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PREFACE

T HAS BEEN explained in the preface to other volumes of this
history that the work has been planned in accordance with a
Government directive ‘to provide a broad survey of events from
an inter-Service point of view’. Throughout this book the word
‘military’ is used to cover the activities of all three fighting Services.

This volume is the second of a series of six on Grand Strategy, or
the central direction of the war. The series is intended to supplement
and provide the background for the volumes devoted to the several
campaigns and special aspects of the war, such as the War at Sea,
the Defence of the United Kingdom and the Strategic Air Offensive,
just as from another viewpoint those volumes supply the background
for the present series. As Field-Marshal Sir William Robertson once
wrote, ‘the real head-quarters of armies in these days are to be found
not in the field abroad, but at the seat of Government at home, and
plans of campaign are, and must be, analysed and criticised by
civiian Ministers at the Council tables in a way quite unknown a
few decades ago’.

Grand Strategy is concerned both with purely military strategy
and with politics; some overlapping into both these fields has been
unavoidable, but the intention has been to leave the story of opera-
tions and local strategy to the volumes assigned to them and not to
trespass further either in this direction or in that of political and
diplomatic history than is necessary to explain how the war was
conducted from the centre at the highest level.

The present volume opens with the outbreak of war in September
1939. The preceding volume, now in preparation, treats of the pro-
cess of rearmament and pre-war policy as it affected our strategy and
readiness for war; since Volume II will appear before Volume I,
rather more has been said of the pre-war plans of the Allies than
would otherwise have been necessary. The third volume will begin
where the present one ends, with the German invasion of Russia on
22 June 1941, but here again there has been some overlapping: the
German planning and preparation for war with Russia have been
left in the main to Volume III, whereas the present volume has
followed the campaign in Syria to its conclusion in July.

Apologies have been offered, in the Editor’s Preface to Volume V,
the first of the series to appear, for the failure to observe the natural
order of publication. They are again due for the appearance of the
second volume before the first, but again it may be pleaded that the
present volume begins at a recognisable starting-point. Apologies

Xv



xvi PREFACE

may also be expected for the fact that the volumes have been written
by several different hands. The excuse must be that any other plan
would have entailed still longer delay. The consequent lack of uni-
formity is regrettable but inevitable; if the lack is greater than was
necessary, the blame must be the editor’s. It may perhaps be claimed
that some differences of treatment are justified by the changing
character of the war itself.

Our narrative is based mainly on official sources, to which we have
been allowed full access; particularly the voluminous telegrams,
memoranda and minutes preserved in the Cabinet Office and other
Departments. Among these Sir Winston Churchill’s papers are of
outstanding importance.

We have also had at our disposal the great mass of enemy docu-
ments, principally German, captured by the Allied armies and now
under joint Anglo-American control. For their presentation and
interpretation we are greatly indebted to Mr. B. M. Melland and
Colonel G. T. Wards; of Mr. Melland’s staff I would particularly
thank Dr. G. W. S. Friedrichsen, who handles for us the German
material in the United States, and Mrs. J. M. Hamilton and Messrs.
E. M. Robertson and R. R. A. Wheatley who have compiled im-
portant monographs. We have also received valuable help from
Commander M. G. Saunders, R.N., of the Admiralty, and Squadron
Leader L. A. Jackets of the Air Ministry.

Apart from these primary sources and such diaries and other
private papers as have been made available to me by the courtesy of
their owners, I have drawn largely on the work, published and as yet
unpublished, of my colleagues of both the military and civil histories
and, not least, on a study by Sir Llewellyn Woodward of British
foreign policy during the war; also on the narratives, monographs
and summaries prepared by the Service historical sections. I grate-
fully acknowledge my debt to the heads of these sections—Rear-
Admiral R. M. Bellairs, Brigadier H. B. Latham and Mr. J. C.
Nerney—and to the members of their staffs.

The maps have been prepared under the experienced direction of
Colonel T. M. M. Penney.

In the period of which this volume treats neither the United States
nor the Soviet Union was a belligerent; but relations with America
were close and becoming ever closer, and her influence and her help
were of immense and growing importance. We have benefited much
by arrangements made with the official historians of the United States
as well as of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the Union of South
Africa, India and Pakistan for an exchange of information and of
draft histories. If these exchanges cannot eliminate differences of
interpretation they have, we hope, reduced the amount of disagree-
ment due to ignorance of facts and of points of view.
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As has been explained in prefaces to earlier volumes, we have not
normally included references to documents not open to public in-
spection; since our references could not be checked, one of the main
reasons for doing so was absent; full references are however printed
in a confidential edition which should be available to students when-
ever the archives are opened. This policy has raised the question
whether we should include references to published sources. To do so
is open to the objection that, where both unpublished and published
sources have been used, the reader may be misled into thinking that
the text relies solely on the published authorities. Nevertheless, we
have thought it better to depart as little as possible from the usual
practice, and have accordingly included references to important
published sources; the reader should understand however that the
sources mentioned are not necessarily the only ones we have used.
Further, while not specifically referring to sources not open to the
public, we have indicated the nature of the authority for statements
of fact and opinion when there seemed special reason for doing so.

In accordance with the recognised British constitutional principle
we have not held ourselves free to reveal individual differences of
opinion within the War Cabinet nor to lift the veil of Civil Service
anonymity. We have felt bound also to respect the requirements of
military ‘security’.

I am grateful for such criticisms as my drafts have received from
official quarters and I have been glad to make corrections which
seemed to me improvements; but I have not made, nor been asked
to make, any change of substance which was contrary to my better
judgement.

It has been a great privilege to be enabled to attempt the history,
on the military side, of twenty-two months so momentous in British
annals. Lord Tedder has remarked that as a nation ‘we have a tend-
ency to concentrate too much on our successes and our enemies’
failures and consequently to draw our lessons too much from the
final stages of the war’, when ‘after some years of lavish expenditure’
the Commander knows that he can more or less ‘count on a blank
cheque’. ‘Surely’, he says, ‘it is the problems of the early stages of the
war which we should study. Those are the difficult problems; those
are the practical problems which we and every democratic nation
have to solve. There are no big battalions or blank cheques then.
Here is the real and vital test of our defence policies.’* Nothing could
be more pertinent to the history of these early months. At every point
our efforts were limited by the smallness of our resources in men and
munitions. Our commitments had outrun our capacity. It was fre-
quently a choice between action with inadequate means and no

1 Air Power in War (Cambridge 1948) p. 25.
B
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action at all; too often the action taken was recognised as ‘a gamble’;
it was obvious that we could not be strong everywhere, and only by
the narrowest margins did we succeed in being strong enough at the
decisive points. On the personal side, many of our commanders were
as yet untested, and the Services had not learnt to work together as
effectively as they did later.

Our predicament showed itself also in the nature of our planning.
So long as the enemy held the initiative, and especially after the
collapse of France and while American opinion was resolute not to
enter the war, there was bound to be something unrealistic about
many appreciations and proposals. The writers of course assumed
their country’s survival, and there were few, if any, we may suppose,
who did not believe in her eventual victory. But how that victory was
to be won could not be foreseen. What was required was not detailed
forecasts of the future but practical recommendations as to how to
keep our heads above water through the critical months immediately
ahead and how to preserve a correct balance in our plans for ex-
pansion. This should be remembered if some of the appreciations of
the early phases of the war seem unduly optimistic. Appreciations
had to be written, but the writers must have realised that in their
forecasts they were sometimes out of their depth, and that wisdom
must often lie

in masterful administration of the unforeseen.

I am aware of my own disqualifications as a civilian and a con-
temporary for pronouncing on technical and controversial matters,
and I have tried as far as possible to let the facts tell their own story;
to say how and why things happened, leaving judgement to the
strategists; but a historian shirks his duty if he does not indicate to
what conclusions the evidence to which he has had access seems to
him to point.

My errors would have been far more numerous if I had not enjoyed
the counsel and criticisms of an Advisory Panel consisting of Vice-
Admiral Sir Geoffrey Blake, Lieutenant-General Sir Henry Pownall,
Air Chief Marshal Sir Guy Garrod and Lieutenant-General Sir Ian
Jacob, as well as of the heads of the Service historical sections whom
I have already mentioned. To Sir Ian Jacob I owe an especial debt.
I must also acknowledge the help I have received from those of my
colleagues who have added to their own labours by reading and
correcting my drafts and in some cases have generously allowed me
to include maps drawn on their instructions. I take this opportunity
to express my thanks to all these experts and to the many others
who have allowed me to consult them or have read and commented
on my chapters.

I am deeply indebted to Miss Y. M. Streatfield’s accuracy and
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skill for the papers she has prepared for me on special topics and for
general assistance in the preparation of the book, and to Mrs. F. A.
Hort for her patience in typing it and for efficient secretarial
help.

Finally I must thank Mr. A. B. Acheson of the Cabinet Office for
all that the editing of these volumes owes to his knowledge and
care.

J. R.M.B.
December 1955
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CHAPTER I

THE OUTBREAK OF WAR: ALLIED
PLANS AND ORGANISATION

THE GERMAN armed forces crossed the frontiers of Poland
in the early morning of Friday, 1 September, 1939. In the
previous March the British and French Governments had
given the Polish Government an assurance that, ‘in the event of any
action which clearly threatened Polish independence and which the
Polish Government accordingly considered vital to resist with their
national forces’, Poland could count on their immediate and full
support. Accordingly the British Government, after some delay due
to the desire to concert arrangements with the French, presented an
ultimatum to Germany demanding that the invading armies should
be withdrawn. The ultimatum expired at 11 o’clock on the morning
of Sunday, 3 September. When no reply was received the Prime
Minister, Mr. Neville Chamberlain, announced to the House of
Commons a few minutes after noon that we were at war with Ger-
many. The House, which on the previous day, misinterpreting the
delay, had been restive and impatient, now showed a general sense
of relief.

When Britain went to war in August 1914 the event had come as
a shock and a surprise to most of the country, though the German
danger had long been talked of and men in touch with affairs had
foreseen and prepared for the catastrophe. To civilians a Continental
war was then something remote and hardly imaginable; there was
little understanding of what it might mean. When Sir Edward Grey
opened his mind and heart to the House of Commons on August 3,
he was not certain how it would respond, and the final decision of
Mr. Asquith’s Government led to a split in the Cabinet. So again in
the thirties discord and doubt prevailed until the eve of the final
rupture. Even after the long series of National-Socialist perfidies and
aggressions the country was confused and divided at the time of the
Sudeten crisis in September 1938. But now, a year later, the issue
was clear. The rape of Czechoslovakia in March 1939 had convinced
Mr. Chamberlain that it was impossible to do business with Hitler;
the process of rearmament was accelerated, and the whole people
with insignificant exceptions were agreed that war might be un-
avoidable.

There could be no doubt as to the cause or as to the purpose of
our warmaking. The cause was aggression by Nazi Germany against

1



2 THE OUTBREAK OF WAR

the independence and freedom of other peoples—aggression in some
cases already perpetrated, in others clearly threatened; the purpose
was to call a halt to this aggression and to extirpate the forces in
Germany responsible for it.

‘We shall enter the struggle’, said the Prime Minister on Septem-
ber 1, ‘with a clear conscience. We have no quarrel with the German
people, except that they allow themselves to be governed by a Nazi
Government. As long as that Government exists and pursues the
methods it has so consistently followed during the last two years,
there will be no peace in Europe. We shall merely pass from one
crisis to another, and see one country after another attacked by
methods which have now become familiar to us in their sickening
technique. We are resolved that these methods must come to an end.’

Mr. Arthur Greenwood, speaking for the Labour Opposition, used
much the same language: ‘We have no quarrel with the German
people; but while we have no passion against people we shall enter
this struggle with a grim determination to overthrow and destroy
that system of government which has . . . brought the world back to
the jackboot of the old Prussianism.’

Sir Archibald Sinclair, the Liberal leader, agreed: the war, he said,
had begun three years before with the occupation of the Rhineland.
The goal of our endeavour was not the aggrandisement of our country
and Empire, not merely the defeat of Nazi tyranny. ‘Let us keep
before us the necessity for constructive effort, for the creation in
Europe of that new order which, before the emergence of National
Socialism in Germany, we were beginning slowly . . . to build, an
order based not on the sanctions of power politics but on the moral
law, in which freedom, justice, and equality of economic opportunity
will be guaranteed to nations great and small alike.’

“This is not a question of fighting for Danzig or fighting for Poland’,
said Mr. Winston Churchill on September 3. ‘We are fighting to save
the whole world from the pestilence of Nazi tyranny and in defence
of all that is most sacred to man.’?

This time there was no division on the crucial issue in the Cabinet,
in Parliament or in the country. Once again, as so often in the past,
the nation ranged itself in support of the constant policy of the British
State: not to allow the domination of Europe by a single aggressive
Power. In the present case the traditional adherence to this policy
was reinforced by a peculiar detestation of the cruelty, falsehood and
meanness of the Nazi system.

In 1914 a declaration of war by the Government of the United

3 House of Commons Debates, 5th series, vol. 351, cols. 132 ff., 2g95. (All references to
parliamentary debates are to the sth series.)



THE COMMONWEALTH ATTITUDE 3

Kingdom bound the whole Empire. In 1939 it was not so, except
in the sense that an enemy might find in the common link of the
Crown a legal justification for refusing to regard any part of the
King’s dominions as neutral. But even this exception was now mean-
ingless, since Germany’s record showed that in her selection of coun-
tries to treat as enemies she would consult nothing but her own
interests. In fact Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the Union of
South Africa and Eire were now sovereign States; the Locarno
treaties of 1925 had made it clear that the Dominions were not
pledged to support the European policy of the United Kingdom.
They were in 1939 completely free to determine their own course of
action. The British ultimatum to Germany of September 3 was
launched on the responsibility of the United Kingdom alone, but
the Dominion Governments had of course been kept apprised of the
movement of events, and some provisional agreements for Service
co-operation had been reached, subject to the Governments’ final
decisions.

These decisions were much as had been anticipated in London in
the summer. The Governments of Australia and New Zealand
declared their countries at war without awaiting parliamentary
approval; the Government of Canada waited for Parliament to
assemble before announcing its belligerency on September 10. For
the Union of South Africa, General Smuts had given an undertaking
in 1921 that the base at Simonstown would always be maintained
for the use of the Royal Navy, but otherwise the attitude of the
Union was unpredictable: Deneys Reitz has told how General Hert-
zog, the Prime Minister, had apparently intended to proclaim
neutrality without convoking Parliament, and how he was foiled by
its unforeseen meeting and by the opposition in his own Cabinet of
General Smuts with a majority of his colleagues; in the House of
Assembly the decisions against neutrality and in favour of breaking
off relations with Germany were carried by 8o votes to 67. Eire alone
proclaimed neutrality.

