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Introduction

Over the years, my bookshelves have always held a few volumes whose subject could broadly be called ‘Great Speeches That Changed the World’. The thesis of these books is that this questionable feat has been achieved multiple times, under the right conditions: timely words, alloyed to a timely idea, spoken by a timely, brilliant person.

In these anthologies I could expect to find at least one speech by Winston Spencer Churchill. Often two or three. They sounded slightly old-fashioned, lofty, with his wordsmithery elevated to near pomposity, yet always they contained a brace of exquisite phrases, superb sound-bites that would have been just as memorable to an audience 1,000 years in the past as 1,000 years in the future.

As I became a minor student of the speeches of Nehru, Lenin, George Washington, Hitler, Martin Luther King and others, I fed my admiration for the art of oratory and these men’s rising arrow-showers of words. At their best they had the power to summon into being the unexpressed thoughts of a people, to galvanize disparate emotions into a locus of shared passion capable of making the unthinkable a reality.

What struck me as remarkable about Churchill was that he wrote three of these speeches within just four weeks. For him, May 1940 was a single span of inspired grandiloquence. And he did so all by himself. What was it about that moment that spurred him to such heights? What political and personal pressures compelled him, three times in so few days, to turn coal into such diamonds?

The simple answer? Britain was at war. The horrors of Blitzkrieg saw one European democracy after another fall in rapid succession to the Nazi boot and shell. Facing this horror, with pen in hand and typist-secretary at the ready, Britain’s new Prime Minister wondered what words could rouse the country to a heroic resistance when the invasion of the country by a terrible foe seemed mere hours away.

This book, and the screenplay for the film Darkest Hour, emerged from these questions and from this fascination. The aim is to look at the working methods, leadership qualities, thinking and psychological states of one man in these critical days – a man who believed, in the core of his rather poetic soul, that words mattered, that they counted, and could intercede to change the world.

My initial research led me to focus on the period from Churchill’s unexpected promotion to the prime ministership on 10 May 1940 until the near-complete evacuation of the endangered British army from Dunkirk (which signalled the imminent fall of France) on 4 June – the date, by the way, on which he delivered the last speech in his rhetorical trilogy.

The National Archives provided a vital research tool: access to the actual minutes of the War Cabinet meetings that Winston chaired during those dimming days. These shed light on a rare period of uncertainty in his career, a wobble in his otherwise steady leadership. Pedestals are for statues, not for people, and a close reading of the minutes reveals not only a leader in trouble, under attack from all sides and uncertain at times what direction to take, but also a story I had not heard: of a British War Cabinet that, had it made peace with the enemy, would have reshaped the world for ever. How close did Winston come to entering into a peace deal with Hitler? Dangerously so, I discovered.

The question before that War Cabinet, gathering in 1940 initially at the Admiralty (a short walk up Whitehall from Downing Street) and thereafter in its bunker deep under the Treasury Building, was whether Britain was to fight on alone, perhaps to the destruction of its armed forces and even the nation itself, or play it safe by exploring a peace deal with Hitler. The Italian Ambassador in London, in exchange for some colonial trades in Africa and Malta and Gibraltar, had indicated he was prepared to ask the Italian fascist leader, Benito Mussolini, to act as the go-between for Berlin and London in such a deal. With Winston’s rival for the leadership, Lord Halifax, emphatic in his call for this option to be explored, at least until Hitler’s terms could be discerned, and with Winston’s predecessor as PM, Neville Chamberlain, agreeing that this seemed the only sensible way to escape almost certain annihilation, Winston faced some very lonely hours in which he truly had only his own counsel to draw upon.

Many readers will be astonished to learn that the great Winston Churchill, presented to history as a staunch and unyielding foe of Hitler, told his colleagues in the War Cabinet that he would not object in principle to peace talks with Germany ‘if Herr Hitler was prepared to make peace on terms of the restoration of German colonies and the overlordship of Central Europe’. At one point, on 26 May, he went further, and was reported to have stated ‘that he would be thankful to get out of our present difficulties, provided we retained the essentials of our vital strength, even at the cost of some cession of territory’. What territory? Not only European, but British territory. And there was more. Chamberlain’s diary for 27 May records that Churchill told the War Cabinet that ‘if we could get out of this jam by giving up Malta and Gibraltar and some African colonies he [Winston] would jump at it’.

