send to Russia, but it also led to tension with the 
prime minister. 

 Churchill had responded to the new German offensive by returning 
to his earlier desire for British landings in northern Norway. This 
would answer calls for a ‘second front’; safeguard the convoys carrying 
Russian aid; and threaten German supplies from Scandinavia. The 
chiefs of staff thought this was lunacy: launching an  ill- prepared force, 
without adequate air cover, into the depths of an Arctic winter. Their 
objections notwithstanding, Churchill pushed the proposals through 
the Defence Committee, and ordered General Brooke, the commander 
of Home Forces, to start planning the operation in detail. The chiefs of 
staff refused to back down, and Brooke, forewarned by Dill, produced 
plans showing the scheme was impossible. 18    

 A furious Churchill refused to be put off. He also demanded an 
earlier start to Auchinleck’s  much- delayed offensive in the desert, now 
codenamed ‘Operation Crusader’. To distract the prime minister, the 
chiefs of staff dangled the suggestion of an invasion of Sicily,  if  ‘Cru-
sader’ was successful. To their consternation, Churchill seized on this 
as something that could be done immediately, but they were pleased 
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enough when he used it to face down Beaverbrook’s demands for a 
 cross- Channel attack. Only after this was achieved did the chiefs turn, 
with Admiral Pound arguing decisively that with shipping and escorts 
under strain, the attack on Sicily was also for the moment impossible. 
Instead, the chiefs convinced Churchill that a successful desert offen-
sive should be continued westwards and combined with seaborne 
landings to bring French North Africa over to the Allied side. 

 This did not fi t with proposals for direct military aid to Russia (nor, 
indeed, with Churchill’s obsession with invading Norway). On the 
other fl ank of the Soviet line, the British explored the possibility of 
sending two divisions to assist with defence against a German break-
through in the Caucasus. Here, their primary concern was to prevent 
an Axis thrust southwards towards the oilfi elds of the Middle East, 
and Churchill was keen to avoid British forces being dragged further 
north into the Soviet line. With uncertainty raging about how quickly 
the Germans might be able to advance and the state of the Soviet 
defences, and Britain building up to a big battle in the Western Desert, 
in November 1941 the prime minister tried to persuade Stalin to let 
British forces occupy all of Persia, and ordered plans to be laid to base 
heavy bombers in the north of the country. If the Russians collapsed, 
he hoped that these would at least ensure the destruction of the oil-
fi elds north of the Caucasus, around Baku. 19    

 These discussions led to the defi nite rejection of Beaverbrook’s 
demands for an improvised,  all- out  cross- Channel assault. Britain’s 
cautious strategy had been preserved. The debate had also, however, 
crystallized Churchill’s determination to get rid of Dill  –  ‘the dead 
hand of inanition’ as he had called him to his face in Cabinet. He had 
never found ‘ Dilly- Dally’ sympathetic, nor forgiven him for their row 
over the Middle East the previous May. During November, he decided 
that the chief of the imperial general staff should retire. Yet again, a 
distant posting would provide a useful dustbin. Dill, he decided, should 
become governor of Bombay. Eventually, at Dill’s insistence, the prime 
minister selected General Brooke as his successor. 20    

 Brooke’s War Offi ce nickname, ‘Colonel Shrapnel’, derived not only 
from the power of his personality, but also from his explosive force in 
argument. This was a key difference from Dill, his trusted friend and 
ally, with whom Brooke shared a strategic outlook and from whose 
work in establishing the relationship of the chiefs of staff with Churchill he 
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benefi tted. In debate, if not in strategy, Brooke instinctively took the 
direct approach. 

 Brooke’s appointment as  CIGS  was a crucial moment for the higher 
direction of the British war effort, because he was one of the few men 
who proved capable of fi ghting Churchill on his own terms.  As the 
prime minister put it, ‘When I thump the table and push my face towards 
him what does he do? Thumps the table harder and glares back at me.’ 
Where the prime minister took wing on fl ights of strategic fancy, Brooke 
would become Britain’s strategic donkey, determined to plod on accord-
ing to plan and administering a hefty kick at any attempted diversions. 
His diary, in which he poured out his frustrations with politicians, his 
colleagues and the Americans, became increasingly  Eeyore- ish as the 
years of struggle went on. In his few moments of free time, Brooke 
 restocked his powerful mental and physical reserves by indulging an 
obsessive interest in  bird- watching. The quietness and stillness this 
required were not much drawn on in his professional life. 21    

 Beaverbrook’s calls for a ‘second front’ were never just a Whitehall 
gambit. From October, as his newspapers praised Russia as a ‘workers’ 
paradise’ and lauded the shop stewards for their efforts to increase 
production, he courted Tory  MP s with criticisms of Labour ministers’ 
ineffi ciency and offi cial inertia. By emphasizing public dissatisfaction 
with the war effort and presenting himself as the one dynamic force on 
the home front, he raised the prospect that he would turn his com-
plaints about strategy into a challenge to the government. Beaverbrook 
was addicted to intrigues  –   he believed that his fi rst achievement in 
British politics had been to make Lloyd George prime minister in 
1916 –  but he was never a systematic planner. He probably hoped that 
he could force his colleagues to recognize his demands for a change of 
strategy, but he also wanted to win supremacy over Bevin in their strug-
gles over the war economy. 22    

