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This study examines Churchill's struggle during the

summer of 1940 to preserve Britain's naval superiority

worldwide, through the neutralization of the French fleet

and by securing the active participation of the United

States. Sources consulted included autobiographies of the

participants, especially those by Churchill, Reynaud,

Baudouin, and Weygand, document collections, and British and

American official histories. This study is organized to

give a chronological analysis of Churchill's efforts from 10

May to 2 September 1940, ending with the United States'

acceptance of the destroyers-for-bases agreement. This act

committed them to shared strategical responsibilities with

Great Britain. The thesis concludes that Churchill's

efforts in this period laid the foundation for later Allied

victory.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Throughout 1940, Great Britain was beset by a series of

fearful crises. Winston Churchill, the new prime minister

after 10 May, had to cope with the devastating offensive

launched by Nazi Germany. It knocked France out of the war

in six weeks and left Britain nearly defenseless.

Churchill, although not one to ever give up hope, faced a

bleak future, at least for the remainder of the year. Until

the production of war materials reached the great numbers of

newly inducted troops, the British could not hope even to

defend their homeland adequately, much less to undertake

large-scale offensive operations on the continent.

For Britain to survive a German invasion that might

come at any time, Churchill needed to protect the country's

primary military force - the Royal Navy. One item of this

protection could be accomplished by not allowing the French

fleet to fall into Axis hands. Churchill had to maintain

some sort of a strategic balance in the Mediterranean while,

most importantly, keeping the sea lanes open to Britain's

best hope for renewal, the United States.

1
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It is the intention of this study to demonstrate how,

during 1940, Churchill's military and foreign policy

concerns were very largely determined by the struggle to

preserve Britain's naval superiority and to secure the

active participation of the United States.

To pursue a comprehensive understanding of the dilemma

facing wartime Britain, the situation must be examined not

just from the British perspective but from the viewpoints of

all the relevant nations, whether friendly, neutral, or

enemy. Numerous sources exist for each of the major

participants, including voluminous official histories,

detailed volumes of diplomatic correspondence, biographies

and autobiographies of many of the leading figures, and

collections of speeches.

For any study involving Winston Churchill, the best

place to always begin is with his own printed works. The

six-volume set, The Second World War, published while

Churchill was out of office, is, without doubt, one of the

most authoritative histories of the conflict. As the

primary policy maker for Great Britain during the latter

half of 1940, the decisions and actions described in great

detail were those he made or instigated. Certain activities

subject to the Official Secrets Act, like the existence of

Enigma, the wartime code-breaking coup, are not included, as

well as some of the less flattering personal matters, but

the six volumes are an indisputable source.
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Churchill's official biographer, Martin Gilbert, has

recently completed the last volume on Churchill's life.

Throughout the period of his research, Gilbert had unlimited

access to Churchill's private, unpublished papers, along

with many classified official transcripts. Many details in

Gilbert's work involve War Cabinet deliberations, memoranda,

and other sources never before revealed, and help bridge the

gap of how and why Churchill made the decisions he did

during this critical time. For a more personal look, the

diaries kept by Churchill's secretary, John Colville,

published as The Fringes of Power, give an intimate

portrayal of the man.

Immediately after the war, the French began a series of

trials of many of the Vichy politicians. Pierre Laval was

executed and Pdtain sentenced to life imprisonment, while

many of the lesser figures were jailed for shorter periods.

In this atmosphere of attaching blame for the "crimes"

committed while in office, many of these men wrote their own

detailed interpretations of the events. Paul Baudouin, The

Diary of Paul Baudouin, is one such work. While it has

importance in revealing much of the day-to-day political

happenings within the government, it must be remembered

that, in the troubled times of post-war France, personal

rehabilitation was of paramount concern. Maxime Weygand's

Recalled to Service also has many self-serving elements, but

owing to his personal detachment from many of the less
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savory occurrences of the Vichy regime, Weygand retains

credibility. One of the more passionate French rebuttals is

Paul Reynaud's In the Thick of the Fight.. He relies heavily

on other primary sources, including Churchill's writings as

well as those of Baudouin. Reynaud freely quotes from the

extensive correspondence between France and Great Britain,

giving a thorough picture of a leader reacting to crisis.

There are two references of particular note for a

detailed portrait of the United States' view. The

government publication, Foreign Relations of the United

States, possesses an paralleled collection of the diplomatic

exchanges between the United States and the rest of the

world. Tracy Kittredge's United States and British Naval

Cooperation 1940-45 looks at the extensive dealings of the

two governments while the United States was still ostensibly

neutral.

Similar to the foreign relations series, the captured

documents of the German Foreign Ministry were compiled into

the multi-volume set entitled Documents on German Foreign

Policy. This series provides insight into many of Hitler's

political activities during this period of the war. For an

excellent perspective of the German military, Charles

Burdick and Hans-Adolf Jacobsen, editors of The Halder War

Diary, provide a translated version of this useful work.

The organizational structure of this study incorporates

a chapter-by-chapter analysis of Winston Churchill's foreign
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policy as it was affected by the need to preserve Britain's

existing naval superiority. Each aspect of this problem is

examined sequentially, set within the framework of the

unfolding events of May - September 1940. The supporting

tables in the Appendix indicate relative naval strengths

that help to illustrate Britain's dilemma should the French

fleet be compelled to join with the Axis navies.



CHAPTER II

DEBACLE IN FRANCE

Early on the morning of 15 May 1940, Winston Churchill

was awakened by a telephone call from the French premier,

Paul Reynaud. Speaking in English, Reynaud said, "We have

been defeated; we have lost the battle." Knowing that the

Germans began their offensive on 10 May, Churchill

responded, "Surely, it can't have happened so soon?"

Reynaud was insistent: "The front is broken near Sedan; they

are pouring through in great numbers .... ." Churchill tried

to calm his fears, saying that all offensives eventually

came to an end, the attackers needing to halt and replenish

their supplies. But the French premier could only repeat

his opening remark: "We have lost the battle."1

Churchill faced a daunting task in the opening days of

the German western offensive. Just appointed prime minister

after the resignation of Neville Chamberlain (10 May),

Churchill struggled to keep abreast of the rapidly changing

military situation while also attempting to form a new

national coalition government.

'Winston Churchill, The Second World War, 6 Volumes,

New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1949, Bantam, 1974, 2:37.

6
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On 13 May, he spoke to Parliament for the first time as

prime minister. Churchill summed up his perception of the

difficult struggle ahead by stating that "I have nothing to

offer but blood, toil, tears, and sweat."2  On the

afternoon of 16 May 1940, Churchill flew to Paris for a

meeting of the Supreme War Council. Upon arriving at the

Quai d'Orsay, he was greeted by Reynaud, the Minister of

National Defense, Edouard Daladier, and General Maurice

Gamelin, the French Commander in Chief. Churchill observed

that "utter dejection was written on every face."
3  Major-

General Hastings Ismay, who accompanied Churchill, recalled

a similar scene and noted to himself that "the French High

Command are beaten already. "

General Gamelin proceeded with the current situation

report, noting on his map the point at which the German

armored spearheads had ruptured the French front lines. In

the process, the French army units were utterly routed and

could offer no further organized resistance. Meanwhile,

General Heinz Guderian's panzers were streaming virtually

unhindered across north central France, with Abbeville their

2Churchill, The Second World War, 2:22.

3Ibid., 2:40.

4Notes on Meetings of the Supreme War Council between

16th May and 16th June, 1940 Churchill papers, 4/44, quoted

in Martin Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill: Finest Hour,

London: Heinemann, 1989, p. 349. This work hereinafter

cited as Finest Hour.
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apparent goal. After Gamelin's five minute presentation,

there was absolute silence in the room. Churchill then

quietly asked, "Where is the strategic reserve?" to which

Gamelin replied, "Aucune."5

Later that evening back in London, Churchill consulted

the other members of the War Cabinet, in response to a

heated French demand for additional British fighter

squadrons. Although it would further denude Britain's

diminishing aircraft resources, the War Cabinet agreed to

send ten squadrons as quickly as possible. This decision

left only twenty-five squadrons for home defense. Before

departing for London, Churchill informed Reynaud and

Daladier that the planes were coming, "hoping to revive the

spirits of our French friends.6

The flight was met by some of Churchill's staff,

including one of his secretaries, John Colville. Colville

rode back with Ismay, who gloomily remarked that "the French

were not merely retreating but were routed. Their nerves

were shattered by this armored warfare and by the German air

superiority...."7

sChurchill, The Second World War, 2:40-1.

'Ibid., 2:45.

7Colville maintained a diary during his tenure at No.

10 Downing Street (1939-55). This work provides
considerable insight into the inner workings of the British

government and of the numerous government officials. John

Colville, The Fringes of Power, London: W.W. Norton, 1985,
p. 133.
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After talking with Churchill back in London, Colville

wrote that "Winston is depressed. He says the French are

crumpling up as completely as did the Poles. "8

This was not the first time since the war began that

Churchill had reason to doubt French resolve . During the

period before the Norwegian invasion, talks between Great

Britain and France hit repeated stumbling blocks. The

French continually balked at doing anything that might

provoke a German response. Churchill wrote in his memoirs:

In all their wars and troubles in my lifetime I
have been bound up with the French, and I believed
that they would do as much for me as for any other
foreigner alive. But in this phase of 'twilight
war' I could not move them. When I pressed very
hard, they used a method of refusal which I never
met before or since. M. Daladier told me with an
air of exceptional formality that 'the President
of the Republic himself had intervened, and that
no aggressive action must be taken which might
only draw reprisals upon France.' This idea of
not irritating the enemy did not commend itself to
me. . . . Good, decent, civilised people, it
appeared, must never strike themselves till after
they have been struck dead.'

On 10 May, the Germans had opened their offensive with

overwhelmingly effective assaults on the Belgian fortresses

and coordinated air attacks on the Dutch cities. As agreed

upon during prewar planning exercises, the two western

democracies moved their forces forward into Belgium.

'Ibid., p. 134.

'Churchill, The Second World War, 2:512-3.
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The Anglo-French High Commands were anticipating a

modification of the World War I Schlieffen Plan.' 0 Their

own forward move played into the German strategic plan as

devised by General Erich von Manstein. Army Group B with

twenty-eight divisions under Feodor von Bock advanced across

eastern Holland and Belgium. Lord John Gort, leading the

British Expeditionary Force, and General Gaston Billotte,

overall commander of the First Allied Army Group, moved

north to the Dyle River line.

The Germans had amassed forty-four divisions, including

the bulk of their panzer divisions, along the Ardennes

region, the heavily forested area in eastern France.

General Gamelin believed the Ardennes largely impassable for

motorized vehicles or any extensive troop movements.

Consequently, this region was occupied by second-rate French

divisions with broad frontages to defend. :Before dawn on 13

May, the Germans pounded the unsuspecting French soldiers

with heavy artillery and Stuka attacks, catching the troops

and their high command totally unprepared.

'The World War I Schlieffen Plan was named after its

originator, General Count Alfred von Schlieffen. It

anticipated an immediate attack by France, eastward, into
Alsace-Lorraine. The main German field forces would move

into the Low Countries, enveloping the entire French army.

His successor, Helmuth Von Moltke, modified the plan to

exclude Holland, therefore reducing the sweep of the right

wing. The French counterattack at the Marne halted the

offensive, and both sides settled into positional warfare in

1914.
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Within days, the Germans had shattered the French lines

around Sedan, allowing their armored spearheads to strike

west across the lines of communication of the First Allied

Army Group beginning to retreat in face of successful

penetrations of their Dyle River line.

As the dislocation of the Franco-British forces

continued, Reynaud decided to remove General Gamelin on 19

May. He held Gamelin completely "responsible for the

disaster.""" Prior to this move, Reynaud had summoned

General Maxime Weygand back from a post in the Middle East

to assume the mantle of commander-in-chief. As soon as

Churchill was informed, he telegraphed Reynaud supporting

this action, stating that Weygand had his "entire

confidence. ""

Having been away from France for some time, Weygand

needed to familiarize himself with the current situation.

He traveled north to visit the French armies (21 May) and to

meet with King Leopold of Belgium. In meetings with the

various commanders, Weygand concluded that it was necessary

to reinstate Gamelin's last operational order. This order

called for the units scraped together in the last few days

to launch spoiling attacks at the German flank near Arras.

"Paul Reynaud, In the Thick of the Fight 1930-1945,

translated by James D. Lambert, New York: Simon & Schuster,

1955, p. 344.

1
2Churchill, The Second World War, 2:53.
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Meanwhile, the trapped armies north of Abbeville would

strike southward. The hoped-for result would sever the

German spearhead along the coast and destroy these forces by

sheer weight of numbers.

From the German perspective, the battle proceeded

according to plan. As the breakout from the Ardennes

continued, the German army high command (OKH) believed that

the panzer and motorized divisions could reach the 
coast and

turn north to encircle the Allied army in Belgium. The army

chief of staff, Franz Halder, states in his diary on 17 May

that "I see no threat at all at present." But he cited

Hitler's growing concern over the vulnerability of the

lengthening flanks as the armor moved westward. "The

Fuehrer is terribly nervous. Frightened by his own success,

he is afraid to take any chance and so would rather pull the

reins on us.",1
3 The next day, Halder again noted Hitler's

interference: "...the Fuehrer unaccountably keeps worrying

about the south flank." Hitler continually ranted that "we

are on the best way to ruin the whole campaign and that we

are leading up to a defeat.""14

By 24 May, the Germans had successfully reached the

coast near Abbeville and turned north, facing little, if

3 C. Burdick and Hans-Adolf Jacobsen, eds. The Halder

War Diary 1939-1942, Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1988, pp.