India’s belligerency was declared on 3 September by the Govern-
ment of India without consulting either the legislature or the leaders
of the principal parties. It was not at first clear what line would be
taken by the Congress party, representatives of which were in power
in all but three of the eleven Provinces; shortly before the outbreak
of war the Working Committee of Congress had proclaimed their
intention to resist all attempts to ‘impose a war on India’, but
they were expected by the Government to take their cue from
Mahatma Gandhi, whose attitude to Great Britain was not un-
friendly. Moslem opinion, on the other hand, seemed likely to

1 No Outspan (1943) PP- 237-243.



4 THE OUTBREAK OF WAR

support the Government’s war effort. Later, however, on Sep-
tember 25, the Secretary of State had to report that his forecast
had been too optimistic.

The traditional policy of opposing only an aggressive power implied
that Britain could count on the help or at least the sympathy of
European countries. It had been the intention of the founders of the
League of Nations to substitute for the occasional and laboriously
achieved coalitions of the past a permanent and universal alliance
of all peace-loving nations. But hopes of such security for peace,
scotched from the outset by the abstention of the United States,
had been killed in the nineteen-thirties, and it would have been
unrealistic to count on any aid from the League of Nations in Sep-
tember 1939. The British Government had given guarantees of
assistance to Greece and Roumania in April, but no help was to
be expected from them in present circumstances. Russia, from whom
hopes of support had been cherished until a few days previously, had
now made terms with the aggressor, and outside Poland, the im-
mediate victim, and the nations of the Commonwealth, Britain’s only
belligerent ally was France.

For the conduct of the wars of the nineteenth century it was not
found necessary to recast the supreme organ of peacetime govern-
ment, the Cabinet of from twelve to twenty members. Nor had any
such preparations been made before the outbreak of war in 1914.
But the traditional system was then found inadequate, and after a
series of experiments Mr. Lloyd George set up at the end of 1916 a
War Cabinet of five members of whom only one, the Chancellor of
the Exchequer, had serious departmental responsibilities. Despite
differences of temperament which led to friction between political
and military chiefs, the War Cabinet of 1916-18 proved itself a
powerful instrument of war. In the years of peace the machinery was
yet further improved by the development of the Chiefs of Staff Com-
mittee, and once again, thanks largely to Sir Maurice Hankey and
later to General Ismay, effective arrangements were made for the
smooth switch-over of the nation to a war organisation.!

On the most important point of all, the nature of the supreme
direction, the Committee of Imperial Defence had decided that it
was impossible to prescribe its form in advance; the War Book merely
laid down that it was the responsibility of the Secretary to the Cabinet
to submit the matter at the proper time to the Prime Minister.
Accordingly on August 31 Sir Edward Bridges and General Ismay
placed the papers on the subject before Mr. Chamberlain, and next

1 See Lord Hankey, Government Control in War (Cambridge 1945).
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day he informed his twenty-two colleagues that he would set up a
War Cabinet at once on the model of that established in the last war.
He secured Mr. Churchill’s acceptance of a place that day, and he
wished also to include representatives of the Labour and Liberal
parties. This was found to be impossible, and the War Cabinet which
met for the first time on Sunday September 3 consisted of eight mem-
bers besides the Prime Minister: Sir John Simon, Chancellor of the
Exchequer; Viscount Halifax, Foreign Secretary; Sir Samuel Hoare,
Lord Privy Seal—these four had since September 1938 formed an
inner group concerned with foreign policy; Lord Hankey, Minister
without Portfolio; Admiral of the Fleet Lord Chatfield, Minister for
the Co-ordination of Defence; and the three Service Ministers, Mr.
Churchill (Admiralty), Mr. Hore-Belisha (War Office) and Sir
Kingsley Wood (Air).! Thus five of the nine members were respon-
sible for important Departments of State, though Mr. Chamberlain
had not originally intended so large a proportion. He has left it on
record that he constructed his War Cabinet ‘on no theory or rule
governing its size, or the nature of its composition, whether depart-
mental or otherwise. My sole purpose was to find a Cabinet that
would work, which means that personalities must be taken into
account.” Mr. Chamberlain may have been thinking in particular
of Mr. Churchill, whose wish to return to the Admiralty seems to
have carried the Secretaries for Air and War also into the Cabinet.
Mr. Churchill’s past tenure of so many great offices, his long study of
war in all its aspects, his prescient warnings during the years just
passed, his independence of mind, his driving power and his elo-
quence, all set him in a class apart, and until he succeeded to the
highest post his proper place in the team was not obvious. It soon
became clear that he was not content with the prevailing tempo in
the conduct of the war, and he plied the Prime Minister with letters,
some of which to Mr. Chamberlain seemed unnecessary, on many
subjects.? Mr. Churchill was loyal to his chief, but the combination
in one Cabinet of two natural leaders, each holding strong opinions
and unwilling to abandon them, called for tact on both sides. We
shall see later how Mr. Churchill’s position at the Admiralty involved
certain inconveniences. Other Ministers, officials and experts were
invited to attend the War Cabinet for the discussion of matters speci-
ally concerning them; in particular Sir John Anderson, Home Secre-
tary and Minister for Home Security, and Mr. Anthony Eden,

1 See K. Feiling, Life of Neville Chamberlain (1946) 8 240; W. S. Churchill, The Second
World War hencd‘or\v,vard rcfe'lr‘rcd tlo azo%h‘xchmT)',oub(l)eldIi’ Tha(Gath;mxg Storm (znd(:;dli
1949) pp- 361, 373; Viscount Templewood, Nine Tr ears (1954) pp- 291, 301.
mgf:xg'engg :t,’o Mr. Churchill’s first volume are to the 2nd edition.)

1 See Feiling, op. cit. p. 421; I have been allowed to see Mr. Chamberlain’s papers by
the kindness of Mrs. Chamberlain and Miss Hilda Chamberlain.
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Secretary of State for the Dominions, were usually present, and the
three Chiefs of Staff attended regularly for military business.

The Chiefs of Staff were also present at the meetings of the Stand-
ing Ministerial Committee on Military Co-ordination; this body was
appointed at the end of October ‘to keep under constant review on
behalf of the War Cabinet the main factors in the strategical situation
and the progress of operations, and to make recommendations from
time to time to the War Cabinet as to the general conduct of the war’.
Its chairman was Lord Chatfield, and the other members were the
three Service Ministers.! The formal appointment of this body gave
a permanent basis to the meetings of these Ministers, of which several,
attended also by Lord Hankey, had been convened during October
to consider specific points.

Seeing that it was on the War Cabinet and Chiefs of Staff that the
higher conduct of the war on the British side chiefly depended, it is
necessary to say something of their organisation and method of work.

The War Cabinet superseded not only the peacetime Cabinet but
the Committee of Imperial Defence, and took over the single secre-
tariat, under Sir Edward Bridges, which had served both these bodies.
There was no change in the functions of the Chiefs of Staff Com-
mittee (originally a sub-committee of the Committee of Imperial
Defence) which had been envisaged in 1923 as ‘a Super-Chief of a
War Staff in Commission’.? Henceforward it consisted of Air Chief
Marshal Sir Cyril Newall, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Dudley Pound
and General Sir Edmund Ironside; their secretary was Major-General
Hastings Ismay, hitherto Secretary of the Committee of Imperial
Defence and now Deputy Secretary, on the military side, of the War
Cabinet; their custom was to meet every morning at 1o, preceding
the daily meeting of the War Cabinet at 11.30.

Each of the Chiefs of Staff filled a dual role: Sir Dudley Pound, for
instance, as First Sea Lord was, in the Admiralty, Chief of Naval
Staff with special responsibility for naval operations, senior Service
member of the Board of Admiralty and chief Service adviser to the
First Lord, Mr. Churchill; he was also responsible for expressing the
naval point of view at the Chiefs of Staff Committee and to the War
Cabinet and for helping to form common inter-Service decisions and
recommendations to Ministers. The official business of the Chiefs of
Staff in their corporate capacity was ‘to hear reports and consider
the situation, to decide day-to-day problems concerning operations’
and to consider any matters specially remitted to them by the War
Cabinet; they were in fact the joint advisers of the Cabinet on military
policy. Moreover, by virtue of their frequent meetings and efficient

1 See Lord Chatfield, It might happen again (1947) p. 182.
1 The phrase occurs in the Report of the Salisbury Committee, Cmd. 2029, 1924.
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organisation they became in time an executive body and were in the
habit of sending instructions in their corporate capacity to com-
manders in the field. There was no wartime precedent for this—no
Chiefs of Staff Committee existed in 1914—18—but the practice had
started several years before 1939, and it was now regularly adopted.

Besides the resources of their respective Departments, the Chiefs
of Staff were served by the two inter-Service bodies whose formation
is described in Volume I, the Joint Planning and the Joint Intelligence
Sub-Committees. Each of these comprised one or more officers from
each of the three Services, all holding executive posts in their own
Service Departments and working together as a team. The Joint
Intelligence Sub-Committee had a representative of the Foreign
Office as its chairman.! All these bodies, and many others, were
served by the single secretariat referred to above, with the result that
duplication and misunderstanding were as far as possible avoided
and the utmost flexibility in organisation secured.

The Chiefs of Staff worked harmoniously together in Committee,
their collective opinion being usually stated to the War Cabinet by
the Chairman, but they were not as strong a combination as existed
later in the war. Admiral Pound could count on the loyalty of the
Navy, and Mr. Churchill has testified to his ‘great professional and -
personal qualities’, but he consistently overworked and he was apt
not to take much part in discussion except on naval matters.? General
Ironside had been brought back from Gibraltar in July to be
Inspector-General of Overseas Forces; he had met the French General
Nogués in June at Rabat to discuss Allied plans in North Africa and
more recently had paid an official visit to the Polish army; but he
had never in the course of his long career served in the War Office
and he had not attended meetings of the Committee of Imperial
Defence since his return to England. Moreover the Director of Mili-
tary Operations, who would naturally have been his right-hand man,
sailed as Chief of the General Staff with the Expeditionary Force to
France. General Ironside did not find his new post congenial, and
the appointment failed to prove a satisfactory one. The chairman-
ship of the Committee went by rotation, and was at this time held
by Air Chief Marshal Newall, the member of longest standing, who
had recently commanded in the Middle East.

Procedure in the War Cabinet has not passed uncriticised. Lord
Chatfield has reported that ‘time invariably pressed, and only the
skilled debater, the most powerful talker, usually got in his views’.?
One of the Chiefs of Staff, regularly present for military business,

1 See Appendix V.
* Churchill T 366.
3 Chatfield, op. cit. p. 180.
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noted a desire on Ministers’ part to direct strategy without the neces-
sary knowledge, and complained that he and his colleagues had to
spend so many hours on committees that they had ‘no time to con-
sider the big things—the running of the war’; Mr. Churchill sug-
gested to the Prime Minister that much was being thrown upon the
Chiefs of Staff which fell outside their professional sphere, and that
it would be helpful for the Ministers sometimes to talk over ‘the large
issues’ among themselves without either secretaries or military
experts.!

Only a few words need be said about the other important bodies
which helped to shape policy.

Lord Chatfield presided over the Ministerial Priority Committee,
set up on August 3; the newly created Minister of Supply informed
the House of Commons on 18 October that this Committee worked
through a number of sub-committees, on Labour, Materials, Pro-
duction Capacity, Transport, Works and Building, on which all
interested Departments were represented. The Civil Defence Com-

‘mittee had been reconstituted on the outbreak of war with the
Minister of Home Security (Sir John Anderson) as chairman. The
Chancellor of the Exchequer was chairman of a Committee on
Economic Policy, advised by Lord Stamp, who was himself chairman
of a committee consisting of permanent heads of Departments. A
further standing committee of Ministers, the Home Policy Com-
mittee, had been set up under the chairmanship of the Lord Privy
Seal (Sir Samuel Hoare) to cover all domestic questions other than
those specifically referred to other committees. The Prime Minister
explained to the House of Commons that the practice was to solve
particular problems by means of consultation between the Ministers
concerned and to make some member of the War Cabinet responsible
for the general direction of these consultations and for reporting their
results to it.?

The enormous importance of the part played by scientific research
and its practical application will become evident throughout this
history. The close and successful co-operation between the producers
and the consumers of scientific inventions is one of the main features
of the British effort in the Second World War. The fact must be
emphasised at the outset but in a non-technical history it must of
necessity remain in the background, mention being made merely of
such central organisation as was created and, on occasion, of the
results achieved.

Doubts were raised in the War Cabinet soon after the outbreak of
war whether, although the Secretary of State for the Dominions had

! Churchill T 412.
3 House of Commons Debates vol. 352, cols. 28 ff.
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access to its sessions and gave information to the High Commissioners
at daily meetings, the arrangements for liaison with their Govern-
ments were adequate. It was agreed that the time was not propitious
for inviting Dominion Ministers to serve as members of the Supreme
War Council, nor for a meeting of Commonwealth Prime Ministers
in an Imperial War Cabinet, after the model of 1917. But it was
thought desirable to invite the High Commissioners to occasional
meetings with members of the War Cabinet and to encourage visits
from Dominion Ministers and their technical advisers for the purpose
of explaining to them the real nature of the struggle and the mag-
nitude of the war effort of the United Kingdom. Dominion delega-
tions eventually arrived at the end of October and the opportunity
was taken to present them with a general strategic appreciation by
the Chiefs of Staff—the first since the outbreak of war.!

In the former war it had taken three years and a crushing defeat
to achieve the requisite unity between the major Allies in the higher
direction of the war. In 1939 much thought was given to the problem
of securing effective co-operation between the United Kingdom and
France. On the French side, the control of the war rested in the hands
of the Council of Ministers and of the individual Ministers con-
cerned.? In September 1939 M. Edouard Daladier was at once
President of the Council (or Prime Minister), Minister of National
Defence and Minister for War; in both the latter capacities he had
as his chief technical adviser General Gamelin, Chief of Staff for
National Defence, charged with the duty of ‘co-ordinating’, but not
issuing orders to, all three Services. The two Prime Ministers had
agreed during the summer on a scheme based on the experience of
1917—18 but modified to meet altered conditions. There was to be a
Supreme War Council on which France and the United Kingdom
should each be represented by the Prime Minister and one other
Minister, and other Allied Powers, perhaps, by their ambassadors.
The Council was to have no executive authority, final decisions being
reserved to the Governments. Each of the two Powers would appoint
Permanent Military Representatives to advise on technical matters,
working as a joint staff but subordinate to their own Service chiefs;
the British Representatives would also be collectively subordinate to
the Chiefs of Staff Committee. A French and British secretariat was
set up, and branches of the new organisation functioned on both sides
of the Channel. The discussions in London were infact a continuation

1 See below, p. 71.
2 See J. Vial in Revue d’Histoire de la Deuxiéme Guerre Mondiale No. 18, April 1955; also

Gamelin, Servir (Paris, 1946) I 53 fI.; P. Reynaud, La France a sauvé I’ Europe (Paris, 1947)
1 462 fl.—henceforward cited as ‘Gamelin’ and ‘Reynaud’.




