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Who Do You Think
You Are Kidding?


Who do you think you’re kidding, Mr Hitler,

If you think Old England’s done?

We are the boys who will stop your little game,

We are the boys who will make you think again.

Bud Flanagan, 19691

In the Second World War the British people came of age. This was a people’s war … Few now sang Land of Hope and Glory. Few even sang England Arise. England had risen all the same.

A.J.P. Taylor, 19652

England is the most class-ridden country under the sun. It is a land of snobbery and privilege, ruled largely by the old and silly. But in any calculation about it one has got to take into account its emotional unity, the tendency of nearly all its inhabitants to feel alike and act together in moments of supreme crisis.

George Orwell, 19413

There is a total gulf in politics today, among Cabinet colleagues, between those who were brought up in the 1930s and served in the war, and those who didn’t. It’s a very strange and almost indefinable difference.

Lord Whitelaw, 19884



The Second World War and Britain’s part in it is one of the most heavily ploughed patches of our history. It would be impossible and pointless for me to crawl over every square foot of a vast field. I shall concentrate, therefore, on a few themes and occasional episodes which are essential to understanding the condition of Britain, its people and its politics, when the postwar period begins. Such a crowded seven-year stretch from Munich to Lüneberg Heath (where Montgomery took the German surrender) cannot be tackled in a single dash. I have divided it into three sections – ‘The Beginning’, from Munich to the fall of Neville Chamberlain; ‘The Shock-Absorber’, covering the Battle of Britain and the Blitz, the critical year when Britain stood alone between Germany and Hitler’s aim of a Nazi-dominated Europe; and ‘The Long Haul’, the endless slog on the battlefields, the oceans, in the air and in the factories of the Home Front until the white flags appeared along the Wehrmacht’s front-line.

PART ONE: The Beginning, 1938–40


My son would stay at school and go to Oxford in the autumn. My home and children, like all the other homes throughout the country, would be spared … It was as if we had come to the edge of a precipice and then – by some miracle – had been pulled back to safety. Yet when we met to discuss the true situation and to hear the reflections of those whose judgment we trusted, we began to see beyond the fragile screen of complacency and self-deception, skilfully designed to delude a whole people and lull them into a fictitious sense of security.

Harold Macmillan on Munich, September 19381

I was at home, having just returned from camp, and was eating a late breakfast of bacon and fried bread. I was alone, the rest of the family having gone to Church, but I had the radio and the cat for company. As I listened to the sepulchral tones of Mr Neville Chamberlain … I realized things had gone from bad to worse in my absence, and when he finished, the ominous wail of the air-raid sirens began, I put down my knife and fork and went over to the window, I could see the balloons all going up into the sky like lifts, until hundreds of these silver sausages floated over London. ‘This is it,’ I told the cat, and realizing that I could do nothing about it, we both sat down to breakfast again, I to my bacon, he to his rinds.

Captain E.G.M. Roe, recalling 3 September 19392

All you could hear was the feet of the children and a kind of murmur because the children were too afraid to talk. We had a big banner with our number in front … Mothers weren’t allowed with us but they came along behind. When we got to the station we knew which platform to go to, the train was ready, we hadn’t the slightest idea where we were going and we put the children on the train and the gates closed behind us. The mothers pressed against the iron gates calling, ‘Goodbye darling’. I never see those gates at Waterloo that I don’t get a lump in my throat.

A schoolteacher recalling the Great Evacuation of September 19393

The PM has come back from the Palace … The King has sent for Winston … Alec [Home] and I went over to the FO to explain the position to Rab [Butler], and there, with Chips [Channon], we drank in champagne the health of the ‘King over the Water’ [Chamberlain]. Rab said he thought that the good clean tradition of English politics, that of Pitt as opposed to Fox, had been sold to the greatest adventurer of modern political history.

Sir John Colville, diary entry for 10 May 19404



It was the gas masks that did it, that and the trenches which appeared overnight in the public parks and private gardens in the last days of September 1938, crude pits dug as primitive air-raid shelters, when for many in Britain war with Germany seemed inevitable before the month was out. During the Munich crisis the country went over to a war mentality, if not to a proper war footing (our lack of readiness remains a legend even in a notoriously ‘eleventh hour’ nation). The surge of relief, when Neville Chamberlain returned from Bavaria with his scrap of paper signed by Hitler, was but a temporary abeyance in a state of mind that was to endure for nearly seven years.

The rights and wrongs of Hitler’s claim to the Sudetenland, the German-speaking part of Czechoslovakia, the comings and goings of what is now a familiar pattern of shuttle diplomacy (but was then a novel use of air travel by a sixty-nine-year-old Victorian gentleman in a wing collar) created a sense of apprehension among the people at large. Saturation coverage in the popular papers and on the wireless, the great medium of mass communication in the 1930s, saw to that. But it took the fitting of those tight, smelly, H.G. Wellsian science-fantasy contraptions – the gas masks – to turn apprehension into fear and sometimes panic.

It was on 27 September 1938, between Chamberlain’s second and third flights to Germany, that Air Raid Precautions (ARP), the fledgling nationwide civil defence organisation pieced together by the Home Office, distributed the masks – 38 million of them for a population of some 45 million.5 Mass Observation (MO), the pioneering and independent opinion-polling organisation, with three regularly manned posts in ‘Metrop’ (Fulham, West London), ‘Worktown’ (Bolton in Central Lancashire) and Blackpool, watched and listened as the unemployed, temporarily recruited by councils, dug up the greenswards of municipal life and thousands, including herdsmen on the Lancashire moors,6 prepared for mustard gas from the skies. ‘With distribution of gas masks’, one MO observer reported, ‘began real fear. All over the place one heard: “To think that one man [Hitler] is responsible for all this!” “War! It doesn’t bear thinking of.”7’

Tom Harrisson and Charles Madge, the young pioneers of MO, writing to a ‘Penguin Special’ deadline within days of Munich, noted that ‘Gas masks brought the war danger home to everybody and to every home. It was democracy inverted – everyone had the vote, now everyone had a mask. Especially among the women and the elderly, fear grew almost to a panic, as can be seen from these reports from all over the country:


‘After lunch I went to be fitted … I was horribly sick after a half-minute, through the smell of the rubber, and have been feeling nauseated since during the afternoon. Two colleagues of mine were fitting masks, and they said they had a dreadful morning, with babies and toddlers crying and screaming. Quite a number of elderly folk looked ill, an expectant mother fainted, an old lady had a heart attack.’

‘A neighbour who lives alone and is rather timid opened the door last night to a man with a gas mask. She was so frightened that her knees shook for half an hour after his visit.’

‘Some children thought the gas was in the defence valve and said they could smell it. Actually it was the Izal used for disinfectant.’8



At such times, as the mass observers constantly found, ordinary people felt left in the dark by the authorities. Rumour reigned. The sale of wills soared. Marriages shot up by 500 per cent.9 On this occasion those in charge scarcely knew better. On his own initiative Chamberlain mobilised the Fleet.10 The reservists swung into Chatham Naval Base singing ‘The Lambeth Walk’, the hit tune from the West End show Me and My Girl then sweeping everyone off their feet, whatever their station in life.