148-9.

1
4 Ibid., p. 149.
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any, opposition. Halder stated, " [T]he situation continues

to develop in an entirely satisfactory manner even though it

takes quite a while for infantry to get to the Arras area."

He believed that, since there was no serious threat south of

the Somme, this delay was not important. In his opinion,

"the enemy's fighting power is no longer significant, other

than local resistance." Events would "take their due

course; all we need is patience to let them come to a

head."T11 5

His complacency was of short duration. That same

evening, orders from Armed Forces High Command (OKW),

Hitler's own headquarters, directed the panzers to halt

short of Dunkirk. Hitler and the army group commander, Gerd

von Rundstedt, thought that armored losses (nearly 50%)

dictated a pause for regrouping and refitting.

Halder strongly disagreed. He protested against this

move but to no avail. Hitler's own deputy chief of

operations at OKW, Walter Warlimont, also disapproved.

"Hitler was interfering in the conduct of operations. The

influence he exerted at this moment was decisive for the

outcome of the campaign... ." In Warlimont's opinion, Hitler

"was determined to retain the power he had arrogated to

himself" but, lacking the essential knowledge or experience,

"Burdick and Jacobsen, The Halder War Diary, p. 164.
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"his moods and emotions swayed him from one extreme to the

other. . . "11

The Allies were unaware of this temporary crisis within

the German command structure. Virtually every day brought

further disarray to their own ranks caused by the near total

destruction of the French operational plan. The speed and

ferocity of the German onslaught were proving too much.

Reynaud blamed his own generals, stating that "our real

inferiority lay in the conception which our Supreme Command

had formed about the use of the armored element. "1
7 After

the rebuff of the French Fourth Armored Division,

unsupported by any infantry, Reynaud believed that this

battle was "a tardy engagement with troops thrown in

piecemeal,... such was the nature of the strategy which

characterized the employment of our armored divisions."""

Only much later did he realize that "the French Army sealed

its fate by advancing into Belgium," and he lamented that

"our Command would still not have realized that we needed

good troops at Sedan with reserves in close proximity."""

"Walter Warlimont, Inside Hitler's Headguarters 1939-
45. Translated by R.H. Barry. Novato, CA: Presidio Press,
1991, pp.96-7.

1
7 Reynaud, In the Thick of the Fight, p. 315.

"Ibid, p. 315.

"Ibid., pp. 332-3.
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Churchill recognized the deteriorating situation of the

B.E.F. During the 24 May meeting of the Defense Committee,

General Edmund Ironside (Chief of the Imperial General

Staff) warned that "much of the British Expeditionary Force

might be lost.1 " Churchill told the committee that "in view

of the danger of an invasion... we could not possibly send

any more troops to France . . . . "20

The loss of the B.E.F. would be catastrophic to British

defense preparations. Those ten divisions constituted

Britain's only fully trained army, other than smaller units

scattered throughout the empire.2 '

At this juncture, Lord Gort made the momentous decision

not to attack towards the south as the Weygand Plan called

for. He was "convinced of the complete breakdown of all

control, either by the British and French Governments or by

the French Supreme Command." Gort decided to abandon the

attack by plugging "the gap which a Belgian capitulation was

about to open in the north, and to march to the sea." In

this action, "Gort acted upon his own responsibility. "
22

20Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 392.

2'Several divisions remained in Great Britain,

including the 51st Highland and a still incomplete armored

division (Britain's first), but these could have little

decisive impact on the battle.

22 Churchill, The Second World War, 2:73-4.
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French mistrust of British motives, already heightened

by their belief that Britain had not contributed all it

could of its resources, was further exacerbated by Gort's

arbitrary decision. The discord that was a hallmark of

British-Vichy relations grew out of these perceptions of

British hesitance to commit every last plane or soldier to

the battle in France. The Vichy politicians, soon to gain

power, thought that, if France and her army were defeated,

then the war was lost, not only for France but also for

Britain. Even General Weygand thought that the British

government had ordered the B.E.F. to move towards the coast

in direct contradiction of his orders of 22 May. He

complained to Reynaud on 25 May that "it is impossible to

command an army which remains dependent on London." Weygand

reasoned that Lord Gort had not "taken it upon himself to

modify the strategy of his forces"; Gort's orders "must

have come from London. "23

Weygand showed disapproval of his own government,

making the "declaration that France had entered the war

without possessing either the equipment or the doctrine

needed. She might pay dearly for that imprudence. "
24  This

statement was the first hint that he was thinking of asking

2 3Paul Baudouin, The Private Diaries of Paul Baudouin.

Translated by Sir Charles Petrie, BT. London: Eyre &

Spottiswoode, 1948, pp. 45-7.

2 4Maxime Weygand, Recalled to Service. Translated by

E.W. Dickes. London: William Heineman, Ltd., 1952, p. 103.



17

for an armistice. At his headquarters later on the evening

of 25 May, he told Paul Baudouin, undersecretary of state in

Reynaud's cabinet and future foreign minister under Marshal

Petain, that he "wished to avoid internal trouble and

anarchy above everything else." The two of them spoke of

"fighting to the last cartridge" but that entailed "the

dissipation of the active forces of the country without

settling anything." Weygand promised to "stop in time to

prevent a useless massacre." 25

Marshal Petain reiterated these opinions the next day

when he confided to Baudouin that "I cannot allow the army

to be blamed for errors of policy." He further stated that

"a part of the army must be saved, for without an army

grouped round some leaders to maintain order a true peace is

impossible. ",2

Reynaud resisted the defeatist talk of the two most

prominent military men in France. Knowing of the high

regard in which the country at large held both of them, he

hesitated to dismiss them. He feared that all support for

his government would dissolve and the war effort with it.
2 7

25Baudouin, The Private Diaries, p. 56.

26Ibid., p. 57.

2 7Reynaud, In the Thick of the Fight, pp. 384-5.
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Serious doubts about the stability of the French

government now began to affect the British responses to

French demands. Colville records that Reynaud's request for

additional fighters, bombers, and troops, made during the

height of the Dunkirk evacuation (2 June), greatly "annoyed"

Churchill. In fact, the prime minister considered the

French "grasping," but it was "vital to sustain French

morale and give no excuse for a collapse." 2

Churchill's personal liaison officer, General Edward

Spears, who had earlier fulfilled this same role in 1918 as

the British liaison with the French command, had gone to

France late in May. Acting as Churchill's spokesman, he

defended British actions to Weygand's increasingly sharp

recriminations. Spears resented Weygand's personal attack

on Churchill during a council meeting in which he described

Churchill as "a producer of fine speeches, a maker of

promises which he did not keep." Spears also complained

that "not a word of recognition for the role played by the

British" was ever mentioned by Weygand, only that the

British troops were "running away from Dunkirk under cover

of a heroic French rearguard." 2 1

General Weygand's blatantly resentful attitude towards

his British ally was indicative of how far the Anglo-French

2 Colville, The Fringes of Power, p. 146.

2 Sir Edward Spears, Assignment to Catastrophe, 2
Volumes. New York: A.A. Wyn, 1955, 2:18-9.
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relationship had deteriorated in just four short weeks.

Back on 10 May, the Allies had marched into Belgium

confident in the assumption that their German opponents

would repeat the strategy of 1914. Obviously, Allied

planning had failed to absorb the lessons of the Polish

campaign the year before, since the German riposte at Sedan

took them completely by surprise. The resulting rapid

dislocation of French forces created a crisis in the Allied

command structure that neither the new French commander nor

his British counterparts coped with in time to avert

disaster.

The spirit of cooperation that once existed in the

Allied partnership vanished in the face of adversity. Each

side began to blame the other for perceived failures, the

French showing the strain from the recent weeks' events.

They quite rightly believed that the respective manpower

contribution each had made to the battle was decidedly

unequal. The French had, in fact, maintained a 10-to-1

advantage throughout, with correspondingly higher losses.

Churchill's reluctance to fully commit the RAF aroused

considerable hostility and reaffirmed the French suspicions

of Britain's desire for self-preservation.

The continued reassurances Churchill cave to the

Reynaud government fell increasingly on deaf ears. The

defeatists in the French cabinet would not accept any

further excuses from the British. They insisted that
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Britain immediately send every last plane, tank, and soldier

to the battle in France. Failure to do so would result in a

total German victory. Churchill recognized that his only

recourse entailed requesting increased assistance from the

United States.



CHAPTER III

AMERICAN AID

The first three weeks of modern, mobile warfare quickly

depleted Allied material resources. Shortages of aircraft,

tanks, and artillery that had existed before 10 May were

made even more acute by the enormous amounts abandoned

within the Durkirk perimeter. Even the vast naval armada

that Britain called upon in this national emergency could

not evacuate all of the military material while

simultaneously rescuing 330,000 French and British soldiers.

Rapid replenishment of all types of armaments was

needed to restore the B.E.F. to some degree of battle

readiness. Neither Britain nor France possessed the

industrial capacity to make up these losses quickly. Only

the industrial giant across the Atlantic possessed this

capability. Consequently, both Churchill and Reynaud

contacted the United States to help rectify these shortages.

During the late 1930s, the Allies had sought to take

advantage of the underutilized production capacity of

American industry for their own rearmament needs. The

conservative attitude they encountered when trying to

21
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convince American business owners to convert peacetime

production to the uncertainties of war-related enterprises

was fostered by the continuing depression in America. Since

Britain and France were unable to persuade these businessmen

to invest their own capital, it eventually required an

infusion of credits from the Allied governments to initiate

production.'

The level of cooperation that existed by 1940 between

Britain's wartime government and the American business

community was not fully shared by the political

establishment. Traditional sentiments of neutrality were

still quite strong throughout the country. The

internationalism of Franklin Roosevelt was the exception to

this philosophy. He shared with Churchill the belief that,

had the United States not retreated into neutrality after

the first world war and had stayed involved in European

affairs, the present situation might have been averted. 2

With war looming on the. horizon, the American public,

though, had remained steadfastly isolationist. The makeup

of the Congress reflected this attitude and prevented

Roosevelt from conducting a more aggressive foreign policy.

The coincidence of the 1940 crisis with Roosevelt seeking an

'Gilbert, Finest Hour, pp. 343-5.

2Churchill, The Second World War, 1:226-9.
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unprecedented third term further complicated the American

political situation.

The rapid conquest of western Europe found the United

States unprepared for war. Roosevelt proposed greatly

enlarged military budgets which Congress, alarmed at the

prospect of Nazi aggression in the western hemisphere,

passed with little debate. These appropriations would help

rebuild American military might in the years ahead, although

increased spending offered no short-term solutions to

America's neglected defenses.3

With the Battle of France about to reach its climax,

Churchill's strategic planning took a new direction. His

overriding consideration during the month of June was to

preserve Britain's sole advantage over the Germans: the

Royal Navy. This concern would also come to affect his

foreign policy with France and the power in which he put all

his hope, the United States.

Churchill realized that the "invasion of England in the

summer and autumn of 1940 required local naval superiority

and air superiority... But it was we who had the naval

superiority." He concluded that, if "we could beat the

3Tracy Kittredge, United States and British Naval

Cooperation 1940-45, Vol. 1. Washington, D.C.: Department

of the Navy, 1946, Section 2, Part C, Chap.7, p. 146

(microfilm). This work hereinafter cited as U.S.-British
Cooperation.
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German Air Force, our naval power would continue to rule the

seas and oceans."4

The Royal Navy's advantage was most likely greater than

even Churchill knew at the time. During a Fuehrer

conference on 30 July, General Halder acknowledged that the

German fleet could only provide Operation Sea Lion (the code

word for the invasion) "4 destroyers, 3 torpedo boats, and

48 subs. "5 The Germans recognized the British

preponderance in all naval categories, and that realization

affected all of their planning for the proposed invasion

(see Appendix). The Kriegsmarine insisted on German air

superiority as a condition for a successful assault. In an

earlier conference (21 July), the naval command indicated to

Hitler that "the invasion of Britain is an exceptionally

daring undertaking, because even though the passage is

short, it is not merely a question of crossing a river, but

of crossing a sea which is controlled by the enemy." 6

When Reynaud had telephoned Churchill on 15 May with

his announcement that the battle was already lost, it only

served to inspire Churchill to fight all the more.

Recognizing the gravity of the situation, he sent a note to

4Churchill, The Second World War, 2:241.

sBurdick and Jacobsen, The Halder War Diary, p. 238.

6Anthony Martienssen, ed. Fuehrer Conferences on Naval

Affairs, British Admiralty: 1946 (microfilm).



25

President Roosevelt that very afternoon, requesting American

aid.

I trust you realize, Mr. President, that the

voice and force of the United States may count for
nothing if they are withheld too long. You may
have a completely subjugated, Nazified Europe
established with astonishing swiftness; and the
weight may be more than we can bear . . .
Immediate needs are: First of all, the loan of
forty or fifty of your older destroyers to bridge
the gap between what we have now and the large new
construction we put in hand at the beginning of
the war . . . But if . . . Italy comes in against

us with another one hundred submarines, we may be
strained to breaking point.7

That same evening, Churchill spoke with the American

ambassador, Joseph Kennedy, about this request for aid and

emphasized that "England will never give up as long he

remains a power in public life even if England is burnt to

the ground." The prime minister, Kennedy stated, promised

to take fleet and fight on.'

Roosevelt's reply arrived on the 17th. The president

indicated that "the loan or gift of forty or fifty older

destroyers would require the authorization of Congress." He

was "not certain that it would be wise for that suggestion

to be made to the Congress at this moment." Roosevelt also

doubted "from the standpoint of our own defense requirements

7Churchill, The Second World War, 2:21.