Was Churchill seriously considering entering into peace talks with a homicidal maniac whom he loathed beyond all others? It would seem so. Such were the pressures upon him that he not only entertained the idea but permitted Halifax to begin drafting a top-secret memorandum to the Italians, laying out Britain’s terms and taking the first step in a process to find out how severe Hitler’s would be.

For those who might find that any image of a Churchill willing to seriously consider such a deal belittles the great man, doing injury to his reputation, I would argue the opposite: that the public image of a pugnacious battler who never doubted himself does not do him justice; it makes him unreal, a cliché, less a three-dimensional human being than the product of a collective dream. Rather than diminish him, his indecision, his ability to put on a strong face in order to keep morale up while thinking of different solutions, recommends him.

These, then, are the dark hours to which the title refers, but from them – and, moreover, because of them – Churchill emerged with two coups de théâtre, magnificent examples of peroration: the first delivered to a group of outer Cabinet members not privy to the War Cabinet talks, and the second to the full Parliament for all the world to hear. The first was a warm-up for the real thing, and no full record of it exists, but diary entries by two men who heard it suggest its broad outlines and many key phrases. The second speech entered history the moment the words came out of Winston’s mouth, as he listed beaches, landing grounds, fields, hills, seas and oceans, and the air as the places where the British would fight the dreaded Hun.

In both these speeches, and in an earlier one delivered a few weeks before – in which he promised the public his blood, toil, tears and sweat, whether they wanted them or not – he used every trick in the book. These were lessons he’d learned from the Greeks and Romans generally, and Cicero specifically: first arousing sympathy for his country, himself, his clients, his case, and then building towards a direct emotional appeal – what the Roman orators called epilogos – aimed at leaving not a heart unmoved or a dry eye in the house.

Models exist for the kind of fireworks he delivered three times in May and early June 1940 – notably the speech of Marcus Antonius in defence of Aquillius, during which Antonius tore open the tunic of Aquillius to reveal his battle scars – but the British House of Commons and the British public had heard nothing like it. With words, Churchill changed the political mood and shored up the nervous will of a shaking people, compelling them down an uncertain road that – eventually, and against the odds, and with all the sacrifice Winston predicted (and then some!) – ended in total victory.

It is some story.

When Winston died, it was said of him that in those dark days in 1940, when Britain stood alone before a monstrous enemy, he mobilized the English language and sent it into battle. This isn’t merely a pretty metaphor. Words were really all he had in those long days. But if you are to be left with only one thing to fight with, then – the lesson must be – you could do a lot worse.




TUESDAY, 7 MAY 1940

HITLER HAD ALREADY INVADED CZECHOSLOVAKIA, POLAND, DENMARK AND NORWAY.

—————

HE WAS NOW POISED TO CONQUER THE REST OF EUROPE.

—————

IN BRITAIN, PARLIAMENT HAD LOST FAITH IN ITS LEADER, NEVILLE CHAMBERLAIN. THE SEARCH FOR A REPLACEMENT HAD ALREADY BEGUN.

—————
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1. A House Divided

The Debating Chamber of the British Parliament was in an uproar of condemnation and invective. ‘Out, out!’ they howled from the upper galleries, where aristocrats and members of the House of Lords craned forward to get a clear view. ‘Resign, man! Resign!’ British politics had never seen anything quite like it. Members of the Opposition parties were rolling their order papers into daggers and thrusting them in the direction of the collapsed, already failing and secretly ailing figure sitting in front of the despatch box – the Conservative Prime Minister of Great Britain, Neville Chamberlain.

But Chamberlain, for many reasons, was reluctant to stand down as leader – not least because of his deep uncertainty about who could possibly succeed him.

Britain had been at war for eight months, and it was going badly. Both politicians and the public were baying not just for a leader, but, as all great times demand, a great leader – one capable of delivering what only great leaders can: words that can move and sway and convince and galvanize and inspire and even forge in the hearts of the public levels of feeling they do not know they have. From these words would come actions and, depending on the wisdom of these actions, either triumph or bloody defeat.