10 THE OUTBREAK OF WAR

of the staff talks which had been renewed in August, and took
place daily until the collapse of France in June 1940. In France the
secretariat of the British War Cabinet was represented by a small
section in Paris under Lieutenant-Colonel H. Redman; liaison mis-
sions were also established at the headquarters of the three French
Commanders-in-Chief. The Chief of the French Naval Staff was
Admiral of the Fleet Frangois Darlan; the French air forces were
under the command of General Vuillemin.

In order to understand the military situation facing the British
Government in September 1939 it is necessary to refer briefly to
discussions and decisions of an earlier date. Our policy for the con-
duct of the war then seen to be impending had been concerted with
the French in the spring, when it was assumed that the British Em-
pire and France would be ranged against a coalition of Germany and
Italy. The common policy applied in the first place to Europe, taking
account of the obligations incurred to Poland, Roumania, Greece
and Turkey and of the effect of possible Japanese intervention.
Agreement was also reached on naval strategy and the broad lines
upon which operations should be conducted in the Mediterranean,
North Africa, the Middle East, the Red Sea, West and East Africa
and the Far East. The British and French staff delegations had thus
summed up their conclusions on ‘the broad strategic policy for the
conduct of the war’.

‘We should be faced by enemies who would be more fully pre-
pared than ourselves for war on a national scale, would have
superiority in air and land forces, but would be inferior at sea
and in general economic strength. In these circumstances, we
must be prepared to face a major offensive directed against either
France or Great Britain or against both. To defeat such an offen-
sive we should have to concentrate all our initial efforts, and
during this time our major strategy would be defensive.

Nevertheless, Italian action in North Africa may give the
opportunity for counter-offensive operations early in the war,
without prejudice to the success of the defence of Europe.

Our control of Italian communications to East Africa and
adequate measures to raise the tribes in Ethiopia might achieve
early results in that area.

In general therefore, we should be ready to seize any oppor-
tunity of obtaining, without undue cost, successes against Italy
which might reduce her will to fight.

Our subsequent policy should be directed to holding Germany
and to dealing decisively with Italy, while at the same time
building up our military strength to a point at which we shall
be in a position to undertake the offensive against Germany.

During these stages the steady and rigorous application of
economic pressure would be reducing the powers of resistance
of our enemies.
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Meanwhile, in peace, as later in war, all the resources of
diplomacy should be directed to securing the benevolent neu-
trality or active assistance of other powers, particularly the
United States of America.’

When allowance is made for the initial non-belligerency of Italy,
for the collapse of France, and for the extension of the struggle in
1941, it is remarkable how faithfully the main lines of this strategy
of 1939 were followed: the early defensive phase, the elimination of
Italy after the conquest of Italian East and North Africa, and the
final defeat of Germany, with the active assistance of the United
States.

In a later paper, of May 4, the British and French staffs examined
the situation which would result from the intervention of other
Powers; among these Poland might now be counted on, and the
intervention of Poland might bring about that of Roumania and
possibly other Balkan states. Germany would have to face the risks
of a war on two fronts and could no longer rely on the economic
resources of eastern Europe. But an alliance with Poland and Rou-
mania would have little strategical value for the Western Powers
unless it brought about the constitution of a ‘long, solid and durable
front’ in the east, and this would imply help from Russia to Poland
and Roumania, at least in the form of guns, ammunition and tanks.
As regards the Russian armed forces, it was uncertain whether
Russia’s two neighbours would grant them passage, and the effective-
ness of the Russian army, at any rate for offensive action, after the
‘purge’ of 1937, was considered doubtful. Turkish help would be
most valuable, particularly in tightening the economic stranglehold
on Italy by cutting her off from the Black Sea. At the other end of
the Mediterranean, importance was attached to the neutrality of
Spain.

The implications of the Polish alliance should war break out were
further discussed during the summer. It held certain obvious advan-
tages for the Western Powers: at worst it would force Germany to
retain some thirty to thirty-five divisions in the east, while, should
Germany attack Poland first, as the British Chiefs of Staff thought
most likely, it would increase the time available for preparation and
might even seriously weaken Germany’s striking power. But the
eventual collapse of Poland appeared certain unless the Western
Powers could bring sufficient pressure on Germany to force her to
relax her own pressure on Poland, and here was the difficulty.

On land it seemed clear that the French would not be diverted
from their intention of aiming their main offensive against Italy to
a precipitate assault on the Siegfried Line, the fortified position
defending the German frontier; the most that could be expected in
the first weeks was offensives with limited objectives, and these could
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hardly create for Germany the embarrassment of a war on two
fronts.

In the air it would be difficult for the Western Powers to attack
Germany with any considerable advantage to Poland so long as they
adhered to their agreed policy of confining themselves to ‘military
objectives’ in the narrowest sense.

All this pointed to the conclusion that ‘the fate of Poland will
depend upon the ultimate outcome of the war, and that this, in turn,
will depend upon our ability to bring about the eventual defeat of
Germany, and not on our ability to relieve pressure on Poland at the
outset’.

The appreciations summarised above had assumed the active par-
ticipation of Italy in the war as an enemy. As the summer advanced
it seemed possible that she might not adopt this role from the outset;
it was not obvious, however, that her neutrality would be to the
Allies’ advantage. In July the British Chiefs of Staff had discussed
the strategical effect of Italy remaining neutral and had agreed that
although a neutral Italy would to some extent hamper the applica-
tion of economic pressure on Germany (since Germany in that case
would not be bound to supply Italy with war material), Italian
neutrality would appreciably reduce our military commitments and
military risks; in particular the Mediterranean would remain open
as a line of communication. Nor was it reasonable to suppose that
any action which Great Britain or the French could take against
Italy by sea, land or air could materially relieve German pressure
on Poland. The upshot was that the longer Italy remained neutral,
even if her neutrality showed benevolence toward Germany, the
better it would be for the Allies, and only if her neutrality were
strained to an extreme point would it be to their interest to an-
tagonise her. On the other hand, this conclusion meant the abandon-
ment of the only counter-offensive measures on the part of the Allies
contemplated by them in the early stages of the war, apart from
economic pressure.

As war came to appear imminent at the end of August, the British
Government confirmed their opinion that Italy’s neutrality was
desirable; Commanders-in-Chief abroad were instructed to be care-
ful, while taking all necessary precautions, not to provoke her. The
Foreign Office were by now convinced that she did not intend to
enter the war at present. This proved to be the case, and Italy’s non-
belligerency, as Mussolini chose to call it, was viewed with consider-
able relief. The attitude of Turkey also was satisfactory, and the
British Government hoped that the Anglo-Turkish declaration of
12 May, stating the readiness of the two countries to co-operate alike
in the event of aggression leading to war in the Mediterranean and
in order to ensure the security of the Balkans, would be expanded
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into the treaty to which it pointed.! These blessings were far out-
weighed by the failure of the protracted negotiations with the Soviet
Union and the announcement of August 22 that it was about to
conclude an anti-aggression pact with Germany. All hope of a ‘long,
solid and durable eastern front’ thus vanished. But the Prime Min-
ister had immediately announced that British engagements to Poland
remained unaffected.

The British and French staffs had also agreed with regard to
Allied strategy in the event of Japanese intervention. The question
was essentially one of the correct distribution of naval forces. They
recognised that ‘the integrity of Singapore’ was ‘the key to the
strategical situation in the Indian Ocean, Far East and Australasia’,
and also that we must be prepared at some time to send naval rein-
forcements to Singapore.

‘On the other hand, if the Allies were defeated in the West, the
collapse of our position in the Far East would automatically
follow. Moreover, we have to consider our guarantees to the
Eastern Mediterranean Powers and the hope that operations
against Italy will offer prospects of early results.

It is thus a question of balancing risks, and the issue cannot be
decided in advance; but the weakening of the British Eastern
Mediterranean Fleet should not lightly be undertaken.

It must be for His Majesty’s Government to decide in con-
sultation with the French Government at the time on the redis-
tribution of British naval forces to meet the situation with which
the Allies are faced. Meanwhile plans for Anglo-French co-
operation must provide for a number of possible situations,
including the two extremes: the practical abandonment tem-
porarily of the naval control in the Far East, or the Eastern
Mediterranean.’

This indecision as to the respective priorities of the Mediterranean
and the Far East implied an important change from British naval
strategy as conceived in 1937; indeed British strategy had varied in
the last years of peace according as first one and then another of the
three Powers, Italy, Germany and Japan, seemed the most
threatening.

In the last fortnight before war broke out in the West British
relations with Japan were strained. But Japan had her hands too
full with troubles in China to contemplate immediate intervention.
Apart from that, the recent Russo-German agreement was bound
to arouse her apprehensions, and in any case prudence counselled
delay until the probable outcome of the war in the West became
clearer.

1 See below, p. 66.
c
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The British and French staff delegations had dealt also with a
number of matters of more limited scope, though of the first import-
ance: such as the naval measures to be taken for the protection of
trade, the assistance which Britain could offer in the event of a
German attack on France, the time-table for the despatch of the
proposed expeditionary force, the conditions of a German advance
through the Low Countries, and the employment of British and
French air forces. The results of these discussions, in so far as they
affected the general conduct of the war, must be shortly reviewed.

The essential naval task was to protect the merchant ships carrying
the cargoes on which depended the economy of the Allied Powers and
their capacity to make war. In 1914 the need had been the same, but
there had then been a formidable High Seas Fleet in German waters
ready to sally out and challenge British control at any moment when
it might hope to enjoy a temporary advantage. Now the Germans
had no High Seas Fleet—only a few capital ships in number insig-
nificant compared with those of the Allies; but the last war had
shown how much damage could be done to commerce by a few
raiders skilfully employed. The British Admiralty expected that Ger-
many would exploit this form of warfare to the full. Their policy was
to place the main fleet where it could give covering protection to
shipping, and accordingly the strongest British naval concentration,
including most of the heavy ships, was based, as in the earlier war,
at Scapa Flow in the Orkneys. The normal zones of operations for
the surface vessels of the Allied navies had been agreed upon with
respect to the Channel, the Atlantic—where the French proposed to
maintain a powerful ‘force de raid>—and the Mediterranean. It had
been agreed further that, if Germany practised unrestricted sub-
marine or air warfare on trade, convoy would be necessary in the
Channel and North Atlantic; in the Bay of Biscay and Western
Mediterranean, where convoy would not be adopted, the French
would protect British trade as well as their own. The two navies
would enjoy the use of one another’s bases, and the secrets of the
British anti-submarine device, the asdic, were imparted to the
French.! .

On land, it had been agreed that ‘Anglo-French strategy should
aim primarily at maintaining the integrity of French territory.
Should the Low Countries be invaded, the Allies will attempt to stop
the enemy and will form a front as far forward as circumstances
permit.’ Allied troops would not be able to enter Belgium unless
invited by the Belgian Government, but ‘chances of successful inter-
vention would be enhanced if previous arrangements had been made

1 The asdic was so named from the initials of the Allied Submarine Detector Investiga-
tion Committee.
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with Belgium . . .” It was now agreed that a British army should
again fight in France; but, if its task was to be similar to that of
Sir John French’s expeditionary force of 1914, the political ante-
cedents were very different. Reaction against the scale of our losses
in France and Flanders in the last war, financial stringency, the
increased share of the funds available for defence now assigned to
the Royal Air Force, dissatisfaction with French foreign policy and
the hesitations of our own—all had fought against the resumption
of a Continental military commitment, and until a few months before
the outbreak of war no approval had been given for plans or prepara-
tions to be made specifically for sending an army to France. Not till
February 1939 did the Cabinet decide that any part even of the
Regular Army should be equipped on the scale necessary for warfare
against a first-class Power.!

However much British official views may have differed as to
whether we should send an expeditionary force to France, there had
been no dispute as to the need of maintaining an adequate army in
the Middle East—a phrase now used to include the Mediterranean
regions hitherto known to geographers as the Near East—and in the
Mediterranean itself.

When, in February 1939, the Chiefs of Staff presented their com-
prehensive report known as the ‘European Appreciation’, from the
Army and Air aspect Egypt was put first in strategic importance.
Control of the Suez Canal depended on control of Egypt and, since
the defences of Malta against air attack were inadequate, Alexandria,
though only moderately supplied with docking and repair facilities,
was required as an operational base for the fleet. Under the Anglo-
Egyptian treaty of 1936 Great Britain had the right to maintain a
limited number of troops in the Canal Zone in peace, and the two
countries were bound to help one another in war. Owing to the un-
rest in Palestine we had considerably increased our forces in the
Middle East in recent months, and it was thought in February that
we should have sufficient troops in Egypt to repel an Italian attack
across the western desert. '

Palestine, apart from British responsibilities under the Mandate,
was strategically important from various aspects: as a buffer against
invasion of Egypt from the north, as a place d’armes from which Egypt
could be reinforced, as lying athwart the land route from the Persian
Gulf, and as providing the Navy with an operational base at Haifa,
the terminal of one of the oil pipe-lines from Iraq. The outlet of the
northern pipe-line was at Tripoli in Syria, which was a French
responsibility.

At sea the French and British fleets should be able to control

E See Mr. Hore-Belisha’s speech on the Army Estimates, 8 March 1939, House o
Commons Debates vol. 344, cols. 2161 ff. f
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respectively the western and eastern areas of the Mediterranean, and
perhaps the Aegean. As for the central Mediterranean, we could only
conjecture the extent to which the Italian Air Force would be able to
interfere with our operations. We could not count therefore on being
able to send reinforcements to Egypt through the Mediterranean if
Italy were hostile, and garrisons and reserves of supplies must be
provided for on the assumption that we should not. But the Chiefs
of Staff reckoned in February that, even if a British fleet had to be
despatched to the Far East—as they then assumed would be the case
if Japan joined our enemies—Egypt and Palestine would have little
to fear from Italy, granted that proposals for the defence of Egypt
were approved and the reinforcements sent. In this case, however,
Italy might gain control of sea communications in the Central and
Eastern Mediterranean, since French assistance in those areas could
not be assumed.

Unless and until she could conquer Egypt, Italy’s only communi-
cation with her East African Empire would be by air; and so long as
Italian forces remained in East Africa they would no doubt seek to
deny us the Red Sea route and to weaken us in Egypt by a diversion
in the Sudan. The first task of our air forces in the Sudan, Aden and
East Africa would be, in co-operation with the Navy, to counter
Italian attack in the Red Sea.

With regard to India, it was not thought that there was any im-
mediate danger to her frontiers or coasts, though the possibility could
not be ignored. Her security depended on British control of the
routes across the Indian Ocean and therefore on the maintenance of
British naval power. Her role would be rather that of a base on the
grand scale and a provider of troops and supplies.