'Telegram Kennedy to Hull, 15 May 1940. Foreign

Relations of the United States, 1940, 5 Volumes.
Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1958, 3:30.
This work is hereinafter referred to as FRUS.
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whether we could dispose even temporarily of these

destroyers." 9 Alexander Cadogan, under-secretary of the

Foreign Office, who was present that night, recorded in his

diary that the president "will do all he can, but he can't

go ahead of his public."'0

The British ambassador in Washington, Lord Phillip

Lothian, met with Roosevelt. The president questioned

Lothian as to the possibilities of a British defeat.

Lothian responded that "in his judgment there was still

hope" as long as the British fleet stayed out of German

hands and they could count on the cooperation of the United

States in controlling the Atlantic. The ambassador also

felt "that so long as the American fleet was in the Pacific"

(containing Japanese expansionist ambitions) the United

States need only retain a portion in the Atlantic. Against

these added ships, "Germany could not win a decisive

victory. ""

Roosevelt's major worry over the destroyers issue went

beyond just simply selling another commodity to the Allies.

These ships might constitute a more significant contribution

than aircraft and munitions provoking a hostile German

9Ibid., pp. 49-50.

"David Dilks, ed. The Diaries of Sir Alexander

Cadogan 1938-1945. London: Cassell, 1971, p. 285.

"Memorandum of Conversation - Under Secretary of

State, Sumner Welles, 21 May 1940. FRUS, 1940, 3:31.
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response. He recognized that the United States was ill-

prepared to enter the war at this time, both for military

reasons and because sentiment within the country was still

predominantly isolationist. In addition, with the

presidential election still five months away, Roosevelt

hesitated to commit the United States to a level of support

for the Allies that ran contrary to the strong neutrality

block in Congress. These men could make his "war-mongering"

an issue before the electorate. It was an extremely

delicate position for a man who saw the danger for the

United States with the Allies so near to defeat.

If I should guess wrong, the results might be
serious. If we should send some destroyers
across, they would be of no particular use to the
Allies but they might serve further to enrage
Hitler . . . . We cannot tell the turn that the
war will take, and there is no use endangering
ourselves unless we can achieve some results for
the Allies.'

Just a week later, Churchill unwittingly made an issue

of one of Roosevelt's growing concerns: the disposition of

the British fleet. On the final day of the Dunkirk

withdrawal, Churchill gave a speech before the House of

Commons. The intended purpose of the speech went beyond

simply lifting the spirits of the beleaguered nation: "it

was imperative to explain not only to our own people but to

the world that our resolve to fight on was based on serious

"Harold Ickes, The Secret Diaries of Harold Ickes, 3

Volumes, 1939-41, New York: Simon & Schuster, 1955, 3:200.
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grounds." Churchill emphasized this point when he stated

that if "this island . . . were subjugated . . . then our

Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the British

Fleet, would carry on the struggle."'3

The American reception of the speech was favorable, but

some officials interpreted Churchill's final phrases to

infer that the British might turn their fleet over to the

United States. When Lothian asked Churchill to clarify this

issue, he responded, "If Great Britain broke under invasion,

a pro-German Government might obtain far easier terms from

Germany by surrendering the Fleet." Churchill's goverment

would never allow this, but other less resolute officials

might conceivably give the Germans everything they demanded.

"The President should bear this very clear in mind,"

Churchill pointedly noted. Lothian should also, in his

talks with the president, "discourage any complacent

assumption on [the] United States' part that they will pick

up the debris of the British Empire by their present

policy.'" Churchill declined to bargain away Britain's

greatest asset while America hesitated to fully commit

itself to the Allied cause.1

The British government was not alone in looking to

America for all possible military assistance. The French,

"Churchill, The Second World War, 2:102.

4Telegram to Lothian, 9 June 1940: Churchill papers,

20/14, quoted in Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 486.
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as well as the British, had begun purchasing military

hardware in 1938. A joint Purchasing Commission had been

established in 1939 to coordinate Anglo-French needs and to

lobby the American government for priority access to the

latest generation of aircraft with all of the related

equipment. But even these supplies, which were just now

arriving in quantity, were not enough for the current

crisis.

To enlist an even greater participation from the

neutral United States, Reynaud telephoned Roosevelt on

5 June. There was nothing subtle in what he said. There

was no time. "I want to tell you," Reynaud began, "that

France will fight to the last man." The destiny of France,

of democracy and of freedom around the world hung in the

balance. Reynaud requested "all available planes" be sent

immediately. "Can you stretch a hand across the ocean to

help us to save civilization?" he implored. Reynaud also

asked for destroyers: "it could be decisive . . . it could

reverse the course of history.1
5 Roosevelt could only

promise to speed up the delivery of the armaments already

ordered plus any extra munitions not required by the United

States military. 16

' 5Reynaud, In the Thick of the Fight, pp. 461-2.

"6Ibid., p. 462.
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This desperate plea for American help only confirmed

Roosevelt's uncertainty about whether the French (or the

British) could hold out against the Nazi invasion. After

his earlier conversation with Lord Lothian over the

disposition of the British fleet, Roosevelt telegraphed

Reynaud with similar concerns. He stated that American

policy regarded "the retention of the French fleet . . . as

vital to the reconstitution of France." Possession of the

fleet also meant "getting less harsh terms of peace."

Roosevelt expressed his opinion that, if the Germans offered

attractive terms to induce the fleet's surrender, they

should be ignored. These terms were "of no ultimate value."

France would be much better off "if the fleet were removed

as a whole to safe places." 7

U.S. Ambassador to France, William Bullitt, conveyed

this message to Reynaud. He cabled to Cordell Hull, the

Secretary of State, his own conviction that the United

States would not be safe from German attacks "unless you

have the cooperation of the French and British fleets.,"

Reynaud's control over events was rapidly dissipating.

As he struggled to find the resources necessary to stem the

German offensive, his own cabinet members began to speak out

for an armistice. Marshal P6tain, in a conversation with

7Hull to Bullitt, 26 May 1940. FRUS, 1940, 2:452-3.

"Bullitt to Hull, 28 May 1940. FRUS, 1940, 2:453.
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Bullitt, expressed his dissatisfaction over his government' s

conduct of the war. But he reserved a particular rancor for

the motives of the British government. He felt that,

[T]he British intended to permit the French to
fight without help until the last available drop
of French blood should have been shed. Unless the
British Government should send to France . . .
both its air force and reserve divisions the
French Government would do its utmost to come to
terms immediately with Germany whatever might
happen to England.19

Even Reynaud felt the French army had borne the brunt of the

fighting (and the casualties). He admitted to the Americans

that "if the French Army should be defeated Great Britain

would be strangled in short order . . . . " 2 0 American aid

began to reach the Allies in substantial quantities during

May and June 1940. The supply, however, represented just a

fraction of Allied requirements. Churchill realized that he

must continue to press the United States for even greater

amounts.

Roosevelt recognized the necessity of keeping the

Allies in the fight but had to weigh this against the United

States' own rearmament requirements. How far he could go in

denuding the United States' defense establishment was a

dilemma he would have to face. Churchill comprehended

Roosevelt's problem in this regard and would later offer

leases, as a trade inducement, on British island territories

"Bullitt to Hull. 4 June 1940. FRUS, 1940, 1:239.

2 0Bullitt to Hull, 18 May 1940. FRUS, 1940, 1:229.
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in order to supplement American defenses along the eastern

shores. His immediate concerns during the first week of

June, though, were to sustain the French by whatever means

while continuing to negotiate with another potential

belligerent, Mussolini's Italy.



CHAPTER IV

A STAB IN THE BACK

Through May 1940, Italy remained an unknown factor in

this war. Prior to the outbreak of hostilities in September

1939, Mussolini had aligned himself with Nazi Germany , but,

owing to Italy's almost total lack of preparedness for

modern warfare, he had to stay neutral in a conflict with

the other major European powers. Resentful that Hitler was

gaining all the glory, Mussolini hurried along Italy's

rearmament program. Even so, he was dependent on Germany

for essential war materials, such as iron ore and oil, of

which Germany only had limited supplies itself.

Despite Mussolini's avowed alliance with Hitler, both

Britain and France continued to bargain for Italy's

continued neutrality. With the outbreak of active

hostilities on 10 May, Mussolini could no longer sit idly by

while Germany conquered all of western Europe without any

assistance from Italian forces.

Count Galeazzo Ciano, the Italian foreign minister and

Mussolini's son-in-law, wrote in his diary that Il Duce

promised that "within a month I shall declare war. I shall

33
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attack France and Great Britain in the air and on the

sea."i

In order to avoid this possibility, Churchill sent an

appeal to Mussolini on 16 May endeavoring to do "the utmost

to keep Italy out of the conflict." In his flowery

rhetoric, Churchill enquired, "Is it too late to stop a

river of blood from flowing between the British and Italian

peoples?" He acknowledged that each could cause the other

great harm and "darken the Mediterranean." Churchill tried

to impress upon Mussolini his country's high regard for the

Italian peoples. Britain had no quarrel with the present

government and would strive for a peaceful resolution of any

Italian grievance. Churchill declared that the British

would not provoke them in any manner. All he asked for was

that Italy stay out of the current war.2

Mussolini's reply was harsh. Churchill thought that it

at least had "the merit of candour." He reminded Churchill

"of the initiative taken in 1935 by your Government to

organize at Geneva sanctions against Italy." The seizure of

Ethiopia was characterized by Mussolini as simply Italy

"securing for herself a small space in the African sun,"

constituting not the slightest infringement on British

territories. His country also stood by its treaty

'Diary entry, 13 May 1940. Hugh Gibson, ed. The Ciano
Diaries 1939-43. New York: Doubleday, 1947, p. 249.

2 Churchill, The Second World War, 2:105.
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obligations as did Britain. Mussolini asked Churchill to

respect Italian engagements since his sense of honor

compelled him to regard the terms of the Italian-German

Treaty as binding upon Italian policy. 3

Both the British and French governments sought to

influence Mussolini through other means. They repeatedly

solicited the intervention of the United States on their

behalf. On 26 May, the Allies went so far as to request

that Roosevelt submit to Mussolini a draft agreement that

defined the attitude of their governments towards Italy.

They wished that it be known that the Allies were aware that

the Italians entertained certain grievances regarding the

Italian strategic position in the Mediterranean.

Consequently, the Allied governments were prepared to take

into consideration any reasonable Italian claim and to reach

an immediate agreement. As an added inducement, they would

welcome Italian participation at the peace conference

following the present war. Italy's status would be equal to

that of the belligerents. 4

Cordell Hull informed Lothian that the president

"preferred to pursue the next logical step in his previous

correspondence with Mussolini on the same general subject,

3Churchill, The Second World War, 2:105-6.

4Allied draft agreement, 26 May 1940, FRUS, 1940,
2 :710.
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which he had conducted on his own initiative."5  This

statement was quite correct. Through the first half of

1940, Roosevelt communicated directly with Mussolini or

occasionally channeled messages through the Vatican. Prior

to the Battle of France, Roosevelt appealed to Mussolini to

use his neutral status as the means to exert a peaceful

influence on the belligerent nations. He also recognized

the problems inherent in neutral countries attempting to

conduct normal activities in the midst of war. Speaking

with the Italian ambassador, Don Ascanio dei principi

Colonna, Roosevelt indicated that:

[hue fully recognized that interference with the
commerce of neutral powers such as Italy on the
high seas by the Allied nations was exasperating
. . [Roosevelt] . . . reminded the Ambassador that
the United States itself was of course not free
from such interference. . . .6

The president's discussion also included a warning.

Should there be an "extension of hostilities into the

Mediterranean . . . [it] . . . might result in such a

situation as to cause the three Americas to defend

themselves." The possibility that one power or group of

powers extended their domination over all of Europe would

inevitably result in the control of Africa as well. The

western hemisphere would be compelled to arm itself to the

5Memorandum, 26 May 1940, FRUS, 1940, 2:711.

6Memorandum, 2 May 1940, FRUS, 1940, 2:696.
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detriment of all concerned, save the United States.7 With

the imminent collapse of the Allies at the end of May,

Roosevelt tried one last personal appeal to Mussolini:

If the war in Europe is now extended through the

entrance of Italy into the war, direct interests

of the Government of the United States will be
immediately and prejudicially affected. . . This
Government has never asserted any political
interest in Europe, but it has asserted its
clearly defined interests of an economic and
property character. Through the extension of the
war to the Mediterranean region and the inevitable
destruction of life and property resulting
therefrom, the legitimate interests of the

American people will be gravely curtailed and such
a possibility cannot be viewed with equanimity by
their Government.8

Mussolini's response ended all hope for a peaceful

solution. He confirmed a comment made the day before by

Ciano to the American ambassador that "the decision had

already been taken to enter the war." He concluded by

stating that he preferred not to receive "any further

pressure" as it "would only stiffen his attitude."9 Early

on the morning of 10 June, Count Ciano summoned the French

ambassador, Andre Franyois-Poncet, to the Italian Foreign

Ministry. Ciano handed him a formal declaration of war.

Frangois-Poncet regretfully accepted this document,

commenting "[I]t is a dagger blow to a man who has already

7Ibid.

8Roosevelt to Mussolini, 30 May 1940, FRUS, 1940,
2:713.