And there was perhaps a more surprising ingredient that any nation in grave crisis might wish to find in its leader: doubt. The vital ability to doubt his or her own judgements, to possess a mind capable of holding two contrary ideas at the same time and only then to synthesize them; to have a mind not made up, and so remain in conversation with all views. This contrasted with a mind made up which could remain in conversation with only one person: the self. Britain had little use for an ideologue in these days. What it needed was a 360-degree thinker.

As Oliver Cromwell wrote in 1650 to the Church of Scotland: ‘I beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, think it possible you may be mistaken.’ In these doubtful times, and with the issues faced by the British nation so grave that its very future hung on its next moves, the great question was: where could such a leader be found?

‘You have sat too long here for any good you have been doing. Depart, I say, and let us have done with you. In the name of God, go!’ Leo Amery, Member of Parliament for Sparkbrook, in Birmingham, resumed his seat to thunderous applause on this, the first night of the now-legendary Norway Debate on Tuesday, 7 May 1940. The House had now been sitting for almost nine hours. It was a warm early summer’s evening and darkness had fallen. His words were the knife in fellow-Conservative Chamberlain’s side.

Britain was a country divided, and the Government, instead of pulling together, was being torn apart by egos and petty differences which had contributed to catastrophic military failures on both the battlefield and the high seas. The prospect of fascism succeeding and of democracy drawing to a close in Europe was no longer unimaginable.

The seeds of the famous debate happening in the Chamber that night were sown five days earlier, when the news broke that Britain was evacuating her troops from the Norwegian port of Trondheim after coming under heavy Nazi attack for the first time. Leo Amery and members of Lord Salisbury’s Watching Committee, made up of Conservative MPs and Lords with the object of holding the Government to account, along with an All-Party Parliamentary Action Group, with a similar objective but led by the Liberal MP Clement Davies and including members of the Labour Party, had agreed to force a debate on the blunders made during this first encounter with Nazi troops, and, with this debate, attempt to finally rid themselves of the leader they felt was failing them and the country.

Chamberlain had first begun to speak to the House on the ‘Conduct of the War’ at 3.48 p.m. on 7 May, the first of two days of debate. His words, his attempt at a salvage job, did nothing to strengthen his position or to allay fears that Britain was essentially headed for a wreck. Rather, they confirmed him as being tired and defensive, a man who would only speed the nation towards peril. Looking ‘heart-broken and shrivelled’, as one commentator later put it, he soldiered on, as far more memorable phrases were hurled back at him by his enemies. He knew these phrases well, for he had fashioned them himself: ‘Peace in our time!’ (his lofty promise of a year earlier) and ‘Missed the bus!’ (his reference to what he had seen as Hitler’s lost opportunity to wreak any havoc at all in Europe). Now they exploded like hand-grenades at his feet.

What muted support Chamberlain received during this speech was described by Labour’s Arthur Greenwood as ‘synthetic’, for the mood of the House had never been graver: ‘Its heart is troubled. It is anxious; it is more than anxious; it is apprehensive.’

After Chamberlain retook his seat, the Conservative MP Admiral Sir Roger Keyes, dressed in full military regalia (unheard of in the Commons), made his theatrical entrance and silenced the House. A long-time critic of the PM, Keyes denounced the Government’s ‘shocking story of ineptitude’. He knew what he was talking about: he had witnessed the blunders first hand.

Next to speak was Clement Attlee, leader of the Opposition Labour Party. He was a man not exactly known for oratorical zingers, but his theme clearly inspired him, and he spoke cuttingly of the Government’s ‘inept’ handling of the situation:


It is not Norway alone. Norway comes as the culmination of many other discontents. People are saying that those mainly responsible for the conduct of affairs are men who have had an almost uninterrupted career of failure. Norway follows Czecho-Slovakia [sic] and Poland. Everywhere the story is ‘Too late.’ The Prime Minister talked about missing the buses. What about all the buses which he and his associates have missed since 1931? They all missed the peace buses but caught the war bus. The people find that these men who have been consistently wrong in their judgment of events, the same people who thought that Hitler would not attack Czecho-Slovakia, who thought that Hitler could be appeased, seem not to have realised that Hitler would attack Norway.