At the Chelsea Barracks, crack troops of the Brigade of Guards were told by their officers that they ‘were going to fly to Czechoslovakia from Croydon to stop that feller Hitler’. The guardsmen were confined to barracks, their kit and weapons prepared.11

What few anti-aircraft guns there were – forty-four of them to be precise – were trundled out to protect London from the Luftwaffe. A flurry of fat, silver-grey cigars, the barrage balloons, wallowed in the skies above the capital which only served to unnerve the citizenry even more.12 The King fretted about ‘this awful waiting for the worst to happen’ and did what he could by giving retrospective authority to Chamberlain’s activities by calling a Privy Council and issuing a Royal Proclamation to cover the mobilisation of the reserves and declaring a State of Emergency.13 Meanwhile, the head of the Secret Intelligence Service, Sir Hugh Sinclair, arguably the best-informed man in the Kingdom, put his organisation on a war footing and despatched his code-breakers to Station X, Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire, where, when war came, they were to perform herculean feats of brainpower and technical innovation.14

All in all, the general public was gripped in a way it had not been since that first great wireless-enhanced event, the Abdication, in December 1936, had despatched King Edward VIII into oblivion and propelled his reluctant, retiring, stammering brother, ‘Bertie’, into Buckingham Palace as King George VI. Unlike the crisis in the monarchy, uncertainty in Europe could not be ended by the near singlehanded actions of a British Prime Minister. Wallis Simpson’s determination may have matched that of Hitler (as her grip on the British Sunday newspaper-reading public was to continue to do after 1945), but the wilful only matter, in global terms, when they are in control of a country positioned, like Germany, at a strategic crossroads and backed by a sophisticated war machine.

After Munich, Britain set about acquiring one of its own with a vengeance in the first of several organisational improvements and production surges which by 1944 made it the most thoroughly mobilised of any of the combatant nations on either side, Allied or Axis.15 Much of the preoccupation had to do with the air where pretty well every expert, from the top brass around the Chiefs of Staff Committee table to the ‘experts’ in the pub tap-room, thought the next war would be decided, in contrast to the mud of the Franco-Belgian border of the Great War. In September 1938 the Royal Air Force had six efficient squadrons. When war came a year later it had twenty-six. Radar cover, confined to the Thames estuary during the Munich crisis, was in action as a defensive shield from Orkney to the Isle of Wight by the time the first air-raid warning wailed across the land on Sunday 3 September 1939.16

Two months after Munich, probably the greatest administrative genius ever produced by the British Civil Service, Sir John Anderson, was appointed Lord Privy Seal by Chamberlain with a brief to bring civil defence to the centre of civilian life. The funding of ARP soon rose fivefold. And the Anderson shelter, a primitive but effective device of folded corrugated iron covered by earth, carried its begetter’s name into countless back gardens, though it was, in fact, designed by an engineer friend of Anderson’s, William Patterson. The first ‘Anderson’ came off the production line in February 1939. By the time war came, 1.5 million of them had been installed, capable of sheltering 6 million people, and production was running at 50,000 a week.17 Patterson, together with the designer of the ‘pill box’ gun emplacement for taking on the invading Germans, had more influence on the mid-century British landscape than anyone else, apart from the Luftwaffe itself, of course, the first and worst unwanted developer of our city centres.

Casualty forecasts were grimly immense and, mercifully, were to prove hugely exaggerated. In 1937 the Committee of Imperial Defence had calculated that if aerial bombardment of Britain lasted sixty days there could be as many as 1,200,000 casualties. In April 1939 a Cabinet committee decided 300,000 hospital beds were all that could be provided and the Ministry of Health was instructed to proceed accordingly.18 A month after Munich the Cabinet were informed that 5 per cent of all property in Britain would be destroyed in the first three weeks of war. The Home Office calculated that 20 million square feet of timber per month would be required for coffins.19

With every month the arrival of the bomber seemed more likely. Hitler demonstrated beyond question his lie at Munich, when he said Germany’s territorial claims were sated by the absorption of the Sudetenland into the Reich, by seizing the rest of Czechoslovakia on 15 March 1939. Poland was plainly to be the next victim on the list of conquests. By the end of March the British Government had pledged support to the Poles should they be threatened. On 25 August the pledge was converted into a formal alliance. Six days later Germany invaded Poland.

Sunday 3 September 1939, the day war broke out, is one of the most heavily chronicled days in British history. Anyone who was anyone, and anybody with anything interesting to relate, had their say about that singular day in British life. But for anyone with the slightest understanding of current affairs or the most fleeting concern with the doings of Adolf Hitler (which, thanks to the mind-concentrating days of the Munich Crisis meant practically everybody), the day that war became inevitable was the Friday before – 1 September – when German troops invaded Poland. The War Minister, Leslie Hore-Belisha (immortalised by the flashing yellow beacons he had installed by every pedestrian crossing in the land as Transport Minister) was awakened at his country home at 5.30 a.m. by a phone call from the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Lord Gort, giving him the news. He returned to Whitehall to mobilise the army.20

Fifty miles away in Oxford, the man whose biography of Hitler was to win him an international reputation after the war,21 was at work on his doctoral thesis devoted to Elizabeth I’s policy towards France after another invasion threat, that of the Spanish Armada, had been averted. ‘On September 1 1939’, Alan Bullock told me years later, ‘I was sitting at home taking notes on France in the 1590s. The wireless was on and it announced there were bombs on Poland. I closed the book and thought that was the end of that.’22 It was. The thesis was never finished. Alan Bullock went on to help set up the BBC’s wartime broadcasts to Europe, to a career as a twentieth- as opposed to a sixteenth-century British historian, a college and university administrator of distinction and the chairmanship of several Government-appointed committees of the ‘good and the great’.

In different ways and to varying degrees Hitler had that kind of effect on most of the 46 million lives still being lived in relative tranquillity in Britain that September Friday in 1939. ‘Wars’, as the ‘Home Front’ historian Arthur Marwick likes to remark, ‘are like weddings: essentially extravagant and unnecessary but a great stimulant in a convention-bound society.’23 And few advanced societies come more convention-bound than Britain’s in the late 1930s. But for all that, the shock of Poland was less than that of the Czech crisis a year earlier. Once Hitler had marched into Prague in March 1939 for most people it became a question of when war came rather than whether. As the historian of the Home Front, Norman Longmate, wrote, ‘the war which began on that sunny autumn morning, the 3 September 1939, was the least unexpected war in history’.24

But the outcome of that war was far from certain for a very long time, not, in fact, until another Sunday – 7 December 1941 – when the Japanese attacked the American Fleet in Hawaii at their base in Pearl Harbor. Churchill, who heard the news on his ‘small wireless set’ at Chequers, was overcome with relief. ‘So we had won after all! … We should not be wiped out. Our history would not come to an end … Being saturated and satiated with emotion and sensation, I went to bed and slept the sleep of the saved and thankful.’25

Within days Hitler had declared war on the United States in the most beneficial, if longest delayed, suicide note ever written. Victory was only a matter of time though it took nearly three and a half punishing years to achieve and the expenditure of much blood and treasure in payment for it. By the time peace came, the abrasions of war had scoured every avenue of life, every channel of activity in Britain. New assumptions gleamed where old certainties had been whisked away under the pressure and motion uniquely applied by total war. Everything – the parameters of politics, the organisation of industry, the place of labour, the status of women, the philosophy of economics, the power and reach of the State – had altered visibly. It was as if all the historical processes at work in Britain had been speeded up when one man, Adolf Hitler, pressed the button for the invasion of Poland in September 1939.