The conversations between the British and French staff delegations
in London had been followed and supplemented by a series of con-
ferences between British and French commanders abroad. By the
beginning of September the French intentions in respect of operations
in North Africa and the role of our own forces in Egypt had been
discussed and co-ordinated, and conferences had been held at
Jerusalem, Aden and Singapore.

Discussions had also taken place between the Allies as to the areas
in which each should exercise the chief command. There was to be
a French Commander-in-Chief of the land forces on the Western
Front in Europe, and a British in the Middle East, excluding the
French Mandate territories; a British Admiral would command in
the Eastern Mediterranean, a French in the Western. Corresponding
arrangements were to be made for other possible theatres.

The most effective use of the Allied air power in the common cause
had also been considered in the course of the London conversations.
The British delegation had sought to relieve the French ‘dismay’ at
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the smallness of the proposed initial British contribution on land by
pointing out that, apart from the current increase of the Navy, ‘Great
Britain was now making a greater effort in the expansion of the Royal
Air Force than she had ever made before . . . She was on the way to
obtaining a bomber force comparable to Germany’s.” So long, how-
ever, as the Low Countries preserved their neutrality, British bombers
would find it-more difficult than their German rivals to reach im-
portant targets in the enemy country. This disadvantage could be
countered by basing British bombers in France, and the two Govern-
ments had agreed in April 1938 that an advanced air striking force
should move from England to French airfields on the outbreak of war.

How this striking force, whether based in England or in France,
could be most profitably employed had been the subject of much
discussion. The British and French staffs had agreed in March that
the Allies would ‘not initiate air action against any but purely
“military” objectives in the narrowest sense of the word, i.e., Naval,
Army and Air Forces and Establishments’, and as far as possible
would confine it to ‘objectives attack on which would not involve
loss of civil life’. This principle would be followed during the first
phase of the war. In the second phase the Allied bombers would
whenever possible be directed against ‘economic and industrial
objectives in Germany, with the object of contributing to the ultimate
breakdown of her resistance’. It was later agreed that, in the event
of the Germans concentrating their efforts against France and attack-
ing her by land and air through the Low Countries, the primary
commitment of Bomber Command would be to stem the invasion in
collaboration with the French Army and Air Force by striking at the
German armies and their supply services.

In August, when war between Germany and Poland was im-
minent, it became urgently necessary to adopt a positive policy.
Provisional instructions, conforming strictly to the narrow inter-
pretation of ‘military objectives’, were issued by the British Chiefs
of Staff on August 22 and a declaration of their intention to adopt
this policy was issued by the two Governments.

Ever since in 1934 the rearmament of Germany in the air forced
itself on British notice, the minds of the people had been prepared for
a ‘knock-out blow’ by German bombers aimed at the commercial
and industrial centres of Great Britain, and in particular at the
sprawling mass of London. The Air Staff estimated in May 1939
that for a fortnight the Germans could maintain an attack on London
by 1,000 bombers daily.

The scheme for the air defence of Great Britain in force at the
outbreak of war was essentially that approved by the Cabinet in
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November 1938. It was based on co-operation, under the control of
Royal Air Force Fighter Command, between fighter aircraft, anti-
aircraft artillery, searchlight companies and balloons. Guns aided by
searchlights were to protect London and other vital industrial areas
and ports against high-flying aircraft, while balloons would force
low-flying aircraft to heights where they could be more conveniently
engaged by fighters or gunfire. The manning of the guns and search-
lights was the responsibility of the Territorial Army, and the Army
was further responsible for the defence of airfields and a number of
‘key points’, mostly of industrial importance. Information of ap-
proaching aircraft would be received from the posts of the Observer
Corps and from the new radar stations to be erected at points along
the south and east coasts. It was hoped to make use of this invaluable
device (known at the time as R.D.F.—Radio Direction Finding) for
the ranging of anti-aircraft guns and also of searchlights, but such
developments were not yet practical.

The guarding of the coasts and coastal waters of the United King-
dom was a task in which all three Services played their part; it
included the defence of the coasts against sea-borne raids, the detec-
tion and removal of mines, the protection of shipping in home waters
and the provision of security for naval bases and the direct defence
of the principal commercial ports. The troops for manning the fixed
defences of the twenty-eight defended ports were drawn from the
Territorial Army.

One of the obvious changes brought about by air warfare is the
more immediate impact of war on the civil population. Not only the
risks of such warfare affect them, but also the necessary measures of
defence. The experience of 1914-18 had shown that a modern war
calls for an effort on the part of the whole people and blurs the dis-
tinction between fighting men and civilians. It was frequently an
accident whether a particular war-worker wore uniform or not. Still
more was this the case in the second war. Even in 1939 the military
organisation known as the Air Defence of Great Britain, with its
civilian observers, was closely related to the civilian organisation
known as Air Raid Precautions, controlled by the Minister of Home
Security.

In the event it was many months before the defences of the United
Kingdom against air attack were tested, and the country was allowed
to adapt itself without interference to a war economy in accordance
with the planned procedure. The machinery of Civil Defence started
to work smoothly.! The Regional Commissioners took up their posts,
their headquarters linked up to the central Home Security war room

! See Mr. T. H. O'Brien’s volume on this subject in the series of Civil Histories
(H.M.S.0. 1955).
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in London.! The Air Raid Precautions and auxiliary fire services had
been mobilised; respirators had been supplied and blast-proofshelters
were being constructed; the system of air-raid warning and ‘blackout’
which for five years were to play so large a part in the life of the
nation was established; some 1,200,000 schoolchildren and others
were evacuated in the first ten days of war to areas deemed safer than
their homes; hospitals in threatened areas were cleared to receive
casualties, of whom 35,000 a day were expected for the first few
weeks. Road vehicles and premises were requisitioned for public ser-
vices, and the Government, through the Railway Executive, took
over control of the railways. Tankers and other vessels were also
requisitioned; the Prime Minister announced on September 13 that
a Ministry of Shipping would be set up at an early date. Oil and coal
were rationed.?

Another lesson from the former war, and one reinforced by the
use made of it by Nazi Germany, was the importance of propaganda.
The Chiefs of Staff in their European Appreciation had advised that
‘propaganda for home, enemy and neutral consumption would be
of the utmost importance, particularly in the opening stages of the
war’. They had been impressed by the reluctance in September 1938
of some of the population of Germany and Italy to face the prospect
of war with Great Britain and they held that preparations to exploit
similar feelings in a future war should be pressed on with. In the
course of the year a department was organised under the Foreign
Office, but its formation was not made public, to conduct propa-
ganda in enemy countries. Its head, Sir Campbell Stuart, was in
touch with the Ministry of Information, the British Broadcasting
Corporation, the Fighting Services, the Ministry of Economic War-
fare and various refugee bodies. The European Appreciation had also
suggested the dissemination of propaganda by aircraft passing over
enemy countries, and the new organisation, known as ‘Electra House’
from its first London headquarters, was charged with the preparation
of leaflets, which took the form of warnings to the German people.
The department was ‘mobilised’ on September 1, and the War
Cabinet at their first meeting on September 3 authorised the drop-
ping of leaflets that very night. This was the beginning of what came
to be known as political or psychological warfare. Its effectiveness
suffered in the early years of the war from the rivalry of the numerous
bodies interested in the propagation of news, and still more from the
inability of the Allies to provide victories to support it.

The first meeting of the Supreme War Council was held on British

! The functions of the Regional Commissioners will be explained later.
* House of Commons Debates vol. 351, col. 630.
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initiative on September 12 at Abbeville, the United Kingdom being
represented by the Prime Minister and Lord Chatfield, France by
M. Daladier and General Gamelin. Three further meetings were held
in the course of 1939 and sixteen in all before the French armistice.
The main purpose of the first meeting was to advertise Franco-British
unity and supply mutual encouragement, and so to forestall the
enemy’s efforts to divide the Allies. Mr. Chamberlain referred to the
British Government’s recent announcement that they intended to
prepare for a three years war. In spite of the catastrophe in Poland
both parties seem to have shown a certain complacency in view of
the unmolested completion of French mobilisation and their belief
that time was on the side of the Allies. It was not possible, however,
to ignore Poland. Gamelin had authorised minor operations on the
eastern frontier of France with a view to creating a diversion, but in
no case did he intend to throw his army against the enemy’s main
defences. In bombing policy too the Prime Ministers agreed to adhere
to the decision not to attack objectives within Germany at present.
The British Chiefs of Staff, reviewing the situation after the first ten
days of war, had noted that in spite of rumours to the contrary there
was as yet no definite proof that the German Air Force had attacked
other than military targets and that ‘entirely contrary to expectation’
it was taking no action whatever against the United Kingdom.
Relatively the Allies had more to gain from a continuance of the
present calm than the enemy, and on balance they recommended
adherence to the existing policy of restriction. It may be remarked
that they assumed that, even were Great Britain to adopt unrestricted
air warfare, she would always observe the principle of ‘refraining from
attack on civil population as such for the purpose of demoralisation’.!

The Prime Ministers were also optimistic with respect to relations
with Italy, agreeing that her continued neutrality was desirable and
that any provocation should be avoided. Even more important than
the attitude of Italy was the attitude of the United States, and in
particular her willingness to supply war material.

The original Anglo-French staff appreciation of April 4 had urged
that “all the resources of diplomacy should be directed to securing the
benevolent neutrality or active assistance of other powers, particu-
larly the United States of America’. Of active assistance from America
there seemed in 1939 little hope. The mass of the American people
detested the dictators and all their works, but in spite of the efforts
of the President to arouse them from their isolationism they saw little
immediate danger to themselves; the behaviour of the Western
democracies at the time of the Sudeten crisis had done nothing to
shake America’s resolve not be drawn into war. This resolve was

1 See Appendix I(a).
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reflected in the Neutrality Acts of 1935-37, the effect of which was
to prohibit the export to foreign belligerents not only of war material
but of any goods for which they had not actually paid; further, no
goods whatever might be carried to belligerent countries in United
States ships. The granting of loans or credits to belligerents was also
prohibited. Moreover, the Johnson Act of 1934, which forbade loans
from any American citizen to foreign States which had defaulted on
their payments to the United States, was still in force, and Great
Britain was one of the countries thus penalised. President Roosevelt
tried hard early in 1939 to secure the relaxation of these measures,
which allowed no discrimination between an aggressor State and its
victims, but without success. As things stood in September, they
seemed to rule out not only all active assistance on the part of the
United States to Great Britain and France but most forms of bene-
volent neutrality. M. Daladier, however, expected an early revision
of the Neutrality Law; he said that France had already sent a mission
to America to arrange for the purchase of aircraft and that the results
had been satisfactory. The matter was pursued further at the next
meeting of the Supreme War Council on September 22 with the
intention of co-ordinating the approaches of the two countries to the
United States.

M. Daladier’s expectations were justified. On the outbreak of war
President Roosevelt summoned a Special Session of Congress with
a view to a modification of the Neutrality Acts, and a new measure
eventually became law on November 4; it repealed the embargo on
war material to belligerents, allowing them to procure American
goods on a cash-and-carry basis. Lord Lothian, the British Am-
bassador at Washington, summed up the position at the time the
new Act was signed by saying that the debates in Congress had
shown two clear-cut decisions by the American people. The first was
that they wanted the Allies to win and would help them by making
available the resources of American industry of every kind on a cash-
and-carry basis; the second was their determination to keep out of
the war themselves. These decisions would probably remain the funda-
mentals of America’s foreign policy unless and until some change
in the international situation confronted her with a threat to her own

vital national interests.
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CHAPTER 1II

THE FORCES AND THE PLANS
FOR THEIR EXPANSION

N SEPTEMBER g the Cabinet (so the War Cabinet will
Ohenceforward be referred to) announced that the Govern-
ment’s plans were based on the assumption that the war
would last at least three years; they announced further that they
were mobilising the entire resources of the country. These decisions
naturally implied a review of the programmes for the expansion of
the armed forces. It will be convenient to set out first, in broad out-
line, the state which our rearmament had reached and our strength
at home and overseas.

For the Navy, no scheme devised to meet the possibility of war
against two Great Powers simultaneously had ever been accepted by
the Government. Volume I will show how the construction of capital
ships and cruisers was limited by treaty until the end of 1936, and
how the assumption that an enemy was to be looked for only in the
Far East broke down under the mounting threat from Nazi Germany.
Still less had any scheme been devised for a war against three
Powers, although Italy had been the potential enemy in 1935 and
was still viewed as such in 1939. Fortunately the Italian navy could
for the present be regarded as roughly balanced by the French; if
for the present only, since their relative strengths would soon change
for the worse.! But even if the Italian navy were ignored the policies
and the estimated building capacities of Germany and Japan were
such as to cause apprehension for the future, and the Admiralty had
pressed since at least 1935 for the adoption of a two-power standard
for the Royal Navy. Each year’s programme had tended to be a
compromise between the Admiralty’s demands and the Treasury’s
resistance.

The Admiralty’s immediate preoccupation was the German navy.
It comprised two battle-cruisers (Gneisenau and Scharnhorst) each
nominally of 26,000 tons but in fact considerably larger, three
‘pocket-battleships’ (Deutschland, Admiral Graf Spee and Admiral Scheer)
cach of 10,000 tons, two heavy cruisers (Bliicher and Hipper), five
light cruisers and 57 submarines. All these were of recent construction.

1 The French had five battleships and two battle-cruisers, the latter fairly modern; the
Italians had only two capital ships in the summer of 1939, but were expected to possess
six, new or modernised, by the end of 1940.

23



24 THE FORCES; PLANS FOR EXPANSION

In addition the Germans had two very powerful battleships
(Bismarck and Tirpitz) and one heavy cruiser (Prince Eugen) nearing
completion. Further, the British Admiralty calculated that by the
end of 1944 the Germans would have the equivalent of nine capital
ships (counting the three pocket-battleships as the equivalent of one
capital ship) and Japan sixteen. Japan was understood to have ten
capital ships at the outbreak of war.!

The view of the Admiralty, as stated to the Committee of Imperial
Defence, had long been that the safety of the Empire required
a superiority of three capital ships over Germany in home waters
and of one capital ship over Japan. In 1939 the Royal Navy was
short of this superiority by four ships. The actual position at the
outbreak of war was that we had available ten battleships and three
battle-cruisers. Of these only the Nelson, the Rodney and the battle-
cruiser Hood had been completed since the last war; the Warspite,
Malaya, Barkham, and Royal Oak and the battle-cruisers Renown and
Repulse had been modernised to a greater or lesser extent, while the
remainder (Royal Sovereign, Revenge, Resolution and Ramillies) had not
been modernised at all. The Valiant and the Queen Elizabeth, which
were undergoing modernisation, were expected to bring the number
of capital ships up to fifteen by the end of 1940. The four un-
modernised battleships were considered fit for convoy work but not
for operations against the modern ships of other Powers, and in
particular not for action in the Far East. As to the future, there
were five battleships building, of the King George V class, which were
expected to complete in 1940—42; four ships of the Lion class had
been approved but had not yet been laid down. Quite recently, in
July 1939, the Committee of Imperial Defence had recommended
the necessary preliminary measures for building three more capital
ships in 1940-41 and had instructed the Admiralty and Treasury to
consider the implications of building three capital ships a year from
1941 onwards.