Just before midnight on 7 May, Chamberlain’s fate was sealed, but it seemed to many that the Prime Minister himself was unable to recognize it. This blindness was nothing new. John ‘Jock’ Colville, his Principal Private Secretary (PPS), had written in his diary on Monday, 6 May 1940: ‘The P.M. is very depressed about the press attacks on him … I think he suffers from a curious vanity and self-esteem which were born at Munich [referring to September 1938, when Chamberlain was judged to have acquiesced to all of Hitler’s demands but maintained he had negotiated peace] and have flourished, in spite of a good many wounds, ever since.’

So it was that on the morning of 8 May, before the second and most decisive day of the debate, and in light of Chamberlain’s clear reluctance to stand down as leader, members from both the Watching Committee and the All-Party Parliamentary Action Group convened once more in Parliament. They decided to force a division of the House where the Members would be asked to vote on what the Labour MP Herbert Morrison explained would ‘indicate whether they are content with the conduct of affairs or whether they are apprehensive about the conduct of affairs’: in other words, deliver the knock-out punch by draining Chamberlain of the number of supporters he needed to effectively go on as leader.

Word went out to the party Whips, who began frantically to strike deals of support among members of the various voting blocs. Colville wrote in his diary how senior Conservatives were ‘all talking about reconstituting the Government and seriously discussing schemes such as a bargain (to be put by [Lord] Halifax to [Herbert] Morrison) whereby the Opposition Labour Party should be asked to come into the Government in return for the dropping of key government bigwigs – Sam Hoare, Kingsley Wood, [Sir John] Simon etc., but only on the stipulation that Chamberlain retained the leadership’.

The knives were out and were particularly sharp then when the House met at 2.45 p.m. to resume debating the Conduct of the War.

Pleas to the Labour MP Herbert Morrison not to divide the House had fallen on deaf ears. Labour members had made up their minds: they would not serve in a National Government led by ‘that man’ Chamberlain. Morrison spoke passionately for twenty minutes, urging the members of the House to vote with their conscience and to think deeply about whether Great Britain could continue with the current state of affairs given the pitiful captaincy of a war only eight months old. The message was simple and clear: not only had Chamberlain to go, but with him all those who had supported the policy of appeasement, the flawed belief that had dominated British policy towards Germany during the 1930s – namely, that a dictator, if well fed, would retire, sated, to his cave. Out then must also go Sir Samuel Hoare (Minister for Air) and Sir John Simon (Chancellor of the Exchequer).

The decision to resign belonged to Chamberlain. Surely, weakened by attacks from all sides, he would yield. But still he resisted, remaining on his bench and only occasionally looking up into the harsh glare of detraction and calumny. When he did finally rise to his feet – as the memoirs of the Labour MP Hugh Dalton record – he furiously ‘jumped up, showing his teeth like a rat in a corner, and cried: “I accept the challenge and I ask my friends, and I still have some friends in this House, to support the Government tonight in the Lobby.”’

Chamberlain’s failure to grasp the magnitude of the situation facing the nation only deepened the fury of his opponents in the House, and soon members from both sides were leaping to their feet, attempting to catch the Speaker’s eye for their turn to speak. Shouts of ‘Go!’ and ‘Resign!’ echoed around the Chamber, but still Chamberlain was unmoved. Clearly, one last devastating attack was required, and the perfect man to deliver it rose to his feet. The raucous Chamber fell silent. David Lloyd George, the former Liberal wartime Prime Minister himself, slowly at first but then in a more and more visceral fashion, set about chastising Chamberlain for exposing Britain to ‘the worst strategic position in which this country has ever been placed’. The climax came with a call directly to Chamberlain’s conscience: ‘Give an example of sacrifice, because there is nothing that can contribute more to victory in this war than that he should sacrifice the seals of office.’

Watching from the gallery above, nodding in approval, was the speaker’s wife, Dame Margaret Lloyd George, who would later write:


I am so glad my husband had a hand in turning Chamberlain out. I have never seen such a scene, the House was determined to get rid of him & Sir John Simon & Sam Hoare … The howl that followed him out was awful & the shouts of ‘Go, go’. I have never seen a P.M. retiring with such a send off. He has brought a plight, & the Tory party always said after Munich, ‘He has saved us from War’. Poor things, they must have had an eye opener.



