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Preface

In 1945 the British people were united in believing that they had won the war. The evil of Nazism had been exorcised, not least because the British Empire had stood alone at a crucial hour – its ‘finest hour’, so people had been led to believe. In the speech that concluded with this famous phrase, Winston Churchill led up to it by posing the stark alternatives: ‘if we fail, then the whole world, including the United States, including all that we have known and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted science.’ But if only Hitler could be successfully defied: ‘the life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands.’1 By 1945, victory, which had seemed such an elusive dream to the British in 1940, had been achieved against all odds. After such hardships and such risks, surely their fortitude and sacrifices in the common cause would be duly rewarded?

The Last Thousand Days of the British Empire shows how the British came to be disabused of this idea. It shows how they were surprised to find themselves as much victims as victors after 1945, and how they tried to make sense of this. It tells the story of how the British Empire survived the war only to expire in a post-war world that did not owe the British people a living. Weary and impoverished, they were puzzled to find wartime rationing and austerity succeeded by peacetime rationing and austerity. It was not what they had expected, and one natural reaction was to ask who was responsible. Some blamed the Soviet Union for starting a cold war, some blamed the United States for taking unfair advantage of its loyal ally, some blamed the Labour Government at home. Historians have subsequently argued each of these cases. Few, then or later, blamed Churchill himself for getting the country into this mess in the first place. The abrupt decline of British power nonetheless decisively gathered pace under his wartime premiership. It made what he called ‘the liquidation of the British Empire’ inevitable; and it happened on his watch.

The six magnificent volumes of Churchill’s The Second World War, published over half a century ago, still stand proud on many bookshelves. They have provided insights into these events for many people – even those who did not get much further than reading the noble motto at the front:

IN WAR: RESOLUTION

IN DEFEAT: DEFIANCE

IN VICTORY: MAGNANIMITY

IN PEACE: GOODWILL

The web of words that Churchill spun to good purpose, both during the war and afterwards, created its own tension. It expressed his own views and convictions, but it did so in a way that was intended to have consequences. Thus he represented what was happening in a particular way, so as to generate action that would change the course of events or subsequently to vindicate what was done. And, to some extent, this involved distortion, not always knowingly, and it concealed unpalatable realities – sometimes even from himself.

Today we can move beyond the chivalrous rhetoric and look at what lay behind it. How did a nation that Churchill had inspired to resolution in war, and to defiance in defeat, come to feel cheated of its trusting expectation of magnanimity in victory and goodwill in peace? For the alliance of the English-speaking peoples, on which he set such store, proved itself a rather unequal alliance. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 brought the Americans into a war in the Pacific, and Hitler promptly brought them into a war in Europe. The Second World War was a shock to the Americans and the British alike, with two not unimportant differences. First, it made the United States, willy-nilly, into the dominant world power; and secondly, while the Gross National Product of Europe fell by about 25 per cent, that of the United States rose during the war by over 50 per cent in real terms.2 It was not the first time, nor the last, that Americans claimed to have lost their innocence. They took time to accept the idea of their new international role. Many British people, who had been brought up on quite different assumptions, took time to accept that it was a good idea at all.

This migration of power across the Atlantic was bound to happen, sooner or later. The United States is forty times bigger in area, its population today more like five times bigger than Great Britain’s. That is a huge disparity; and though the population gap is now wider than in the 1930s, the British were aware throughout the twentieth century that they were fighting in a league above their natural size. The population of the United Kingdom (including Northern Ireland) was under 50 million just before the Second World War. This compared with 180 million Russians and 140 million Americans, both to become wartime allies of the British, and together outnumbering them by over six to one. The main enemy countries in the Second World War outnumbered Britain by nearly three to one – with the population in pre-war Japan already over 70 million – and vaulting higher than that within the ever-expanding frontiers of Hitler’s Germany.

Yet Great Britain, for more than two centuries, ranked as a great power. What made all the difference was the British Empire.

This was what enabled a relatively small country to defy geography and demography alike, in the short run at least. The self-governing Dominions constitutionally comprising the British Commonwealth from 1931 – notably Canada, South Africa, Australia and New Zealand – were of crucial importance in both military and financial terms. India, with a measure of self-government but without independence, stood in a class of its own, with a population breasting 400 million by the 1940s, and with major strategic significance. The Royal Navy symbolized British supremacy over the world’s sea routes, with the passage to India guarded by great bases at Gibraltar, Malta, Suez and Aden, stretching imperial sinews across the Mediterranean and what we now call the Middle East. In an empire that was in its heyday built upon free trade rather than protection, the mechanism of the Gold Standard, regulated through the Bank of England, symbolized the international financial dominance of the City of London. This had been a world where – so it was said when Britain returned to Gold in 1925 – the pound could look the dollar in the face.

At the peak of their imperial power, as recently as the 1920s – within the lifetime of old people today – the British controlled a quarter of the world’s territory and a quarter of its total population. Much of this was in the Indian subcontinent; but it was only in 1920 that League of Nations ‘mandates’ over Mesopotamia (Iraq) and Palestine were added, and these mandates – giving effective responsibility for governing the territories – were administered by Britain on familiar imperial lines. All this may have seemed a fitting reward for a country that had emerged bloody but victorious from the First World War. The Empire was also a major reason why Britain had had to fight it, of course, just as it was a major reason for the Second World War.

It is the universal appeal of Churchill’s rhetoric that has given it a timeless status. In consequence, it is the democratic passages and sentences that are still so often quoted; the dated imperialist sentiments that are quietly excised. Observe, however, what Churchill had actually said on 18 June in the ‘finest hour’ speech to the House of Commons, broadcast by the BBC the same evening. It is often wrongly claimed that Britain stood alone after the fall of France. Churchill should not be misquoted to this effect. It was, of course, the British Empire that remained blocking Hitler’s path – indeed, in his speech Churchill specifically mentioned that Canadian troops had actually landed in France, before being withdrawn. Everything turned on the outcome of what Churchill now called, in a broad sense, the Battle of Britain. ‘Upon it depends our own British life,’ he said, ‘and the long continuity of our institutions and our Empire.’ Hence the stance in the peroration: ‘Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that, if the British Empire and its Commonwealth lasts for a thousand years, men will still say, “This was their finest hour.”’3

Propagandists in Soviet Russia were not wholly implausible when they characterized this at the time as an ‘imperialist war’. They could point to the struggle that had begun in 1939 between the satisfied powers, Britain and France, with empires long established over much of Asia and Africa, and the unsatisfied hunger of the Axis powers – the expansion of Germany, craving Lebensraum in eastern Europe, and (from 1940) the opportunist aggression of Italy, still seeking old-fashioned colonial glory in Africa. Admittedly, there was an indecently sudden transformation of this conflict into a ‘great patriotic war’ against fascism, overnight on 22 June 1941, when Hitler attacked Russia. Americans likewise, from President Roosevelt down, were more open in reproaching the British over their Empire before 7 December 1941, the date of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Thereafter, American criticisms were often muted in public, but suspicions of British imperialism flourished and festered in private – with a largely unacknowledged impact on policy.