 It was never likely to work. Beaverbrook had no party following or 
cabal of ministers behind him, and he was always an unlikely leader 
for a workers’ revolt. His place in offi ce depended on Churchill’s 
friendship –  and in the end, the prime minister was not about to put 
that ahead of his continuing ability to fi ght the war. Yet Beaverbrook’s 
scheming indicated the ways in which Germany’s drive to the east had 
opened up not only new strategic vistas, but also fresh political 
opportunities. 
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 As so often, Eden spent the autumn of 1941 aggrieved with the 
prime minister. He thought that, by dominating discussion with his 
unpredictable passions, Churchill was wasting the time of the chiefs of 
staff and avoiding the real issue of how to forge the  Anglo- Soviet alli-
ance. Eden believed that Soviet suspicions of British intentions were a 
key obstacle to the two countries’ working properly together. He was 
also eager to take back control of  Anglo- Soviet diplomacy from a prime 
minister who, he suspected, might suddenly abandon his promises of 
help because he had lost patience with Stalin. Eden argued that the 
British should do as the Soviet leader wanted, and declare war on Hun-
gary, Finland and Romania, which had joined the German attack on 
Russia. 23    At the end of September, Eden was moaning about Beaver-
brook’s conniving and talking about what ‘very decent people’ Bevin 
and Attlee were, and ‘whether he couldn’t work with them after the 
war’. 24    By the middle of November, however, Eden was relying on 
Beaverbrook’s support to get his  pro- Soviet policies through the War 
Cabinet against the opposition of Labour ministers ‘whose hatred of 
Communism blinded them to any other consideration’. 25    As had now 
become usual, Eden couldn’t bring himself to fi ght it out with the prime 
minister. Churchill knew just the right amount of fl attery to offer to 
manipulate his younger colleague. Now he told the Tory chief whip, in 
front of Eden, that if anything happened to him, the foreign secretary 
would have to take his place. 26    

 As the Germans advanced towards Moscow, the foreign embassies 
had been evacuated from the capital to Kuibyshev, 500 miles deeper 
into Russia. That made it much harder to keep in touch with the 
outside world. From his new base, Cripps maintained a recriminatory 
commentary about the paucity of British aid to Russia. Churchill read 
Cripps’ cables back to London, correctly, as a threat to come back and 
stir up trouble for the government at home. The prime minister, as ever, 
was up for the fi ght: if Cripps resigned, he decided, he would say that 
he had deserted the Russians in their hour of need. Cripps was willing 
to risk that in an effort to alter what he believed was a disastrous 
government policy. 

 Eden averted the crisis. He persuaded his colleagues to let him take 
up Cripps’ suggestion that a leading minister should come to Moscow 
to persuade Stalin that the British took him seriously. That would also 
mean that Cripps had to remain at his post. Eden hoped that this was 
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a chance to escape Churchill and undertake some proper diplomacy, 
but while the War Cabinet let him go, it also issued strict instructions 
about what he was allowed to discuss when he got to Moscow. There 
was to be no talk of territorial concessions or war aims other than the 
defeat of Hitler. Disappointed but energized by the prospect of being 
liberated from London, the foreign secretary got ready to leave at the 
start of December. 27     

   ‘no intention of changing 
this policy’  

 Demands for a second front had been rejected in favour of continuing 
with Britain’s existing strategy. At the heart of that strategy was the 
bombing offensive against Germany. Despite the revelation of severe 
problems with the bombing campaign, from the autumn, the British 
actually became more committed to it as the principal means by which 
they would carry the war to the enemy. 

 During the spring, while the bombers had been diverted to attacks 
on the Atlantic ports, the air staff had begun work on fresh plans. By 
July, these had crystallized into a new directive, instructing Bomber 
Command to strike at the transport system of the Ruhr when condi-
tions were good enough, and for the  three- quarters of each month 
when they were not, to bomb ‘large working class and industrial areas 
in the towns’, with the specifi c aim of destroying the German people’s 
morale. 28    City bombing of this sort would require the Command to 
pack a much more powerful punch. For the moment, production delays 
and technical teething problems had delayed the arrival of a new gen-
eration of heavy bombers and set back plans for expansion, but the air 
staff had hopes that, having negotiated access to a portion of American 
aircraft production, they would by 1943 be able to build a  front- line 
force of 4,000 heavy bombers, supported by deliveries of a thousand 
aircraft a month. The immense resources necessary to support this 
plan, however, soon raised objections from the other armed services. 

 The bomber force that was ordered back to attacking German cities 
in July 1941 was very far from a  war- winning weapon. Its raids were 
carried out by aircraft numbering in the tens, not hundreds, let alone 
thousands. The  four- engined heavies  –   Stirlings and Halifaxes, with 
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bigger bomb loads  –   were just coming into operational use, but the 
Command was heavily dependent on the Wellington medium bombers 
with which it had started the war. Production of the heavy bombers 
remained behind schedule. Worse, between August and September, it 
had become apparent that the Americans –  now set on their own mas-
sive rearmament programme –  were not going to deliver all the heavy 
aircraft they had built since the spring, let alone give the British full 
access to their bomber production as it increased in the future. 