The debate raged on into the night. Chamberlain would not go gently. He was just weeks away from admitting for the first time in his diary that he was in ‘considerable pain’ from the bowel cancer that would lead to his death in just a few short months. Perhaps, in his heart, he knew that this moment was his last chance to avoid being blamed for the collapse of Europe, democracy and the British way of life. And perhaps there was another, more recondite reason for his reluctance to go.

A few seats down the front bench from him sat a man who, in reality, was far more culpable in respect of the previous month’s Norway campaign, which had seen the loss of 1,800 men, one aircraft carrier, two cruisers, seven destroyers and a submarine.

Winston Spencer Churchill, as First Lord of the Admiralty, had been the principal architect of the country’s disastrous naval strategy. But with attentions diverted entirely onto the PM, and his own turn to speak yet to come, Churchill remained out of the firing line, biding his time, keeping his fingerprints off the murder weapon.

Winston was not popular. Indeed, he was something of a joke figure at this time, an egotist, a ‘half-breed American’ who, in the words of one Conservative MP, Sir Henry (‘Chips’) Channon, stood for only one thing: himself. Hard to imagine, now, with Britain having a reported 3,500 pubs and hotels, over 1,500 halls and establishments, and twenty-five streets bearing his name, and with his face emblazoned on everything from beer coasters to door-mats – not to mention his bust sporadically appearing in the Oval Office of the President of the United States – but in May 1940 his was the furthest thing in most people’s minds from a safe pair of hands.

Still labelled a turncoat by many in the party for ‘crossing the floor’ – switching political allegiance from Conservative to Liberal in 1904, and then back to Conservative again in 1924 – Churchill had nonetheless proven himself startlingly loyal to Chamberlain. So he was on this day too, when, in the midst of Lloyd George’s speech, he offered himself for punishment in the PM’s stead: ‘I take complete responsibility for everything that has been done by the Admiralty, and I take my full share of the burden.’

Lloyd George, whose flow Churchill had interrupted, deftly replied, ‘The right hon. Gentleman must not allow himself to be converted into an air-raid shelter to keep the splinters from hitting his colleagues.’

Churchill’s mea culpa was but the first instalment of a faux rescue mission, one calculated to fail but also to win over his colleagues with a moving display of loyalty – a golden opportunity then to show how ‘prime ministerial’ he could be when he tried, and to thereby pencil his own name in as a dark horse in the race.

When his turn finally came to speak, and speak at length, the rebels leaned forward, expectant, hopeful for immortal phrases of condemnation, but he uttered nothing immortal, nothing indeed that Chamberlain couldn’t have inscribed himself upon his own headstone. Instead Churchill offered praise so exquisitely faint that it delivered just what he wanted: too little, too late. The rescuing verbiage Winston might have uncorked was clearly being saved for another day, another hour. For he had speeches already fermenting, phrases being silently rehearsed that would serve another, more spectacular, purpose in the days to come, and they would not be wasted here.

When Winston sat again, he had achieved perhaps one thing with his speech: his own star, if not yet shining bright, had lost a little of its tarnish at a critical moment when all the others’ stars had gone out.

Thus, when the Speaker called for the House to divide and vote, most minds were in no doubt. Chips Channon recalled:


We watched the insurgents file out of the Opposition Lobby … ‘Quislings’, we shouted at them, ‘Rats’. ‘Yes-men’, they replied … ‘281 to 200’ … There were shouts of ‘Resign – Resign’ … and that old ape Josh Wedgwood began to wave his arms about and sing ‘Rule Britannia’. Harold Macmillan, next to him, joined in, but they were howled down. Neville appeared bowled over by the ominous figures, and was the first to rise. He looked grave and thoughtful and sad … No crowds tonight to cheer him, as there were before Munich – only a solitary little man, who had done his best for England.



Despite this narrow win, Chamberlain had lost the confidence of his party as a total of forty-one Conservative MPs had voted against the Government. The youngest of these was John Profumo, who, at just twenty-five, had sneaked away from his barracks to attend the vote and was later castigated by the fearsome Tory Chief Whip, David Margesson: ‘you utterly contemptible little shit … for the rest of your life you will be ashamed of what you did last night’. With the Conservative majority slashed to just eighty-one, there could be no more debate. What was needed was a public crusade akin to the private thoughts of Chamberlain’s PPS, Jock Colville, who noted how ‘disgusting’ it was ‘that everybody is concentrating their energies on an internal political crisis (à la française) instead of taking thought for the morrow about Hitler’s next move’. A new leader must be found. But who? Who was worthy? And who was ready?