Unlike the First World War, this war did not end suddenly. Long before VE-Day in May 1945, its successful outcome had been widely anticipated. Back in November 1942, when Churchill first sensed ‘the end of the beginning’ after Allied victories in North Africa, he used that year’s Mansion House speech to proclaim Britain’s own war aims. ‘Let me, however, make this clear, in case there should be any mistake about it in any quarter. We mean to hold our own,’ he said. ‘I have not become the King’s First Minister in order to preside over the liquidation of the British Empire.’4

Yet in important respects, as I hope to show, the Second World War was, for the British, an unsuccessful imperialist war. All the European empires in Asia buckled in the face of the initial Japanese assault; the British defended India, where the King–Emperor reigned, but at a price. Like many of the costs exacted by the war, it was to be paid later, after the hostilities were over, when the long-promised spoils of victory were assessed. By 1945 all Britain’s enemies had been defeated; but what she owed to her allies, notably the United States, was also part of the reckoning.

What is, I think, still insufficiently appreciated is how intractably Britain’s post-war problems were rooted in precisely those wartime commitments that had brought victory. If Churchill was the architect of victory, he was surely to this extent also the author of Britain’s post-war distress. The costs of victory were still being counted when he lost power in 1945. Maybe he was simply in denial about the viability of the British Empire. By the time that he wrote his war memoirs, however, the writing was on the wall; we search its six fat volumes in vain for the otherwise often-quoted claim from the King’s First Minister about his imperial policy. But the post-war author could also prove apt in his melancholy insights. Little wonder that he called his last volume, covering 1944–5, Triumph and Tragedy.

For the essence of tragedy is not simply misfortune, still less mistakes or missed opportunities – awkward corners in history which might have been avoided by an effort of will or an exercise of cleverness. Rather, we often recognize the sense of a tragic destiny unfolding when, despite the best efforts of those trapped in particular circumstances, they reap the bad consequences of actions taken for good motives. We need not attribute blame to the British people or their leaders for their sorry post-war plight. Instead, we simply need to recognize that their finest hour in 1940–41, when the citizens of the British Empire were inspired to resist the Nazi menace at all costs, left bills to be paid later. Defeat would obviously have spelled the end of the Empire. But so did victory, as the British were to discover soon enough.

The outward forms were still maintained and the show went on – for a time. The Official Programme of the Victory Celebrations, held in London thirteen months after VE-Day, on 8 June 1946, gives the flavour. The order of march from Marble Arch to the saluting base in the Mall was led by the representatives of Britain’s Allies – from fighting French, gallant Greeks and doomed Poles to improbable Mexicans – with the massed bands of the USA and the USSR together at the head.

It was, however, the Empire that dominated the parade. In pride of place came the Dominions, with bands from Canada, Australia and New Zealand, followed by South Africa, Southern Rhodesia and Newfoundland. India came next: not only the Royal Indian Navy, the Indian Armoured Corps, the Royal Indian Artillery, the Royal Indian Engineers and the Indian Signal Corps but also the band of the Royal Garhwal Rifles leading the Indian Infantry, the Gurkha Rifles, the Indian State Forces and the Royal Indian Air Force. After Burma, the panoply of the colonial Empire was fully represented: ten West African corps from Nigeria, Gold Coast, Sierra Leone and Gambia; then no fewer than twenty-six from East and Central Africa (Kenya, Uganda, Tanganyika, Nyasaland, Northern Rhodesia, Zanzibar and British Somaliland). And so the vast procession marched on – Aden, Bermuda, Ceylon, Cyprus, the Falkland Islands, Gibraltar, Hong Kong, Malaya, the West Indies (Bahamas, Barbados, British Guiana, British Honduras, Jamaica, the Leeward Islands, Trinidad and Tobago, the Windward Islands). Still more to swell the march – from Fiji, Tonga, the British Solomon Islands, the Gilbert and Ellice Islands, Mauritius, North Borneo, Brunei, Labuan, Sarawak, Palestine, St Helena, the Seychelles, Basutoland, Bechuanaland, Swaziland and – last but by no means least in its heroic war record – Malta.

Here was the British Empire, decked out to celebrate its greatest victory, despite everything. The Empire on which the sun would never set. Or would it? It was a thought that had already become inescapable.

At midnight on 14–15 August 1947, a date which Jawaharlal Nehru saluted as marking ‘a tryst with destiny’, the two new states of India and Pakistan celebrated their independence. It was the end of the Raj, conventionally regarded as ‘the jewel in the crown’. The title of Emperor of India was held by King George VI in succession from his great-grandmother, Queen Victoria, revived from the days of the Mughal Empire to crown Britain’s now self-consciously imperialist mission. On 15 August 1947, the title lapsed after seventy years of viceregal pomp. The last Viceroy departed Delhi (though Lord Mountbatten continued for a time as Governor-General of the new Dominion of India). ‘As long as we rule in India, we are the greatest power in the world,’ one of his most pompous predecessors, Lord Curzon, had once claimed. ‘If we lose it we shall drop straight away to a third rate power.’5

By 1947 such prophecies came home to roost. Though subsequently reinvented simply as the Commonwealth of Nations, the British Empire was now in the hands of the liquidators. Churchill’s thousand-year Reich had barely outlasted Hitler’s. It all happened so quickly, so quickly…

It was less than five years since Churchill’s ‘end of the beginning’. On that occasion he had stood up in the Mansion House, flushed with the news of the 8th Army’s victory at El Alamein, fully determined to make the most of it, free for the moment to ignore the tiresome sermons about India that his friend Roosevelt had been preaching in their correspondence. Churchill had thus defied his critics but not defied history.

It was just short of three years since the Quebec conference of September 1944. Roosevelt and Churchill had met on that occasion, apparently as equals and with a warmth never subsequently recaptured, both anticipating victory with an easy optimism that was quickly overtaken by events.

It was two and a half years since Yalta. Attending this meeting of the Big Three in February 1945 as British prime minister, Churchill sat alongside Stalin and Roosevelt as they made plans to divide and rule the post-war world. Many promises had meanwhile withered on their Crimean vine. Indeed, within weeks of Churchill’s departure from office in July 1945, victory turned out to be more costly than even he had imagined.

The Last Thousand Days of the British Empire is in four parts. After Part 1, ‘Broad, Sunlit Uplands’, which sets out the themes and some historical background, Part 2, ‘False Summits’, gives a detailed narrative of what happened between September 1944 and February 1945. In the course of these months, it became clear that the British Empire now ceased to exert a dominant influence on a world increasingly polarized between two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union. Part 3, ‘Hollow Victories’, tells a piquant story of how the transition to peace, so hopefully greeted, stored up its own disappointments for the British. Though unreal dreams of parity with the Americans and the Russians were often nurtured, the dynamics of the process were irreversible by VJ-Day.

Finally, Part 4, ‘The Liquidation of the British Empire’, shows how the United Kingdom limped into the post-war era saddled with financial obligations well beyond its capacity, and beholden to the United States in a way that many British citizens found humiliating. Plainly the stark revelation of military, political and economic weakness had implications for the viability of imperial power. That is why the endgame of empire in India – and also in Palestine – meant playing out a hand that had already been dealt. Clement Attlee, the new prime minister, said as much himself. It was a losing hand; but how Britain played it remains a matter of considerable interest and controversy.