Thus from the point of view of the Admiralty, in the light of the
rival building programmes, Hitler’s resort to war in September 1939,
premature as regards not only his potential allies but his own navy,
was an uncovenanted mercy.

It was obvious that with such disparity as existed in September
1939 the Germans would not risk a fleet action, but their large ships
were well designed for raiding commerce. It was also expected that
they would arm merchant ships to act as raiders, and they had in
fact arranged to convert twenty-six.?

1 A fuller account of the strcn.gt'h- of the cnen;y;d Allied fleets is given in Captain
S. W. Roskill’s work in this series, The War at Sea I (H.M.S.O. 1954), ch. iv, referred
to henceforward as ‘Roskill’.

% Fiihrer Conferences on Naval Affairs, 1939-1945, published in Brassey’s Naval Annual, 1948
(henceforward referred to as F.N.C.) p. 34.
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The story will show how difficult it proved, in spite of the enormous
existing disproportion in capital ships, to counter the activities of
the battle-cruisers; the other ships it was hoped to contain by skilful
disposition and concentration of our cruisers, but of these there was
a sad deficiency. The Admiralty, even before they came to demand
a two-power standard, had thought a minimum of seventy cruisers
necessary. At the outbreak of war there were in fact about fifty in
service including Australian and New Zealand ships; eighteen were
old ships of the first war not suitable for fleet work. The shortage
of destroyers was also serious, and was found, when the U-boat war
waxed hotter, to be even more serious than had been expected.
Very few ships were at this time equipped with radar.

Within the first few weeks of war all previous naval programmes
were reviewed with the intention of giving priority to construction
which could produce results before 1942. Some ships building for
foreign Powers were requisitioned and high priority was assigned to
fitting out auxiliary war vessels, in particular armed merchant
cruisers and trawlers, and to the arming of merchant ships.

The principle of maintaining during war an annual output of not
less than 1,100,000 tons of merchant shipping, subject to Treasury
approval, was accepted by the Cabinet in September and the Board
of Trade were authorised to order 200,000 tons at once. In January
1940 the Cabinet approved proposals for raising the output of
merchant shipping within twelve months to 1,500,000 tons and for
transferring the responsibility for merchant ship-building to the
Admiralty.

In March the Cabinet discussed and in general approved the
programme of new construction for the financial year 1940-41
proposed by the Admiralty. The only capital ship with which it was
now proposed to proceed, apart from the five already building, was
the battleship, or ‘battleship-cruiser’, Vanguard; it was hoped to com-
plete this ship in three and a half years. The Admiralty were con-
cerned, however, on the long view, about the relative strengths of the
British and Japanese navies after the eventual defeat of Germany, and
wished the Government to reconsider in the autumn whether the con-
struction of other battleships should or should not be proceeded with.

Nothing has been said so far of the Navy’s air weapon. The
Admiralty had only very recently reassumed complete control of the
Fleet Air Arm; it was small and ill equipped, especially with regard
to fighters, and its possibilities were as yet a matter of conjecture. At
the outbreak of war there were four large (or fleet) aircraft-carriers
fit for operations: Ark Royal, Courageous, Furious, and Glorious, and two
smaller, Eagle and Hermes. Five fleet carriers were building, and a
sixth had been authorised. When war broke out, the total first-line
strength was 232 aircraft in seventeen squadrons. By American or
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Japanese standards the Fleet Air Arm, as regards equipment, was
backward. As it happened, the German navy was even worse pro-
vided, not possessing a single carrier, though it was using catapult
aircraft. But the British naval aircraft were ill matched against the
fighters of the Luftwaffe.

The dispositions of the Fleet when war broke out are fully set out
elsewhere.! In accordance with the plans outlined in the last chapter,
the Home Fleet, under Admiral Sir Charles Forbes, was based at
Scapa; it included five battleships, two battle-cruisers, the aircraft-
carrier Ark Royal, and a dozen cruisers.? At Rosyth was the carrier
Furious. Outside the Home Fleet there were two cruisers in the
Humber, and two unmodernised battleships, two carriers, and three
cruisers at Portland.* The America and West Indies station com-
prised four cruisers; the North Atlantic force, based on Gibraltar,
had two; spread over the South Atlantic, and controlled from
Freetown, were eight.

In the Mediterranean Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham, long -
experienced in those waters, had succeeded Sir Dudley Pound as
Commander-in-Chief in June. His command included three battle-
ships, the carrier Glorious and seven cruisers; a floating dock had
been towed out to Alexandria from Portsmouth in the summer, and
by the end of October it was in use for docking capital ships. The
only fully equipped naval base, however, in the Mediterranean was
at Malta; the island would clearly be of great offensive value if and
when Italy became an enemy, and the Admiralty would have liked
to make use of it. But first it must be rendered safe from air attack.
The Committee of Imperial Defence had agreed at the end of July
that the scale of its totally inadequate defences should be increased,
but shortly afterwards they recommended that as an immediate
measure anti-aircraft guns should be diverted from Malta, and also
from Gibraltar, to strengthen the fleet’s present base, Alexandria.
The only warships which remained at Malta in September 1939 were
submarines and small surface craft.

The greater part of the French fleet, including three capital ships
and ten cruisers, was also stationed in the Mediterranean, based on
Toulon, Oran and Bizerta.

South and east of Suez there was the Red Sea escort force of
destroyers and sloops, based on Aden; they could be supported if
necessary by cruisers from the East Indies command, whose head-
quarters were at Colombo. On the China station, under Admiral

1 See Roskill I ch. iv.

% Battleships: Nelson, Rodney, Royal Oak, Royal Sovereign, Ramillies. Battle-cruisers: Hood,
Repulse, to which Renown was soon added.

3 Battleships: Resolution, Revenge. Carriers: Courageous, Hermes.

¢ Warspite, Barham, Malaya.
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Sir Percy Noble, were four cruisers and one carrier, besides two
French cruisers.

The Army in the few months preceding the outbreak of war had
been subjected to a series of revolutionary changes. On March 29,
after the occupation of Czechoslovakia, the Government had an-
nounced the doubling of the Territorial Army from thirteen to
twenty-six divisions, which with the six Regular divisions would
produce an army of thirty-two divisions.! In May Parliament passed
the Compulsory Training Act, and this was followed on the first
day of the war by the National Service (Armed Forces) Act, which
introduced conscription. The British contribution to the Allied forces
in the West was also substantially increased and the programme
accelerated.

Just before war broke out the French were told that the First
Contingent of the British Field Force, including four Regular infantry
divisions, would be concentrated in France within thirty-three days
of mobilisation; the first of the two Regular armoured (formerly
‘mobile’) divisions would be available in about eight months; the
role of the Territorial Army had not been decided, but it was ex-
pected that two infantry divisions would be ready for despatch over-
seas in four months, a further three and one motor division in five
months, and one horsed cavalry division in from four to six months
from mobilisation. The dates when the remaining divisions would
be available could not as yet be foreseen.

The force actually despatched within the first five weeks of war
consisted of two corps each of two divisions, with ancillary troops.
It included an Air Component, whose task would be to provide air
reconnaissance and protection, composed of four fighter and eight
reconnaissance squadrons, with two communication flights.

Surprising as it may well appear, the commander of the British
Expeditionary Force had not been selected in peacetime. This im-
portant decision had now to be made by the new War Cabinet, and
it was made at their first meeting. The officer who in the opinion
of many seemed marked out for this post was Lieutenant-General
Sir John Dill, holding the Aldershot command and regarded as our
leading strategist. Others expected the appointment of General Sir
Edmund Ironside, the Inspector-General of Overseas Forces, who
had commanded the British troops in North Russia in 1918-19 and
possessed varied experience of the Middle East. But the War Cabinet

1 See Mr. Hore-Belisha’s speech on the Army Estimates, 8 March, and the Prime
Minister’s statement of 29 March 1939, House of Commons Debates vol. 344, cols. 2161 fI.;
vol. 345, cols. 2048-50. Only twelve of the projected Territorial divisions were in fact
formed, so that, when doubled, they made twenty-four.
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appointed instead General Viscount Gort, V.C., the Chief of the
Imperial General Staff, replacing him in this post by General Iron-
side. Lord Gort’s valour in the Great War was legendary; he was
known as a fine fighting soldier; and the story will show how well his
courage and resolution served his country in the dangers yet to come;
but he was junior in length of service to Dill and in many eyes his
qualities and experience fitted him rather for the role of a corps or
army commander than for that of Commander-in-Chief in a Euro-
pean war.

The rapid changes of plan with regard to the purpose, size and
composition of our land forces threw a severe strain on the Army
generally, on the War Office, and on the recently created Ministry
of Supply. Existing units were milked of officers and non-com-
missioned officers to train the new Territorial formations; production
programmes had to be hastily expanded and the whole elaborate
mobilisation scheme recast. The revised mobilisation instructions did
not reach those concerned with carrying them out until the first week
of August, and they were due to take effect from September 1, the
very day on which general mobilisation of the army was ordered.
Further, however valuable the decision to double the Territorial
Army might be as a gesture, it was not accompanied by the necessary
provision for training, or for constituting a properly balanced force,
with its essential air component. The administrative units required
for the new formations were not included and, though the number
of divisions had been increased, there was no corresponding pro-
vision for an expansion of corps or army troops. All these remained
to be found after mobilisation.

The legislation of May and September spared the War Office the
anxieties of the previous war in respect of recruiting, but it did not
solve the problem of equipment. Indeed it had been foreseen for some
time that for a period of many months after the outbreak of war the
supply of munitions and equipment, and not of men, would set the
limit to the rate of expansion of the Army. Even with regard to the
small expeditionary force the sudden decision to increase the initial
contingent from two divisions to four, with their proportions of corps
and army troops, had resulted in a shortage which meant that hardly
a unit went to France completely equipped. Speaking of the en-
larged Field Force of the future, the representative of the War Office
had admitted at an August meeting of the Committee of Imperial
Defence that ‘the position regarding its despatch overseas was bad.
The main deficiencies were in guns and tanks. Not until the middle
of 1942 would there be sufficient 25-pounder equipments for thirty-
two divisions. As regards tanks we had at present 6o infantry tanks,
against a total requirement of 1,646.’

Meanwhile, as a result of the decision to send all Regular units
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abroad, the army at home was reduced to what has been described
as a token force of semi-trained troops, and the policy of giving
priority in every kind of equipment to the Field Force meant that
these troops would remain seriously short of equipment even for
purposes of training.

The two main tasks which the Chiefs of Staff had thought likely
to fall on the army in the United Kingdom were the manning of the
anti-aircraft defences and the maintenance of order among the civil
population in the case of air attack.! At the outbreak of war Anti-
Aircraft Command, Territorial Army, was organised in five divisions,
under Lieutenant-General F. A. Pile, whose headquarters were at
Stanmore, alongside those of Fighter Command, Royal Air Force;
two additional divisions had been authorised but not yet formed.?
Nowhere was the deficiency of equipment more painfully evident.
Similarly the twenty-eight defended ports were far below their
approved requirements in armament.

Before the decision was taken to send the flower of the Army at
home to the Continent, the most likely theatre of operations for our
land forces was the so-called Middle East. Even after the decision
had been taken, the Chiefs of Staff, thinking both of possible Arab
disaffection and of Italian invasion from Libya, had concluded that
a considerable increase was required in the reserves of troops and
materials normally kept in the Middle East in peace; this was in
accordance with the Government’s intention, announced by the
Secretary of State in March 1939, to form there a second strategic
reserve in addition to the traditional one in the United King-
dom.?

In August 1939 General Sir Archibald Wavell had taken up the
new appointment of General Officer Commanding-in-Chief, Middle
East. He was a soldier of strong character and tried ability, familiar
with the background of Near-Eastern strategy alike by personal
experience and as the biographer of Allenby, his former chief. He
had been instructed to co-ordinate policy with the naval and air
commanders, and the formation of a joint staff for planning and
intelligence was authorised. The land forces in Egypt, under
Wavell’s supreme authority, were commanded by Lieutenant-
General Sir Henry Maitland Wilson; these consisted in the main of
an armoured division still in process of formation, three British
infantry brigades, including one recently moved from Palestine, and
a number of artillery and engineer units; additional to these was the

! A fuller account of the organisation of the Air Defence of Great Britain is given by
Basil Collier, The Defence of the United Kingdom (in preparation) chaps. iv and v.

! The Anti-Aircraft divisions were not included in the Territorial Army formations
previously mentioned.

3 House of Commons Debates vol. 344, col. 216g.
D
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11th Indian Brigade Group just arrived from India.! In Palestine,
under Lieutenant-General M. G. H. Barker, there were the Head-
quarters of the 7th and 8th Infantry Divisions and three infantry
brigades, along with other troops.

In Syria the French, under General Maxime Weygand, Foch’s
former Chief of Staff, were getting together an expeditionary force;
at the outbreak of war it consisted of two ill-equipped brigades mixtes,
with no air support, but in September a division arrived from North
Africa.?

There were small British garrisons in Malta and at Gibraltar;
south of Egypt, in the Sudan, Uganda, Kenya and British Somali-
land, the troops were mainly African, but there were two British
battalions in the Sudan.

The French had asked in August 1939 for information about the
recruiting of African troops from the British Colonies and were told
of a plan to double the number in war. As from 1 September the
War Office took over control of all African colonial forces, and by the
end of the year the numbers serving had been largely increased. In
January the Cabinet gave general approval to a report from the
Colonial Office, with which the War Office concurred, on the best
use to be made of the man-power of the colonial empire during the
war. The Report argued that ‘for at least the next two years the
raising of new combatant units in the Colonial Dependencies will not
on strict military merits be practicable, because all the available
supplies of equipment will be required for units considered to be of
superior fighting quality, raised in this country or the Dominions’.
The possibilities of each colony were considered in turn, largely
from the point of view of local defence and of forming pioneer units.
In the King’s African Rifles and the Royal West African Frontier
Force, however, there were now five infantry brigades and some
units of other arms, though not yet equipped even to the standard
desirable for secondary theatres.

The part which India might play in a war outside her borders
had recently been considered by the committee which, with Lord
Chatfield as its chairman, had visited the country in 1938.2 They had
recommended that India should be invited to accept at least partial
responsibility for maintaining forces adequate not only for local
defence but for security against threats from without. This would
imply that for the first time forces for external and for internal duties
should form an integral part of the forces of India as a whole and

1 A brigade group is an infantry brigade with troops of other arms attached for a special
purpose.

* M. Weygand, Rappelé au Service (Paris 1950) pp. 30-33.