In the early months of the conflict, however, such an assertion would have been greeted with incredulity and derision. The period of the Phoney War – from September 1939 to May 1940 – was surreal, as if a people was living on borrowed time in the knowledge that at any moment, literally out of the blue, could come death and destruction on a scale that could only be imagined.

Though the twenty-four hours in which war came were not without drama. As the Cabinet broke up at midnight, having met after the heated Saturday debate in the House of Commons which convinced even the most determined appeasers that the country would stand for no more vacillation, a thunder storm broke over London as if the whole event was being orchestrated by some celestial Richard Wagner. With the Cabinet’s approval a telegram was drafted and encoded for transmission to Sir Nevile Henderson, the British Ambassador in Berlin. Hitler was to withdraw his troops from Poland or a state of war would exist between Britain and Germany. At eleven that Sunday morning the deadline expired. No reply had been received from Berlin. At eleven-fifteen Neville Chamberlain’s mournful voice came through just about every wireless set in the land.

He returned to the Cabinet Room from his study where his ministers were waiting. The drollest if most fervent of the appeasers, R.A. Butler, then the junior minister to Lord Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, recalled:


He had hardly asked his colleagues how we liked it [the broadcast], when the air was rent by a terrible wailing which no wartime Londoner will ever forget. ‘That is an air-raid warning,’ announced Chamberlain quite calmly. We all laughed, and someone said, ‘It would be funny if it were.’ He repeated several times, like a schoolteacher dinning a lesson into a class of late developers, ‘That is an air-raid warning!’ Then Mrs Chamberlain appeared in the doorway with a large basket containing books, thermos flasks, gas masks and other aids to waiting, and everybody began to make their way to the War Room through the basement of No. 10. I found myself alone in the Cabinet Room. A few people were scurrying across Horse Guards to try to take shelter. I decided that I had better die in the Foreign Office and so walked slowly across Downing Street, which was by then deserted.26



But ‘Rab’ didn’t die. Nobody did on this occasion. The sirens had wailed across southern England because an RAF pilot, flying home unexpectedly from France, had appeared on the radar screens and been mistaken for a Luftwaffe aircraft. ‘That phase’, wrote Rab, ‘which was later to be called the Phoney War (and by some humorists the ‘bore war’) had started with a phoney alarm.’27

The ‘phoniness’ of that peculiar period, between the declaration of war and the fall of the Low Countries and France in the Spring of 1940, which placed Hitler literally on Britain’s doorstep as he danced a jig on the cliffs of northern France in sight of the White Cliffs of Dover, can be overdone, however. There were serious military engagements, the most spectacular being at sea. The Graf Spee, a German pocket battleship which had caused havoc raiding British shipping in the Atlantic, was driven up the River Plate in Uruguay by relatively lightly armed ships of the Royal Navy where her captain scuttled her on Hitler’s orders in December 1939. A chill had gone through the nation in October when a German U-Boat penetrated the Navy’s supposed safe haven in northern waters – Scapa Flow – and sunk the great battleship, Royal Oak, one of the huge floating gun platforms kept up by the Fleet since the First World War. It sank within thirteen minutes of U 47’s two torpedoes striking home with the loss of 833 men out of a ship’s company of 1,400. The shore was a mere mile-and-a-half away. But swimming at night in the thick furnace oil which clogged the Flow was near impossible.28

The Royal Navy was the symbol of British strength. Ours was, after all, the classic seaborne Empire. Remember what Enoch Powell said about the image that would haunt his deathbed.

The Fleet and most potently its great capital ships like the Royal Oak were the steely manifestations of our supposed impregnability and never more so in the autumn of 1939 when it was Britain’s naval might that people expected to trump the superiority of Germany’s forces on land by enforcing a shipping blockade which would starve its civilian population and deprive Hitler’s war machine of the raw materials needed for protracted conflict.

The concentrated human cost of over 800 lives lost in one night was a deep shock at that stage of the war before people had become hardened to big body counts. The young Frank Cooper, just finishing at grammar school in Manchester (he later became a Spitfire pilot and ultimately the top civil servant at the Ministry of Defence in the mid-1970s) can still remember hearing the news of his sixteen-year-old schoolfriend, Kenneth England, who went down in the Royal Oak. ‘It was a very personal thing. It brought the war home to you in a very personal way.’29 Nearly fifty years after the Royal Oak was sunk I witnessed the eeriness that surrounds a war grave at sea from the coast road just south of Kirkwall (the Flow is a mecca for divers, given the clarity of its water and the wrecks which lie there from the interred and scuttled German High Seas Fleet of the Kaiser’s War; but they keep away from Royal Oak which, occasionally, still emits pools of oil from its corroded tanks). The Royal Naval Cemetery at Lyness on the bleak Orkney Island of Hoy on the other side of the Flow contains the beautifully tended graves of many of the men who died that night – probably the most moving Second World War monument I have experienced.

Phoney or not it was already plain that this war was going to be like no other war. It would not just be a battle conducted at sea or on distant land wherever a British garrison or a naval squadron commanded palm or pine (to use the phrase beloved of old Empire hands). The front line was here, in everybody’s front room and back garden. The bomber, as everyone knew, would see to that. In this sense it was a ‘People’s War’ long before the solidarity and the enforced collectivism of the Home Front began to change the nature of individual relationships and the wider configurations of British society and politics.

Just as the fitting of the gas mask is, with Chamberlain’s scrap of paper at Heston Aerodrome, the symbolic photographic memory of Munich, the visual image of the first weekend of the war is waves of children, address labels round their necks, gas-mask bags hanging from their shoulders, satchels on their backs, scraps of luggage in their hands, trudging to the city and suburban railway stations to get on the evacuation specials. Just about every steam locomotive and railway carriage was pressed into service that weekend. Kids from London’s East End boroughs which lined the Thames left by riverboat for the calm of East Anglia. Ironically, they were going closer to Hitler than the parents they left behind. In Sheffield fear of Adolf’s long arm caused many parents to keep their children at home rather than send them to the designated area in Lincolnshire.30

During the last two months of peace and the first week of war nearly 3.75 million people moved from ‘evacuation’ areas to ‘reception’ areas (these were usually separated by what the civil defence planners called ‘neutral’ areas), a mixture of mothers, children and their teachers. Each had a very personal story to tell, a veritable ratatouille of excitement, fear, pain of separation, joy of discovering another and wonderful rural England for an urban generation which very often didn’t travel to a British, let alone a foreign coast, if they took a holiday at all. It was, too, a story of the underclass and the middle (sometimes even the upper) classes discovering each other and their variations in diet, clothing, hygiene and the use of English. Never before had Disraeli’s ‘two nations’ been forced into such intimate and enduring proximity.