It is no later than the autumn of 1944 that we need to start, with real battles still to be fought, so that we can recapture the mood and perceptions of the end of the war, different in each Allied country. In particular, the military campaign in Europe needs more than cursory mention if we are to understand not only the conflicts between the British and the Americans over strategy and command but also how the war was reported to the public at home. This was how incompatible impressions were generated of who had actually done the fighting and hence who should – and could – determine the shape of the post-war world.

The Quebec conference of September 1944 was the last moment when optimism still reigned about a less troubled peace ahead than that which actually ensued. When the war against the Nazis, which seemed within sight of early victory in the late summer of 1944, turned nasty later in the year, so did relations between the Allies – not as nasty as the war, of course, but enough to give vivid glimpses of peacetime difficulties ahead.

Britain’s supposed ‘special relationship’ with the United States has often been indulgently celebrated in accounts of this period, preeminently in Churchill’s Triumph and Tragedy, which remains a book worth reading. Yet his beatific vision of the ‘English-speaking democracies’ simply cannot provide an adequate frame for a true picture of the conflicts and competition – as well as the co-operation – between the two countries in the twelve months before VJ-Day.

The transition from war to peace has to be understood, moreover, in another context. As it turned out, Britain’s appalling economic situation – which initially seemed to be its main problem – was overlaid by the imperatives of a new cold war that was to shape the world for the next half-century. That the cold war began (and ultimately ended) is a historical fact. Whether it was a historical necessity has often been debated subsequently. Certainly the pattern of its development is more obvious to us than it seemed to contemporaries.

Through a narrative of these thousand or so days, we can recover a sense of how seemingly separate events were locked together by chronology: sometimes reinforcing each other, sometimes checking each other, sometimes occluding each other. How far was the eclipse of British power apparent at the time? How obvious was it that the British Empire would yield to the emergence of what is often called the American empire? How did different people – both rulers and ruled – perceive the course of events?

Looking back, we are privileged by hindsight in our perspectives. Analytically, we have this advantage, and can see some things more clearly than contemporaries could. But there is another perspective that needs to be recovered – that of people living their history without foreknowledge of things that seem obvious to us. What strikes us today as inevitable seemed surprising to many people at the time – but they were sometimes acutely aware of things that we tend to forget, or have pigeonholed separately.

The Big Three conferences, above all at Yalta but also at Potsdam, professionally recorded as verbatim discussions, have dramatic possibilities that often reveal themselves in passing, almost inadvertently. We can sense the fluidity of a situation that only later set into its mould. Furthermore, if we enjoy reading other people’s diaries, it is surely because these offer unique opportunities for eavesdropping, recapturing the spontaneity of a moment otherwise lost in time. Old diaries can thus prompt new insights.

We are fortunate that so many participants in these events found the time to write down their experiences. Admittedly, prime ministers are seldom diarists; but one of the peculiarities of Mackenzie King, in his twenty-three years as Prime Minister of Canada, was that he kept an almost daily journal, with a revealing account of his dealings with both Roosevelt and Churchill at Quebec. If Churchill himself, that prolific writer, kept no diary, how lucky that not only his close aide Jock Colville but also his physician, Lord Moran, and his military chief of staff, Sir Alan Brooke, did so (however displeasing publication later proved for the Churchill family). Harry Butcher served in the same candid, mildly embarrassing capacity in recording what the Allied Supreme Commander, General Dwight Eisenhower, really thought, off duty and on.

Other examples are not hard to find. Sir Alexander Cadogan was a Foreign Office mandarin from the top drawer, well used to concealing his own views. Only in his thankfully undiplomatic diary did Sir Alec (as he was known) feel free to reveal his true feelings – as he did one day at the San Francisco conference about a leading politician from a key Dominion: ‘Evatt, the Australian, who’s the most frightful man in the world; he makes long and tiresome speeches on every conceivable subject, always advocating the wrong thing and generally with a view to being inconvenient and offensive to us, and boosting himself.’6 This was written in a moment of frustration during the conference which set up the United Nations Organization, in which Australia was in fact playing an impressive role under Dr H. V. Evatt, the Minister for External Affairs, in asserting the rights of the smaller powers. American critics of the British Empire purported to find the separate representation of the Dominions a mere British ruse for exercising a bloc of six obedient votes. Between them, Dr Evatt and Sir Alec suggest how anachronistic such assumptions about imperial unity were by 1945.

The diaries of economists not economizing with the truth – both Lionel Robbins and his colleague James Meade clearly qualify – also help to light up relevant perspectives which are worth developing. When Robbins set down some comments on the role of the respective Dominions in the post-war Anglo-American loan negotiations, he was not afraid to generalize: ‘Each delegation true to form – Canada first rate, South Africa debonair and friendly, New Zealand banal, Australia surly and unhelpful.’ Some of these instant judgements are as unfairly dismissive as others are indulgently flattering. ‘How refreshing these Canadians are,’ he wrote in a benign moment. ‘My own private view is that if they rather than UK officials had the lead for the Commonwealth, policy all round would be much more effective and much more intelligent.’7

The perspectives of this book inevitably reflect those of the diaries that it uses. Hugh Dalton writes with waspish candour, first as a Labour minister in Churchill’s Coalition, craving fuller appreciation from the Prime Minister, and subsequently as Chancellor of the Exchequer, facing what John Maynard Keynes called ‘a financial Dunkirk’. Leo Amery, a year older than Churchill and unawed by him ever since their schooldays at Harrow, served as his wartime Secretary of State for India – thanklessly, as his diary makes clear. Harold Macmillan, later a Conservative Prime Minister, was blooded in ministerial office by his roving commission in the Mediterranean, at the heart of Allied disputes over Italy and Greece, and his diary is far from a bloodless account. Of course there is bias; but this is usually self-evident or even self-cancelling, with more than two dozen diarists scribbling and typing away. Archibald Wavell, while Viceroy of India, wrote in his journal with not only unusual insight but also some natural prejudice, notably against Labour’s envoy to India, Sir Stafford Cripps; so the obvious antidote is to read the Cripps diary too.

These are all diaries by major figures in government. Likewise, in the United States administration, James Forrestal as Secretary of the Navy, Henry Morgenthau as a long-serving Secretary of the Treasury and Edward Stettinius as a short-serving Secretary of State all confided their feelings and frustrations to their diaries. The fact that the powerful Senator Arthur Vandenberg left revealing traces in his diary of his trajectory from isolationism to internationalism is another boon.

It is not, however, necessary to be a major politician to write a good diary. Two British MPs who never rose to ministerial office – Henry Channon and Harold Nicolson – compensated for their own thwarted ambitions by exploiting their opportunities as privileged observers. The best sources, in short, are those that have the greatest power to illuminate, not simply to record, what was happening. The young Isaiah Berlin drafted despatches from the British embassy in Washington which showed the aptitude for combining political analysis with personal aperçus that later informed his academic writings. When the American writer Robert E. Sherwood published his book Roosevelt and Hopkins: An intimate history (1948), he drew on the vast collection of papers left by Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s great crony and go-between during the war, and wrote with the proximity and partisanship of someone who had been closely associated with both men. An unimpeachable source? Of course not, but one that I am not alone in finding a perceptive insider view.