Political infighting had clouded the desperate situation that Britain found herself in. She needed someone not just to unite the Conservative Party but also to bring together the Opposition parties and Armed Forces, the latter having failed to work together in this first military defeat that so abruptly ended the so-called ‘Phoney War’ of the last eight months initiated by Germany’s invasion of Poland.

Channon noted in his diary that ‘rumour and intrigue, plot and counter-plot’ were now rife among leading politicians. But it was not Churchill, whom so many had defended and praised in the previous days’ debates, who was garnering the support of the Conservative Party. One name, above all, was emerging as the only natural successor to Chamberlain. It was that of a man who was not even permitted to sit on either side of the Commons. This was Lord Halifax, the current Foreign Secretary and member of the House of Lords, who had been quietly watching the proceedings from the Peers’ Gallery, alongside fellow Lords, ambassadors and leading dignitaries from among Britain’s allies.

A major roadblock to Halifax taking over from Chamberlain lay in the constitution itself. The unique nature of the British parliamentary system stipulates that anyone with a seat in the House of Lords cannot also stand for or serve as an elected Member of Parliament in the House of Commons. A serious constitutional hurdle would thus arise should Lord Halifax wish to serve as the Prime Minister and parliamentary leader when he was not a parliamentarian himself.

Halifax’s biographer, Andrew Roberts, describes how the Foreign Secretary and the Prime Minister had briefly discussed the previously unthinkable outcome of a Halifax leadership during the second day’s debate, on 8 May. Chamberlain had ‘made it clear that should he be forced to resign he wanted Halifax to take over’, but when business resumed on Thursday, 9 May, Lord Halifax’s response was not as expected. In his diary, he wrote that the Prime Minister asked him to come to No. 10 Downing Street at 10.15 a.m., where Chamberlain told Halifax that ‘he thought the position could not be left as it was by the House of Commons Division, and that it was essential to restore confidence in the Government’. Again, Chamberlain returned to the subject of his replacement, to which Halifax replied (as noted in his diary), ‘if it were myself he [Chamberlain] might continue to serve in the Government. I put all the arguments that I could think of against myself, laying considerable emphasis on the difficult position of a Prime Minister unable to make contact with the centre of gravity in the House of Commons.’

One could be forgiven for suspecting false modesty here, as Halifax, by his subsequent actions, would show that he wished very much to keep his hands on the levers of power. In his diary, he remarked that ‘The conversation and the evident drift of his [Chamberlain’s] mind left me with a bad stomach ache. I told him again, as I had told him the day before, that if the Labour people said that they would only serve under me I should tell them that I was not prepared to do it.’

A stomach ache? The Conservative MP R. A. ‘Rab’ Butler recorded a rather different recollection of a conversation he had with the wily Halifax after his meeting with Chamberlain:


He [Halifax] told me that he felt he could do the job. He also felt that Churchill needed a restraining influence. Could that restraint be better exercised as Prime Minister or as a Minister in Churchill’s government? Even if he chose the former role, Churchill’s qualities and experience would surely mean that he would be ‘running the war anyway’ and Halifax’s own position would speedily turn into a sort of honorary Prime Minister.



Despite Halifax’s protestations, this seems a more credible reason for declining the one role that defines the culmination of success in British politics. Halifax’s reservations were fundamentally caused by his position in the Lords preventing him from sitting as Prime Minister in the House of Commons. So where would that leave Halifax as leader of the nation?

To be handed the title of leader of Great Britain but to wield no real power, in addition to being consistently undermined by Churchill, whom he knew to be a better strategist and war leader than himself, was hardly an attractive prospect for a man of Halifax’s stature and ego. But how could his fellow politicians have so misjudged his intentions? The Lords wanted Halifax, King George VI wanted Halifax, even Labour wanted Halifax. It seemed they were mustering their support for a man who all of a sudden had little interest in taking the job, at least within the current framework.

And so it was that Churchill’s name, incredibly, worked itself to the top of the list.