 In the meantime, Bomber Command’s effectiveness had been called 
into question at the highest level of government. In July 1941, Professor 
Lindemann, Churchill’s scientist, launched an investigation into the 
accuracy of British bombing, getting one of his assistants, David 
 Bensusan- Butt, to analyse the results of hundreds of photographs taken 
by aircraft shortly after they released their bombs. Butt’s report, pro-
duced in  mid- August, was devastating. It suggested that only one in fi ve 
sorties dropped their bombs within fi ve miles of their supposed target. 
Of those despatched against the Ruhr that actually released their 
bombs, only one in ten got within the same distance. Although Sir 
Charles Portal, the chief of the air staff, and Air Marshal Peirse of 
Bomber Command fought back, the  RAF ’s own analysis showed the 
same thing. The problems of  night- time navigation and  bomb- aiming 
were just too great. The crews often thought that they had bombed on 
target. Most of the time they were wrong. 

 Portal’s response was to press for more resources. Just because 
bombing had not yet fulfi lled its promise was no reason to stop. Instead, 
additional industrial support must be poured in to solving the problems 
of accurate  target- fi nding and the supply of heavy aircraft. Churchill 
supported him. At the start of September, he told the Ministry of 
Aircraft Production to increase its bomber production for the next 
 twenty- two months by a third in order to attain the numbers necessary 
to fulfi l the planned British contribution to the 4, 000- bomber pro-
gramme. This objective was to prove well beyond the capacity of the 
aircraft industry, but it formed the basis for the  MAP  to extend its 
claims for materials and manpower at the expense of the other service 
and supply departments. 

 Notwithstanding his backing for Portal’s demands for more 
resources, the prime minister had lost his faith in bombing as a 
 war- winning weapon. At the end of September, Portal suggested that a 
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4, 000- strong bomber force would win the war by laying waste to all 
43 German towns with more than 100,000 inhabitants. Churchill 
replied that it was ‘very disputable whether bombing by itself will be a 
decisive factor in the present war. On the contrary, all that we have 
learnt since the war began shows that its effects, both physical and 
moral, are greatly exaggerated.’ 29    Yet when Portal asked whether this 
meant that he wanted to rework the whole of British strategy, Churchill 
backed down. He was unwilling to accept uncritically the claims of the 
bombing enthusiasts, but he was in no position to give it up completely. 
Similarly, the other chiefs of staff would challenge the bombing cam-
paign’s claims on resources without ever suggesting that it should be 
wholly abandoned. 

 Bombing remained the only way out of Britain’s strategic conun-
drum. Uncertain whether the  USSR  would survive, but convinced that 
an early return to the European mainland was impossible, Britain’s 
strategists relied on the air offensive to solve the problem of German 
domination of Europe. Churchill told Portal that he deprecated 
‘placing unbounded confi dence in this means of attack’, but he also 
confi rmed that: ‘Everything is being done to create the Bombing force 
desired on the largest possible scale, and there is no intention of chang-
ing this policy.’ 30    During the autumn of 1941, as the prime minister and 
the War Cabinet approved the programmes for the expansion of 
Bomber Command and the direction of its destructive power against 
the German civilian population, they increased their bet that bombing 
would eventually prove an effective weapon. 31    

 Meanwhile, however, the task of attacking Germany was becoming 
more diffi cult. Improved defences, including  night- fi ghters directed by 
radar on the ground, exacted a growing toll on British bombers. New 
crews arrived unprepared for the challenges of  night- time operations 
in the increasingly dangerous skies over Europe. Between July and 
November, 414 aircraft on night sorties and 112 on day sorties were 
shot down. 32    Peirse tried to keep up the offensive with smaller attacks 
on less  well- defended, less important targets, but that meant that little 
progress was made towards the July directive’s call for devastating city 
attacks. His insistence that each aircraft should choose its own route to 
the target was meant to protect his force, but because it spread them 
out over space and time, it actually made it easier for the Germans to 
pick them off. 
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 With criticism of his leadership rising, Peirse attempted to redeem 
Bomber Command’s reputation by launching a heavy raid on the Ger-
man capital. On the night of  7–  8 November, he despatched the largest 
raiding force Britain had ever sent  –   392 aircraft  –   to attack Berlin, 
Cologne and Mannheim, choosing to persist with the operation despite 
predictions of bad weather. As they struggled through the storms, their 
aircraft icing up, the crews found it even harder than normal to reach 
their destinations. Only  seventy- three got to Berlin, where the bombs 
they dropped killed a total of nine people. Over 9 per cent of the whole 
force failed to return. Among the aircraft sent to Berlin, the loss rate 
was more than 12 per cent. In the face of this disaster, Churchill told 
Peirse to suspend the offensive. In December, the air staff decided that 
he would have to be replaced. With casualties high, its command in cri-
sis and its capabilities in question, Bomber Command’s morale slumped. 
The gap between expectation and reality seemed as wide as ever. 33     

   ‘Conscript every  able- bodied 
man and woman’  

 The  much- anticipated labour shortage became evident in the summer 
of 1941. 34    In July the War Cabinet ordered the Ministry of Labour to 
undertake a new survey of available manpower. When the survey was 
complete, in October, it was presented fi rst to the Lord President’s 
Committee: a sign of the committee’s growing importance for the dir-
ection of the war on the home front. The survey showed that another 
2 million men and women would be needed for the armed services and 
war industries by June the following year. 