The more numerous outsiders, however, were not always less articulate. In Britain, Mass-Observation was a pioneering organization which listened to non-elite voices and its archive at the University of Sussex contains a wealth of material, still too little known, that can help us recapture the feelings of ordinary people at the time.

Frankly, however, archives often tell us things that we should have known anyway, if only we had read through old newspapers. The existence of a digital archive version of The Times now facilitates research; but I also relish my hours turning the pages of the often choleric Daily Mail, the voice of suburban middle England, or reading the inimitable Chicago Tribune, the trumpet of the isolationist Middle West. Such newspapers remain a prime source, not only because of the events that they record, but because that record itself was read by millions of people at the time, whose opinions were often as shrewd as those of ostensibly better-informed persons in top jobs. History is not only made by leaders, however influential or well-informed; and the leaders themselves were not uniquely prescient about coming events.

Almost nobody predicted the rapidity with which Britain’s position in the world was to be transformed and diminished – certainly not Churchill. True, some Americans were in a position to know that the great man’s hopes for the restoration of imperial power were unlikely to be fulfilled, if only because they themselves were determined to thwart British designs. But few people in September 1944 appreciated that they were about to witness events that precipitated, in little more than a thousand days, the liquidation of the British Empire.

I was born in England during the Second World War. I must have been conceived while my father was on home leave shortly before Pearl Harbor. My earliest specific memory is of the patriotic bunting on VE-Day. Inevitably my own experience shapes my perspective on ‘the war’, as it was always called when I was growing up. I can now make better sense of things that the grown-ups talked about when I was a boy: why Uncle Cyril, who had served with the 8th Army, would wryly talk about the contribution of ‘the Yanks’ to the Italian campaign, then shrug and suddenly break into parodies of Sousa marches; why my older cousin Norman needed to stay with us to recuperate from the ‘bad time’ that everyone said he had had at a place called Arnhem (before then stumbling into a place called Belsen, which he would not talk about for half a century). I can also make more sense of the fact that Uncle Fred, who was a dyed-in-the-wool Liberal, nonetheless talked with such pride about the good done in the world by that fine institution, the British Empire. Its finest hour was a reality for this generation and they were often puzzled about the way that everything had turned out since.

I hope that reading this book will resolve some such puzzles, just as writing it has done for me. As a professional historian, I had never specialized in imperial history. In tackling this theme, I was reminded, time and again, of the the proposition that all imperial historians are at the mercy of their own concept of empire; and I am obviously no exception.

If the proposition itself has become a cliché, this is a backhanded tribute to the two great imperial historians who first enunciated it over half a century ago. Jack Gallagher and Ronald Robinson – whose pupil I was – were not just considerable players but succeeded in moving the goalposts. They established a concept of ‘informal imperialism’ which has helped us to understand and debate the international influence exerted by not only Great Britain but later the United States. Gallagher’s stimulating and influential revisionist claim about a post-war revival of the British Empire is not, however, the perspective of this book, which instead reasserts a more traditional wisdom about the crucial significance of the demise of the Indian Empire.8

As a system of power, the British Empire depended crucially upon the Dominions who were Britain’s indispensably loyal allies in 1940. There were important differences between them, reflecting the way that the war had developed by late 1944, when this book begins. South Africa remained the least committed and most divided, despite the efforts of its wartime leader, Field Marshal Smuts, once an enemy in the field of the young Churchill during the Boer War, but now the only other prime minister in the Empire in whom Churchill really confided.

Pearl Harbor is chiefly remembered for enlisting the United States from December 1941 as a combatant: not only in the Pacific but in Europe. But it also prompted hostilities between the British Empire and Japan, making this truly a world war, in which the fall of Singapore soon posed an immediate threat to India and the antipodean Dominions. Australia and New Zealand, accustomed to rely on British assurances that their own defence would be secured, had committed troops to imperial campaigns in North Africa and even Greece; but as the Pacific war developed it quickly became obvious that only the United States could offer them effective defence against Japan. Australia and New Zealand, in short, were simply fighting another war (in Asia and the Pacific) by the time the Italian campaign and D-Day opened a second front against Nazi Germany.

Canada, by contrast, remained committed by geography as much as politics to sustaining British operations in Europe itself. Much the same is true of Newfoundland, since 1934 a bankrupt Dominion, which had reverted to British rule but which in wartime was informally drawn into the orbit of Canada, which it was to join formally, as a province, in 1949.

Canadian troops were stationed in Britain from December 1939; they were ready to participate in the defence of France until the Dunkirk evacuation in the summer of 1940; they were volunteered for the ill-fated Dieppe raid two years later; they served in the 8th Army once it invaded Italy in 1943; and from D-Day until victory the Canadian army fought in northern Europe alongside British troops under Field Marshal Montgomery’s command. Meanwhile the Royal Canadian Navy had taken over the vital task of keeping the Atlantic shipping lanes open and became the third-largest Allied navy. In the air, not only did the Royal Canadian Air Force provide key personnel for operations in Europe but the British Empire Air Training Scheme (renamed Commonwealth Air Training Plan from 1942) trained over 100,000 pilots and other crew members, offering safe Canadian skies and – equally welcome – useful Canadian dollars to make this possible. And the fact that Canada, alone in the Empire, could provide dollars, both during and after the war, was a tangible contribution in defraying the costs of victory.

Africa hardly figures in this book. Not because Africa itself is unimportant or uninteresting; not because Britain’s African empire and its wartime role is unworthy of attention; above all, not because Britain’s continuing imperial role in Africa after 1947 lacks historical significance. Post-war colonial development focused on Africa partly because of the loss of India and is, in this sense, a counter-current to the processes described in this book.

In some senses, then, this was an empire that took a long time dying, certainly far longer than the period covered in this book. The independence of most of Britain’s former African colonies was not achieved until the 1950s and 1960s. Residual commitments were retained for even longer. A war was fought with Argentina over the Falkland Islands as recently as 1982. The status of Hong Kong was not resolved until 1997. The territories remaining under British sovereignty at the end of the twentieth century evoke many echoes of distant imperial triumphs: not only the Falklands but St Helena, where Napoleon spent his last days, along with the romantically remote islands of Tristan da Cunha and Ascension Island. Much of this list now reads like an up-market travel brochure: Gibraltar, Bermuda, the Cayman Islands, the Virgin Islands. This is truly imperialism of the last resort, and not the subject of this book.

What The Last Thousand Days of the British Empire explores is another story: of how the British Empire survived the war only to find itself a ghost of the great power that had held a dominant position in the world since the fall of Napoleon. It is inevitably the story of how the Americans displaced the British and of their mutual relations. It is likewise the story of the birth of today’s world – of the foundation of the great democratic republic of India, now coming into its own as a major economic force too; of its bloody separation from Pakistan, a state created explicitly to assert its Muslim identity; of the triumph of Zionist pressure in Palestine so that Israel was created as a Jewish state, not simply a national home for Jews, leaving the unresolved fate of the Palestinian Arabs to haunt us today. Much of this is the legacy of what happened during the last thousand days of the British Empire.


PART 1

Broad, Sunlit Uplands

Prologue

1941–4

‘This makes us no longer a client receiving help from a generous patron, but two comrades fighting for life side by side.’