The folk tales which emerged have all too often the air of a black Ealing Comedy. These two could be reproduced a thousand times. Ben Wicks’ compilation preserves the memory of Joan Tyson who was twenty-one years old when her parents took a group of evacuees from industrial Manchester into their rural home:


Each night was spent in de-lousing these two little boys, as they were infested with lice. With newspapers spread out on the table, a small tooth comb and a good light, it was the case of who could collect the most lice between my sister and me. They did not appear to know the use for a knife and fork as they never sat down to a meal at a table and lived on sandwiches. When [they were] out playing, their mother lowered their food down on a rope, as they lived in a flat …

When their parents came from Manchester to see them, arriving by train after lunch, their first call was the public house, so they were always merry when they reached us late in the afternoon. Their father would always sing for us, standing before the fireplace … My mother found this embarrassing but my sister and I would be stifling our laughter till we ached with the effort.31



Sometimes the strain of criminality was added to less important, if personally disturbing differences. Bryan Coleman lived with his parents in Dunstable, a small town in Bedfordshire. Their evacuee family, the ‘Bates’, arrived from London:


The children would make wild animals’ behaviour look like angels. Their toilet training – they were ten, seven and five – was non-existent, absolutely appalling. Mrs ‘Bates’, their mother, went out every night to the local [public house] with her friend Mrs ‘Davies’, who was taken in by my grandmother. Mrs ‘Bates’ brewed tansy tea the following morning which she took as a ‘get rid’ potion. Mr ‘Bates’ appeared suddenly one weekend, he had apparently just been released from a long prison sentence. Mrs ‘Davies’ disappeared, taking my grandmother’s best fur coat with her.32



One of the evacuation stories is beyond Ealing Comedy and fit only for one of those cock-eyed Will Hay film comedies of the war years. It was sent in by Frederick Partridge who showed himself the kind of promising child MI5 could have made use of in later life:


We were forty-eight children and they only had billets for forty-six. The rich man of the village said he didn’t want any evacuees and his son lived next door. When the vicar explained they had two boys he agreed to take one and the son took the other boy.

So I spent two and a half years living in his big house. We were driven up by the vicar the next day and I’d never been in a car before. On the gearlever was a diagram that I thought was a swastika. So when we got to the house we told him that the man who drove us had a swastika in his car. So the local bobby was alerted and went round to interrogate the vicar.33



Many evacuee stories are heart-rending, ranging from homesickness, protracted coldness or indifference towards vulnerable little children by those who reluctantly took them in, to downright physical or mental cruelty and even child-abuse. Some experiences, however, were idyllic by any standards. Brian Cleminson lived in Leyton close to The Bakers’ Arms on the Leyton-Walthamstow boundary in the inner suburbs of north-east London. His family kept a fruit stall on the cobbles in front of The Bakers’ Arms pub.

He can’t remember his first evacuation billet as he was not quite four when war broke out. When he was five he was moved to Gerrards Cross in Buckinghamshire. And, though separated from his sister, he remembers his five years there with nothing but pleasure:


I stayed with Richard and Harriet Harman. He was a publisher, the Bland-ford Press – lots of books on birds and plants – she wrote children’s books. They had a daughter, Hilary, who was seven years older than me. We got on well.

They were very religious people and lived life as truly religious people. He wouldn’t tell a lie, wouldn’t do anything that was wrong. They just took me into the family. He always treated me as a son. They sent me to a private school. As far as I know they paid. They taught me to be fair, not to cheat. I’ve got a Bible she gave me.



When Brian Cleminson returned to Leyton at the end of the war he didn’t miss the Harman – ‘I started roaming the streets with all the other lads; it was a whole different life’. But they kept in touch. Brian would go to Mr Harman’s office in the city as a teenager. He sat in at board meetings sometimes and they would lunch together afterwards. The Harmans would visit the Cleminsons’ stall in Leyton. They came to Brian’s wedding in 1957 and, when he bought his own shop shortly after, Mr Harman helped him with a loan. They kept in touch until Mr Harman died in 1969.34

Evacuation left a mark on a large chunk of the country’s urban children in the 1940s which endured, not just in the kind of friendship which meant a great deal to Brian Cleminson, but in a variety of ways. One of the most fascinating passages in Wicks’ book is the recollection of Freda Risley (now Mrs Costa). She was an evacuee in Cornwall. Despite the kindness shown to her by ‘Mrs S’,


the whole experience marked me for life. Until fairly recent years I suffered bad bouts of homesickness if I was away from home for any time; I find it exceptionally difficult to trust anyone other than my husband; for a large part of my young adult life I suffered badly from depression and feelings of rejection – I am angry that the whole scheme was so ill thought-out and put into operation – they were messing about with children’s lives, for God’s sake, how dare they give it so little thought!

I thought at the time, and I still think, that because they needed our mothers to work long hours in munitions, evacuation served a dual purpose – it got us away from the big towns and it also provided cheap child care.

The war – and the war effort – was paramount and I think this is why we only hear good experiences. I don’t deny these experiences; anyone lucky enough to have been billeted with Mrs S. in Wadebridge and people like her has only good experiences to relate. But there was another, darker side, and I think it has been covered up and I’m bitter about it. I still get upset – old newsreels showing evacuees with those damned luggage labels round their neck still make me weep.

On the positive side, since I work with children, I’ve learned invaluable lessons. I never take an adult’s word against a child’s at face value; I respect what kids have to say. I credit them with more understanding and awareness than is general. I know why battered children never tell, and I’m pretty good at spotting when something is wrong. Children trust me – it helps in my work. But was the evacuation experience worth it to have gained understanding? On balance – no. It brought too much misery at the time and its effects ruined large parts of my life for too long.35



As for the areas the children left to whatever fate the gods of war had in store for them, civil defence planners devoted frantic attention in the autumn of 1939. ARP became the most familiar acronym of the day.