 That meant the government would need to fi nd another 300,000 men 
for the services in addition to those who would be normally called up, 
and a million women for the auxiliary forces and the munitions indus-
tries. These demands confi rmed Bevin’s conversion to the need for the 
much greater compulsion of labour. Shortages of unskilled labour were 
increasingly widespread, public opinion had moved strongly in favour 
of compulsion and there had been extensive press discussion of the 
need to conscript women as well as men. 35    

 Even before the manpower survey was ready, it was already out- of- 
date. To meet Churchill’s demands for an increase in heavy bomber 
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production, the  MAP  produced a new programme that would require 
another 360,000 workers, most of them women, by the end of June 
1942, and another half a million over the following year. The scale of 
this demand marked the start of Britain concentrating more of its 
industrial effort on the strategic air offensive, and it would shortly 
force the Lord President’s Committee to adopt a new method of allo-
cating labour to the supply departments, rather than the Ministry of 
Labour just trying to fi ll their vacancies, so that production targets 
could be matched to manpower. 36    

 After considering the manpower survey in October, the Lord Presi-
dent’s Committee agreed that the only way to fi nd the men and women 
who were needed would be to tighten the terms under which men were 
reserved from conscription, to make all men and women between eight-
een and sixty liable for some form of national service, and to conscript 
younger women for the auxiliary forces (they were subsequently given 
the option of working in the munitions industries instead). When these 
proposals were taken to the War Cabinet, there was a long debate 
about the conscription of women. Churchill, with the support of the 
chiefs of staff, was opposed, on the basis that servicemen hated the idea 
of their wives being conscripted, and it would damage military morale. 
Agreement was eventually secured on the basis that female conscrip-
tion would be tightly limited to single young women who did not have 
domestic responsibilities for invalid parents or male relatives. Younger 
married women without children would be liable to limited direction 
for employment. Mothers of children under fourteen would be exempt 
from any form of compulsory service. 

 By late 1941, after months of newspaper complaints about the fail-
ures of production, many people were in favour of the government 
taking more control on the home front. When the  BIPO  asked whether 
respondents were happy ‘with the government’s handling of the man 
and woman power problem’ in October, only 27 per cent were content, 
against 53 per cent who were dissatisfi ed. In response to a question 
about the steps that could be taken to speed up production, the most 
popular answers were, in order: ‘More effi cient planning and supervi-
sion inside factories’ (10 per cent), ‘Conscript women for munitions 
work’ (10 per cent), ‘Conscript every  able- bodied man and woman’ 
(9 per cent), ‘Conscript wealth and nationalise factories’ (7 per cent), 
‘Comb out ineffi cient management’ (7 per cent). Only 4 per cent said 
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‘decrease government control and cut red tape’. In the same survey, 
54 per cent of respondents wanted people who ate in restaurants to 
have to surrender food rationing coupons, most of them because ‘At 
present rich have advantage over poor. Can get more for their rations. 
Would be fairer.’ 37    

 None of these changes included a minister of production, which was 
what many of the government’s critics in the Commons had wanted. 
Moving the debate on the opening of Parliament on 12 November, 
Churchill announced that he would be making no changes in the struc-
ture of the government. On 2 December, when the National Service 
(No. 2) Bill, which would enact the new measures of compulsion, was 
moved in the House,  MP s took it as an opportunity for another discus-
sion of the problems in industry. On the opposition benches, the debate 
turned into the fi rst serious Labour revolt against the government since 
the Coalition began. 

 Since the summer, the Labour Party had become increasingly con-
cerned about what its leaders were doing in government. Labour  MP s 
were disillusioned by their ministers’ failure to implement a programme 
of socialist measures. Whether or not the radical literature calling for a 
new society refl ected a popular mood, it certainly helped to convince 
some members of the Labour Party that the public would back dra-
matic reforms, if only their leaders would push them through against 
Conservative resistance. Nye Bevan and Harold Laski stoked Labour 
fi res by insisting that the time had come to fi ght through the policies 
that the party had advocated during the 1930s. Attlee was suffi ciently 
worried about dissidents starting an open fi ght with the Tories that he 
put in place new regulations to ensure that Labour members didn’t 
stand in  Conservative- held seats at  by- elections. 38    

 Labour anger came to a head when backbenchers realized that the 
new National Service Bill increased the compulsion of labour without 
demanding the nationalization of essential industry. Attlee and Bevin 
failed to talk them down. On 4 December, Labour  MP s tried to move 
an amendment accepting additional conscription only on the basis that 
‘industries vital to the successful prosecution of the war, and especially 
transport, coalmining and the manufacture of munitions should be 
brought under public ownership and control’. 39    In the division on the 
bill,  thirty- six Labour  MP s, a fi fth of the total party, voted against the 
government, and another third abstained. The revolt stoked party 
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antagonisms on both sides of the House. Concerns that the failure 
properly to organize production was holding back Britain’s military 
effort remained.  

   ‘extr aordinary superiorit y .  .  . 
in numbers of troops and 

equipment’  

 With the bombing campaign on hold, the offensive in North Africa 
offered the only prospect of an immediate military success for the Brit-
ish Empire. During the autumn, the auguries for success looked good. 
Under the protection of the Navy’s Force H squadron, stores, guns and 
troops were shipped in to transform Malta into a  well- defended fort-
ress.  RAF  fi ghters fl own off the aircraft carrier  Ark Royal  reinforced 
the garrison, and used Malta as a staging post to reach Egypt. Mean-
while, submarines and bombers operating out of Malta struck at the 
Axis supply line from Italy. From June 1941, the British were able to 
read the Italian naval cipher, adding another layer of detailed intelli-
gence that guided these attacks. Between January and August, they 
sank  fi fty- one Axis ships on the route between Naples and North 
Africa. During September and October, they sank another eighteen. At 
the end of October, the British established a raiding force (Force K) of 
two light cruisers and two destroyers at Malta for the fi rst time since 
the start of the year. On 8 November, they fell on an Italian convoy on 
its way across the Mediterranean, sinking all seven merchant ships and 
two of the escorting destroyers. 40    

 The threat that Axis forces in North Africa might be completely cut 
off convinced Hitler to act. Against Dönitz’s advice, another  twenty- one 
German submarines were ordered to transfer from the Atlantic to the 
Mediterranean, along with another Fliegerkorps from the Eastern 
Front. Typically, Hitler took his decision without consultation with 
Mussolini. On 13 November, one of the  U- boats that had already passed 
through the Straits of Gibraltar sank the  Ark Royal  on its way back 
from another Malta reinforcement run. It marked the start of a much 
more closely fought contest for control of the central Mediterranean. 