Churchill to Roosevelt after Pearl Harbor

In 1939 Britain had gone to war when Hitler attacked Poland, despite lacking the ability to assist in the defence of its territory. The fact that Stalin was complicit in this attack, gobbling up eastern Poland, further weakened the position of the Western powers. The defeat of their armies in France by June 1940 left the British Empire fighting on – alone indeed for crucial months (though the Axis powers’ aggression was to make Greece into an ally that winter). Not until Operation Barbarossa, launched by Hitler against his supposed Soviet friends in June 1941, did Britain enjoy relief from the efforts of a major fellow combatant. Churchill’s declared aim of victory at all costs, proclaimed in his speeches of 1940–41, thus seemed an amazing piece of effrontery or at best an enormous gamble.

It was not just that the British bet the farm: they also mortgaged it to the Americans. The United States did not come into the war until December 1941, though its assistance to Great Britain, notably through Lend-Lease, had already made it a co-belligerent in important respects. The economic bond between the two countries thus anticipated the formal alliance between them; and it continued to have a profound effect upon their relationship, one which is often obfuscated by Churchillian rhetoric about the common identity of the English-speaking peoples. Both in paying for the war and in actually fighting it on the ground in Europe, the significant differences between British and American aims, not to mention material resources, need to be understood.

If Britain had its imperial and other interests, for which it fought two world wars, the United States had its own interests too – interests not adequately defined by talk of making the world safe for democracy. Whether the Americans were better served by intervening in these two wars, fomented between internecine European regimes, was obviously for them to decide. An imaginative historian of the First World War vividly conveyed the misgivings that had kept the United States neutral until 1917, resisting high-flown moral appeals from Britain and her Allies:

World Justice makes its appeal to all men. But what share, it was asked, had Americans taken in bringing about the situation which had raised the issue of World Justice? Was even this issue so simple as it appeared to the Allies? Was it not a frightful responsibility to launch a vast, unarmed, remote community into the raging centre of such a quarrel?1

The author of this passage was none other than Winston Churchill, in his book The World Crisis, which we know to have made a big impression upon at least one influential American reader. Colonel Robert McCormick – he had served in the First World War himself – turned against war and became identified with isolationism, propagating his views as publisher of the Chicago Tribune. For him, Churchill remained a larger-than-life hero, as 1940 duly confirmed, but one committed to defending the British Empire, with interests directly opposed to those of the United States. Hence McCormick’s strident opposition to any pro-Allied, pro-intervention moves by Roosevelt (whose New Deal the Tribune in any case denounced as the road to Communism and dictatorship). The Colonel spoke for the forgotten Americans – those too often forgotten, at any rate, in the afterglow of Allied victory in what everyone liked to think of as a good war.

For McCormick’s image of Churchill, though a caricature in some ways, had the virtue of an identifiable caricature in conveying an esssential truth about the King’s First Minister. It has long been accepted that Churchill did his political career no good when he staked it from 1930 on a prolonged parliamentary struggle against the liberal consensus of the day on India. He went into the last ditch in opposition to the modest measures of provincial self-government eventually brought in by Stanley Baldwin’s India Act of 1935. Little wonder that Churchill’s assertion that there was a deplorable failure of will to stand up to Gandhi devalued his subsequent assertion that there was a deplorable failure of will to stand up to Hitler.

For Churchill, however, the two were linked. In May 1932 we find him lecturing a Tory supporter, Lord Linlithgow, soon to become Viceroy of India. ‘The mild and vague Liberalism of the early years of the twentieth century, the surge of fantastic hopes and illusions that followed the armistice of the Great War have already been superseded by a violent reaction against parliamentary and electioneering procedure and by the establishment of dictatorships real or veiled in almost every country,’ Churchill argued. ‘It is unsound reasoning therefore to suppose that England alone among the nations will be willing to part with her control over a great dependency like India. The Dutch will not do it; the French will not do it…’2 He himself had no intention of doing it, then or later.

The British Empire exerted a lifelong emotional pull over Churchill. He had been less than two years old when Queen Victoria assumed the title of Empress of India in 1876; when he eventually retired as Prime Minister in 1955, his final words recorded in the cabinet minutes spoke of ‘weaving still more closely the threads which bound together the countries of the Commonwealth or, as he still preferred to call it, the Empire’.3 Nor was his wartime rhetoric reserved solely for Westminster, the mother of parliaments; it was the Canadian House of Commons that provided the setting for a memorably defiant speech – ‘Some chicken, some neck’ – on his North American visit soon after Pearl Harbor. Indeed it was in Ottawa that Yousuf Karsh enshrined this moment for posterity, with the portrait known as ‘The Roaring Lion’, as was recognized at the time. ‘Unless we are greatly mistaken,’ commented the Calgary Herald on 11 February 1942, ‘it will be this portrait by Karsh that will go down through the centuries to give future generations their most accurate idea of of the physical appearance of Winston Churchill at the moment when three quarters of the people of the world had their hopes largely based on him.’4

In Churchill’s greatest speeches in 1940, the imperial dimension is clear and central. On 13 May, immediately after becoming Prime Minister, he declared the policy of his new Government: ‘to wage war against a monstrous tyranny, never surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human crime.’ This was a universal aim, pitched in terms which still seem valid in the light of history, and Churchill was both sincere and eloquent in stating it. But it alone was not what made his offer of ‘blood, toil, tears, and sweat’ seem worthwhile. When asked what was his aim, he gave one simple but daunting answer: ‘Victory – victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory however long and hard the road may be; for without victory there is no survival.’ And this logic was more concretely specified. ‘Let that be realized,’ he intoned; ‘no survival for the British Empire; no survival for all that the British Empire has stood for; no survival for the urge and impulse of the ages, that mankind will move forward towards his goal.’5 The general and the particular were thus yoked together quite openly and explicitly. On 4 June 1940, faced with the enforced evacuation of the British Army from Dunkirk, Churchill’s famous exhortations, that ‘we shall fight on the beaches’ and that ‘we shall never surrender’, were backed by a final appeal to the fallback strategy: ‘even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this Island or a large part of it were subjugated and starving, then our Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the British Fleet, would carry on the struggle, until, in God’s good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old.’6

No one was more committed than Churchill to the notion of the English-speaking peoples, whose history he had essayed to write in the late 1930s, a work finally published in the 1950s. Churchill, with his American mother and English father, was characteristically projecting his own identity in world-historical terms. In this sense, or in this mood, or in this extremity, he recognized that one important residue of British power was its cultural legacy, exemplified and enshrined in the English language. A common constitutional heritage, grounded in the common law and the separation of powers, giving rise to common ideals of democracy, was pitted against the challenge of totalitarian aggression. No one could stroke these keys and pull out these stops better than Churchill; no one was better able to find the lost chord or give it the full benefit of the vox humana.