'Ambassador Phillips to Hull, 1 June 1940, FRUS, 1940,
2:715.
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fallen." Continuing, he forecast to Ciano that the Italians

would find "the Germans are hard masters. You, too, will

learn this."'0

Italy's entry into the war only compounded the

difficulties facing the British. Italian troops were

positioned in the Alps to strike at France, whose troops

were already retreating on all fronts. The British

territories in North and East Africa were threatened, and

the great cause for concern was of the entry of the Italian

fleet which endangered Britain's lines of communications in

the central and eastern Mediterranean."

At 10 :Downing Street, the possibility of the French

seeking an armistice was of more immediate concern to

Churchill. The unrealized potential of the Italian armed

forces could only add to his concerns. Churchill bitterly

commented to Colville on this latest misfortune: "People who

go to Italy to look at ruins won't have to go as far as

Naples and Pompeii in future."'2

Mussolini's passion for war was his greatest failing as

a political leader. His ambition to create a twentieth-

century Roman Empire clouded his judgment. Italian

industrial weakness, along with limited natural resources,

"Gibson, Ciano Diaries, p. 263.

"Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 491.

2Colville, The Fringes of Power, p. 152.
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had kept Italy a second-rate power. Mussolini was

determined not to let these facts interfere with his

imperial des igns .

Hitler's easy victories in Poland, Norway, and Denmark

only served to frustrate Mussolini. He rushed Italian

rearmament forward." With the two western democracies on

the verge of defeat, Mussolini could no longer wait for

Italian preparations to be completed. The consequences of

his rash act would eventually prove disastrous for Italy.

1
3Denis Mack Smith, Mussolini, New York: Alfred A.

Knopf, 1982, pp.243-5.

14Ibid., pp. 251-6.



CHAPTER V

THE ARMISTICE

The military and political situation in France worsened

with each passing day. The Germans had opened their

offensive on 5 June against the sixty-odd French divisions

remaining after the Dunkirk battle. The Germans made rapid

progress at their chosen points of attack, Rouen being

reached by 9 June. Weygand reported the same day to Reynaud

that "the situation of our armies was deteriorating."'

The French premier chose to place his hopes on

President Roosevelt and the United States. Weygand saw only

a remote chance that the entry of the United States at this

late date would be of any benefit.

If President Roosevelt had agreed at once to take
part in the war, his declaration would have
produced an immense moral effect, but it would not
have brought any element of material strength to
the battle.

Weygand acknowledged that he could no longer support

Reynaud who "was still inclined to believe in the value of

symbolic gestures."2

Churchill was well aware of the turmoil within the

French government and began to prepare for the prospect of

'Weygand, Recalled to Service, p. 137.

2Ibid., p. 139.
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Britain fighting on alone. To this end, a meeting was held

at the Admiralty to decide what might be done with the

French fleet in case France requested a cease-fire. The

First Sea Lord, Sir Dudley Pound, agreed when it was

suggested that Britain must stop Germany from gaining

control of the French navy. He told those present, "The

only way to do that properly was to sink the French fleet."

It was also apparent that if the current French government

fell and the former premier, Pierre Laval, came in, then

"conversations with Germany might start fairly soon." As a

vocal supporter of an armistice and well-known for his anti-

British sympathies, Laval's presence in the government meant

that Britain would have to take steps to protect its

strategic interests. Once a consensus was reached on these

issues, the ad hoc committee presented its findings to

Churchill.'

The volume of correspondence that Churchill processed

each day was enormous. Besides dealing with the War Cabinet

on a nearly daily basis, he also bombarded the various

service chiefs with suggestions and "Action This Day" memos.

Foreign heads of state were kept informed of Britain's

determination to fight on, particularly neutral trading

partners such as Roosevelt. Additionally, the various prime

ministers of the Dominion states needed to be consulted.

3 Meeting of 7 June 1940, quoted in Gilbert, Finest
Hour, p. 481.
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Britain was still the center of a large global commonwealth,

and Churchill was now calling upon them for men and

materials to assist in the defense of the home islands. In

turn, he did not hesitate to inform the commonwealth leaders

of the difficulties that lay ahead.

Churchill's long career in public life had helped him

form many close associations with other prominent

politicians, making his task just that much easier. During

the height of the Dunkirk crisis, he was able to confide in

Mackenzie King of Canada that "he did not know whether it

will be possible to keep France in the war or not." Later

that same day, Churchill cabled General Jan Christian Smuts

of South Africa with his forecast of the coming air

battle.4 After just six weeks of constant activity,

Churchill jested to his overworked staff that "if words

counted, we should win this war."5

With the Germans threatening to engulf Paris, the

French government began its exodus southward. For the next

several weeks, they were almost continually on the move. In

their absence, the American ambassador, Bullitt, on his own

initiative, chose to stay in Paris. As the representative

of the protecting power, he awaited the arrival of the new

occupiers.

4Churchill, The Second World War, 2:125-6.

'Colville, The Fringes of Power, p. 157.
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On 11 June, Reynaud requested that Churchill fly to

Briare that afternoon for the next meeting of the Supreme

War Council. Before departing, he telegraphed to Roosevelt,

"The French have sent for me again, which means the crisis

has arrived. "6 Discussion began at seven o'clock that

evening, with Churchill urging his French counterparts to

defend Paris. He believed that the Germans would funnel

troops into the city if a spirited house-by-house defense

was devised, thereby distracting them from their pursuit of

the retreating French army. Marshal Petain openly rejected

this line of reasoning because "making Paris into a ruin

would not affect the final event.1"7

General Weygand was called in for a presentation to the

Council. He opened his remarks by reviewing the fighting

that had commenced on 5 June. The French army units had

been battling the Germans for six days without interruption.

They "fight all day, then fall back to new positions during

the night." Because of this constant activity, the men had

little time for food or rest. Reports of their officers

showed, "They collapse into sleep when halted and have to be

shaken in the morning to open fire." Weygand looked at the

British delegation and aggressively noted that "there has

not been the least breakdown, nor the least sign of failure

'Churchill, The Second World War, 2:130.

7Ibid., 132.
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either amongst the troops or in the Command." Spears

remembered that the British stiffened perceptibly during

this remark.'

Weygand continued with his speech, emphasizing how the

French divisions were being forced to retreat to avoid

encirclement. The slashing attacks of the German panzers

pierced French defenses almost at will. While the French

command had hoped to hold the Somme-Aisne line, the

"overwhelming superiority of the Germans in aircraft, tanks

and manpower had compelled a withdrawal." The French armies

were retreating to their last line of defense that ran along

the Seine, Oise, and Marne rivers eastward to the Maginot

forts. "It is," he said, "a race between the exhaustion of

the French and the shortness of breath of the enemy

divisions." 9

The advance on Paris could not be contained. Only

remnants of divisions remained to fight on, with no help

available. Weygand's voice rose as he rapped out, "I am

helpless, I cannot intervene for I have no reserves, there

are no reserves. C'est la dislocation - the break-up."

Speaking directly to Churchill, he said, "Here is the

8Spears, Assignment to Catastrophe, 2:141-2.

9Ibid., p. 142.

"Ibid., p. 143.
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decisive point, now is the decisive moment."" By throwing

in every British fighter squadron, there still might be a

chance. Churchill thought just the opposite.

This is not the decisive point and this is not the
decisive moment. That moment will come when
Hitler hurls his Luftwaffe against Great Britain.

If we can keep command of the air, and if we can
keep the seas open, as we certainly shall keep
them open, we will win it all back for you."

The Council went on to debate the possibility of the French

fighting a guerrilla war in the less accessible regions of

France, but Weygand totally rejected this option. His

concern now was to preserve what he could of the French

army. Churchill decided not to press the issue, and the

Council adjourned for the evening.

The following morning, 12 June, Spears spoke with

Churchill before the prime minister's departure for London.

His instructions to Spears were to "go on reiterating that

we shall carry on whatever they do." It was Churchill's

strong belief that "if they have lost faith in themselves

let them develop faith in us and in our determination."'

While he had Churchill's attention, Spears asked for

clarification of something mentioned the night before. He

had noticed that Churchill was worried about what might

happen to the French fleet if the French asked for an

"Churchill, The Second World War, 2:133.

12Ibid.

1
3Spears, Assignment to Catastrophe, 2:163.
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armistice. This point concerned Spears also: "if the

Germans occupy all France, they can force its surrender

wherever it may be." Spears feared that the Germans would

just present an ultimatum to the French, threatening to

destroy a city a day until they complied with German

demands. He posed his concern to Churchill, "Is it

conceivable that under such circumstances the French would

not give way?" Churchill said nothing during Spears'

questioning but left for his morning conference "with the

expression of deep concentration."'4

When the meeting concluded later that morning,

Churchill pulled Admiral Jean Darlan aside and said,

"Darlan, I hope that you will never surrender the fleet."

He responded, "There is no question about that, it would be

contrary to naval tradition and to honour.1"1 5 Churchill

then left for home.

The British War Cabinet met that evening with Churchill

reporting his impressions of the previous day's events. Of

the three French leaders, Reynaud, Petain, and Weygand,

"they had been studiously polite and dignified" but it was

clear to him "that France was near the end of organized

resistance." He did, though, form a favorable impression of

a young French general who was present - Charles de Gaulle.

1
4Ibid., 163-4.

15Reynaud, In the Thick of the Fight, p. 488.
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This recently promoted soldier was "all in favor of carrying

on a guerrilla war, " and he was willing to adopt new methods

of resisting. This combativeness got Churchill's approval,

as he himself favored striking back at every opportunity.

Churchill hoped that Reynaud "would turn to General de

Gaulle to take command. "16

In his summation, Churchill stated that "a chapter in

the war was now closing." Even though the French might

continue, there was a possibility that two French government

might arise. One would likely make peace, but one might

fight on "in the colonies or with the fleet." Sadly,

though, France's existence as a great land power was nearing

its end. As for Britain, resistance must continue. Also, a

declaration that Britain was resolved to persevere "and win

through" might "prove the best invitation to the United

States of America to lend us their support. "17

The War Cabinet agreed to this proposal along with a

further message to the French government "designed to

sustain their determination" while "assuring them of our

support. ,18

Churchill' s message to Roosevelt that night continued

his policy of keeping the American president informed of all

16War Cabinet No. 163 of 1940, 12 June 1940: Cabinet
Papers, 65/7, quoted in Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 522.

1
7Ibid., p. 523.

"'Ibid.
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major decisions while stressing the Allies' need for

support, if only of the moral variety. After telling

Roosevelt of the dire situation existing in France,

Churchill spoke of what might lie ahead. "The aged Marshal

Petain . . . is I fear ready to lend his name and prestige

to a treaty of peace." Reynaud was all for continuing the

fight, as was Darlan, who declared that he would "send the

French fleet to Canada" rather than let it fall into German

hands. Churchill emphasized that, because there were still

individuals ready to fight, this was "the moment for you to

strengthen Reynaud . . . and try to tip the balance in favor

of the longest possible French resistance."1 9

Roosevelt's response came the next day. He wished

Reynaud to realize that the United States was "doing

everything in its power to make available to the Allied

governments the material they so urgently required." 2 0

Using the information provided by Churchill, Roosevelt

indicated to Reynaud that he was "particularly impressed by

your declaration that France will continue to fight on .

even if it means slow withdrawal to North Africa . . ."

And, with special emphasis, Roosevelt stressed his own

security concerns by reminding Reynaud how important it was

that "the French and British fleets continue [their] mastery

"Kennedy to Hull, 12 June 1940, FRUS 1940, 1:247.

2 0Hull to Biddle, 13 June 1940, FRUS 1940, 1:248.
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of the Atlantic . . .,"21 Despite the reassurances of the

American president, the call for an armistice within the

French government gained momentum. Both of France's leading

military men made it clear that organized resistance was

nearly over. Fleeing to North Africa or elsewhere was

incompatible with their honor. As Weygand had said earlier,

he "wished to avoid internal trouble and anarchy above

everything else. "22

France and Britain had pledged to each other in the

Franco-British Declaration of 28 March 1940 that any

discussion of an armistice or peace terms must be mutually

agreed upon. It read in part:

The Government of the French Republic and His

Majesty's Government in the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and of Northern Ireland mutually
undertake that during the present war they will
neither negotiate nor conclude an armistice or

treaty of peace except by mutual agreement.

They undertake not to discuss peace terms before
reaching complete agreement on the conditions
necessary to ensure each of them an effective and
lasting guarantee of their security.2 3

Reynaud, along with some members of his government, felt

bound by this agreement. Others, like Baudouin, Petain, and

Weygand, sought a way out. At the last meeting of the

Supreme War Council on 13 June, these men interpreted

21Ibid.

22 Baudouin, The Private Diaries, p. 56.

23The London Times, 29 March 1940, p. 8.
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Churchill's remarks to believe that he was releasing the

French from their obligations.

Before Churchill's arrival in Tours for the meeting,

Spears had occasion to sit in on a preliminary conference

Reynaud held. He was relieved that the French premier still

"showed every sign of resolution and firmness," even going

so far to state that "he would fight on in Africa." But

Weygand, who was also present, demanded an immediate

armistice. He harped back to his now-constant argument -

"the French army was the only element of order left in the

country." Reynaud violently rejected his general's request.

France would fight on.24

Spears raised the issue of the French fleet. Csar

Campinchi, the French Minister of Marine, -immediately

responded that "the idea of allowing the Fleet to fall into

Hitler's hands to be used against England was unthinkable."

Satisfied, Spears went to meet Churchill before the formal

proceedings got underway.2

While still eating lunch at a local caf6, Churchill was

visited by Baudouin, whom he barely knew. The young French

official "began at once in his soft, silky manner about the

hopelessness of the French resistance." He stated that, if

the United States declared war on the Axis, it still was

2 4Spears, Assignment to Catastrophe, 2 :193-4.