 In the meantime, however, the shortage of supplies had delayed 
Rommel’s planned assault on Tobruk, while Auchinleck’s forces 
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steadily accumulated in the Western Desert. Auchinleck was a careful 
and uncompromising soldier. He had spent most of his career in the 
Indian army, and had played a key role in its modernization and ‘In-
dianization’ –  the replacement of British by Indian offi cers –  during the 
late 1930s. When, as  commander- in- chief of India in spring 1941, he 
had found troops to put down Rashid Ali’s uprising in Iraq, Churchill 
had decided that ‘the Auk’ had the offensive spirit that was sadly lack-
ing in Wavell. 

 Unlike Wavell, Auchinleck had a government minister resident in 
the Middle East, Oliver Lyttelton, appointed by the prime minister as a 
representative of the War Cabinet. Lyttelton had done a good job of 
standing up to Churchill at the Board of Trade (he later claimed, apoc-
ryphally, that he had only got the prime minister to agree to clothes 
rationing by waiting until he was distracted by the hunt for the  Bis-
marck   ). Now, Churchill hoped that Lyttelton would give him a direct 
line to someone he could trust in the desert. The post gave Lyttelton a 
position of great power and potential signifi cance at the heart of Brit-
ain’s growing war effort in the Middle East. 

 The new minister resident was soon embroiled with trying to sort 
out the host of problems that the war had created in the region. In 
Egypt, the British worried that King Farouk was letting  pro- Axis 
factions gain power in the palace and the government. In Syria and 
Lebanon, a major diplomatic crisis had blown up with General de 
Gaulle, over the terms of the armistice with the Vichy French. By 
the time it was resolved, de Gaulle had been so offensive that the 
offi cer Churchill had appointed to liaise with the Free French, General 
Louis Spears, had resolved personally to end French rule in the Levant. 41    
Meanwhile, the whole Middle East was threatening to descend 
into economic chaos because of the shortage of civilian imports from 
Britain, the burdens of the huge forces now stationed around the 
theatre and the heavy fl ow of military equipment through the 
 under equipped ports of the Red Sea. To try to address these issues, 
and to economize on imports, Lyttelton revived an organization called 
the Middle East Supply Centre ( MESC ). To run it, he appointed a bril-
liant young Australian offi cer, Robert Jackson. In early 1942, Jackson 
would use his control of shipping to impose a system of central 
 co- ordination and controls on food that saved the Middle East from 
famine. In the years to come, the  MESC  would develop into a vast 
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organization that kept most of the Middle East fed despite the disrup-
tion caused by the war. 42    

 What Lyttelton didn’t do was force Auchinleck into battle. Re-
inforcements were pouring into the Middle East, and by the end of the 
year there were about 750,000 Commonwealth servicemen in the 
theatre. ‘The Auk’, however, proved more obdurate than his predecessor 
about the preparations that had to be made before he could attack. 
Above all, he insisted that the troops that were being despatched to him 
needed time to train and acclimatize themselves to the desert before 
they could fi ght. The respite he won gave some units time to improve 
their training, but an infl ux of new weapons and soldiers meant that the 
renamed Eighth Army was still full of military novices at the end of 
1941. To lead it, Auchinleck chose General Sir Alan Cunningham, who 
had commanded the  step- by- step fi ght through the Eritrean mountains 
during the campaign in East Africa the previous spring. 

 Cunningham had command of the largest concentration of military 
technology assembled by the British Empire in the war to that point. By 
the time ‘Operation Crusader’ started, the Eighth Army could deploy 
more than 500 cruiser and infantry tanks, with substantial reserves, 
against 174 German and 146 Italian equivalents with no front line 
replacements. In the skies, the Desert Air Force enjoyed a similar advan-
tage, with 554 serviceable aircraft against 313 Axis opponents when the 
battle began. Thanks to new systems for directing aircraft and quickly 
relocating squadrons, the Desert Air Force had also become better at 
providing support to units on the ground. 43    

 Crusader got under way on 20 November. Cunningham’s plan was 
based on using his armoured units to outfl ank the Axis defences to the 
south while the Tobruk garrison broke out from its perimeter. Rom-
mel, however, refused to be pinned down. Communications within the 
attacking forces quickly broke down, and the battle degenerated into a 
series of confused confrontations, with units from both sides becoming 
isolated as they sought to outfl ank each other. 