Some awkward questions had to be fudged well before the United States entered the war. Churchill showed himself highly skilled in eliding democratic claims with more primitive appeals, especially when the Americans were listening. They obviously were when (prior to Lend-Lease) he had reported an agreement with the neutral United States in August 1940 – offering them the use of imperial bases, accepting their offer of old destroyers – and explained it to the House of Commons. Was it a deal? It looked like a deal, it smelled like a deal – but by no means did Churchill so describe it. ‘We had… decided spontaneously,’ he claimed, to make the one offer. ‘Presently we learned,’ he went on – yes, that President Roosevelt was spontaneously making an offer too! And what it meant was that ‘these two great organizations of the English-speaking democracies, the British Empire and the United States, will have to be somewhat mixed up together in some of their affairs for mutual and general advantage.’7 Little wonder that a lot of literal-minded people stayed somewhat mixed up.

It needs to be remembered that the United States never went to war against Nazi Germany. There were all sorts of good reasons why not. The folk-wisdom, for many Americans, was that President Wilson’s eventual entry into the First World War had been mistaken, unnecessary, fruitless, unprofitable – and all the fault of British wiles anyway. That war to make the world safe for democracy had apparently fomented dictatorships in defeated countries like Germany while seeing ungrateful allies defaulting on the war debts owing to Uncle Sam (as Britain did in 1934, admittedly in response to defaults by its own war debtors). With the rise of Hitler and Mussolini, Congress tied down the plainly antifascist President with legislation designed to stop the United States from being sucked into another European war; this prevented not only him but private US citizens from making commitments to the belligerents. In practice this meant no more open-ended loans to the importunate British.

Churchill and Roosevelt sustained a supposedly personal correspondence throughout the war. It had been initiated by the President, shortly after the outbreak of the European war in 1939, writing to the First Lord of the Admiralty in Neville Chamberlain’s Government: a post again held, as it had been in 1914, by Winston Churchill. Then he had been a tempestuous and doubtfully loyal Liberal, chafing for action; now he was a restive and doubtfully loyal Conservative, suddenly restored to office. Then he had been just short of forty and already six years in Asquith’s cabinet; now he was to celebrate his sixty-fifth birthday in November 1939, back in the cabinet, with no thought of retirement and with nowhere to go but up. He was obviously pleased to act as the conduit for informal approaches from the White House itself. Protocol was observed by clearing the correspondence with Chamberlain as Prime Minister.

Their extraordinary relationship flourished but it could hardly be an ordinary friendship. Lloyd George, Prime Minister during the First World War and one of Churchill’s intimates, had the cynical maxim: there are no friends at the top. Roosevelt and Churchill were right at the top for most of the Second World War; they came to call each other Franklin and Winston; they often genuinely enjoyed each other’s company. ‘Our friendship,’ Churchill wrote on the eve of D-Day in 1944, ‘is my greatest standby amid the ever-increasing complications of this exacting war.’8 Maybe. But neither allowed mere sentiment to deflect him in his dedication to the national interests of his own country. ‘My whole system is founded on partnership with Roosevelt,’ Churchill once confided to his Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden.9

If Churchill and Roosevelt nonetheless built a kind of political friendship on these terms, they did so from scratch, with a motivation that was political rather than personal. It was a shrewd move by Roosevelt to cultivate the coming man, whom he remembered meeting while he himself was serving as Assistant Secretary of the Navy in 1918, three years before being afflicted with polio. Churchill, alas, did not remember, as became embarrassingly plain when the two men next met, this time as war leaders, on the cruiser USS Augusta in Placentia Bay, off Newfoundland, in August 1941 – despite the unabashed claim in Churchill’s war memoirs that in 1918 ‘I had been struck by his magnificent presence in all his youth and strength.’10 ‘A real old Tory of the old school,’ the President remarked privately after the Placentia Bay meeting, deploring the Prime Minister’s ‘eighteenth-century methods’ of running the British Empire.11

It is clear that Churchill hardly knew Roosevelt until their wartime meetings established a personal bond; and that the President was the less illusioned of the two. Yet there was an electricity between these two powerful men, positively charged when common aims reinforced personal rapport. The US Secretary to the Treasury, Henry Morgenthau, was to be heartened on a visit to London in 1944 by the affection that Churchill professed. ‘Just to hear the President shout “Hello”,’ Churchill said, ‘is like drinking a bottle of champagne.’12 The voluminous correspondence between the two – it ran to 2,000 communications in five years – was remarkable, but never enough for Churchill. He wrote eloquently and, above all, frequently to his new friend – far more frequently than the cool and canny President replied, always careful to keep his distance.

There was no greater enemy of isolationism than Franklin Roosevelt. He used the term with calculated effect to depict and besmirch his political opponents. Yet he also had to reckon with the power of their constituency within American politics and tailor his own policies to that inescapable reality. Thus the Chicago Tribune was a newspaper that Roosevelt could not ignore, as frequent barbed references to it among his circle amply testify. Moreover, the ever-emollient President often found it rather useful to excuse himself to the disappointed British by pleading his political difficulties with Congress – which served the role of Mr Jorkins (in David Copperfield), who dwelt unseen in the back office while his law partner invoked his name to excuse his own disagreeable necessity for taking a stern line.13 It was the discredited Neville Chamberlain, a shrewd reader of Dickens, who had spotted the Jorkins analogy, but Winston Churchill who more often bore the brunt of the stratagem. Furthermore, beyond such tactical games, Roosevelt himself shared many of these common American suspicions of imperialism, which never ceased to influence his own policy and his own view of Churchill.

In particular, there was a lurking dilemma that showed itself on more than one important occasion. The rhetoric of the Atlantic Charter, signed jointly in Placentia Bay in August 1941, depicted two great democracies committed to resisting totalitarianism in defence of liberal values. It was a propaganda gain for the British to be so closely associated with the United States, even though the Americans were still not ready to enter the war. That is why Churchill assented to the Charter’s sweeping principles. Its first pledge – ‘no aggrandisement, territorial or other’ – presented no problem: even the old imperialist could see that the British Empire hardly needed another Iraq, another Tanganyika, and that these were not the broad, sunlit uplands he had in mind. Likewise the pledge of no territorial changes ‘that do not accord with the freely expressed wishes of the peoples concerned’. Again, well and good.

The third pledge was ‘to respect the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will live’, buttressed by the promise that such rights would be ‘restored to those who have been forcibly deprived of them’.14 This too Churchill signed. But the Prime Minister found that it subsequently gave him a lot of trouble. He told the House of Commons that the Charter only applied to European states, like Poland, which had suffered loss of sovereignty, which was ‘quite a separate problem’ from that of self-government in British territories.15 The logic was that those who had not been deprived of such rights – because they had never had them in the first place – could not, of course, expect to have them restored. So much for any right to self-government in the Empire.

Though the British Prime Minister might go on telling the House of Commons that it made no difference to the position in India, the Deputy Prime Minister himself had lent credence to the wider interpretation. ‘IT MEANS DARK RACES AS WELL,’ the official Labour Party newspaper, the Daily Herald, had declared on 16 August 1941, reporting Attlee’s assurance that, in contrast to Nazi doctrines of racial superiority, the Atlantic Charter had a worldwide application.16 Roosevelt was of the same view and it reinforced his quiet determination not to pull Britain’s imperial chestnuts out of the fire (again). Roosevelt did not need to make a speech saying that he had not become president (for an unprecedented third term) in order to avert the liquidation of the British Empire.