3 Its report was published on 4 September 1939, with an announcement that H.M.G.
had accepted it with minor modifications.
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should not be two separate entities. The army in India would thus
include a specially designated External Defence Force, equipped on
a somewhat higher scale than the local defence units. For the air
forces in India the Committee recommended a similar distinction
between units intended for local and external defence respectively.
The basis for the reorganisation of the Royal Indian Navy was an
agreement of January 1938 whereby India undertook to maintain a
sea-going squadron of modern escort vessels to co-operate with the
Royal Navy in the defence of the country. But these, in their complete
form at least, were only plans. The process of ‘modernisation’ would
take years, and the great bulk of the armament, which would have
to come from the United Kingdom, could not receive a priority equal
to the latter’s own. Beginnings had been made, however, in modern-
ising the army, and, though the External Defence Force as such had
not been formed, about two-thirds of the troops classified for this
purpose by the Chatfield Committee had been sent abroad before
the outbreak of war; there remained a divisional Headquarters and
one brigade group earmarked for despatch overseas, and on
September 7 the Cabinet decided that with the concurrence of the
Secretary of State for India these also should move to Egypt.

In Malaya there were two infantry brigades (one British and one
Indian); the Committee of Imperial Defence had recommended in
July that Singapore should be stocked on a scale ample enough to
enable it to hold out for a period of ninety days before relief arrived
from Europe or the Mediterranean, and that the possibility of main-
taining stocks to support the garrison and civil population of Malaya
for six months should be explored. Eastward of Malaya there were
an infantry brigade (mainly British) and an Indian infantry bat-
talion at Hong Kong, and a British infantry brigade distributed
between Shanghai and Tientsin. The troops in China were main-
tained in strategically indefensible positions for political reasons,
and the same might be said of the gunboats of the Navy in Chinese
waters.!

Such being the strength and disposition of the Army at the out-
break of war, the plans of the Government for its expansion must
next be considered. On September 6 the Cabinet’s attention was
called to the fact that, so far as the Ministry of Supply could judge,
the existing output of arms and equipment would not furnish more
than sixteen divisions for service abroad in the first year, whereas

1 No attempt has been made to do more than indicate the general distribution of the
Army overseas; the R.A. and R.E. units have not been mentioned, nor have the small
garrisons of Cyprus, Burma and Ceylon. Fuller particulars are given in the volumes of this
history concerned with the campaigns in the Middle and Far East.
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the present intention was to send thirty-two, and that any advance
on this figure would mean an immediate and large increase in
factory programmes. Allowance must also be made for the needs of
the Dominions, the French and other allies whom it might be neces-
sary to equip. Faced with the need of deciding the total land forces
to be provided for and the dates by which they must be ready to
move overseas, the Cabinet appointed a committee, with Sir Samuel
Hoare as chairman.!

The ‘Land Forces Committee’, reporting on 8 September, recom-
mended that the aim should be to equip fifty-five divisions by the
end of the second year, viz. September 1941. The figure fifty-five
was to include thirty-two divisions from the United Kingdom,
fourteen from the Dominions, and four from India, plus a reserve of
10 per cent (five divisions) ‘for assistance to Allies and so forth’. At
least twenty divisions should be equipped within the first twelve
months, subject always to priority for the needs of the Royal Air
Force and some at any rate of those of the Navy.

The Cabinet, after full consideration of the needs of all the three
Services and of the financial implications of their demands, eventu-
ally authorised the Minister of Supply to plan for the supply of
fifty-five divisions on the full British scale within two years; they
sanctioned the supply programmes of the Navy and Mercantile
Marine on the existing basis, that of the Army as recently proposed,
and that of the Royal Air Force for a monthly output of 2,550 air-
craft, subject to the necessary examination from the points of view
of finance and labour. The Government did not bind themselves to
carry out the full programme; nevertheless the decision to aim at
supplying arms and equipment for an army of fifty-five divisions was
a notable landmark, and this figure continued as the accepted target
long after the original intention of sending twenty divisions overseas
in the first year had been rendered pointless by the course of events.

The number of fifty-five was not conveyed to the French, but in
October 1939, after General Gamelin had urged the formation of
more British divisions than the thirty-two promised, the Chief of the
Imperial General Staff was authorised to inform him that thirty-two
was not the limit of the number of divisions which it was intended to
raise. The French General Staff were perturbed by the disproportion
between the Allied and German forces which might be expected on
the Western front in the spring; they seemed to the Cabinet to be
unaware of the magnitude of the British war effort, including the
extended Air programme, and of the other factors limiting the rapid
expansion of the Army.

On 13 February 1940, after a general review of the supply pro-

1 See Viscount Templewood, Nine Troubled Years (1954) p. 398.
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gramme, which will be referred to later, the Cabinet adhered to the
programme of fifty-five divisions as an object to be realised, now ‘by
the earliest possible date’, and authorised the Minister of Supply to
start at once, on this basis, on the construction of such factories as
could not be completed in less than eighteen months. It was clear
that on the present scales of equipment and wastage rates allowed by
the War Office there was no possibility of turning out this number
of divisions by the end of the second year, and doubtful whether
even the thirty-six divisions ‘now in existence’ could be adequately
equipped!; but some members of the Military Co-ordination Com-
mittee were of opinion that these scales were unrealistically high and
that on a review they might well be reduced to a figure which would
enable considerably more than thirty-six divisions to be maintained
overseas by September 1941. Attention was called to the importance
of not adopting an unreasonably lavish scale of equipment and
ammunition for the British Expeditionary Force and the Air Defence
of Great Britain, and of not giving the French any ground for com-
plaining that we were not doing our fair share. It seemed clear,
however, that even if the War Office scales were drastically cut
down the amount of essential equipment which could be provided
by September 1941 would not suffice for anything like fifty-five
divisions.

The Royal Air Force when war broke out was working to a pro-
gramme (Scheme M) approved by the Cabinet in November 1938;
it envisaged a Metropolitan Air Force of 163 Squadrons (2,549 first-
line aircraft), including 50 fighter and 85 heavy bomber squadrons
(8oo and 1,360 first-line aircraft); it envisaged also forty-nine
squadrons (636 aircraft) for overseas stations. This programme was
not due for completion, however, until March 1942; the actual
strength available in September 1939 was very different—a Metro-
politan Air Force with not more than 1,460 first-line aircraft, of
which 536 were bombers, 608 fighters, g6 for army co-operation and
216 for coastal reconnaissance. These were supported by 2,000
reserve aircraft, those of fighter and coastal reconnaissance type
amounting to little more than 50 per cent of the first line.

Compared with these numbers the French were understood to
have 1,735 first-line aircraft (463 bombers, 634 fighters) and about
1,600 reserves.

Against these the Germans were believed to dispose of over 4,000
first-line aircraft (2,130 bombers, 1,215 fighters) in addition to 500
transport aircraft, with ample reserves. Figures now available show

1 The figure 36 included three Dominion divisions, one Canadian, one Australian, cne
from New
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that the Luftwaffe’s first-line strength was in fact about 3,600 (ex-
cluding 550 transport aircraft) of which 1,180 were long-distance
bombers and 366 dive bombers; the reserves however were very much
less than the British estimates, though some 3,000 aircraft were
retained for training purposes.

The German bomber types were at this time superior to those of
the Allies, while the single-engined Messerschmitt fighter excelled
all Allied fighters except the eight-gun Spitfire and possibly the
Hurricane. The French bombers were largely obsolescent types and
were regarded as of doubtful operational value.

The headquarters of Bomber Command, under Air Chief Marshal
Sir Edgar Ludlow-Hewitt, were at High Wycombe. Ten of its
squadrons, armed with Battle aircraft, started to cross to France on
September 2, to form the Advanced Air Striking Force; it had been
intended to send double this number, but airfield accommodation
was not available for more than ten. Two Blenheim squadrons formed
part of the Air Component of the British Expeditionary Force.
Besides these twelve, Bomber Command was able to mobilise twenty-
five squadrons (352 aircraft), of which eight were armed with
Blenheims and the rest with Whitleys, Hampdens and Wellingtons.

More British bomber squadrons could have been mobilised but
for the policy of ‘rolling up’ some squadrons to supply reserves for
those mobilised and to form operatonal training units. The question
of the right proportion of reserve to first line was a difficult one,
especially when the wastage to be allowed for operations had to be a
matter of guesswork. Further, when criticisms were made in the
Cabinet of the disproportion between the numbers of aircraft pro-
duced and the numbers which figured in first-line squadrons, the
Air representatives declared that nine-tenths of our fighter squad-
rons had been re-equipped with modern aircraft during the previous
twelve months, and that the constant change to a new programme
before the previous one had been completed was responsible for a
good deal of our present difficulties. As each successive scheme had
been authorised, more and more of our resources had to be directed
from operational units to the training organisation necessary to
produce increased first-line strength.

The nineteen squadrons of Coastal Command were organised in
three Groups, with headquarters at Donibristle (Fife), Chatham and
Plymouth, all under the command of Air Marshal Sir Frederick
Bowhill, who had his own headquarters at Northwood. Close co-
operation with the Navy was assured by the formation of Area
Combined Headquarters at Rosyth, the Nore and Plymouth; com-
bined exercises had taken place from August 15 to 21, and on
August 23 the squadrons were deployed to their war stations.

Fighter Command, under Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding,
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mobilised thirty-nine fighter squadrons, of which twenty-six were
armed with Spitfires or Hurricanes.

As regards equipment other than aircraft in the Air Defence of
Great Britain, there was a very serious shortage of guns, both heavy
and light. Searchlights also were deficient. The 450 cable-carrying
balloons authorised for the London area were ready, but such was not
the case elsewhere. Much confidence was placed, however, in the
fact that of the chain of secret radar stations twenty out of twenty-
two had been completed. These were established along the coast
from the Isle of Wight to the Firth of Tay, and there were two in
the far north. Twenty-eight out of thirty-two proposed Observer
Corps districts for tracing aircraft inland had been organised.

So far we have been considering the Metropolitan Air Force only.
Seeing that it was in north-western Europe that the British high
command believed that decisive damage might be both suffered and
inflicted, it was natural that in the general stringency other theatres
should have to rest content with what they could get. The total
number of squadrons overseas was thirty-four and a half (with an
initial establishment of 425 aircraft) as against the forty-nine provided
for by Scheme M.

In the Middle East, including the Sudan and Aden, there were
under the command of Air Chief Marshal Sir William Mitchell four
fighter squadrons, eleven bomber, two bomber-transport, one general
reconnaissance and one army-co-operation—nineteen in all, not
counting a squadron of flying-boats in the Mediterranean. In India,
after two bomber squadrons had been sent to Singapore, there re-
mained only two bomber and three army-co-operation squadrons,
and one bomber-transport; there was also the one not yet completed
squadron of the Indian Air Force. In Malaya there were rather
more than eight squadrons—four bomber, recently arrived from
India and the United Kingdom, two torpedo-bomber and two
general reconnaissance. The bombers were chiefly Blenheims, and
there were two squadrons of flying-boats, but most of the other types
were obsolescent. The Anglo-French Staff Conference which met at
Singapore in June had ‘viewed with great concern the inadequacy
of the Allied forces in the Far East’ and pressed for a largely in-
creased strength to be permanently stationed there. This demand did
not go altogether unheeded, but all that it was found possible to send
before the outbreak of war was the four medium bomber squadrons
mentioned. It will be noticed that there was no fighter squadron in
India or in the Far East.

The expansion plan in force when war broke out provided for
12,000 aircraft by the end of March 1940, and for 5,500 more to be
delivered thereafter. Shortly before the outbreak contractors were

urged to speed up production, and it was hoped that the monthly
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output of air frames would soon rise from about 750 to 1,000 and
within 18 months to 2,000. The possibility of raising this figure to
3,000 was considered by the Air Council on 10 September, with the
Ministers of Labour and Supply present; the scheme was found im-
practicable, by reason of the shortage of machine-tools, of labour,
and of some raw materials and also of the dollar cost involved. It
was agreed that the maximum monthly increase attainable was 300
in the United Kingdom in addition to some 250 from Canada and
Australia, and accordingly on September 22 after considering the
Second Report of the Land Forces Committee the Cabinetauthorised
a programme aiming at 2,550 aircraft monthly, of which 250 should
be built in the Dominions.

When the Cabinet decision was reported to the Air Council on
September 26, with the information that a general priority for such
items as machine-tools had been granted to the Air Ministry, an
interesting discussion followed concerning the types of aircraft on
which production should be concentrated. It was pointed out that
the main bottleneck in production was the supply of light alloys and
raw aluminium, and that certain types required more material than
others. On the other hand it was urged that, although the diversion
of effort to new types, such as the Stirling, would cause some falling
off in production in the next twelve months, it was essential to pro-
vide the most efficient machines, and the Air Member for Personnel
insisted that the morale of the aircrews depended on the efficiency
of their aircraft.

Within the general expansion of the Royal Air Force, the growth of
Fighter Command in particular deserves attention. Scheme M en-
visaged fifty fighter squadrons, of which fourteen would be Auxiliary
Squadrons, to be formed by April 1941. Four squadrons had been
earmarked since December 1935 for service with the British Expedi-
tionary Force; the rest were intended for the defence of London and
the industrial areas of Great Britain. In the course of 1939 the ap-
proved establishment of Fighter Command had been augmented by
seven squadrons for special purposes, four to escort coastal shipping
between the Forth and Southampton, two for the defence of the
naval base at Scapa and one for the defence of Belfast. Thus the total
in view at the outbreak of war was 57, of which 46 were intended
for the main scheme of air defence at home.

We have seen that the number of fighter squadrons which actually
had been formed by September 1939 was 39. Four of these promptly
flew to France to join the Air Component of the British Expeditionary
Force, so Sir Hugh Dowding was left with 35 squadrons to perform
a task for which 46 had been accepted as the minimum figure, or
53, counting the recent commitments mentioned above. It had long
been the common opinion that the Germans might start the war
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with a full-scale air attack on England; such an attack seemed again
likely after the Prime Minister’s rejection on October 12 of Hitler’s
peace offer, and indeed for several months it remained an alternative
which German strategy might well adopt. The Air Marshal was
naturally therefore reluctant to allow any of his squadrons to be
diverted from their appointed task until at least the minimum of
forty-six had been assured.

On the other hand it was inevitable that, as the size of the pro-
jected Field Force increased, the number of fighter squadrons which
had been thought adequate in 1935 should no longer appear so, and
in May 1939 the Chief of the Air Staff decided that six additional
single-seater fighter squadrons should be established on a mobile
basis by the beginning of 1940 so that they could be transferred to
France at short notice. No promise however was made. In August,
discussions between the War Office and the Air Ministry led to an
agreement relating largely to future expansion: it was accepted that
thirty-two divisions on the Continent would need fourteen squadrons,
and that a reserve of two squadrons should be added to the expansion
programme; in the meantime six Regular squadrons of Fighter
Command should be placed on a mobile basis before the end of
1939; the decision to send any of them overseas must rest with the
Cabinet.