The nationwide network, put together with remarkable speed after Munich, was put at battle stations on 23 August with the arrival of a single code-worded telegram – ‘WOW’ – sent to Regional Commissioners who, like Oliver Cromwell’s major-generals 300 years before, parcelled out the country between them with, as it happened, near identical boundaries. The Regional Commissioner for the Metropolis, Sir Harold Scott, a senior but remarkably unstuffy Home Office civil servant, installed himself, with defiant perversity, in one of the few all-glass buildings in Thirties London – the Geological Survey Office and Museum in South Kensington (in fact it was a steel-framed construction and scarcely a pane of glass was lost throughout the whole war).36

In short, it was Scott’s job to cover greater London and the adjacent parts of Essex, Middlesex, Kent and Surrey not just with Anderson shelters but with sandbags, too, to protect people and buildings from blast. The exercise illustrated to perfection the way the demands of war changed every part of the traditional British landscape, the bureaucratic as much as the physical. ‘I myself’, Scott wrote later,


could not afford too strict a respect for orthodox Civil Service procedure: this was not the time to apply the lessons of precedent learned in my apprenticeship at the Home Office. Thus, towards the end of August I had to organise the filling of hundreds of thousands of sandbags to protect buildings of every kind and description. It was obvious that vast quantities of sand would be needed beyond the normal limits of the market, and to buy it at the current commercial price of about fifteen shillings a yard [75p; the 1989 price was £17 for a yard] would run up an enormous bill; so I asked the Geological Survey (our involuntary hosts in Exhibition Road) to select some twenty sites, well distributed throughout the Region, where sand could be readily excavated …

Meanwhile I arranged for the hiring of every available mechanical excavator within fifty miles of London, dividing this task force between the sites selected by the Survey, and the public was told that it could take away as much sand as it could carry. There was an overwhelming response from both public bodies and private citizens; a special corps of telephonists was on duty day and night giving advice and information on Operation Sand, as it would no doubt have been called in the later jargon of the war; and millions of yards of sand were distributed at a cost which worked out at less than a shilling [5p] a yard.



Nowhere was sacred, not even one of the most elegant and green patches of central London:


In Hyde Park the site of the 1851 Exhibition was excavated to a depth of some forty feet, uncovering the concrete foundations of the original Crystal Palace, and leaving an enormous crater. This was later filled by rubble from London’s bombed buildings, which rose to a mound forty-feet high; and this in turn vanished, for it was carried away to East Anglia to make the foundations for those runways from which the American Superfortresses carried even greater destruction to the cities of Germany.37



The choicest beauty spots of the capital fared no better than Hyde Park. During one of the last days of peace, the ‘Dictator of London’, as Scott, to his chagrin, was described in the press,38 journeyed through the northern suburbs to the rim of sandy hills which surround the capital where,


on Hampstead Heath the sand-diggers created a miniature Cheddar Gorge, which glowed in the sunshine of that wonderful autumn in warm lines of ochre, orange and red … Up from the Vale of Health roared and rocked a continuous stream of three-, five- and ten-ton lorries, and then amongst them appeared a small Austin car with a tiny trailer attached. Beside the driver sat his small daughter. When their turn came they drew up beside the giant grab, received a great dollop of sand on their trailer, and drove happily away to fortify their home against the wrath to come.39



But wrath of the high explosive variety didn’t come for another eight months. The destructive powers of Nazism were directed first at Scandinavia (neutral Sweden apart), the Low Countries and France. The indirect effect of the fall of Norway, however, was to sweep away the Chamberlain Government in May 1940 through an upsurge of political wrath of a kind not seen before or since, given the usual capacity of a three-figure majority to insulate a British Prime Minister from pretty well anybody or anything.

There was nothing of business as usual about the political crisis brought about by the dramatic finish to the Phoney War. It had its origins in an ill-conceived plan to send British troops to aid the Finns fighting a brave if doomed border war with Germany’s ally since the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, the Soviet Union. The idea was to land British troops in the far northern port of Narvik in the Norwegian Arctic and move them overland across neutral Sweden to Finland. In the first days of March 1940 the War Cabinet finally gave the expedition its approval. The Finns promptly sued for peace with the Russians.

The Finnish expedition-that-never-was was something of a shambles and an embarrassment and public concern was agitated accordingly. It prompted Chamberlain into a penultimate outburst of hubris (his final one was to come in the Commons a few weeks later). It’s one thing for the ordinary citizen to be deceived by the apparent calm of external events, quite another if it’s a Prime Minister practising self-delusion on the grand scale. ‘Hitler’, announced Chamberlain on 4 April, ‘has missed the bus.’ Four days later, Hitler, surmising correctly that the British might still put a force ashore in Scandinavia to protect Norway and deny the Germans greatly improved access to the shipping lanes of the North Atlantic, invaded Denmark and Norway.

Churchill, confined to the Admiralty but still the best hope of those in all political parties who craved a resolute war policy, put a brave face on the disaster and promised that thanks to the might of the Royal Navy – vainly as it turned out – every enemy ship using the stretch of water between Denmark and Norway would be sent to the bottom. The deployment of British forces in Norway itself was chaotic in conception, confused in execution and humiliating in its outcome. Two fishing ports in the south, Namsos and Andalsnes, were taken, as was Narvik in the north. The Navy and the Army were at cross-purposes much of the time, the troops ill-trained for this kind of terrain. Most important of all, the Germans had near-complete superiority in the air once they had seized the bulk of the Norwegian airfields.

Five days after the evacuation from Namsos and Andalsnes (Narvik did not fall to the Nazis for another month) Chamberlain faced his critics in the House of Commons in a two-day debate on the Norwegian operation. The Norway Debate of 7–8 May 1940 is celebrated not merely as a turning-point in the command and control of Britain’s war effort between 1939 and 1945, but as one of the classic parliamentary occasions of the twentieth century when the House of Commons had the power to break a man and an administration and, effectively, to make a new premier and a new Cabinet.

At the outset, nobody could have predicted the outcome. There was nothing artificial or choreographed about the pattern the debate took. Lord Lloyd, a ferocious Empire man and formidable imperial civil servant, wrote to his son a few hours before the debate opened, in a manner which summed up the mood of anger and urgency of all those who loathed the appeasers and feared the consequences of their half-hearted prosecution of the war:


I am much afraid that the weakness of the Opposition and subservience of the Commons majority will leave Chamberlain at the head of affairs until some further blunder brings fresh humiliation and disaster to our armies. It is the terrible complacency of Neville [Chamberlain], [Sir John] Simon and Sam Hoare that alarms me so much. We all behave as if we had three years or more in which to win the war, whereas it is certain that it is in the next 4 or at latest 5 months that Hitler will stake his all in his attempt to administer a knock-out blow …40



There was every reason, too, to believe that even if a miraculous uprising by an apparently supine Parliament did shake Chamberlain to his roots, there was no guarantee that his huge majority would fail to cushion his fall or, if it did, the King would be able to send for Churchill. (It’s widely forgotten that sending for a new premier is the personal prerogative of the monarch and not one of those powers transferred to Parliament by the ‘Glorious Revolution of 1688’.) 41 The former diplomat, Harold Nicolson (by this time a National Labour MP and a determined anti-appeaser) was one of the few politicians to appreciate the precarious nature of our informal, unwritten constitution at moments of national peril and uncertainty.

Another was the Liberal, Clem Davies, with whom Nicolson discussed the matter as they waited for the debate to begin: ‘He [Davies] makes the point that we all forget the constitutional position, which is extremely difficult. If there is not to be a Coalition, the King would have to send for Attlee [Leader of the Labour Party] and it would be extremely difficult for him to send for Lloyd George [the great war leader of 1916–1918].’42 Davies and Nicolson were plumb right to anticipate confusion and vacillation if – and it was a big if – Chamberlain’s position became untenable.