There is little doubt that Lend-Lease was necessary to British survival. This was Roosevelt’s masterstroke. It should be remembered that the agreement to set it up in 1941 was made at a time when the British war machine was at full stretch in a last-ditch military resistance to the Nazis – and simultaneously running on empty. Once the seriousness of the crisis was brought home to him, Roosevelt had come up with a brilliant plan of his own, squaring the circle as he did so often in politics. The United States, though still neutral or at least non-belligerent, would again lend to Great Britain – not money this time, but war supplies instead. What it did not lend, it would lease (since leasing escaped legislative prohibition).

The President’s vision of Lend-Lease – dreamt up while he sat in a deckchair on a Caribbean cruise in December 1940 – quickly took shape. ‘I have been thinking very hard on this trip about what we should do for England’ – so Roosevelt explained it to Morgenthau on 17 December – ‘and it seems to me that the thing to do is to get away from the dollar sign.’17 Thus it was a scheme that simply jumped over the hurdles of ancient war debts by refusing to do the sums in the old-fashioned way. As Roosevelt told the American people in a broadcast that same day, it was like freely lending a garden hose to a neighbour facing a fire – a mounting crisis in which it was only sensible to ‘get rid of the silly, foolish old dollar sign’.18 Here was the premise of Lend-Lease: that it was in the Americans’ interests to support the British war effort, since their own defence depended upon it.

When the Lend-Lease Bill passed Congress in March 1941, Churchill spoke in the House of Commons of ‘our deep and respectful appreciation of this monument of generous and far-seeing statesmanship’ which showed that ‘the Government and people of the United States have in fact written a new Magna Carta.’19 The English-speaking peoples were now marching in step – marching to war together perhaps? Churchill’s hopes that this was so were encouraged by events, once American ships were deployed guarding the Atlantic shipping lanes and thus open to U-boat attacks – just how the United States had been drawn into the First World War. Roosevelt’s Secretary of the Navy, Frank Knox, publicly declared in November: ‘We are in this fight to the finish.’20

Only a week after Knox spoke, on 10 November 1941, Churchill gave his own annual speech at the Mansion House in the City of London. He gratefully seized on Knox’s fighting talk to point to the contrast with the previous year: ‘Then we were alone, the sole champion of freedom.’ What a welcome change! Not only was the US Navy now in action in the Atlantic, and the two countries more closely aligned against a possible threat from Japan, but the year had also seen a crucial alleviation of Britain’s financial plight. ‘Then came the majestic policy of the President and Congress of the United States in passing the Lend and Lease Bill, under which in two successive enactments about £3,000,000,000 sterling were dedicated to the cause of world freedom without – mark this, for it is unique – the setting up of any account in money.’ Hence the phrase that has lived: that Lend-Lease ‘must be regarded without question as the most unsordid act in the whole of recorded history’.21

At the time these were not only fine phrases but they also made good political sense. It was not tactful to ask why the British should attribute such unworldly sentiments to Roosevelt’s plan when he himself chose to justify it to Congress as a hard-headed assessment of American self-interest in keeping Britain in the war (and the United States out of it still). And nobody in Britain would have called Lend-Lease the most unnecessary act – it was a vital lifeline, irrespective of its motive.

Never did more devil lurk in more detail. Over many months in 1941, the business was settled not only ad hoc but ad hominem. Difficulties of principle were deferred in favour of immediate working compromises; and the intervention of Harry Hopkins, as Roosevelt’s trusted go-between, facilitated eventual agreement. On the British side the key figure was John Maynard Keynes.

Now Keynes liked Americans – on the whole. Whether they liked him was a matter of taste, or at least of style. Soon to be created Lord Keynes in 1942, he was the most famous economist in the world, and knew it. The publication of his magnum opus, The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money (1936), had made an enormous impression in the English-speaking world. Its aim was to revolutionize economic theory by demonstrating that full employment would not necessarily be achieved simply by letting market forces reach their own equilibrium. The relevance of such propositions to the practical proposals of the New Deal for restoring prosperity in the United States was obvious. Keynes, the exquisitely English product of King’s College, Cambridge, found that he was a hero to many young American Keynesians, notably in the other Cambridge in Massachusetts, where Harvard University proved particularly receptive to his novel ideas and provided many earnest young New Dealers to serve in Washington.

But not all Americans were economists – Keynes could sound too clever by half to laymen. Not all economists were Keynesians – Keynes’s ideas struck defenders of ‘sound money’ as outrageous nonsense. Not all American Keynesian economists were captivated – the Cambridge house-style, overlaid with an anglocentric Bloomsbury preciousness, was not everyone’s cup of tea. Lady Keynes, the former Russian ballerina Lydia Lopokova, tended and protected her now semi-invalid husband; she created her own circle of admirers, while leaving others bemused at her eccentricities. Everyone agreed that they made an extraordinary couple, quite unlike the folk honest Americans were used to doing business with. Although Keynes, working within the British Treasury since 1940 as a special adviser, like a ‘dollar-a-year man’, had worked his passage in establishing his respectable, pragmatic credentials with ministers and professional civil servants alike, in the United States he had to start all over again, literally on foreign territory.

Keynes first entered the Lend-Lease negotiations near their beginning in May 1941. Henry Morgenthau, he had found, was ‘certainly a difficult chap to deal with’, but Lydia had intuitively summed him up after sitting next to him at dinner. ‘He is a good man,’ she decided, ‘and will do you no harm on purpose.’22

The real problem, however, was not personal: it was how to strike a bargain when the rules seemed to keep changing. Like Alice, Keynes found it curiouser and curiouser. The sympathy and magnanimity shown towards embattled Britain, he marvelled, were touching; but how on earth to translate this into decisions? ‘There is no clear hierarchy of authority,’ he had to explain to the Chancellor of the Exchequer. ‘The different departments of the Government criticise one another in public and produce rival programmes. There is perpetual internecine warfare between prominent personalities.’ One difficulty was that Washington did not speak with a single voice; another was that the British too often expected it do so. This was a clash of two different cultures of government. Keynes quickly realized that it was no use expecting things to be written down, in the British mandarin tradition of careful minutes, paving the way to agreed conclusions, carefully recorded and faithfully observed. ‘Nothing is ever settled in principle,’ he ruefully discovered. ‘There is just endless debate and sitting around.’23

What complicated the whole Lend-Lease agreement, however, as Keynes soon discovered, was ‘the question of what is called here “consideration”’.24 This introduced a new sort of language: that of a bargain in which the Americans should get back something of equal value. Hence Article VII of the agreement, as eventually drafted by the end of 1941, specified that the consideration was to be based on the fourth principle of the Atlantic Charter, as meanwhile signed by Churchill and Roosevelt. This was a pledge that their two countries would (‘with due respect for their existing obligations’) endeavour to promote equal access to the trade and raw materials of the world.25 Article VII amplified that this meant not only ‘the elimination of all forms of discriminatory treatment in international commerce’ but also ‘the reduction of tariffs and other trade barriers’.26 An unimpeachable statement, then, of the general presumption that international free trade benefited all.