Sir Hugh Dowding had protested against the immediate despatch
of the four squadrons to France; he foresaw a steady drain on his
resources as soon as fighting there began (the long period of inaction
could not be foreseen); accordingly he promptly put forward a
demand for more squadrons, eventually deciding to ask for eight.
The discussion which followed between the Air Marshal and the
Air Council as to the relative priority to be assigned to defence and
offence in the British air strategy at this time is hardly relevant here.
What is relevant is that, whereas on the one hand two Gladiator
squadrons were sent to France in November and preparations were
made for the despatch of more if necessary, Fighter Command was
compensated by the step-by-step authorisation during October of
eighteen more squadrons, and that all these (most of them Blenheims)
were formed by 18 December, thus raising the total in the United
Kingdom and France from 39 to 57; this total includes the four
squadrons for the protection of trade, which were formed in October
and transferred to Coastal Command in February 1940. Six of the
57 squadrons were in France. This left 47 squadrons for the defence
of Great Britain, and that is the number at the disposal of Fighter
Command at the beginning of May 1940; but it included three or
four not immediately serviceable, and the reserves of aircraft were
low. Further, two squadrons were earmarked for the Norwegian
campaign, and four for reinforcing France.



38 THE FORCES; PLANS FOR EXPANSION

In the meantime, in March 1940, the resources of Fighter Com-
mand had been reviewed by the Air Council in the light of the
Command’s increased commitments; these were threefold, due in
the first place to extended demands for protection of coastal convoys,
in the second place to the fresh areas in Scotland and the West of
England which now claimed to be included in the scheme of defence,
and in the third place to the estimated increase in the German long-
range bomber force. The review led to recommendations that the
strength of the Command should be raised to sixty fighter squadrons
by 1 September 1940 and to eighty by 1 April 1941; the immediate
addition of seven squadrons was urged, but action was forestalled
by the intensification of war on the Continent.

Even so, the addition of eighteen squadrons to Fighter Command
in the first four months of the war, raising the total to fifty-seven,
was a striking readjustment of the balance in relation to the thirty-
seven squadrons of Bomber Command. The events of the summer
were to show that it was in no way an over-insurance.

Later in the war complaints were made of the failure of the Air
Ministry to provide for the construction of other types of aircraft,
notably transport and long-range fighter. An estimate of monthly
production for the next quarter presented to the Cabinet in October
1939 showed not more than four bomber-transport aircraft, as
against 260, rising to 280, bombers for the Striking Force.

The expansion of the Royal Air Force meant more than the con-
struction of additional aircraft. The Secretary of State told the
Cabinet in October 1938 that by the beginning of 1940 the factor
limiting the number of squadrons that could be mobilised would be
the trained crews available. The annual output of trained pilots was
then about 1,600 (compared with a German output of over 4,000);
it was intended to raise the rate on the outbreak of war to 5,600 pilots,
with 8,000 observers and air gunners.

The training course for pilots when war broke out lasted about
nine months and included only some 150 hours’ flying time; ele-
mentary instruction was given at civil schools and more advanced
training at the fifteen Flying Training Schools, of which one was in
Egypt. Observers were trained in navigation at civil schools, and
other aircrew in the squadrons. Flying was every day becoming a
more complicated art in view of technical developments and more
distant objectives, while reluctance to divert pilots and aircraft, or
money, from the all too few squadrons to instructional work pre-
vented the provision of the more elaborate training which a sound
policy now demanded. The tendency was to send the pilot only
partly trained to his squadron and let him complete his training there.
The device of Group Pools (later known as Operational Training
Units) to give more advanced instruction than at the schools, and
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also to serve as reservoirs for replacing casualties in war, had not
gone far when war broke out, and it was criticised after that as
reducing the number of first-line squadrons.

The provision for expansion of training facilities in wartime in the
matter of buildings, airfields and aircraft was quite inadequate.
When war broke out, various restrictions added new difficulties to
training. There were obvious objections to depleting the mobilised
squadrons in order to provide instructors, or to using them as schools
of instruction, and although Bomber Command converted some of
the squadrons they could not mobilise into Operational Training
Units, and other Commands followed suit, this expedient was only
possible so long as wastage remained low.

The shortage of trainer aircraft and instructors caused serious
difficulties in 1940 and 1941, and was said by some critics to have
resulted in a lower standard of training; this was only a temporary
phase, however, and early in 1942 conditions improved; in that year
the output of aircrew for service with the Royal Air Force was raised
to 60,000 and a pilot’s flying experience before he joined his squadron
to anything from 300 to 350 hours.

Until the outbreak of war, plans for expanding the training
organisation were mainly confined to the United Kingdom, but
owing to its closeness to enemy bases and the congestion of its
population Great Britain was not a satisfactory training ground.
Much time and thought had been devoted to the possibility of
using less crowded and less vulnerable countries, yet the only con-
crete result at the beginning of September 1939 was the one long-
established flying school in Egypt. Before the end of December,
however, a grand scheme had been approved by which the bulk of
school training came to be given in the secure open lands of the
Empire overseas and from 1941 onwards a steady flow of trained
pilots was provided.

The decision to aim at a monthly output of 2,500 aircraft involved
a corresponding supply of some 20,000 pilots and 30,000 other air-
crew annually, and this would mean an immense increase in flying-
training establishments, far beyond the capacity of the United
Kingdom. It was this need that led to the British Commonwealth
Air Training plan.! Under the scheme there were to be linked
training organisations in Canada, Australia and New Zealand: men
from the Dominions were to be trained in their home countries up
to the Royal Air Force standards, and a certain number of men from
the United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand were to receive

1 Also known as the ‘Dominions’ or ‘Empire Air Training Scheme’.
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training in Canada. There were to be twenty-five Elementary Flying
Training Schools for pilots, twenty-five Service Training Schools for
advanced pilot training, and in addition schools for aircrew who
were not pilots. These schools were to supply every year some
11,000 pilots, 6,300 observers, and 10,700 wireless-operator air
gunners; they were controlled by the Governments of the Dominions
in which they were set up, the United Kingdom at first supplying
nearly all the aircraft. The scheme was officially proposed on
September 26 in communications from Mr. Chamberlain to the
Dominion Governments; agreement in principle was announced on
October 10, and final terms embodying certain modifications were
settled by the Riverdale agreement of 17 December, so named from
the head of the British Mission to Ottawa which negotiated it.!

The Union of South Africa was not a party to the scheme; it
planned to train its own Air Force on separate lines, but allowed
pupils from the United Kingdom to share in its expanded organisa-
tion. Southern Rhodesia also contributed flying schools, aircraft for
which, along with most of the instructors and staff, were provided
by the Royal Air Force. Later on a number of Royal Air Force
schools were transferred from the United Kingdom to Canada and
South Africa; they were eventually incorporated in the Dominion
schemes.

American help also was forthcoming: by the summer of 1941 a
variety of schemes for providing basic training for British pilots in
the United States had been agreed to and some were already pro-
ducing results.

The basis of the expansion of the forces, so far as the manpower
of the United Kingdom was concerned, was the wartime National
Service Act, which superseded the Military Training Act of May
1939. The supply of militiamen who became liable to service under
the latter act was exhausted by the beginning of December, and the
first registration of those liable under the National Service Act com-
menced on October 21; those affected were young men of 20 and 21;
they were expected to number 250,000, of whom 200,000 should be
available for the armed forces. It was found that there was a prefer-
ence in nearly half the cases for the Navy or Royal Air Force, while
some two per cent claimed to be conscientious objectors.

From the outset it was often hard to decide whether a particular
man, qualified as a ‘tradesman’, was the more urgently needed in the
forces or in civil life. Such cases had no doubt often arisen in the past
when the mass of the population was still agricultural, but the diffi-

1 House of Commons Debates vol. 352, col. 182.
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culty was accentuated when a mechanised national economy de-
manded a mechanised army: in 1914, so Mr. Hore-Belisha told the
House of Commons, nearly sixty per cent of the army were infantry-
men, whereas now the proportion had shrunk to twenty per cent.!
Mechanisation meant a far greater demand from the army for
skilled tradesmen, some of whom might well be ‘key men’ in
industry, essential for war production. Mechanical aptitude and
training were proportionately even more desirable for the Royal
Air Force. Attempts had been made before the outbreak of war to
forestall this competition by producing a ‘schedule of reserved occu-
pations’, but, even so, large numbers of skilled men sorely needed
in industry had joined the forces, and the War Office were naturally
unwilling to release them. The Admiralty represented in the autumn
that work on their requirements was to some extent delayed by the
call-up of Army reservists and Territorials employed in peacetime
on skilled work, and the same cause was responsible for a temporary
slowing down of the rate of aircraft production. The matter was
referred to the ‘Manpower Committee’, of which Mr. W. S. Morrison
was chairman; they produced a compromise report recommending
the permanent release of some 2,900 tradesmen from the Territorial
Army and a continuation of the ‘comb out’. The Cabinet approved
the report, but decided that on the other hand all Army reservists
must rejoin the Army within three months.

In these early months the problem touched skilled labour only,
but it was growing; there was as yet no fear of the whole of the
country’s manpower being insufficient for the combined needs of
industry and the forces. Still less was any anxiety felt as to the supply
of women for war work. Not only were women playing an essential
role in the factories, but already there was a women’s organisation
associated with each of the three Fighting Services, of which it was
soon to be recognised as an integral and indispensable part. In all
these enterprises the women of the United Kingdom were pioneers.

The various proposals for the expansion of the forces were jealously
scrutinised, as was natural and right, by the Treasury from the
financial point of view, especially those of them which incurred
expenditure in hard currency countries, as for instance on aircraft,
machine tools, manufactured steel or raw materials from America.
The Treasury had pointed out in September that we were already
spending more (£210 million monthly) and raising more money out
of revenue (£80 million) than we had in 1918, and that, though
prices were now much lower than then; further, that we had
started the war of 1914-18 with greater resources in dollar exchange,
actual and potential, than we had today. Our gold resources at the

! ibid. col. 344.
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outbreak of the present war were down to £450 million; by re-
quisitioning securities this amount could be raised to £700 million,
out of which we owed £100 million to other countries in banking
debts. Their conclusion was that to equip fifty-five divisions in
addition to providing 2,550 aircraft monthly would bring our
resources very low by the end of the second year.

In February the Cabinet had before them a survey by Lord Stamp
of the national resources in relation to the war effort, prepared for
the ministerial committee on economic policy. After considering the
prospects for the first year of the war under the heads of foreign
exchange and industrial labour, Lord Stamp came to the conclusion
that the present objectives could not be attained within the time set
and recommended ‘a revision of general plans to dimensions con-
sonant with particular limiting factors of equipment, material,
shipping and the transferability of man-power’.

The Cabinet, as we have seen, adhered to the fifty-five division
objective and in general accepted the recommendations of the
Military Co-ordination Committee, which they had before them at
the same session.!

At the second meeting of the Supreme War Council, on 22
September, M. Daladier brought up the question of Anglo-French
collaboration with respect to the manufacture of armaments, and it
was formally agreed ‘that it was most important that the Allies
should pool their resources as regards credit, foreign orders etc., and
that, in particular, any approaches to the United States of America
should be made in a way which did not separate the interests of the
two countries’. For these purposes M. Dautry, the French Minister
of Munitions, was to make contact with the British Minister of
Supply, and M. Jean Monnet was to help in co-ordinating the
activities of the various French and British missions; this led to the
setting up in the United States of a joint Anglo-French Purchasing
Board, under Mr. Arthur Purvis. At home the Prime Minister
appointed an interdepartmental committee, with Sir Arthur Robin-
son as chairman, ‘to examine and co-ordinate all Anglo-French
activities connected with the supply and purchase of war material
etc.’, including a general supervision over the activities of missions
in North America.?

The Air Training Plan was the most spectacular contribution

1 Above, p. 33.

! For a full critical account of the difficulties encountered and surmounted on the side
of production and supply and of the financing of purchases from abroad the reader must
be referred to the volumes of the Civil History, and in particular, to those of Sir Keith
Hancock and Mrs. Gowing, British War Economy (1949), M. M. Postan, British War
Production (1952), and H. Duncan Hall, North American Supply (1955).
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from the overseas countries of the British Commonwealth to the
Allied cause in the early part of the war, but it was far from the only
one. Even before war broke out the Canadian Government inquired
what help from Canada would be the most acceptable. On 17
October the Secretary of State for the Dominions was able to report
that, on the naval side, the six destroyers of the Royal Canadian
Navy would work in close co-operation with the Royal Navy; the
Royal Australian Navy had six cruisers, one flotilla leader and four
destroyers in commission?; both Canada and Australia intended to
fit out ships as armed merchant cruisers; the two cruisers of the New
Zealand Division of the Royal Navy had been transferred to the
operational control of the Admiralty; the Union of South Africa had
fitted out trawlers for mine sweeping; even Eire, he said, while
remaining neutral, had shown a willingness to help with regard to
the activities of German submarines in her coastal waters.

In respect of land forces, Canada had announced her decision to
organise a force available for overseas service, consisting in the first
instance of one division, and to make preparations for despatching
another as well as technical units. Australia was raising a special
force of 20,000 men for active service, besides mobilising the militia
in two batches of 40,000 each. New Zealand was proposing to raise
one infantry division, South Africa to expand her special service
battalion to two brigades. The Union Defence Force was only bound
to serve in defence of the Union, and for some time it was uncertain
how this phrase was to be interpreted geographically; but in
December General Smuts was known to be ready to send troops as
far north as Kenya.?

As regards the Air, apart from the Commonwealth Training
Scheme, the Royal Canadian Air Force was expected to provide at
least fifteen squadrons; Australia had offered six squadrons for service
overseas and was forming a flying-boat squadron in Wales for service
with Coastal Command; New Zealand had put the New Zealand
flight at Marham at the disposal of the Royal Air Force.

Practical questions were discussed with the representatives of the
Dominions during their visit to London in November. It was settled
that the first Canadian division, destined eventually for France, would
assemble in England in January. Canadian Military Headquarters
were set up in London, and nearly the whole of the division, under
Major-General A. G. L. McNaughton, arrived before the end of 1939.2

The relations between the Canadian force and the United

!In November all the Australian warships then in commission were placed at the
disposal of the Admiralty.