 The Axis forces had much the better of these fi ghts. A new Italian 
armoured division had arrived in the desert in September, and it helped 
to stop the British advance. German commanders dealt better with the 
chaotic clashes that followed, while the British struggled to  co- ordinate 
their attacks. British cruiser tanks also suffered badly from mechanical 
breakdowns. Both tank and  anti- tank units relied on the  2- pounder 
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guns with which they had started the war, while the Germans had re-
inforced their tanks’ armour and were now making use for the fi rst time 
of  longer- barrelled 50mm  anti- tank guns, as well as the heavier 88mm 
weapons. Since the  2- pounder only fi red a shell suitable for penetrating 
tank armour, not for killing gun crews, the British tanks had no way of 
hitting back against them. Instead, British armoured units resorted to 
desperate mass charges –  not, as was sometimes thought, because they 
were the last heirs of a cavalry tradition, but because this was the only 
way to get close enough to their opponents to do them damage –  either 
with the tanks’ machine guns or by running over the  anti- tank guns 
themselves. 44    

 The casualties were very heavy. By 23 November it looked as if Cun-
ningham had lost so many tanks that his opponents now outnumbered 
his forces three to one. He thought the battle was lost. On 25 Novem-
ber, Auchinleck, believing victory was still possible, dismissed him and 
replaced him with his deputy chief of general staff, General Neil 
Ritchie. By 6 December, this confi dence was rewarded when Rommel 
was forced to withdraw. German and Italian troops had been worn 
down by the prolonged fi ghting and the continued pounding from the 
Desert Air Force. Their supply situation was now critical. Their gen-
erals believed they had been overcome by the enemy’s ‘extraordinary 
superiority . . . in numbers of troops and equipment’. 45    An exhausted 
Eighth Army pursued them fi rst to the Gazala Line, south of Tobruk, 
then, over the subsequent weeks, back across the desert to El Agheila. 
By the time Operation Crusader was complete, however, the war had 
undergone another dramatic change. 

 As the Crusader offensive began, the Germans were on the move 
again in Russia. The onset of freezing winter weather made the muddy 
roads passable and allowed them to attempt a fi nal drive towards Mos-
cow. By the end of November, it had ground to a halt, with its advance 
troops within 15 miles of the city, fought to a standstill by the Red 
Army’s dogged defence. Hitler’s attempt to win a quick victory over the 
Soviet Union had failed. Of the 1.25 million Red Army soldiers involved 
in the campaign, 660,000 had been killed, wounded or were missing. 46    
At the start of December, about a third of the heavy and medium tanks 
of the Soviet forces guarding Moscow were  British- provided Valentines 
and Matildas. 47    On 5 December, just before Rommel retreated in the 
desert, the Soviet high command began a  counter- offensive against 
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German forces left strung out by their prolonged advance and 
 ill- prepared for the bitter winter weather. Two days later, Anthony Eden 
and his party set off by train to board the ship that would take them to 
their meeting with the Soviets. En route, they noticed some excitement 
at a station. Japan had declared war on Britain and America.  

   ‘a conflict bet ween Japan and the 
 English- speaking world’  

 Since the summer, Churchill and Eden had been in agreement about 
how deterrence would work in the Far East. 48    Britain needed not only 
to follow American policy towards Japan, but also to make it clear, 
both to Japan and to the  US , that the  UK  was still a great imperial 
power whose belligerence ought to be taken seriously. That meant 
sending reinforcements to the Far East, not in the belief that they could 
safeguard the Empire if fi ghting broke out, but rather in the hope that 
they would help to stop a war. From the end of August, they pressured 
the Admiralty to send out a ‘formidable, fast, high class squadron’ 49    
that included one of the new  King George V  class battleships. 

 This did not fi t with the navy’s plans. Since March, when it had 
become clear that the Americans were unwilling to protect Britain’s 
colonial possessions by basing naval units at Singapore, the Admiralty 
had decided to gradually build up its own Far Eastern fl eet. This was to 
be based on older battleships, it would come together in early 1942 
and its initial aim would be to safeguard the Indian Ocean from a Japa-
nese incursion in the event of war. Admiral Pound wanted to keep all 
Britain’s more modern battleships in home waters, in case Germany’s 
last remaining battleship,  Tirpitz , broke out into the Atlantic convoy 
lanes. 

 Churchill and Eden thought this missed the point. They wanted 
ships that would send a message in the next few months, not a fl eet of 
older vessels that would only come together after the Japanese had 
decided whether or not to go to war. As Eden argued in October, this 
would ‘have a far greater effect politically than the presence in those 
waters of a number of the last war’s battleships’. 50    This argument ultim-
ately prevailed. While the Admiralty proceeded with its  longer- term 
plans, on 25 October, the modern battleship  Prince of Wales  was 
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despatched from the Home Fleet to form the basis of a new task force 
(Force Z) with the battlecruiser  Repulse . They arrived in Singapore on 
2 December. 

 The desire to match America’s growing resolve in the Pacifi c also 
explains why the chiefs of staff decided in the summer of 1941 to ask 
Canada to provide two battalions of infantry to reinforce the garrison 
at Hong Kong. With Canadian troops bored and kicking their heels in 
Britain, and criticism of their inactivity rising at home, the government 
in Ottawa readily complied. Almost 2,000 Canadian servicemen (and 
2 female nurses) arrived in Hong Kong on 16 November 1941. As they 
tried to get used to the heat and humidity, Canadian offi cers were 
struck by how confi dent everyone was in the colony’s fortifi cations. 
They toured round the island and were shown the pillboxes defending 
the route along which the Japanese would advance. When they asked 
what would happen if the Japanese came from a different direction, 
discussion was rapidly moved on. 51    

 Back in Britain, the prime minister sought to promote the idea of a 
common  Anglo- American front. On 10 November 1941, in a speech at 
the Guildhall, he promised the Japanese that Britain would declare war 
if they attacked America, and warned them against ‘a confl ict between 
Japan and the  English- speaking world’. 52    If this did not immediately 
elicit similar promises from Roosevelt in return, it did at least bolster a 
sense in Washington and Tokyo that Britain and America were acting 
as one when it came to dealing with Japan. 