What a turnaround this was. The unthinkable, just days before, was now being considered as a viable option. But none were easy about the choice, for what a conundrum he was, an amalgam of irreconcilable parts: showman, showoff, blow-hard, poet, journalist, historian, adventurer, melancholic, arguably an alcoholic, inarguably of pensionable age, at sixty-five a man whose primary distinction was as a consistent failure, reliably misreading the writing on the wall, getting things badly wrong too often, and too often when he needed to get them very, very right. Considered a dangerous warmonger for his mistakes as First Lord of the Admiralty during the Great War (principally for the human disaster that was the Gallipoli campaign against the Ottomans in the Eastern Mediterranean, in which 45,000 Commonwealth men lost their lives), he had spent most of the last ten years in a self-described ‘wilderness’ after a catalogue of other mistakes, among them his opposition to Indian Home Rule, and his rough handling of a miners’ strike in Wales.

It can only be natural that Churchill, after so many mistakes, harboured doubts about his own suitability. Indeed, given the enormity of his mistakes, it would be the more extraordinary claim – and be psychologically untenable – to conclude otherwise. He knew he was flawed. He knew that at this point in his career he was the butt of many jokes and the delight of cartoonists: something that many people today who only know what he became might find startling. While his own ambition to assume the role was not in question – he had desired the role of Prime Minister since childhood, so as to complete a family narrative left unfinished by his late father, Randolph – he knew how poorly he had handled these past crises, and how high the human cost had been. But if he himself deemed self-doubt a negative – speaking often of leadership as the decisive application of an informed vision – there is no reason we should agree with him, for as long as self-doubt is not paralysing, it also allows for alternative points of view to be given their proper weight and consideration and so can be considered a vital step in any sound decision-making process.

Typical of the general view of Winston at this time was that of Sir Edmund Ironside, Commander of the Imperial General Staff, who noted his ambivalence in his diary: ‘Naturally the only man who can succeed [Chamberlain] is Winston but he is too unstable, though he has the genius to bring the war to an end.’

And so, while elevation to the top job was far from a certainty, one thing Winston clearly had over Halifax was his first-hand experience of war. His military credentials – he had served in both the Boer War and the First World War, and observed several other skirmishes as a journalist – were, for all his missteps, superior in every respect to those of the Foreign Secretary, who knew little of battle or even military strategy, and had only a month before revealed his ignorance of matters military: Roberts writes how when Halifax was asked if ‘an attack on Trondheim might have been more effective than one on Narvik, he was forced to admit that he was not competent to answer the question’.

Another minus in Halifax’s column, blemishing his standing with the public, was his backing for the policy of appeasement. Even when Hitler proved insatiable, Halifax had persisted in his belief in peace, and peace at almost any price.

The field, then, was unusually empty of other viable contenders. Even Anthony Eden’s popularity had fallen by the wayside. In March 1939, Eden had the support of 38 per cent of the public in an opinion poll of who they would like to see as the next Prime Minister, compared to Churchill and Halifax’s paltry 7 per cent. Having resigned as Foreign Secretary over Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement, he had rejoined the Government as Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs, but this lower-ranking position eliminated him from any potential leadership bid at this juncture.

Thus, with Halifax shrinking for now from the task, Churchill assumed the strut and mien and talk – above all the talk – of a leader.

To subtly advance his cause without appearing to do so, Churchill met several of his close allies on the morning of 9 May. Eden joined him at the Admiralty, and while Churchill shaved he ‘rehearsed to me [Eden] the events of the previous evening. He thought that Neville would not be able to bring in Labour and that a national Government must be formed.’

Next Churchill saw his old friend Lord Beaverbrook, the powerful newspaper baron, who tried to elicit a clear answer on the question of leadership. Again, Churchill gave nothing away, saying, ‘I will serve under any Minister capable of prosecuting the War.’

Churchill had lunch with Eden and the Lord Privy Seal, Sir Kingsley Wood, that day. There, Wood made it clear he supported the First Lord of the Admiralty for leader and urged him ‘that if asked he should make plain his willingness [to succeed]’. As Eden recalled, he had been ‘surprised to find Kingsley Wood there giving a warning that Chamberlain would want Halifax to succeed him and would want Churchill to agree. Wood advised: “Don’t agree, and don’t say anything.” I was shocked that Wood should talk in this way, for he had been so much Chamberlain’s man, but it was good counsel and I seconded it.’