25Ibid., p. 195.
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possible that France could continue. What did Churchill

think of this? The prime minister refused to discuss the

issue, other than to say that he hoped that America would

enter the conflict; Britain would most certainly continue,

no matter what. According to Churchill, Baudouin later told

his colleagues that Churchill had agreed that France was

free to surrender unless the United States came in

immediately."

On the way into the conference, Churchill asked Spears

exactly who this Baudouin was. Spears told him that "he is

working on behalf of Weygand and Petain" and "doing his

damnedest to persuade Reynaud to throw up the sponge."

Churchill had already gathered as much and said that he had

had his meal ruined by this "outpouring of oily

defeatism.""

Reynaud began the Council meeting by relating General

Weygand's opinion that "the situation of the French Army

[is] desperate. . . it [is] necessary to ask for an

armistice forthwith." The majority of the French cabinet

had not endorsed this view during the previous evening, but

Reynaud felt that it was imperative that "American support

should be available in time and in sufficient measure.""128

2'Churchill, The Second World War, 2:155.

"Spears, Assignment to Catastrophe, 2:199.

2 Ibid., p. 202.
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By his own reasoning, Reynaud thought it his "first duty not

to leave Churchill in ignorance of the position adopted by

Weygand and Petain." He also intended to obtain Churchill's

support in his dealings with Roosevelt "since the allies

could not hope any longer to reverse the military situation

by themselves.",29

Reynaud later wrote that it was never his intention to

ask Churchill to be freed from the 28 March agreement, but

his account leaves out important details the British

participants recorded. His own council of ministers had

asked him to inquire about Britain's attitude "should the

worst come." The French ministers realized that a solemn

pledge of "no separate peace" had been made, but Weygand and

others "had pointed out that France had already sacrificed

everything in the common cause." In these circumstances, it

would be a "shock" if Britain "failed to concede" France's

inability to carry on."

Churchill felt obligated to restate the British

position of continuing on until final victory. He

concluded, ". . . [Britain] had not and would not alter her

resolve: no terms, no surrender."" His defiance was not

29Reynaud, In the Thick of the Fight, p. 496.

3 Supreme War Council, Tours, 13 June 1940: Cabinet
Papers 99/3, folios 97-9, quoted in Gilbert, Finest Hour, p.
529.

3 1 Ibid., p. 530.
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enough for Reynaud. Would Churchill acknowledge that France

had given "her best, her youth, her lifeblood: that she can

do no more"? If so, France was entitled "having nothing

further to contribute, to enter into a separate peace. "3 2

Spears recalls that Churchill's first words showed that

he refused to consider Reynaud's suggestion. "Under no

circumstances," said Churchill, "will Great Britain waste

time in reproaches and recriminations." Nevertheless, it is

quite a different matter to become "a consenting party to a

peace made in contravention of the agreement so recently

concluded." 33  While the English adjourned to the

garden for consultation, the French heatedly argued among

themselves. Reynaud was reproached for his "softness" for

allowing it to be thought that France would seek a separate

peace. Several ministers were violently opposed to an

armistice, but could now only weep in frustration over

Reynaud' s actions.14

Churchill's delegation had all agreed with the stance

their prime minister took. Lord Beaverbrook, Minister for

Aircraft Production, spoke for the group when he told

Churchill that "there is nothing to do but to repeat what

32 Ibid., p. 531.

33Spears, Assignment to Catastrophe , 2::209.

34Baudouin, The Private Diaries, pp. 105-6.
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you have already said." He suggested that they might as

well leave as "we are doing no good here. "35

The small party returned to the meeting room where the

French ministers waited. Churchill announced that, because

of the difficult situation that existed for both of their

countries, he would get into contact with Roosevelt one more

time, asking for a declaration of support. Reynaud agreed

at once and indicated that he would do the same. Perhaps,

he said, "America would lend the support of her navy and air

force to the Allies," given the desperate circumstances.

Churchill concurred with Reynaud's reasoning. He concluded

the proceedings by stating his conviction "that Hitler and

all that he stands for will be smashed.1"36

The Council of Ministers met shortly after Churchill's

departure. Several vented their anger over this discovery,

as they had hoped to speak with him. Reynaud, not having

mentioned anything to Churchill about this delegation, made

the excuse that the prime minister was in a hurry to return

to England. He then explained that the only decision

arrived at was to "send an urgent message to President

Roosevelt asking him for the active intervention of the

United States." Amidst the discussion caused by this

statement, P6tain rose to his feet and proceeded to read a

35Spears, Assignment to Catastrophe, 2:215.

3 6Ibid., pp. 217-8.
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declaration. "The armistice is inevitable," he began, "it

should be asked for without delay." Reynaud called on

General Weygand for his opinion. After summarizing the

hopeless military situation, he turned to the all-important

subject of the fleet. "There is no question," he noted, "of

handing over a single warship to the enemy." Weygand

himself "would be the first to reject the armistice if

Germany made that a condition. " 3 7

Weygand made it quite clear that he agreed with the

marshal that the present government had failed to live up to

its responsibilities. As he had repeated many times since

25 May, the "politicians" allowed themselves to be swept

along with Britain into a war that France was ill-prepared

to fight. Now Reynaud and others like Georges Mandel,

Minister of the Interior, were debating whether it was

possible to move the government to the colonies and continue

the fight. Weygand insisted that the ministers "have the

courage to remain in France whatever happened. " As he now

saw his duty to the country, he would "save all that could

be saved of the territory of France. "3 8

Both Churchill's and Reynaud's messages of 13 June

prompted Roosevelt to make quick replies. He informed

Reynaud of America's continuing support, and, showing where

3 7Baudouin, The Private Diaries, pp. 106-7.

3 8Weygand, Recalled to Service, pp. 163-5.
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his personal sympathies lay, gave the impression that more

substantial American assistance was forthcoming. When

Reynaud interpreted Roosevelt's telegram to mean that the

United States would actively intervene, Roosevelt hastily

insisted that this telegram not be published. Roosevelt's

enthusiasm in supporting France, while not misplaced, did

not reflect the reality of America's readiness for war.

Roosevelt's response to Churchill reflected the idea

that continued to trouble them both: the fate of the French

fleet. Anticipating a French request for terms at any time,

he told Churchill that "if a general seeks an armistice for

his land forces, he does not control or include the

disposition of naval forces. "9

Reynaud's government during 14-16 June continued to be

bitterly divided. Mandel was actively recruiting fellow

ministers to go with him to North Africa. Petain and

Weygand became even more strident in their demand for an

immediate armistice. Weygand vehemently reproached the

President of the Republic, Albert Lebrun, for having allowed

the French armed forces to be compromised "owing to his fear

of accepting any responsibility." 40 As the recriminations

flowed back and forth, the French government became nearly

3 9Hull to Kennedy, 14 June 1940, FRUS 1940, 1:255.

4 Reynaud, In the Thick of the Fight, p. 528.
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paralyzed. Reynaud's ability to control his country's

fortunes was nearly at an end.

The British had not remained complacent and repeatedly

urged through their ambassador in France, Sir Ronald

Campbell, that France keep fighting. A proposal for a

formal union between the two countries was made (16 June)

with Britain promising to protect all French interests and

colonies during the current conflict. Reynaud quickly put

it before the Cabinet as the one last hope for France. The

French Cabinet, containing several ministers actively anti-

British, just as quickly discarded this idea. This proposal

was not what the defeatists were looking for. Instead, they

wished Britain to release France from the obligations of 28

March. Churchill was more concerned with receiving definite

assurances that the French fleet would not be surrendered to

Germany and would only consider approving a French surrender

if that could be guaranteed.41

The imminent collapse of Reynaud's government had

become an open secret. The Spanish ambassador in France

reported to his government on 16 June that, in his opinion,

the French Council of Ministers would decide for peace. The

Spanish authorities, in turn, communicated this latest piece

41Churchill, The Second World War, 2:175.
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of news to the Germans. The ambassador could even identify

some of those favoring an armistice: Petain and Weygand.42

That same day, in the United States, an agreement was

reached between the two officials of the Anglo-French

Purchasing Board. The Director General of French Purchases,

J. Frederic Bloch-Lain6, transferred to British control all

French contracts in the United States. This gave Britain a

substantial extra source of war materials in the months

ahead. Later that evening, Reynaud submitted his

resignation to President Lebrun.43

A new government was formed that same night. Marshal

Petain offered his services to President Lebrun, who

accepted with alacrity. True to his earlier promises to

stop the fighting, Petain immediately requested terms from

the Axis. Meanwhile, the German offensive continued to

press the French army ever backward.

When Hitler received word of the French inquiry, he

asked his fellow dictator, Mussolini, to join him in Munich

to discuss the French proposal. While travelling to meet

the Fuehrer, Mussolini expressed his views on the upcoming

talks. He definitely desired a total occupation of French

territory and the complete surrender of their fleet. The

4 2U.S. Dept. of State, Documents on German Foreign
Policy 1918-1945, Series D, 11 Volumes. Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 9:580. This work is hereinafter
cited as DGFP.

43Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 562.
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reality of the situation, though, dictated that the "war

[had] been won by Hitler without any active military

participation on the part of Italy." Mussolini knew that,

because of this fact, "Hitler will have the last word. " 44

The two men met on 18 June, reaching agreement within

several hours. The main points were that, most importantly,

the terms must not be so harsh that they would force the

French government to flee abroad. A French government

functioning on French territory was far preferable to the

alternative. Hitler wished to avoid the unpleasant

responsibility in the administrative sphere - as an

occupying power.45

Militarily, the Axis would allow the French to retain a

small army, primarily for internal control. The ports along

the Channel and the Atlantic coast would be needed in the

continuation of the war against Britain. French prisoners

could only be returned at the conclusion of a peace treaty.

The most important point, though, was the status of the

French fleet.

Hitler explained in great detail what an increase in

strength the French fleet represented to Britain if they

could get their hands on it. The best solution would be to

reach agreement with the French on neutralizing their fleet.

44Gibson, Ciano Diaries, p. 265.

4sUnsigned Memorandum, 18 June 1940, _DGFP, 9:608.
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It could be done one of several ways: by disarmament in

French ports under German and Italian supervision; by

internment in a neutral country like Spain; or, last, by

letting the fleet scuttle itself. Hitler emphasized that,

above all, the fleet must not reach Britain. 46

Mussolini concurred with Hitler's emphasis on the

fleet. He thought that, if the British got it, they would

employ it against Italy in the Mediterranean; therefore,

"neutralization was the best solution.!"47

Hitler, as usual, having the last word on the subject,

thought that he understood British intentions. If they

controlled the French fleet, particularly the destroyers,

for one year, then America would be ready to enter the war.

With the added protection that this group of ships could

provide for convoys, Britain's survival until the following

year became a distinct possibility. Therefore, "the French

fleet must be prevented from falling into British hands. "
48

The armistice was presented to the French

representatives on 22 June. The article that specifically

addressed the French fleet read:

4 6
Ibid., pp. 608-9.

47 Ibid., p. 610.

48Ibid., p. 611.
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Article 8. - The French war fleet, with the

exception of that part permitted to the French

Government for the protection of French interests
in its colonial empire, is to be assembled in

ports to be specified and disarmed under German or
Italian control. The choice of these ports will
be determined by the peacetime stations of the

ships. The German Government solemnly declares to

the French Government that it does not intend to

use for its own purposes in the war the French
Fleet which is in ports under German control with
the exception of those units needed for coastal
patrol and for minesweeping. Furthermore, it
solemnly and expressly declares that it has no
intention of raising any claim to the French war
fleet at the time of the conclusion of peace.
With the exception of that part of the French war
fleet, still to be determined, which is to
represent French interests in the colonial empire,
all war vessels which are outside French
territorial waters are to be recalled to
France.'9

Campbell telegraphed London as soon as he learned the terms

of the armistice. Petain followed this with his own message

in which he "renewed his assurance regarding the safety of

the French fleet. "50

The War Cabinet met to discuss this new development.

Admiral Dudley Pound, First Sea Lord, told the Cabinet about

the "numbers of French ships involved in Article 8.1" This

was a formidable fleet and could, in German hands, add

considerably to any naval operation or invasion scheme. Yet

Pound believed that the French admirals had been ordered not

49Paul Auphan and Jacques Nordal, The French Navy in

World War II. Translated by A.C.J. Sabalot. Westport,

Conn: Greenwood Press, 1976, pp. 114-5.

5 Telegrams Nos. 517 and 518, 22 June 1940, Cabinet

Papers, 65/7, quoted in Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 589.
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to surrender, and Darlan "was taking all possible steps" to

avoid this possibility."

Churchill took exception to Pound's argument. In a

matter "so vital to the safety of the whole British Empire,"

he stated, "we could not afford to rely on the word of

Admiral Darlan." 2 Churchill's mistrust of the new French

government and their military leaders would very shortly

lead to one of his most controversial decisions of the war.

Despite Churchill's strenuous efforts to retain the

allegiance of the French, he could not overcome the disunity

within their government. The political polarization that

characterized French politics during the 1930s had left a

bitter legacy of disharmony between the various political

factions. Faced with imminent disaster, these factions

failed to unite, preferring instead to continue policies

that undermined the authority of the wartime governments.

Petain's followers found that they had more in common with

France's fascist foes than they did with their own

countrymen.

Churchill could not contain the self-destructive

tendencies of the French politicians, nor could he convince

them to set aside their differences. Petain's assumption of

power was the tragic culmination of this process. With the

51War Cabinet No. 176. 22 June 1940, Cabinet Papers,

65/13, quoted in Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 589.