 By then the Japanese, unable to escape the tightening economic pres-
sure from the  US , had already decided to gamble on war. On 16 October 
1941, having failed to secure negotiations with the Americans, the 
government of Prime Minister Konoe Fumimaro resigned. Konoe was 
replaced by General Tojo Hideki, the head of a group of military hard-
liners. The Japanese planners had already devised quick campaigns in 
 South- East Asia and the Pacifi c to establish an economically self- 
supporting defensive position that the Western democracies would be 
too weak to retake. They indeed took the  US  fl eet at Pearl Harbor 
seriously –  so seriously that knocking it out became an essential part of 
their fi rst strike.       

 When, on 26 November, the Americans presented tough new 
demands before they would relieve the embargo, they knew it meant 
war. What they did not suspect was just how quickly it would come, or 
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that the Japanese intended to hit Pearl Harbor. For the British govern-
ment, a primary concern was to make sure that they did not end up at 
war with Japan without the  US . With signals intelligence showing that 
Japanese forces were on the move, on 2 December Roosevelt told Hali-
fax that in the event of a Japanese attack on the British or Dutch ‘we 
should obviously all be together’. 53    In typical fashion, Roosevelt had 
fi nally given the assurance for which the British had been looking for 
so long. If they had been wrong to count on deterrence, they had been 
right to presume that in the end, the president intended to lead the fi ght 
against Japan. 

 Five days later, the Japanese took the Americans by surprise when 
they hit Pearl Harbor with a powerful attack from  carrier- launched 
aircraft. This wrecked much of the  US  Pacifi c Fleet, but crucially not 
the American carriers that would subsequently play a key role in con-
taining Japanese expansion in the Pacifi c. Meanwhile, Japanese troops 
attacked Malaya, Guam, Wake, Hong Kong and the Philippines. On 
8 December, the United States and Britain both declared war on Japan.  

   ‘ In all the war I  never received 
a more direct shock’  

 America had entered hostilities, but not in the war that Churchill had 
wanted. American fury at the attack on Pearl Harbor raised the possi-
bility that the  US  would abandon the fi ght against Germany in favour 
of an  all- out effort to revenge itself on Japan. On 8 December, Church-
ill decided that he would have to travel to Washington to meet Roosevelt 
and confi rm the two new allies’ strategy in person. To Eden’s frustra-
tion, Churchill insisted that rather than accompanying him to the 
American capital, the foreign secretary should proceed as planned to 
Moscow to meet Stalin. 

 Meanwhile, Britain’s war in the Far East had got off to the worst of 
starts. In southern China, the Japanese quickly besieged Hong Kong. In 
Malaya, despite the weakness of the defending forces, the plan was to 
hold the Japanese as far up the peninsula as possible, with the army 
launching a  pre- emptive strike into Thailand to block the route in from 
the north, while the  RAF  fought off any invasion fl eet from the air. A 
Japanese task force had been spotted approaching the coast on 6 
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December, but the British held back from implementing the defensive 
scheme. Not knowing about the forthcoming attack on Pearl Harbor, 
they worried that the Japanese were trying to lure them into opening 
hostilities in order to isolate them from the United States. By the time 
the British got their act together, they were too late to forestall the 
Japanese advance from Thailand. The Commonwealth air forces in 
Malaya –   outnumbered  four- to- one –    were rapidly destroyed, and the 
army was unable to hold Japanese landings on the beaches. The invad-
ers had soon occupied airfi elds from which their aircraft could extend 
their reach further south. 54    

 At the same time, Force Z had sailed into disaster. The  Prince of 
Wales  and  Repulse  were never meant to provide a viable defence for 
Singapore. Churchill, for all his usual combativeness, hoped after Pearl 
Harbor that they would sail to join the  US  fl eet at Hawaii. Admiral 
Phillips, acting on his own initiative, chose to take his ships in search 
of the enemy. Force Z missed the invasion fl eet, but on 10 December it 
was located by Japanese aircraft. Two hours later, after a devastating 
air attack,  Prince of Wales  and  Repulse  had both been sunk, and Phil-
lips and 840 of his men were dead. Their loss reaffi rmed what might 
have been apparent after Norway, Taranto and Crete –  that airpower 
was now a crucial factor in naval warfare. With even the threat of 
action by the Royal Navy gone, Lieutenant General Percival’s army was 
left to defend the Malayan peninsula alone. 