The trouble was, as usual, the British Empire. Though Britain, until the First World War, had run its Empire on free trade lines – in contrast to the protectionist American record – the cry for imperial preference in trade had been strong for at least forty years. Joseph Chamberlain had staked his political career on the issue and his son Neville had, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, proudly signed the Ottawa agreements in 1932, formalizing a system of preferential tariffs as imperial policy – obligations by which Britain was still bound. Powerful Conservative newspapers, especially Lord Beaverbrook’s Daily Express, remained devoted to the cause of imperial preference, as did cabinet ministers like Leo Amery. But they were a minority.

Here is a paradox worth pondering. Imperial preference was often the prime target for American critics of the British Empire, uniting at a stroke visceral Anglophobes and principled free traders. Yet Churchill himself, despite his well-earned reputation as an imperialist, actually cared little for imperial preference. His whole political career testified to this; he had spent twenty years as a Liberal precisely because the Conservatives adopted the Chamberlainite policy. Unlike Amery, Churchill saw as little potential in imperial preference as he did in imperial federation. He was only really committed to the Empire strategically and rhetorically – especially the latter perhaps. If so, one might conclude that he succeeded in arousing disproportionate American suspicion, hostility and resentment about an atavistic stage monster that was already on its last legs.

Churchill, then, regarded the Ottawa agreements as a pragmatic response to the slump, not as a cause to die for; and in this he spoke for his Coalition Government as a whole, as he often explained to Roosevelt. What the British cabinet could not stomach was simply being told by the Americans to eliminate imperial preference because it was discrimination, and to do so unilaterally, as though the Dominions had no voice in the matter. Though the Dominions may have served a Jorkins-like role in this scenario, the procedure undoubtedly contrasted with the sort of international negotiations that would be necessary to reduce, still less eliminate, tariffs. To the ideological free traders now dominating American policy, discrimination was the real evil, yet, to the British, American tariffs were surely as great an affront to the pure doctrine of free trade as the preference practised within the British Empire. On both sides, principle was compromised by prevailing practices and vested interests.

Everyone, it turned out, wanted free trade; it simply depended on what you meant by free trade. And it was not an issue on which the British view was likely to prevail above that of its more powerful ally.

It may well be that the consideration exposed inherent logical flaws in the whole arrangement. Lend-Lease had been offered to Britain in return for a consideration. Yet the title of the bill sent to Congress – ‘An Act Further to Promote the Defense of the United States’ – proclaimed that its rationale was to serve the USA’s own interest, which all members of the Roosevelt administration repeatedly affirmed thereafter. So why was there any need for a consideration? The war effort itself was what the United States got for its money. Great Britain, in the days when it had enjoyed the luxury of getting other countries to do its fighting for it, used to shovel out subsidies to them in just such a businesslike way, but without expecting any consideration.

This is not how it looked through American eyes. In the Mid-West, in particular, common sense spoke differently. How lightly these faraway people were being let off! Did they not understand the nature of a bargain, a deal, a trade? Did they not see that their oppressive structure of imperial taxation, all too reminiscent of King George III, had to go?

In the House of Representatives, the Lend-Lease bill had been carried by 260–165 in February 1941. But out of 124 Representatives from the eleven Mid-West states only 32 voted for: 92 against. Next month in the Senate, the bill had passed by 62–33; but in the Middle West there were only 8 Senators in favour, 14 against.27 The politics of Lend-Lease demanded that there should be recompense to the United States in some way or other.

Throughout the Second World War, Roosevelt was determined not to be another Woodrow Wilson, losing touch with public opinion. Instead the President set about crafting a policy that made political sense at home. From 1939 to 1941 the United States appeared as neutral as Ireland: that is, much practical support was given to Great Britain but it remained covert and unacknowledged in deference to historic sensibilities about the British Empire, from which both countries were glad to have made good their escape. Running for re-election for an unprecedented third term in 1940, Roosevelt had given his famous pledge in Boston, where the Irish were the backbone of the Democratic Party: ‘Your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.’28 He may have made the mental reservation that an attack on the United States would not count as a foreign war, but Roosevelt’s untutored listeners often supposed differently.

That is what those political opponents whom Roosevelt liked to brand ‘isolationists’ continued to hold against him, long after Pearl Harbor supposedly changed everything. For example, Arthur Vandenberg, Senator for Michigan, commented later that ‘all this talk about the “isolationists” is sheer bunk.’ It was a label Vandenberg had happily carried himself but he could claim that ‘we were perfectly aware they could not and would not “keep us out of war” – and they didn't.’ His own position all along, he claimed, was ‘that if this was our war we ought to go in through the front door and not through the back door – and we ought to go in as swiftly and conclusively as possible. But that would not have suited Mr Roosevelt’s purposes.’29

In saying this, Roosevelt’s critics surely had a point. For not only did the re-elected President take open steps to offer material aid to Great Britain in its hour of need – Lend-Lease, above all – but he also sanctioned secret military staff talks during 1941. These American–British conversations (ABC-1) came up with contingency plans, as staff talks will, that covered all sorts of eventualities. The central assumption, however, was that, if the United States were to enter the war, it would be against Hitler and that the strategic priority would be to knock out Germany.

‘America First’, the slogan of the isolationists, was given political potency through the leadership of the aviation hero Colonel Charles Lindbergh. Philip Roth’s novel The Plot against America (2004) suggests the dystopian possibilities of the movement and also its potential popular base. America First was a sentiment that recruited widespread support, especially in those states of the Middle West – Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio – where the Chicago Tribune was such a force, with its circulation of over one million. In these four states, the Gallup Poll showed that Lend-Lease attracted less than 40 per cent support, compared with nearly 60 per cent nationally. The Tribune's own poll of its readers in the summer of 1941 asked: ‘Shall the United States enter the war to help Britain defeat the Nazis?’ Over 80 per cent said no.

Hence the furore when the Tribune splashed its great scoop across the front page on 4 December 1941: ‘FDR’S WAR PLANS’. Based on a leak of ABC-1 from an isolationist senator, the story told of plans for a joint Anglo-American invasion of the European continent – assuming, of course, that the United States would have entered this foreign war. There was even a suspiciously exact invasion date mentioned in the plans (July 1943) and a specified requirement of a force of 5 million American troops.30 The political damage to Roosevelt was serious. Alas for the Tribune, the timing was such that, within four days, it had to reverse its editorial line completely and support the President in going to war.

For the United States was indeed attacked. On 7 December 1941 a key part of its navy was sunk at Pearl Harbor by the Japanese, obviously locking the two countries into a war in the Pacific. Churchill’s recollection was vivid, as usual. He claimed that he heard the news on the radio at Chequers, his official country residence, where he was dining with the US Ambassador, John Gilbert Winant.

Now






































	
	
	
	
	


	
	
	
	
	


	
	
	
	
	


	
	
	
	
	


	
	
	
	
	











































ENTIRE NAZI EAST FRONT COLLAPSES;



BIG NEWS!














OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/images/f00xi.jpg
MEDITERRANEAN.

TRANS-
JORDAN

[ repect s
B opoe s e

i i e
gt

—Cuee e






OEBPS/html/images/f00ix.jpg
Mudime s percnage
ofth popalaion

[ owren
oo
I o 0%










OEBPS/html/page-map.xml
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




OEBPS/html/images/f000x.jpg
Montgomery's plan.