52Ibid., p. 590.
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realization that the new French government was no longer

trustworthy, Churchill decided that he had to act quickly to

eliminate the French fleet as a possible threat.



CHAPTER VI

MERS EL-KEBIR

Churchill requested that the War Cabinet meet at noon

on 24 June, the first of three sittings held that day. The

previous night, Ambassador Campbell had telegraphed London

with the clauses of the Franco-German armistice agreement;

he expected to get the terms of the Italian armistice later

in the day. Although these were separate agreements, the

Franco-German armistice would not go into effect until

France had signed the Italian version.

The knowledge that France was now formally withdrawing

from the war forced Churchill and his government to make

some difficult decisions. They could no longer rely on

French officials to protect Britain's vital interests. In

Churchill's opinion, the new Petain government was now

"completely under the thumb of Germany." The French might

even allow their resources, whether military or civilian, to

be used against their former ally. There was a danger "that

the rot would spread from the top through the Fleet, the

Army, and the Air Force." Any sustained pressure by the

Germans would inevitably force Petain "to be drawn more and

more into making common cause with Germany" to the obvious

detriment of Great Britain. Because of the immediate threat

that German control of the French fleet posed for British

64
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naval supremacy, the War Cabinet needed to make a quick

decision. "We must at all costs," Churchill insisted,

"ensure that these ships either come under our control or

were put out of the way for good."'

At virtually the same moment that Churchill informed

the Cabinet of his intentions regarding the French fleet,

Admiral Darlan sent his last coded message to the Fleet

commanders. With only hours remaining before the cease-fire

took effect, ending with it all coded communications, the

French Admiral of the Fleet wanted his intentions clearly

understood:

1. Demobilized warships must remain French under
French flag, with skeleton French crew, stationed
in French ports, metropolitan or colonial.

2. Secret precautions for scuttling must be taken
so that neither the enemy nor foreigners who seize
a ship by force can make use of it.

3. If the Armistice Commission charged with
interpreting the Armistice conditions decides
otherwise than in paragraph 1, warships will, at
the moment when this new decision is to be carried
out, and without further orders, either weigh
anchor for the United States, or be scuttled, if
they cannot otherwise escape the enemy.

4. Ships thus taking refuge abroad should not be
used in action against Germany or Italy without
the order of the Commander-in-Chief of French sea
forces.

12:45 p.m. 24.62

'War Cabinet No. 178 of 1940, 24 June 1940: Cabinet
Papers, 65/7, quoted in Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 596.

2Reynaud, In the Thick of the Fight, pp. 562-3.
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General Weygand agreed with these orders to the fleet;

so did the other members of the Vichy government. They had

repeatedly communicated to the British their determination

to scuttle rather than surrender their ships. On 19 June

when Pound had flown over to confer with Darlan, this

decision was reaffirmed in person, but the British remained

skeptical. Even Weygand acknowledged that the "British

Government had no confidence in the German word, and doubted

whether France would be strong enough to compel respect for

it."3

During the second and third meetings of the War Cabinet

on 24 June, the ministers decided that the British would

make one last attempt to create a French governing authority

more amenable to Britain before attempting to deal

decisively with their fleet. Minister of Information Alfred

Duff Cooper volunteered to undertake this mission.

Accompanied by Lord Gort, Cooper flew directly to Rabat in

French Morocco to urge those former ministers who had fled

there already "to set up a French Government" in exile.4

Mandel and Campinchi, former Minister of Marine, had

arrived by ship several days previously. What was unknown

at the time in Britain was that the local French commander,

3Weygand, Recalled to Service, p. 226.

4War Cabinet No. 179 and 180 of 1940, 24 June 1940,
Cabinet Papers 65/13, quoted in Gilbert, Finest Hour, p.
597.
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General A.P. Nogues had never even allowed them to come

ashore. Nogues held them confined on board ship pending a

decision by the Vichy authorities on their fate. Therefore,

when Duff Cooper and Gort arrived on the 25th, neither could

communicate with the French ex-ministers. The two British

leaders flew back at dawn the next day, their mission

unfulfilled.5

With this avenue closed and de Gaulle still relatively

unknown even to his own countrymen, the British cabinet felt

it had few options left. The only two they developed were

either to neutralize the French fleet with a coup de main or

to face the consequences of the Germans' seizing the fleet

by an action of their own. Churchill's policy decision in

this matter would necessarily be of the highest importance.

Admiral Pound spoke to the cabinet on the 27th, giving

3 July as the earliest possible date for a superior British

naval force to reach Mers el-Kebir, near Oran in French

Moracco, where the greatest number of French capital ships

were then assembled. Planning for neutralizing other fleet

units in British harbors and at Alexandria, Egypt, was also

discussed. Churchill approved of 3 July as the date of the

operation, code named "Catapult.T"6

'Memorandum by Alfred Duff Cooper, 21 May 1942:
Churchill papers, 4/201. Ibid., p. 598.

6War Cabinet No. 184 of 1940, 27 June 1940, Cabinet
Papers, 65/13. Ibid., p. 604.
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"It seems years since we had even a gleam of good

news,1 " Colville wrote on 27 June.7 His sentiments were

echoed by the officials in Washington. Despite Foreign

Minister Baudouin's assurances that the fleet would be safe

from German depredations, the American government pressed

Vichy for a more concrete solution. Hull called in the

French ambassador and lectured him on the United States'

concerns. He told the ambassador that America had made

clear to the world its interest in France. If having

incurred the hostility of Germany by reason of this act,

France must not hand to Germany "a cocked gun to shoot at

us."T

The United States, after the French collapse, pressed

Britain for a decision on the Royal Navy. Churchill grew

increasingly irritated at these requests. Since the United

States refused to sell destroyers to Great Britain, he was

not inclined to reassure the Americans on this issue.

Churchill felt pressured from both sides of the Atlantic to

"pander to American opinion." To some of his close

associates, he maintained that he would not waste his time

7Colville, The Fringes of Power, p. 173.

'Memorandum of Conversation, Sec. of State, 27 June
1940, FRUS 1940, 2:461.
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in this pursuit. "Propaganda is all very well," he told

them, "but it is events that move the world." 9

By the time the armistice went into effect on 24 June,

the French had dispersed their fleet to ports in French

North Africa and to the British base at Alexandria. Some

units were already at Portsmouth and Plymouth, having fled

from the French Atlantic ports to prevent German land forces

from seizing them. A number of cruisers and lesser ships

remained at the main Mediterranean naval base at Toulon.

This port was in unoccupied France and not in any imminent

danger from Axis troops.

Several French battleships were still under

construction during June. The government had ordered them

sent to Africa to escape capture. The nearly complete

Richelieu, with operational fifteen-inch guns, had reached

Dakar in west Africa. The Jean Bart, without any main

battery, left Saint Nazaire and arrived at Casablanca.

The largest French battle fleet was Admiral Marcel

Gensoul's squadron at Mers el-Kebir, a few miles west of

Oran. This fleet consisted of the modern battlecruisers

Dunkergue and Strasbourg, the older battleships Provence and

Bretagne, and six large destroyers.' The French

9Diary entry, 28 June 1940. Colville, The Fringes of
Power, p. 175.

"Auphan and Mordal, The French Navy in World War II,
p. 127.
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Admiralty, confident of the results obtained by negotiation

with the German armistice commission, ordered its ships to

begin demobilization. Admiral Gensoul accepted this

requirement and began the demobilization process on the

ships under his command."

British planning for "Operation Catapult" proceeded on

schedule. For the operation to succeed, coordination of

British naval resources was essential. This plan, as

envisioned by Churchill and Pound, called for "the

simultaneous seizure, control, or effective disablement or

destruction of all the accessible French fleet."'2

The Royal Navy's commander-in-chief in the

Mediterranean, Admiral Andrew Cunningham, was one of the

first notified of the plan. He had been operating his fleet

out of the naval base at Alexandria in conjunction with a

French squadron commanded by Vice-Admiral Ren6 Godfroy. The

French ships had remained at Alexandria pending a decision

by the French Admiralty.

Cunningham received a signal on 29 June informing him

of the essentials of Catapult. He was advised to begin

planning for the seizure of the French ships at Alexandria

and to be ready by 3 July. The suggestion shocked

Cunningham. Attacking the French under these circumstances

"Ibid.

2Churchill, The Second World War, 2:201.
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was "utterly repugnant" to him. The thought that his forces

might cause many casualties on the unsuspecting French was

"an act of sheer treachery which was as injudicious as it

was unnecessary." Vice-Admiral Godfroy was a personal

friend and a "man of honour in whom we could place implicit

faith. ,13

The task facing Admiral James Somerville, commanding

Force H at Gibraltar, was equally daunting. His orders were

to proceed to Mers el-Kebir with the battlecruiser Hood, the

battleships Valiant and Resolution, the aircraft carrier Ark

Royal, two cruisers, and eleven destroyers. During 1 July,

he telegraphed London reporting that many of his officers

had serious doubts about the wisdom of this act. Somerville

supported their view that "the use of force should be

avoided at all costs," because this unprovoked action "would

alienate all [the] French wherever they are." The Admiralty

held firm to its plan, rejecting Somerville's more peaceful

alternatives. The matter was settled; "they are to be

destroyed. "14

The first intimation the French had of anything out of

the ordinary was when the British destroyer Foxhound entered

the harbor at Mers el-Kebir, around nine-thirty a.m. on 3

"Andrew Cunningham, A Sailor's Odyssey. London:
Hutchinson, 1956, p. 244.

1
4Signals - 12:20 p.m., 6:20 p.m., 1 July 1940, quoted

in Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 632.
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July. Somerville's representative, Captain C.S. Holland,

was on board and signaled that he had an important message

for Admiral Gensoul. The French admiral had just received

reports of British capital ships offshore and suspected some

sort of ultimatum. He therefore refused to meet directly

with Captain Holland, but rather sent his flag lieutenant,

Lieutenant Bernard Dufay, as his representatives 5

Somerville's instructions were to present four

alternatives to the French:

1. Sail with us and continue to fight against
the Germans and Italians.
2. Sail with reduced crews to a British port.
All crew would be repatriated at the earliest
possible moment.
3. Sail your ships with reduced crews to a
French port in the West Indies where they can be
demilitarized or entrusted to the United States.
4. Refusal of these offers would require us to
sink your ships within six hours.'6

The Admiralty signaled Force H that all operations must be

completed by nightfall. 17 French reinforcements could

arrive from Algiers if matters were allowed to remain

unresolved indefinitely.

Lieutenant Dufay notified Captain Holland of their

response to this British ultimatum. The French ships would

not be allowed to fall intact into the hands of the Germans

"Auphan and Mordal, The French Navy in World War II,
p. 128.

"6Churchill, The Second World War, 2:203.

'7Signal 12:52 a.m. 3 July, quoted in Gilbert, Finest
Hour, p. 633.
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or Italians. This fact had already been made clear. In

view of the threat implied to the French naval units, the

French ships had no alternative but use force to defend

themselves." Gensoul sent a further message an hour

later. "The first shot fired against us," he told

Somerville, "will have the practical effect of lining up the

entire French fleet against Great Britain.)" Surely, he

reasoned, this result would be diametrically opposite to

what the British government sought to achieve.19

London got news from Portsmouth and Plymouth that the

French ships at those two ports had been seized "without

bloodshed." In fact, one British sailor and one French

officer had been killed during a scuffle on board the French

submarine Surcouf .20

At Alexandria, Admiral Cunningham reluctantly presented

his government's demands to Admiral Godfroy at seven a.m.

Unlike Somerville's situation at Mers el-Kebir, Cunningham's

fleet was anchored side-by-side with the French squadron.

Any firing at such close quarters would entail massive

losses for both sides. The French and British admirals

realized this fact and sought some negotiated settlement

"Auphan and Mordal, The French Navy in World War II,
p. 129.

"Ibid.

2 0Gilbert, Finest Hour, pp. 633-4.
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acceptable to each party. Godfroy returned to his flagship

to weigh his options.

By noon, Godfroy replied to the British proposals. He

wrote that "it was incompatible with his military duty to

allow his ships to fight with [the British] ." Therefore,

the French squadron would, within forty-eight hours, sail

out to sea and be scuttled. This was unacceptable to the

British Admiralty who wished a resolution that same day.

Cunningham requested that Godfroy reconsider, stressing that

time was running out on satisfying the British ultimatum.2

Negotiations between the opposing forces in Mers el-

Kebir and Alexandria were complicated by confusion within

the French government. Different departments were arriving

daily in Vichy from Bourdeaux and other cities as the

government sought to set up its temporary capital. The

French Admiralty was still at Nrac when news of the

ultimatum reached them. Admiral Darlan was with the other

ministers at Clermont-Ferrand and could not be reached by

telephone ."

Word finally arrived at Darlan's headquarters at

twelve-thirty p.m. of the situation at Mers el-Kebir.

Gensoul mentioned only that his options were to surrender or

be sunk. He would resist any British attempt to capture his

21Cunningham, A Sailor's Odyssey, pp. 249-50.

2 2Auphan and Mordal, The French Navy in World War II,
p. 130.
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ships. If fired upon, Gensoul would reply in kind. In any

case, he stated, the ultimatum would expire at three p.m.

By the time Darlan contacted his fellow ministers, it was

already three-thirty p.m.23

Confronted with this stunning revelation of British

betrayal, the Petain government searched for a response. As

no further message had arrived, they had to presume that the

destruction of the French squadron was an accomplished fact.