 Back in the  UK , reports of rising tensions and recurrent crises in the 
Far East had been in the press for months, together with reassurances 
that the Japanese were going to have to back down. 55    The outbreak of 
hostilities came as a surprise. The soldier Henry Novy, a former 
 full- time  Mass- Observer, was visiting his parents when the news 
came in: 

  Mother and Dad didn’t seem to take much notice of the new war. We 

talked about it a great deal, and a surgeon friend of Dad’s came in, we 

looked at the map of the world, and were amazed by the distances 

between Japan and the points attacked . . . On the whole for us it was 

just a new war, but not quite, the spread of the present war into some-

thing not very well known; expected, and less clearly excitable than the 

nearer issues. We got the impression . . . that the bloody world had gone 

mad, all mixed up, and it required an effort to think about it. 56     
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 The next day at work, he listened to other soldiers sounding off about 
the Japanese: 

  ‘The bloody little yellow monkeys’, ‘Bloody cheek isn’t it’. They were all 

quite excited about it, a kind of excitement well expressed by one of the 

lads in the offi ce: ‘Christ, you can’t go on a  week- end without a new 

bloody war starting . . .’ 57     

 In a radio broadcast that evening, Churchill spent a lot of time 
explaining the way in which he and Roosevelt had  co- ordinated the 
timing of the declaration of war. Then, being Churchill, he offered 
some hostages to fortune: 

  Although the imperative demands of the war in Europe and in Africa 

have strained our resources, vast and growing though they be, you and 

all the Empire will notice that some of the fi nest ships in the Royal Navy 

have reached their stations in the Far East at a very convenient moment. 

Every preparation in our power has been made, every preparation which 

our resources allowed –  and you must not forget the many calls upon 

us –  has been made. And I do not doubt that wherever we are attacked 

we shall give a good account of ourselves. 58     

 The prime minister concluded with a plea for increased munitions pro-
duction and a promise of eventual victory: 

  We have at least  four- fi fths of the population of the globe on our side. 

We are responsible for their safety –  we are responsible for their future. 

And as I told the House of Commons this afternoon, in the past we had 

a light which fl ickered, in the present we have a light that fl ames, and in 

the future there will be a light which will shine calm and resplendent 

over all the land and all the sea! 59     

 It wasn’t one of his more inspiring efforts. In Norwich, a married 
policeman recorded his reactions: 

  he didn’t sound himself, he gave the impression of tiredness as well he 

might. The strain of the past few days on top of that of the past months 

must be telling on a man of his years. And I couldn’t help feeling that 

however stimulating his broadcasts are (and they do buck us all up) . . . 

it is an unnecessary strain on an already overworked man. 60     
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 Somewhere in South London, a  thirty- six- year- old female offi ce worker 
felt the same way: 

  It seems absurd that these places, Hawaii, Waikiki and Honolulu, asso-

ciated in many of our minds with American fi lms of singing girls and 

 white- clad  US  marines, should be the scene of this most terrible of wars. 

We hear the speech of President Roosevelt to Congress and a fi ne speech 

it is too, such a contrast to that of Mr Churchill later in the evening, 

which is stilted and disjointed, but I suppose he is tired after his strenu-

ous weekend. 61     

 Two days later, news of the demise of Force Z almost turned her into 
another casualty of the war: 

  I was in the middle of the road at lunchtime today when I saw the news-

paperman writing on his board the terrible news ‘Prince of Wales’ and 

‘Repulse’ sunk, and so surprised was I that a car nearly ran me down. 

The driver was furious until he saw my lapse. What a ghastly difference 

this will make to our power in the East and it seems that it will be some 

time before the Americans can do anything at sea there. 62     

 Richard Brown recorded in his diary: 

  The loss of those two ships has caused a big stir and lots of concern in 

the country. Undoubtedly it is a heavy blow . . .  Prince of Wales  was the 

pride of our Fleet and for her to be sunk by a nation like Japan in the 

opening days of the war, and by air attack too, makes one wonder just 

what we are up against. 63     

 Henry Novy found his fellow soldiers in a state of patriotic baffl ement: 

  ‘Christ, how did they do it! I wonder what they used. But it’s always the 

same in the bloody start. It won’t last long.’ 

 ‘It’s a big blow. But you wait, the Navy ain’t beat. They’ll teach the 

blighters . . .’ 

 ‘I can’t think how they did it. They say they bombed them. But that’s 

hardly possible is it? I don’t think they’ll stand a chance when they meet 

our ships at sea . . .’ 

 ‘The bloody Yanks have been jabbing and jabbing for years. Now 

they’ve got to fi ght their own bloody war. It’ll do them good.’ 64     
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 Churchill was as stunned as anyone else by the demise of Force Z. 
He would later recall that ‘In all the war I never received a more direct 
shock.’ 65    ‘Poor Tom Phillips’, his secretary heard him mutter. 66    Poor 
Churchill too, with the defences in the Far East crumbling, the ships 
that were meant to deter war sunk and the American industrial power 
that the British had paid so much to secure about to be diverted to the 
Pacifi c. Then came news to restore his optimism and reaffi rm his belief 
that Providence was on Britain’s side. 

 Since the Japanese had not informed the Germans about their plans, 
Hitler had been even more surprised about Pearl Harbor than Roosevelt 
and Churchill. He was not, however, taken aback. Ever since America 
had declared that it was backing both Britain and the Soviet Union 
at the Atlantic Conference, Hitler had become convinced that his 
 long- predicted transatlantic war was not just inevitable, but imminent. 
By late 1941, the question had become not whether to fi ght America, 
but whether the Japanese could distract the  US  fl eet long enough for 
him to complete the defeat of the Red Army and obtain the resources 
he needed for the battle to come. Notwithstanding his army’s failure to 
capture Moscow, the Japanese seemed to have done critical damage to 
 US  naval power. Hitler spotted an opportunity. With the Americans 
occupied in the Far East, he could sever the supply lines by which they 
were sustaining the war against him. On 11 December, Germany 
declared war on America. 

 The next day, Churchill departed for Washington. Eden was already 
aboard ship on his way to Moscow. A truly world war had begun, 
and Britain’s leaders were travelling to meet the men who were going to 
win it.    
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