Chamberlain, with his mind made up to step down, summoned Halifax and Churchill to Downing Street at 4.30 that afternoon.

The contradictory accounts of this history-altering meeting have become something of a legend. What we do know is that in attendance were Neville Chamberlain, Lord Halifax, Winston Churchill and the Chief Whip, David Margesson. The PM had gathered them all together to inform them of his decision to step down and to decide upon whom the task of leading the country should fall. The most immediate account of events comes from Halifax’s diary. He recalls how Chamberlain affirmed his decision to step down but did not indicate a preferred replacement, only that ‘he would happily do service under either man’. As the leaders of the Labour Party – who held the whip-hand in any talks about the composition of a unity government – were due to travel to Bournemouth that night for their conference, the Government’s concession that any new administration must feature them in prominent positions meant any decision had to be made swiftly.

The tension was unbearable for Halifax. Recalling that his ‘stomach ache continued’, it seems that his body was physically rejecting the idea of leadership. His thoughts were not just of Winston’s ‘qualities compared to [his] own’, but they also returned to the question of what exactly his position would be were he to assume the leadership: ‘Winston would be running Defence … and I [as a Peer] should have no access to the House of Commons. The inevitable result would be that being outside both these points of vital contact I should speedily become a more or less honorary Prime Minister, living in a kind of twilight just outside the things that really mattered.’ This poignant assessment of the situation was followed by a somewhat scathing opinion of Winston’s ‘suitable expression of regard and humility, [he] said he could not but feel the force of what I had said, and the P.M. reluctantly, and Winston evidently with much less reluctance, finished by accepting my view’. This account is corroborated by the diary entry made the same day by the Permanent Under-Secretary to the Foreign Office and Halifax’s right-hand man, Sir Alexander Cadogan.

Churchill’s account of events is perhaps the least reliable of all. He incorrectly identified the meeting as occurring on the following day, 10 May, in his memoir The Gathering Storm. With true Churchillian verve, he wrote of the moments following Chamberlain’s charged question – ‘Can you see any reason, Winston, why in these days a Peer should not be prime minister?’ – after which Winston ‘remained silent [and] a very long pause ensued. It certainly seemed








Illustrations

[image: Image]

1. Churchill leaves a cabinet meeting with Anthony Eden (right) and Sir Kingsley Wood (left), May 1940. (© H. F. Davis/Topical Press Agency/Getty Images)
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2. Viscount Halifax (left) at Hitler’s house in the Bavarian Alps, The Berghof, 1937. (© Ullstein Bild)
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3. Neville Chamberlain (right) returns ‘victorious’ from the Munich conference, 1938, greeted by Halifax. (© Hulton Archive/Getty Images)
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4. Chamberlain and Halifax meet with the Italian dictator Mussolini, 1939. (© Popperfoto/Getty Images)
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5. Churchill, the writer, in his study at Chartwell, Kent, England. (© Kurt Hutton/Picture Post/Getty Images)
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6. Churchill, May 1940. (© Fox Photos/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)
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7. Churchill speaks to the nation. (© Keystone-France/Gamma-Keystone via Getty Images)
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8. The new Prime Minister with Clementine on their way to take up residence at 10 Downing Street, 25 May 1940. (© H. F. Davis/Topical Press Agency/Getty Images)



[image: Image]

9. Supreme War Council Meeting in Paris, May 1940: Clement Attlee (third from right) and French Premier Paul Reynaud (extreme right). (Alamy D995B5 © World History Archive/Alamy Stock Photo)
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10. The War Cabinet Rooms, below Whitehall. (© IWM)
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11. Churchill the warrior inspects a ‘tommy gun’. (© Capt. Horton/IWM via Getty Images)
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12. Londoners listen to Churchill. (© Felix Man/Picture Post/Getty Images)
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13. ‘V for victory’. (© Popperfoto/Getty Images)
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14. Churchill at the Albert Hall. (© Universal History Archive/UIG via Getty Images)
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15. Churchill the orator, full flow, addresses a Conservative Party meeting. (© Keystone-France/Gamma-Keystone via Getty Images)
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16. Churchill and Clementine at Epsom horse races. (© Central Press/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)
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17. Churchill’s body language, accentuating the power of his words. (© Fox Photos/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)
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