In fact, due to delays at the scene, the British did not

open fire for another two hours, at five fifty-five p.m. 24

Gensoul had purposely stretched out the negotiations to

give his ships time to reverse the process of

demobilization. Large warships require hours to raise steam

and prepare for sailing. He also awaited a response to his

signal from that morning as to his course of action.

Admiral M.A. Le Luc, Darlan's deputy, responded to Gensoul

that his pledge to resist the British was correct. Le Luc

then ordered all French naval forces in the Mediterranean to

get underway as soon as possible and to assist Gensoul.

British Intelligence intercepted this signal, and it added

to the British belief in the urgency of the situation.

"Settle the matter quickly," the Admiralty telegraphed to

Somerville, "or you may have French reinforcements to deal

2 3Baudouin, The Private Diaries, p. 156.

2 4 Ibid.
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with." 25  Events came to a head rapidly. Gensoul rejected

the British demands. Captain Holland was notified to cut

off all talks by five-thirty p.m. and return to his ship.

He was still in the motor launch when Somerville commenced

fire.

Admiral Gensoul had no intention of fighting the

British while still at anchor. He ordered his ships to

return fire, which they did two minutes after the first

British shell struck the harbor. Because of the crowded

anchorage, the ships could not get underway simultaneously.

They were ordered to form columns and steam out to 
sea. The

first ship in line, the Strasbourg, reached open water

without being hit. The others were not so fortunate. The

Bretagne was hit several times at anchor, capsizing with 977

men still aboard. The Dunkerque got into the channel but

lost electric power after several hits. She anchored just

out of the channel. The Provence, taking on water and

burning, was beached. Only the Strasbourg and the

destroyers escaped from Mers el-Kabir.
2
1

The situation at Alexandria continued unchanged through

the night. Cunningham and Godfroy were loath to engage the

other in battle. Godfroy, after consultation with his

2 5Signals 4:14 p.m., 3 July 1940, quoted in Gilbert,

Finest Hour, p. 636.

2 Auphan and Mordal, The French Navy i World War II,

pp. 131-3.
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officers, agreed to a peaceful resolution. The French ships

would discharge all fuel oil, the firing mechanisms were to

be removed from the guns and stored in the French Consulate-

General, and the ships would be manned with skeleton crews,

with the remainder of the crews repatriated. Cunningham

signaled the Admiralty at three-thirty p.m. on 4 July with

the terms. Churchill congratulated him on this success. 2 7

Offensive operations against the French fleet were

halted after the Richelieu was damaged by air attack off

Dakar on 8 July. Since the inception of the British attack,

seven heavy units of the French navy had either been sunk or

put out of commission. The British had seized two

battleships, four cruisers, and several hundred smaller

craft in their own harbors. Admiral Godfroy was in the

process of disarming one battleship and four cruisers at

Alexandria. The Dunkergue and the Provence had been

disabled and the Bretagne sunk at Mers el-Kabir. Only the

Strasbourg and the Jean Bart were left undamaged. In

Churchill's own estimation, the operation was a complete

success. The British pre-emptive strike had effectively

negated any designs the Germans might have had on the

fleet. 2 8

2 7Cunningham, A Sailor's Odyssey, pp. 253-5.

2
1Churchill, The Second World War, 2:200-4.
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The political repercussions to "Operation Catapult"

haunted British-Vichy relations for the remainder of the

war. General de Gaulle deeply regretted the British actions

that day. It was a "terrible blow to our hopes," he said.

The attitude adopted towards us by the authorities

in the French Empire and by the naval and military

elements guarding it changed for the most part

from hesitation to opposition.

De Gaulle recognized that "the saving of France ranked above

everything, even above the fate of her ships."
9

Churchill spoke to Parliament on 4 July, explaining the

government's actions, regretting that events had come to

that end. His intention was clear, he said. The world must

know of Britain's resolve to fight on. At the conclusion of

his speech, Parliament cheered Churchill loudly. He had

Parliament's enthusiastic support. As he had hoped, "it was

made plain that the British War Cabinet feared nothing and

would stop at nothing. "
3 0

"Charles de Gaulle, War Memoirs, 3 Volumes.

Translated by Johnathan Griffin. New York: Viking Press,

1955, 1:92-3.

3 0Churchill, The Second World War, 2:205.



CHAPTER VII

FORGING A NEW ALLIANCE

During the height of the military crisis in France, the

War Cabinet instructed the Admiralty to begin formulating

plans for the future conduct of the war. With the imminent

capitulation of the French Republic, the British government

was compelled to examine seriously all aspects of continuing

the fight against Nazi Germany. Foremost in Churchill's

mind was how to ensure the greatest possible level of

cooperation from the United States.

Britain's immediate prospects were doubtful. All

indications pointed to a German invasion at any time.

Intelligence intercepts and aerial reconnaissance showed

German troops massing in northern France. This could only

be interpreted as movements preliminary to an invasion.

Churchill, in his capacity as Minister of Defence,

directed that the Admiralty investigate all possible avenues

of naval assistance from the United States. The Admiralty

also was to begin contingency planning in the event that the

United States was forced into active belligerency by German

action. A special committee was formed to examine these

79
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problems. Admiral Sir Sidney Bailey was appointed on 15

June to head this investigation.'

The first meeting was held on 20 June in London. The

committee discussed these primary problems in detail. They

endeavored to define the areas of British and United States

operations and their respective responsibilities within

these areas, and to determine the form of naval assistance

Britain desired from the United States.
2

After extensive discussions, the committee concluded

that the United States would maintain a sufficiently strong

fleet to protect British and American interests in the

Pacific. Japan posed a serious threat to both countries'

possessions in that region and therefore warranted a

continued American presence. Both nations could use the

British base at Singapore to augment American facilities in

the Philippines.'

In the Atlantic theater, the United States should

assume control along the eastern United States seaboard as

well as all the sea lanes west of the Azores. If it became

necessary, United States Marines could occupy the Azores,

'Kittredge, U.S.-British Cooperation, 1, 3, B, 1,

p. 245.

2 Ibid. , p. 247.

3Ibid., pp. 247-8.



81

the Cape Verde Islands, and the Canary Islands in the mid-

Atlantic area.4

Beyond the direct strategic responsibilities 
the United

States Navy would assume, the committee determined that the

United States government should be asked to provide the

fifty overage destroyers Churchill had repeatedly 
requested.

The United States should also make available Coast Guard

cutters to strengthen British forces between Greenland and

the Faroes. If possible, the United States should provide

battleships and aircraft carriers for convoy escort.
5

Following the precedent of 1917-18, the committee

recommended that "detailed liaison arrangements be

established between the United States and Royal Navies."

They assumed that close ties "would lead to general

agreement on American-British policy, strategy, and

command." These liaison organizations would represent all

three services "with the senior naval officer acting as

Chief of Mission." If America entered the war, the

coordination of the two nations' military responsibilities

would already be well underway.'

While these discussions were taking place, the American

government had come to the same conclusion the British had.

4Ibid., p. 248.

5Ibid., p. 249.

6Ibid., p. 251.
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Roosevelt continued to reject Britain's appeal for

destroyers, but he determined that perhaps Anglo-American

staff talks were a proper gesture of support. Churchill

informed Lord Halifax, the British foreign minister, on 24

June, that he was opposed to these talks since the primary

topic was sure to turn "upon the transfer of the British

fleet.",

The events of early July overtook Churchill's

reluctance to allow discussions on this sensitive issue. On

8 July, the Cabinet instructed Ambassador Lothian to submit

an aide-memoire to Roosevelt on the subject of exchanging

secret technical information. The American government

accepted this proposal, and staff members began arrangements

for more extensive cooperation.'

If the British lost, the opportunity to secure the

priceless military secrets Britain had to offer would soon

disappear. Britain's chances for survival seemed

increasingly remote.

America would then find its own interests threatened

and its ability to resist Nazi aggression restricted by a

lack of military preparedness. Roosevelt's military

planning staffs made this very clear to the president. The

7Minute of 24 June 1940: Premier Papers, 3/457, folios

43-44, quoted in Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 591.

'Aide-M6moire, Lothian to Roosevelt, 8 July 1940, FRUS,

1940, 3:78.
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United States did not have either the resources or the

readiness to enter the conflict then or in the near future.

In a memorandum they submitted to Roosevelt on 26 June, the

staffs concluded:

a) Participation in the war, with Naval and Air
Forces of the United States . . . cannot be
sufficiently powerful or timely.

b) Belligerent entry by the United States, in the
next few months, would not only disperse and waste our
inadequate means, but would result in leaving the
United States as the lone belligerent to oppose the
almost inevitable political, economic, and military
aggression of the totalitarian powers.

c) Our unreadiness to meet such aggression on its own
scale is so great that, as long as the choice is left
to us, we should avoid the contest while we can be
adequately prepared.

d) Early entry of the United States into the war
would undoubtedly precipitate German subversive
activities in the Western Hemisphere, which we are
obligated to oppose. Our ability to do so, or to
prepare Latin-American countries to do so, would thus
be hamstrung.

e) Our entry into the war might encourage Japan to
become a belligerent on the side of Germany and Italy,
and might further restrict our efforts on behalf of the
Allies.'

In July, the president met with his new Secretary of

the Navy, Frank Knox, and the Chief of Naval Operations,

Admiral Harold Stark, to discuss whether a senior admiral

should be sent to London. Roosevelt realized that he needed

a high ranking officer in place to deal with the British

chiefs of staff. On Admiral Stark's recommendation,

9Kittredge, U.S.-British Cooperation, 1, 2, D, 8,
p. 176.
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Roosevelt decided to appoint Admiral Robert Ghormley to this

post. He would be accompanied by Brigadier General G.V.

Strong of the Army and by Major General D.C. Emmons of the

Army Air Force. Ghormley was already familiar with the

informal discussions that had occurred between the two

navies, which enhanced his ability to negotiate with the

British. The admiral and his staff sailed for Britain on 8

August."

Before Ghormley's departure, Churchill expressed his

lingering doubts about American intentions to his chief

military aide, General Ismay. "Are we going to throw all

our secrets into the American lap," Churchill exclaimed,

"and see what they give us in exchange?" If this was the

case, he opposed sharing too many secrets since "we have far

more to give than they." He told Ismay that the talks

should proceed slowly "until the United States is much

nearer to the war than she is now.""

By the time the American officers arrived in London on

15 August, Churchill had changed his mind. The British

chiefs of staff had suggested to Churchill that "complete

frankness" should form the basis for the upcoming talks.

Ismay noted that Churchill "approved this attitude for the

1 Ibid., 3, A, 10, pp. 211-2.

"Minute of 17 July 1940: Premier Papers, 3/475/1,

folios 33-4, quoted in Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 672.
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conduct of the conversations."'2  As the date of their

arrival approached, Churchill's enthusiasm for the mission

grew. He wrote to Ismay: "What arrangements are being made

to receive this important United States mission?"'
3

The British wasted little time in meeting with the

Americans. Admiral Ghormley, by 18 August, was able to

notify the Chief of Naval Operations of Britain's

willingness to cooperate. The results of these preliminary

discussions made him realize the importance of his mission:

I am impressed with [the] fact that under [the]

present conditions we are getting advantage of
priceless information from [an] actual war
laboratory which will not be available to us in
[the] case of [a] German victory.1

Certain technical information was already being

exchanged before Ghormley arrived. Admiral Stark had lists

prepared of technical information that the United States was

willing to exchange with the British government. Procedures

were established for dissemination of these documents by the

British and American representatives. Stark retained the

authority to withhold specific items as deemed appropriate

to American interests.'5

2Secret, Minute of 9 August 1940: Premier Papers,

3/457, folio 6, Ibid., p. 691.

'3Minute of 10 August 1940: Premier Papers, 3/457,

folio 5, Ibid.

4Kittredge, U.S.-British Cooperation, 1, 2, B, 6,

p. 215.

5Ibid., p. 218.
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The most important factor for the British, in opening

up their defense establishment to American examination, was

to convince Roosevelt and his military advisors of their

determination to continue in spite of the odds. A very

positive communication of British fortitude was essential 
in

maintaining a favorable American attitude. On occasion,

Churchill had to be restrained from sending reproaches to

the American president. Halifax talked him out of sending

one in early July after Roosevelt refused again to sell

American destroyers. Churchill had written, "It seems to me

very hard to understand why this modest aid is not given

. . . when it could be perhaps decisively effective."

Halifax convinced him that this passage would not help solve

the impasse."

Negotiations over the American destroyers had begun

back on 15 May. Both Reynaud and Churchill made repeated

requests for these ships, but Roosevelt balked at providing

this level of aid. Only when Britain was threatened with

invasion did his attitude begin to change.

Churchill let several weeks go by before sending

another message about the destroyers. In the 31 July

telegram, he stated, once again, Britain's need for these

ships. Eleven destroyers had been sunk or damaged in just

the last ten days. "We could not keep up the present rate

"Premier Papers, 3/462/2/3, folios 156-7, quoted in

Gilbert, Finest Hour, p. 653.
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of casualties for long," Churchill informed the president.

Lacking an immediate reinforcement, "the whole fate of the

war may be decided by this minor and easily remediable

factor.'

Existing American neutrality laws had served as

Roosevelt's excuse for rejecting any belligerent's appeal

for warships. Later, at his instigation, Congress amended

the United States Codes on 28 June. In essence, the

amendment stated that no naval ship could be transferred,

exchanged, or sold unless the Chief of Naval Operations

certified that such material was not essential to the

defense of the United States. This minor adjustment in the

law gave Roosevelt some leeway in pushing the measure past a

Republican block in Congress.