The Norway Debate is worth savouring not only for the dramatic reversal of fortunes it produced, but as an event in its own right. For one of the greatest claims made for the British people in the country’s direst moment of peril, certainly this century, is that the great institutions of national life were not diminished or contaminated even though the pressure to take short cuts with democratic procedure must have been intense. The most eloquent expression of this thesis came, for example, in the first year of peace from that most influential Anglophile among the American press corps in London, Ed Murrow of CBS.43 In a radio broadcast on the BBC, Murrow confessed he had not been wildly impressed by Britain when he first came to know it in the 1930s:


I knew something of your history and more of your literature. But, to me, England was a small, pleasant, historical, but relatively unimportant island off the coast of Europe. It was different and therefore interesting. Your country was a sort of museum piece … You seemed slow, indifferent and exceedingly complacent … I thought your streets narrow and mean; your tailors over-advertised; your climate unbearable; your class-consciousness offensive. You could not cook; your young men seemed without vigour or purpose. I admired your history, doubted your future …



Seeing us under bombardment, under threat of invasion and mobilised to the limit between 1939 and 1945 led Murrow to believe


that I have learned the most important thing that has happened in Britain during the last six years. It was not, I think, the demonstration of physical courage. That has been a cheap commodity in this war. Many people of many nations were brave under the bombs. I doubt that the most important thing was Dunkirk or the Battle of Britain, El Alamein or Stalingrad. Not even the landings in Normandy or the great blows struck by British and American bombers.

Historians may decide that any one of these events was decisive, but I am persuaded that the most important thing that happened in Britain was that this nation chose to win or lose this war under the established rules of parliamentary procedure. It feared Nazism, but it did not choose to imitate it … Representative government, equality before the law, survived. Future generations who bother to read the official record of proceedings in the House of Commons will discover that British armies retreated from many places, but that there was no retreat from the principles for which your ancestors fought.44



The Norway Debate, which was to demonstrate that pressure from its elected representatives could change the people at the top of its war machine in mid-conflict without fatal consequences (the reverse in fact), began tepidly enough with ‘a feeble speech’45 from the Leader of the Opposition, Clem Attlee, who, despite his many virtues, was not an orator for any occasion, great or small. But the chemistry of the House of Commons, all important at such times, is unpredictable in its volatility.

Harold Nicolson, who saw it fizzle then fizz, described it brilliantly on paper that same night:


The House is crowded, and when Chamberlain comes in, he is greeted with shouts of ‘Missed the bus!’ He makes a very feeble speech and is only applauded by the yes-men. He makes some reference to the complacency of the country, at which the whole House cheers vociferously and ironically, inducing him to make a little, rather feminine, gesture of irritation.46



Attlee is called next and underwhelms. Sir Archibald Sinclair, the Liberal leader, does rather better. A Conservative nonentity follows. He is succeeded by a Labour veteran, Josiah Wedgwood, whose slightly dotty speech, suggesting that the Fleet has fled to its Egyptian base in Alexandria for fear of being bombed by the Germans, is the match which lights the fuse of the first explosion which rattles the Government front bench. The MP in question was Sir Roger Keyes, a great naval figure and hero of the Zeebrugge action in the First World War. Nicolson captured the scene:


A few minutes afterwards Roger Keyes comes in, dressed in full uniform with six rows of medals. I scribble him a note telling him what Wedgwood has just said, and he immediately rises and goes to the Speaker’s chair (pressing his right to intervene in the debate after such an attack on his old service). When Wedgwood sits down, Keyes gets up and begins his speech by referring to Wedgwood’s remark and calling it a damned insult. The Speaker does not call him to order for his unparliamentary language and the whole House roars with laughter, especially Lloyd George who rocks back-wards and forwards in boyish delight with his mouth wide open.

Keyes then returns to his manuscript and makes an absolutely devastating attack upon the naval conduct of the Narvik episode and the Naval General Staff. The House listens in breathless silence when he tells us how the Naval General Staff had assured him that a naval action at Trondheim was easy but unnecessary owing to the success of the military. There is a great gasp of astonishment. It is by far the most dramatic speech I have ever heard, and when Keyes sits down there is thunderous applause.

Thereafter the weakness of the Margesson system [Captain David Margesson was Chamberlain’s Chief Whip and scourge of the anti-appeasers] is displayed by the fact that none of the yes-men are of any value whatsoever, whereas all the more able Conservatives have been driven into the ranks of the rebels.47



As so often happens on these occasions, it was a man not normally found among the regular rebels (whose predictability, then as now, leads them to be discounted) who delivered the truly crippling blow. In this instance it was the pint-sized former Colonial Secretary, Leo Amery, a man whose love of country and Empire was in reverse proportion to his diminutive stature. It was he who, on the Saturday debate on the eve of war, had urged Greenwood, Labour’s deputy leader, to ‘Speak for England, Arthur’. Following on from Lloyd George, who urged Chamberlain to ‘give an example of sacrifice because there is nothing which can contribute more to victory than that he should sacrifice the seals of office’, Amery reached deep into the history of the Commons itself for his lethal weapon. For the climax to his verbal assault he chose the words Oliver Cromwell had 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!’

With so many of his own ranks speaking out against him and the mood of the House so hostile, Chamberlain, an intelligent man though vain and stubborn, knew by the evening of 7 May that he was in trouble but he did not believe it was necessarily terminal. He appeared quite chipper when he turned up at the Palace to brief the King about his hopes for a reconstructed Government which would include Labour politicians. And for those who think that royal influence in matters of high politics died with the nineteenth century, George VI’s diary entries for those crisis days of May 1940 are very revealing, starting with his note of the conversation between sovereign and premier on 7 May.


I said to the P.M. would it help him if I spoke to Attlee about the national standpoint of the Labour Party, and say that I hoped that they would realize that they must pull their weight and join the National Government.48



Chamberlain advised the monarch to postpone any approach to the Labour leaders until their annual party conference, due to be held in Bournemouth that weekend, was over. There is no doubt where the Monarch’s sympathy lay. His diary entry continued: ‘I told the P.M. that I did not like the way in which, with all the worries and responsibilities he had to bear in the conduct of the war, he was always subject to a stab in the back from both the H. of C. [House of Commons] and the Press.’49

The depth of division within the ‘political class’ (by which I mean those sufficiently close to events to be playing some personal role in the drama) can be appreciated by contrasting the King’s reflections on that fraught evening with those of a confirmed anti-Chamberlainite. ‘The general impression left by the debate’, Harold Nicolson wrote, ‘is that we are unprepared to meet the appalling attack which we know is about to be delivered against us. The atmosphere is something more than anxiety: it is one of actual fear, but it is a very resolute fear and not hysteria or cowardice in the least. In fact I have seldom admired the spirit of the House so much as I did today.’50