On 2 August, Roosevelt held a crucial cabinet meeting

and discussed various ways a transfer of the destroyers

might be accomplished. The overwhelming consensus was that

this goal must be achieved since the "survival of the

British Isles . . . might very possibly depend on their

getting these destroyers." Roosevelt suggested that the

British be approached on another issue. It would be helpful

if a statement was made to the press indicating that the

7Kennedy to Hull, 31 July 1940, FRUS, 1940, 3:57.

"This was provision 14(a) of Public Law No. 761.

Memorandum by Legal Adviser (Hockworth), 2 August 1940,

Ibid., p. 60.
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British would never surrender the Royal Navy to the Germans.

He explained to his cabinet that "opposition in the Congress

would be greatly lessened" if the British agreed to this

measure.1

America's willingness to part with these ships was not

quite the unselfish act it might appear. During some of the

preliminary discussions, it was disclosed that the British

were considering leasing several of their western Atlantic

territories to the United States. The United States

authorities seized upon this idea and quickly made these

leases one of the conditions for securing the destroyers.

Churchill's immediate impression was that there was "no

comparison between the intrinsic value of these antiquated

. . craft and the immense . . . strategic security afforded

to the United States by . . . the island bases." 20

Each side began the laborious negotiating process with

a predetermined goal. Britain desperately needed the

destroyers to replace the enormous losses suffered since the

outbreak of war. The German air attacks were steadily

increasing in intensity. If these raids were a prelude to

invasion, the British needed those destroyers to repel it.

The submarine menace was siphoning off ever larger numbers

of escort ships for convoy protection. Churchill knew that

"Memorandum by President Roosevelt, 2 August 1940,

Ibid., pp. 58-9.

2 0Churchill, The Second World War, 2:346.
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he must cope with these problems, but he refused to condone

the United States' dictating terms. When it came to

Britain's negotiating stance, Churchill noted to the foreign

minister that Britain must never get to the point 
where the

United States could force the Royal Navy to sail to American

waters as a condition of any destroyer agreement. Churchill

insisted that negotiations be confined solely "to the

colonial leases. "2

Roosevelt was determined to extract definite assurances

concerning the disposition of the British fleet. His own

military advisers warned of the precariousness of the

British strategic position. Roosevelt had to be certain of

the fleet's continued existence should Hitler decide to

launch an invasion. Gauging the shifting sentiment within

his own country, Roosevelt sensed that he could call for

expanded aid to Britain. He could now move forward on the

destroyers deal.

In a message to Churchill on 13 August, Roosevelt

reiterated the American bargaining position. First, Great

Britain must make definite assurances that, in the event of

a British defeat, they would not turn the fleet over to the

Germans, but would send it to other parts of the empire.

Second, Great Britain would authorize the use of

Newfoundland, Bermuda, the Bahamas, Jamaica, St. Lucia,

21 Ibid., pp. 347-8.
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Trinidad, and British Guiana as bases for United 
States

forces. These territories would be acquired "through

purchase or through a 99-year lease." 
Roosevelt partially

acquiesced in the face of Churchill's 
reluctance to make a

public declaration concerning the 
fleet, but he still wanted

written assurances on this matter.
22

Roosevelt's request for 99-year leases were 
acceptable

to Churchill. The prime minister understood Roosevelt's

difficulty in getting Congress to agree to 
any deal. As for

the fleet, the speech he made to Parliament on 4 June 
still

held true: "none of us would ever buy peace by surrendering

or scuttling the fleet." Churchill cautioned the president

in his use of these assurances since the British 
public must

always consider defeat as "an impossible contingency. "
23

Roosevelt felt secure enough about the ongoing

negotiations to make a public pronouncement 
on 16 August.

In it, he announced that the United States was dealing with

Britain in regard to "acquisition of naval 
and air bases for

the defense of the Western Hemisphere. . . . " Roosevelt

emphasized that this was not a destroyers-for-bases

discussion. He implied that something else would be given

22Welles to Kennedy, 13 August 1940, FRUS, 1940,

3:65-6.

2 3Churchill, The Second World War, 2:349.
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in return but coyly refrained from making any definite

commitments .24

The president's remarks put Churchill in an awkward

political position. He thought that Roosevelt was

presenting this deal "as a highly advantageous bargain" in

which the United States gained very valuable strategic bases

in return for fifty obsolete destroyers. Although Roosevelt

had not publicly linked the two transactions, Churchill

believed that Roosevelt was just being clever by denying it.

Parliament would certainly raise opposition "if the issue

were presented . . . as a naked trading away of British

possessions for the sake of fifty destroyers." Avoiding a

possible fight, he went before Parliament on 20 August and

stated that the government was willing to lease these

facilities to the United States since "our interests no less

than theirs . . . will be served." This undoubtedly meant

shared strategic responsibilities in the future. For

Britain's sake, he concluded, "I do not view the process

with any misgivings."
25

The final agreement proved satisfactory to both

parties. Churchill had reluctantly agreed to make formal

written assurances to the president, which Roosevelt could

then present to Congress. The destroyers-for-bases

2 4 Ibid., p. 350.

25Ibid., pp. 350-1.
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agreement was presented differently to each country's

legislative body. Churchill represented it as an unrelated

"act of good will" on each country's part. Roosevelt could

tell Congress that the deal was a linked deed, impressing

them with the favorable terms he had negotiated. In the

end, all that really mattered for Churchill was that he got

the fifty destroyers."

By late August, the technical discussions were well

underway. Teams of military and civilian experts were

busily exchanging what was formerly considered "secret"

information. Both governments had realized that they could

no longer deny their growing dependence on each other.

Britain had more advanced military knowledge than the United

States had, but lacked sufficient production facilities to

produce everything in the quantities required. The United

States had the facilities but not the know-how. Each side

had something to gain.

Churchill had assiduously, but not always patiently,

brought the two countries closer together. When America

signed leases for naval and air bases in return for the

destroyers, it committed "a decidedly unneutral act."

Germany could well have declared war, and the United States

was fortunate that Hitler decided otherwise. Nevertheless,

the transfer agreement represented a new direction in

26Ibid., p. 356.
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American policy. This act would be the first of many

activities that eventually led America into the war on

Britain's side. Churchill's unremitting faith in the United

States would be borne out. 27

2 7Ibid., p. 347.



CHAPTER VIII

CONCLUSIONS

When Reynaud telephoned on 15 May with the news of

impending disaster, Churchill responded by attempting to

allay the French premier's doubts about the inevitability of

an Allied triumph. This action was completely

characteristic of Churchill. His long experience in

military matters had led him to believe that even the most

desperate situation was retrievable if the participants were

willing to try every last available option. Churchill's

decisions over the next few months amply demonstrated this

point. Every matter of any significance got his personal

attention if it involved Britain's survival and eventual

victory. This could range from items of the highest

strategic concern to trivial aspects of weapons development.

He was entirely different, in this regard, from his

predecessor, Neville Chamberlain.

Churchill reveled in his role of chief policy maker.

The combination of the premiership with the Ministry of

Defense allowed him an unprecedented control over policy in

wartime Britain. He was not afraid to use this authority to

the fullest extent possible.

94
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Britain's survival as an independent power depended on

Churchill's strategic vision. When the weaknesses of France

became clear early on during the battle, he realized that

his own country's survival would depend on delaying a German

invasion long enough to build up resources adequate to

defeat Hitler. Britain's greatest asset was the Royal Navy.

Churchill wasted little time in rectifying Britain's

deficiencies. Within hours of receiving Reynaud's frantic

report, he telegraphed to Roosevelt a list of items that the

British needed immediately. This list of military hardware

included a request for fifty destroyers to fill the gap left

by losses already incurred. Churchill was painfully aware

that, because of the lack of foresight by Britain's prewar

government, there was a shortage of escort ships. The

Anglo-German Naval Agreement in 1935 had focused each side's

attention on the building of capital ships, not escort

vessels. It became the responsibility of Churchill's

government to rectify this error in policy.

As the first rumors of a possible French surrender

reached Britain late in May, the War Cabinet decided that a

consensus must be reached concerning the disposition of the

French fleet. The committee Admiral Pound chaired had no

trouble in determining that the French Navy, in enemy hands,

would constitute a dire threat to Britain's control of the

seas. Their recommendation to seize or sink the fleet

guided Churchill's policy from that time on. Roosevelt also
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expressed concern over the destiny of the French fleet, and

repeatedly sought reassurances from the French.

While Churchill was striving to keep France in the war,

he was doing his best to convince Roosevelt to make a

greater commitment of the United States' resources. Both in

his speeches and in his frequent dispatches to Washington,

he attempted to impress upon Roosevelt the severity of the

situation for the Allies. What aid had been sent was still

not enough to replace the losses modern mobile warfare

caused. The president's hesitation about providing

everything the British requested only served to irritate

Churchill. He could not understand why Roosevelt held back

aid when the United States' interests were also threatened.

Despite all Churchill's efforts to persuade the French

government to continue the battle from overseas, the faction

within the French government that supported surrender proved

stronger than that supporting the war. Reynaud's

resignation on 16 June let Marshall P6tain and his followers

call for an immediate armistice. Lacking any trust in the

assurances the Petain government gave for the safety of the

French fleet, Churchill directed his staff to plan to

neutralize the French Navy.

After the armistice with France was signed, Germany

could obviously direct all of its efforts to the invasion of

Britain. While Hitler did not authorize a specific

directive until 16 July, the British, lacking any firm
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intelligence intercepts, had to presume that an invasion was

imminent. With this in mind, Churchill ordered the

Admiralty to formulate plans to prevent the French fleet

from falling into German hands. This fleet would make any

invasion attempt much less of a risk for the depleted

Kriegsmarine.

Operation Catapult solved Britain's immediate strategic

dilemma. Unfortunately, the reassurances the despised Vichy

government gave that they would rather scuttle their fleet

than surrender it to anyone proved, in the long run, to be

accurate. When the British and Americans invaded North

Africa in November 1942, the Germans attempted to seize the

French fleet at Toulon. True to their word, the French

scuttled every ship, leaving nothing for the Germans. The

most unfortunate result of Catapult was the lasting enmity

of many Frenchmen toward their former ally. Churchill had

anticipated this reaction, but he chose to act anyway. He

could not afford to be wrong in his calculations.

With France out of the war, Roosevelt realized that

Britain might be next. He began to query the British about

the fate of the Royal Navy if they capitulated to Hitler.

The very idea of surrender was anathema to Churchill.

Therefore, Roosevelt's discreet inquiries were poorly

received. After weeks of hounding the French about their

fleet, Churchill deeply resented the president assuming the

same attitude towards Great Britain. He responded, in no
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uncertain terms, that the British fleet would never

surrender. It was fortunate for Britain's sake that some of

Churchill's fellow ministers were able to talk him out of

sending some of his more caustic replies.

Although Roosevelt and his advisers entertained serious

reservations about Britain's ability to continue, he

gradually came around to Churchill's argument for greater

cooperation. For his part, Churchill's annoyance over the

United States' tendency to drive a hard bargain was overcome

by the knowledge that both countries must eventually be full

partners. If not, they would be defeated in turn and suffer

the resulting consequences.

The destroyers-for-bases agreement was the eventual

culmination of Churchill's efforts to secure the expanded

cooperation of the United States. He had fought a spirited

diplomatic campaign to convince Roosevelt of Great Britain's

resilience, in spite of the apparent invincibility of Nazi

Germany. Churchill was rewarded for his efforts when the

president made the decision to acquire the bases in return

for the destroyers. Roosevelt took the risk of offending

Germany, but he believed that the benefits of cooperation

with Britain far outweighed this negative aspect.

The relationship of strategic naval concerns to foreign

policy are readily apparent. Preserving Britain's sole

military advantage over Germany - the Royal Navy - inspired

Churchill to make crucial decisions that affected the future
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conduct of the war. He realized from the beginning that

Britain lacked the resources to confront the Germany army

directly, at least for several years. Only by keeping the

Germans at bay with the Royal Navy could Britain survive.

Germany's defeat would be certain if Churchill could

persuade a reluctant United States to once again come to

Britain's aid. Eventually the forces of Great Britain, the

United States, and the Soviet Union would combine to crush

Hitler's Germany. Despite Winston Churchill's tendency to

interfere in his subordinates' official functions, creating

unnecessary problems, the eventual outcome of the war can be

largely attributed to Churchill's visionary approach.
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Respective Strengths of Navies - September 19391

GERMANY

Pocket Battleships 3

Battlecruisers 2

Heavy Cruisers 1

Light Cruisers 5

Destroyers 17

Submarines 88

GREAT BRITAIN

Battleships and 12

Battlecruisers

Aircraft Carriers 6

Seaplane Carriers 2

Fleet Cruisers 35

Convoy Cruisers 23

Fleet Destroyers 100

Escort Destroyers 101

Submarines 38

'The respective naval strengths of Germany, Great

Britain, and Italy can be found in S.W. Roskill, The War at

Sea, 2 volumes, London: HMSO, 1954, 1:50, 390-1, 593-7. For

France, see Auphan and Mordal, The French Navy in World War

II, p. 389. For the United States, see Churchill, The

Second World War, 1:617.



102

FRANCE

Battleships and 5

Battlecruisers (2

nearing completion)

Aircraft Carriers 2

Cruisers (All Types) 15

Large Destroyers 32

Destroyers 42

Submarines 59

ITALY (June 1940)

Battleships and 6

Batt Lecruisers

Heavy Cruisers 7

Light Cruisers 12

Fleet Destroyers 61

Escort Destroyers 69

Submarines 115
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UNITED STATES

Battleships 15

Aircraft Carriers 5

Heavy Cruisers 18

Light Cruisers 18

Destroyers 181

Submarines 99
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