It was partly to do with the fact that, unlike most moments in the life of a Parliamentary Opposition with a three-figure majority against it, the Labour Party found itself in a position to determine the fate of the Government. As the second day of the Norway Debate began this had not really dawned on the Labour leadership. There was a genuine reluctance, at such a moment of national peril, to divide the House on party lines. It was Chamberlain himself, in an outburst of vanity, arrogance and stupidity who finally fashioned the instrument of his own destruction. Before he spoke it seemed possible there would be a vote on the technical issue of the adjournment (i.e. a division taking place on the motion ‘That this House do adjourn’). Chamberlain turned it into a personal vote of confidence in himself when he intervened at the end of a combative speech from the Labour frontbencher Herbert Morrison. ‘To say that the situation is grave and that the attack which Morrison has made upon the Government “and upon me in particular” makes it graver still … This really horrifies the House,’ Nicolson recorded, ‘since it shows that he always takes the personal point of view. He goes on to say that he accepts the challenge of a division, since it will show who is with him and who is against him. “I have”, he says with a leer of triumph, “friends in this House”. Until that moment the House had not really foreseen that the Opposition were to press for a division.’51

Attlee, who thought as a war leader Chamberlain ‘was quite unsuited for it – he knew nothing about defence; he knew nothing about foreign affairs and he couldn’t enthuse the people,’52 was surprised by the degree of discontent the first day of the debate had revealed. At a meeting of Labour’s Parliamentary Party on the morning of the eighth, he proposed that Labour should divide the House against the advice of Hugh Dalton who thought it might unite the Conservative ranks behind the Prime Minister, as well it might if Chamberlain had not referred so dismissively to his ‘friends’.53

When the division came, substantial numbers of Conservatives (some formerly fervent admirers of Chamberlain, some in tears) voted with the Opposition. Leo Amery, who had made the speech of his life the day before, caught the moment when the Parliamentary system, so often the subject of derision before and since, lived up to its job specification by dislodging a man whose time was past (though whether it would get Churchill, the man whose time had come, was another matter):


So unexpectedly large was the number of Conservatives voting against the Government – we were forty-four in all – and so many remained ostentatiously in their seats determined not to vote, that, for a moment, we half thought we might have an actual majority. We streamed back into the House. But as the Whips marched up to the table, making their well-drilled three bows, the Government Whips were on the right.

We strained our ears to hear David Margesson read out the figures: 281 to 200. A gasp, and shouts of ‘resign, resign’. The drop from the normal majority of over 200 was enough to show that the confidence was no longer there, that the Government, as it stood, was doomed. Chamberlain stood up, erect, unyielding, sardonic, and walked out past the Speaker’s Chair and over the feet of his colleagues, who then followed. The Government benches cheered, while the Socialists shouted: ‘Go, in God’s name, go!’54



Chamberlain seems to have deluded himself that he could still put together a National Government, an illusion fostered by the ‘number of those who voted against the Government [who] have since either told me, or written to me to say, that they had nothing against me except that I had the wrong people in my team’.55 If it could not be him at the head of it, Chamberlain was determined, as was the King, that it would be the Foreign Secretary, the devout, aristocratic Lord Halifax, like Chamberlain a convinced appeaser. The Labour leaders, Attlee and Greenwood, made it plain that their condition for entering a coalition was the removal of Chamberlain from the premiership. Attlee preferred Churchill, but there is every indication that Labour would have served under Halifax, whom Attlee captured perfectly in a wonderfully pithy aside –‘Queer bird, Halifax. Very humorous, all hunting and Holy Communion.’56

Leo Amery, whose name will always be associated with the destruction of Chamberlain in the House of Commons, was undoubtedly right when he said in 1947 that ‘the change of Government in 1940 was, indeed, the direct result of a parliamentary demonstration of dissatisfaction with Mr Neville Chamberlain’s war leadership … All the same, if the matter had been left to a parliamentary vote, a majority vote both of Conservatives and of Socialists would have favoured Lord Halifax.’57

It was, in fact, Halifax himself who ensured the country got the leader it needed at a meeting with Chamberlain and Churchill at No. 10 on Thursday 9 May. Attlee and Greenwood were present at the outset to make it plain that Labour would not serve under Chamberlain and that consultation with their colleagues would be required before they could commit themselves to the idea of a Coalition. They left for Bournemouth to take soundings at their party conference leaving the doomed premier and his two potential successors. For once Churchill used silence as his ultimate weapon. Chamberlain by implication expressed his preference for Halifax. ‘As I remained silent,’ Churchill later wrote,


a very long pause ensued. It certainly seemed longer than the two minutes which one observes in the commemorations of Armistice Day. Then at length Halifax spoke. He said he felt that his position as a Peer, out of the House of Commons, would make it very difficult for him to discharge the duties of Prime Minister in a war like this. He would be held responsible for everything, but would not have the power to guide the assembly upon whose confidence the life of every Government depended. He spoke for some minutes in this sense, and by the time he had finished it was clear that the duty would fall upon me – had in fact fallen upon me.58



In the small hours of Friday 10 May the Germans invaded Holland and Belgium. Never have the British changed prime ministers in such fraught circumstances. The actual change-over took place ‘after tea’, as the King put it. Chamberlain came to resign. The King told him ‘how grossly and unfairly I thought he had been treated’, suggested Halifax ‘of course’ should succeed him, reluctantly accepted Chamberlain’s advice that this could not be and sent for Churchill who ‘was full of fire and determination’.59 Thus began one of the greatest P.M.-Monarch partnerships in British history.

Churchill returned to the Admiralty, summoned Attlee and Greenwood, offered Labour ‘rather more than a third of the places’ in a new National Government and ‘two seats in the War Cabinet of five’60 (thus, albeit unwillingly, setting Labour on the road to untrammelled power five years later brimming, thanks to their Coalition service, with both ministerial experience and popular support). At 3 a.m. on the Saturday morning he finally eased his vast frame into bed ‘conscious of a profound sense of relief. At last I had the authority to give directions over the whole scene. I felt as if I were walking with destiny, and that all my past life had been but a preparation for this hour and this trial.’61 For once the hyperbole was justified. In personal terms, he really was a war-winner. For once the political system had thrown up exactly the right individual at the right moment. The normally anti-heroic A.J.P. Taylor ended his short biographical note on Churchill in his English History 1914–1945 with the words ‘the saviour of his country’62 and he was right.

PART TWO: The Shock-Absorber, 1940–41


The sloping, sunny field in the south of England is the graveyard of German aircraft shot down along a part of the south coast. Ninety have been brought to this field alone in the past week or so. And for every one here, probably half a dozen more are in the sea. Clambering among this mass of wreckage is not pleasant. The smell of burnt metal and paint still hangs about; here and there a wreck smells like an operating theatre. J.L. Hodson, diary entry, 24th August 19401

We had somehow to form a body for burial so that the relatives (without seeing it) could imagine that their loved one was more or less intact for that purpose. But it was a very difficult task – there were so many pieces missing and, as one of the mortuary attendants said, ‘Proper jigsaw puzzle, ain’t it, Miss?’ The stench was the worst thing about it … It became a grim and ghastly satisfaction when a body was fairly constructed – but if one was too lavish in making one body almost whole, then another would have sad gaps. Frances Faviell recalling the London Blitz, autumn 19402



Thirty years after the Second World War had ended, an especially thoughtful airman said to me, ‘Never forget war is about destroying things and killing people.’3 The triumph of 1940, the heroism of the Royal Air Force pilots, the bravery of the civilian population beneath the bombers of the Luftwaffe was real, remarkable and should never be forgotten. The images that keep the memory alive are from the celluloid of contemporary newsreel and retrospective reconstruction for the cinema – the exquisite shape of a Spitfire coming, as if out of the sun, to destroy wave after wave of German aircraft with its Browning guns ablaze; of old ladies being hauled out of a ruined street in the East End peering at the camera and declaring in perfect Cockney that ‘One day, that ’itler, ’e’ll go too far.’

But the image that haunts me most is that of the basket of ‘unidentified flesh’ the wardens were instructed to gather from the rubble after a raid for use in the mortuaries where attendants spent long hours putting together something resembling a body for distraught relatives to bury.4 It’s an image which anyone of a later generation that did not live through the Blitz needs to keep vivid, not for ghoulish, morbid reasons, but because the fear, the shock and the suffering of ordinary people in the periods when Britain came under aerial bombardment have tended to be diminished as the years have passed for three reasons: the healing, erasing effect of the passage of time itself; the retrospective knowledge of other combatants who suffered on an almost unimaginable scale – the Russians, the Poles, the victims of the Holocaust; and the post-atomic bomb appreciation that if war came again the Blitz would be surpassed a hundred times and more in devastation. None of this was knowable in 1940.

And the prospect of untold horrors – fifth columnists dropping from the air, sabotage by British-born German sympathisers, invasion itself – seemed dramatically closer the day Churchill took power and the Wehrmacht took the Low Countries. Churchill himself certainly felt it and admitted as much to his personal detective, W.H. Thompson, as they drove back from the Palace after his appointment as P.M.

‘You know why I have been to Buckingham Palace, Thompson?’

‘Yes, Sir. I only wish that the position had come your way in better times, for you have an enormous task.’

‘God alone knows how great it is,’ said Churchill with tears in his eyes. ‘I hope that it is not too late. I am very much afraid that it is. We can only do our best.’5

Such sentiments, however, were for intimates on private occasions. In public it was all the lion’s roar. Years later he was to say, ‘It was the nation and the race dwelling all round the globe that had the lion’s heart. I had the luck to be called upon to give the roar.’6 He quickly mobilised that force over which he had always exercised a supreme command – the power of language. On 13 May, addressing the Commons for the first time as premier, he delivered himself of one of his best-remembered orations. As was his habit, he built morale, paradoxically enough, by sparing his listeners nothing.


I would say to the House, as I said to those who have joined this Government: ‘I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat.’

We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have before us many, many long months of struggle and of suffering. You ask what is our policy? I will say: it is to wage war, by sea, land and air, with all our might and with all the strength that God can give us; to wage war against a monstrous tyranny, never surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human crime. That is our policy.

You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word: It is 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.7



As with Lloyd George, that other great mobiliser of words for the purpose of waging total war, cold print cannot convey more than a fraction of the force. The pregnant pauses, the sibilant delivery, the grand gesture, the rising and falling of his voice – all made him instantly recognisable and permanently unforgettable. Part of his secret as a mover of hearts and minds was that he had been practising his more effective word patterns for decades, a trick he could get away with in an era when it was rare indeed for a political speech to be recorded on celluloid or gramophone record (video and tapes were still a generation away). The longevity of his political career (he was sixty-five when he became premier), the width of his ministerial experience (Colonial Office, Board of Trade, Home Office, Admiralty, War Office and Treasury) as well as his love for the flowing phrase, produced by 1940 as rich a rhetorical compost as any politician had had to nurture his words.

The Cambridge historian, Ronald Hyam, told us a great deal about Churchill when he traced the genesis of his most famous wartime speech in praise of the pilots of RAF Fighter Command when the Battle of Britain was at its height.

Take the origins of perhaps Churchill’s most famous phrase delivered on 20 August 1940 that ‘Never again in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.’ This had been perfected over several trial runs:


Never before were there so many people in England, and never before have they had so much to eat. (1899, during Oldham by-election.)

I do not think it is very encouraging that we should have spent so much money upon the settlement of so few. (April 1906, on land settlement in South Africa.)

Never before in Colonial experience has a Council been granted where the number of settlers is so few. (November 1907, on the Legislative Council for Kenya.)

… nowhere else in the world could so enormous a mass of water be held up by so little masonry. (1908, on a dam at Ripon Falls across the Victoria Nile.)

Never before has so little been asked and never before have so many people asked for it. (1910, on Irish demands for Home Rule.) 8



However recycled his material, Churchill refashioned it into a remarkable weapon. In 1940 he commandeered the English language for war. His words stood up and fought. It was worth, I reckon, ten divisions and as many squadrons of fighters the Army and the RAF did not have but desperately needed.

No British Government has ever taken office at such a testing time. A big mistake in 1940 and there simply would be no 1941. The worst case – invasion – was contemplated, as it had to be, at all levels. The Home Guard, the redoubtable ‘Dad’s Army’, prepared to leave its more robust members behind the lines if the Germans came ashore and moved across the southern English countryside on their way to London and Hitler’s victory parade down Whitehall.9 Aesthetes like Harold Nicolson and his wife, Vita Sackville-West, had poison ready to take should the Wehrmacht approach their Kent home at Sissinghurst a few hours fighting away from the coast.10 If invasion came and was not repelled Churchill planned to lead a resistance movement from some unspecified location outside London with the aid of a ‘Committee of Public Safety’ consisting of himself, Lord Beaverbrook (presumably to handle propaganda) and Ernest Bevin, the new Minister of Labour and the incarnation of working-class solidarity and commitment to the war.11

Despite the Lion’s roar from No. 10 and the spirit of defiance among ordinary people (even an old cynic like A.J.P. Taylor had no doubt that in the summer of 1940, the Phoney War was over, ‘We were a united nation. Despite our fears we were convinced that we should win in the end. Strangers stopped me in the street and said, “Poor old Hitler. He’s done for himself this time now that he has taken us on”’12), the position looked utterly desperate after the fall of France, despite the heroic evacuation of 338,226 troops, 225,000 of whom were British, from the beaches of Dunkirk in the last days of May and the first days of June.

However many generations of historians in the future rearrange the particles of the years 1939–45, none of them, without gross distortion, can deny the absolutely pivotal role of Britain in the twelve months from the fall of France to Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union. If Britain hadn’t stood alone and had gone down at any point in that year, it’s difficult to see how the Nazis could have been prevented from dominating Europe for generations to come. With existing levels of air, naval and military technology, it would have been impossible in


























































































PART THREE: The Long Haul, 1941–45
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