1 See below, p. 559.

'C.P.S , Six Years of War in the Official History of the Canadian Army in the Second
World War, Vol. I, ch. vi (Ottawa 1955).
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Kingdom authorities were governed by the Visiting Forces Acts of
1933. These statutes drew a distinction between occasions when
forces of the two nations were ‘serving together’ and when they were
‘acting in combination’. In the former case, which covered periods
of training in the United Kingdom, the Canadian force was inde-
pendent of War Office control; in the latter, which applied to active
operations, the forces concerned would pass under higher British
command. The instructions which General McNaughton received
before leaving Canada merely provided that ‘all matters concerning
military operations and discipline in the Field, being the direct
responsibility of the Commander-in-Chief of the British Army in the
theatre of operations, will be dealt with by the General Officer
Commanding, Canadian Forces in the Field, through the Com-
mander-in-Chief, whose powers in this regard are exercisable within
the limitations laid down in the Visiting Forces Acts’.!

The Australian and New Zealand Governments had been advised
by the United Kingdom not to venture their troops overseas while
Japan’s attitude was uncertain. But, in view of the encouraging
opinions of the Chiefs of Staff and of the British Ambassador in
Washington and of a reassuring undertaking by the United Kingdom
Government, before the end of November first the New Zealand
Government and then that of the Commonwealth announced its
intention to send a division overseas.? The first contingents of these
two divisions sailed during January for the Middle East, where they
were to complete their training.?

The principles governing the control and administration of the
Australian expeditionary force (the Second Australian Imperial
Force) were agreed upon with the War Office, London, in March
1940. The force was to be a separate force under its own commander,
who would be responsible to the Commonwealth Government and
entitled to communicate with it direct; questions of policy regarding
its employment should be decided by the two Governments in con-
sultation, the commander having the right to make his own decision
in an emergency. The force would however come under the opera-
tional control of the Commander-in-Chief of the theatre in which it
was serving.*

1 ibid. p. 255.

1 See p. 324 below: also Gavin Long, To Benghazi p. 64, and Paul Hasluck, The Govern-
ment z)md the People pp. 167—170, both in the series Australia in the War of 1939-1945 (Canberra
1952).

3 The second brigade group from New Zealand came to the United Kingdom in June
1940; it moved to the Middle East in March 1941.

¢ The ‘Charter’ issued by the Commonwealth Government to General Blamey on these
lines is printed in Long, op. cit. p. 101. The similar New Zecaland charter to General
Freyberg, dated 5 January 1940, is in the Official History of New Zealand in the Second World
War (Wellington 1949), Documents, Vol. I.
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The Dominions, even more than the United Kingdom, suffered
from a shortage of equipment, and Britain was called upon to supply
items of which she had no surplus from her own needs. The scheme
of the Land Forces Committee for fifty-five divisions envisaged, as
we have seen, fourteen from the Dominions; these would have to be
equipped in the main by the United Kingdom, and it would be long
before this could be done.

The same expansion scheme included four divisions from India.
The equivalent of one Indian division had already been sent or
promised, and the Government of India had offered early in Sep-
tember to raise two additional brigade groups for service in Burma
and perhaps for the protection of the Middle-Eastern oilfields. The
Government of India had moreover placed five escort vessels of
the Royal Indian Navy at the disposal of the Commander-in-Chief,
East Indies, and they offered to increase the output of Indian
munition factories to the maximum. The Rulers of Indian States
had gone further and had placed all their resources at the disposal
of the British Government, and independent Nepal offered eight
battalions for garrison duty in India.

The Cabinet considered a proposal to bring back British units
from India, as had been done in the earlier war, and replace them
by Territorial units from home, but preferred a gradual interchange
of individuals between units at home and in India: the number of
British troops in India in 1914 had been much greater than now, and
the present question was really one of equipment.

To trace the development of British policy for India and of events
in the sub-continent, except in so far as they bore on the prosecution
of the war, falls outside the scope of this history. It may be remarked
on the one hand that the possibility of civil disobedience on a large
scale was recognised as a danger threatening the war effort; on the
other hand that Indian volunteers for the fighting Services, up to
the limit of the available equipment, continued to come forward.
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CHAPTER III

THE GERMAN WAR MACHINE.
THE POLISH CAMPAIGN.
THE NEAR EAST

OLUME I will show how in the course of the nineteen-

thirties the German people yielded themselves to the allure-

ments and menaces of the National-Socialist party; how Hitler
and his associates succeeded, by propaganda and terror, in reshaping
the German State and its institutions in conformity with the party’s
creed and in submitting them to its discipline; and how the will of
the Fithrer was accepted as the supreme embodiment of the German
ideal and of the sovereignty of the German people. By the Enabling
Act of 24 March 1934 the two Chambers of the Weimar Republic
with the necessary constitutional majority virtually destroyed the
constitution and transferred legislative authority to the Chancellor
and his Ministers, which soon came to mean the Fiihrer alone. By
successive stages between 1933 and 1935 the limitations set by a.
fecble federalism to the powers of the central Government of the
Reich were swept away. Meanwhile the National-Socialist party was:
declared the only political party in Germany, and in November 1933
a controlled general election returned a parliament representing that:
party alone. After the death of President Hindenburg in August 1934.
Hitler became undisputed head of the Reich and supreme com-
mander of its armed forces; in February 1938 he assumed direct
control of them, making himself at the same time his own Minister
of War.

The dual organisation of the German State and the Nazi Party was
highly complicated and subject to frequent changes of detail. But
these minutiae were of no importance as concerned the higher direc-
tion of the war. There was a Cabinet of the Reich, but it never met
during the war; there was a small Ministerial Council for National
Defence, appointed at the outbreak of war, which passed a number
of legislative decrees, but this body abstained from military and from
major questions and held its last meeting in December 1939, after
which, like the Cabinet of the Reich, it legislated only by the circula-
tion of proposals in writing. More important than this council was
its chairman, Field-Marshal Hermann Géring, Hitler’s designated:
successor, who, apart from his military role, held several important
avil posts, including that of Commissioner of the Four Years Plan for

47
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economic development. Under the party’s ‘Leader principle’ the man
was preferred to the committee, and Hitler’s tendency was to detail
new men to special tasks without regard for the existing organisation.
Many of the numerous Ministries, moreover, were grouped under
the permanent control of new-fangled officials called Plenipoten-
tiaries-General. The initiation of German policy, however, and the
central direction of the war were the responsibility of Hitler alone,
influenced by such of his advisers or entourage as were at the time in
favour and enjoyed his confidence. It was not realised in some
countries during the war how completely Hitler dominated his sub-
ordinates, both civil and military.

As there was nothing in Germany corresponding to the British War
Cabinet, so there was no parallel to the British Chiefs of Staff Com-
mittee. Its nearest equivalent would at first sight appear to be the
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW), the High Command of the
Defence Force, or of the Armed Forces, with its chief, Colonel-
General Wilhelm Keitel, reporting direct to the Fiihrer. This body
was intended to co-ordinate the activities of the three fighting Ser-
vices, the civil administration and the production authorities; but it
became in effect, and progressively, the military headquarters of the
Fiihrer, staffed by military advisers who were picked rather for their
personal qualities than in accordance with any rational scheme of
inter-Service teamwork. As one of its leading members, General
Warlimont, remarked later, ‘the development of an organisation
devised to exercise uniform powers of command over the entire
Wehrmacht by means of the OKW staff had been arrested in its initial
stage. This organisation was, in consequence, vastly inferior to the
General Staffs of the Services. The demarcation of virtually all
powers in the fields of command and administration was very hazy,
with the result that neither the staff of OXW nor any one of the High
Commands of the Services had a clear understanding of its role.’
OKW was in short a mixture of War Ministry, Combined General
Staff, and personal headquarters of Hitler as Commander-in-Chief,
Armed Forces. One of its weaknesses was that though the members
of the staff were drawn from the three Services they had no status or
responsibility in their respective Ministries or Departments, were not
intended to represent them and were not in intimate touch with
them.

The most important section of OKW was the Operations Staff
under General Alfred Jodl, a much abler man than Keitel and prob-
ably possessed of greater influence with Hitler. There was also a staff,
under General Georg Thomas, concerned with munitions and
economic questions. Both Thomas and Admiral Canaris, the head of
Counter-espionage Intelligence, were, as is now known, frankly dis-
loyal to the regime to the extent of plotting its downfall; but their
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treasonable activities had, at this time at any rate, little effect on the
conduct of the war.?

The Supreme or High Commands of the Army, Navy and Air
Force, directly responsible to the Fiihrer and always jealous of OKW,
were in theory coequal but in fact conceded pre-eminence to the
Army.? Both in numbers and in rank the Army representatives on
the staff of OK'W far surpassed those of the other Services. As between
these, Goring’s personal popularity and the driving force which he
still possessed in the early years of the war assured a certain prestige
and independence to the Luftwaffe, whereas the importance of the
Navy in the event of an early war with the Western Powers was con-
sistently underrated, in spite of the high regard which Hitler felt for
Grand Admiral Raeder. This Service profited however from the fact
that the Fiihrer did not pretend to knowledge of naval affairs and
interfered only in times of stress when reverses at sea threatened
German prestige.

After the outbreak of war OKW and the High Commands of the
Services each split into advanced and rear echelons, and the main
decisions of policy were taken at the Fiihrer’s headquarters; daily
discussions were held at which the Commanders-in-Chief and others
were summoned to attend as required. When operations on a grand
scale were in view, the practice was for Hitler to communicate his
broad plan, orally or in writing, to the Service staffs, who then,
working in liaison with one another, would produce draft orders.
These, as approved or modified by the Fiihrer, would subsequently
be incorporated in general OK'W Directives laying down his inten-
tions.? There was, however, no joint and continuous consideration of
problems by the responsible heads of the three staffs. It was in
accordance with Hitler’s suspicious, egotistical character to favour
separate consultations and individual interventions, and these pro-
clivities of his, as the war went on, led to growing confusion of
function and inconsistency of decision.

The German Army, the Heer, of 1939, now as always the mirror of
the nation, reflected the political and social changes which had trans-
formed Germany in the last twenty-five years. The army which
swept through Belgium into France in August 1914 was the creation
of Roon and Moltke; it preened itself in the prestige of three
victorious wars and more than forty years of unquestioned pre-
eminence; in equipment, in discipline and in training it seemed to

! Sec J. W. Wheeler-Bennett, The Nemesis of Power (1953) p. 457.

! The three commands are regularly referred to as OKH, OKM, and OKL, standing
for Oberkommando des Heeres, der Marine, and der Luftwaffe respectively.

! The originals of most of these Directives, signed by Hitler or by Keitel on his behalf,
are now (1955) in Allied ion. Most of them have been made public; they are here
referred to as F.D., the .E: rican version being used: Fihrer Directives and other top-level
Directives of the German Armed Forces, 1939-1941 (1948).
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have achieved perfection. The army of the years between the wars,
though its foundations had been skilfully laid in the twenties by von
Seeckt, remained to outward appearance a mere token force of
100,000 men until it rose above ground in 1935, when Hitler threw
off the shackles of Versailles and reintroduced conscription.

By 1 September 1939 the Germans were able to mobilise, besides
fortress and frontier units, 105 divisions—6 panzer or armoured, 4
“‘light’, 4 motorised, 3 mountain, and the remaining 88 infantry. Of
these, the original formations of the Regular army (referred to as the
“first wave’), namely all the mechanised, the three mountain, and
thirty-five of the infantry divisions, were fully trained and of high
quality. A second wave of eighteen! infantry divisions, consisting of
young reservists, provided a solid backing for the Regular divisions,
to be relied upon for large-scale operations in both attack and
defence. The remaining formations, by reason of their age or inade-
quate training, were regarded as suitable for positional warfare
only.

The Army was short in non-commissioned officers and in officers
of the rank of Captain and Major, but its weapons were new and
good and so, as its enemies found to their discomfiture, were its
tactics. As regards discipline and fighting spirit, if the old semi-feudal
loyalty to the head of the State no longer permeated all members of
the Officer Corps, many of the younger men were animated by a
fanatical resolve to avenge the humiliations of the recent past and
demonstrate the conquering qualities of the resurgent German Volk.
Plots against Hitler were afoot among certain of the Army chiefs in
the autumn of 1938, and some of them might still feel distrust of his
extravagances;? but it could hardly be doubted that on the field of
battle all ranks of the German army would stand true to the Supreme
Commander to whom they had sworn a personal allegiance.

Neither the Commander-in-Chief of the Army, Colonel-General
‘Walther von Brauchitsch, nor his Chief of the General Staff, General
of Artillery Franz Halder, was sympathetic to Nazism: Hitler is
reported to have said that he had a conservative army, a National-
Socialist Luftwaffe and an imperial navy.

The Navy certainly, in the names of such ships as the Bismarck,
Tirpitz, Hipper and von Scheer, recalled the most recent as well as the
more successful days of the Second Reich, and men like Grand
Admiral Raeder, the Commander-in-Chief, and Langsdorff, the
Captain of the Admiral Graf Spee, were officers of the old school; it is
probable that owing to the influence of Raeder, who since 1928 had
been in control of the Navy, this Service was less impregnated with

! Originally sixteen.
2 See Wheeler-Bennett, Nemesis of Power pt. iii, ch. iii.
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politics than the other two, but this does not mean that it was in any
way lacking in loyalty to the Third Reich. Hitler had intended to
create a powerful navy. In the winter of 1938-39 an elaborate pro-
gramme (known as ‘Z’ programme) for a strong surface fleet had
been approved for completion by 1944 and the following years. It
would have then constituted a most formidable threat to the Royal
Navy, but Hitler’s decision to precipitate war in 1939 diverted to the
construction of U-boats such resources as could be spared for naval
shipbuilding.!

The Luftwaffe, like the Army, owed its resurrection in its earliest
stages to the foresight and guile of General von Seeckt. In the
thirties, however, it was built up mainly through the energies of two
former members of the imperial Flying Corps, Erhard Milch and his
superior, Hermann Goéring. In March 1935, when the Luftwaffe
came into the open as an independent branch of the Armed Forces,
Goring became its Commander-in-Chief and Milch his Chief of Staff.
No step was spared to make Germany air-minded and air-proud, and
the Luftwaffe was wholeheartedly devoted to the Nazi regime.

Although the German Air Force was an independent Service and
although independent strategic missions were not ruled out, its main
function, as was perhaps natural in Germany, was to support the
Army. No plan existed for dealing a ‘knock-out blow’ to Britain. Air
policy was no doubt coloured by the general assumption that Ger-
many’s wars would be short and decisive. Unlike their Army col-
leagues, Air officers had had recent experience of operations; the
Spanish Civil War had demonstrated the possibilities of close-support
tactics, especially by dive-bombers, and the occupations of Austria
and Czechoslovakia had shown that use might be made of aircraft in
conveying troops.

While the statesmen of the Allied Powers and their advisers set
themselves to speed up preparations for a three years war, Germany
was reaping the fruits of premeditated aggression.

Hitler’s guiding ideas, one of the chief of which was the need of
eastern expansion, are clearly set out in Mein Kampf, but it is usual
to date his decision to force the issue within a definite time by the
solemn and secret pronouncement which he made to a select group
of high officials on 5 November 1937.* The German people of 85
millions, he declared, needed more living space in Europe, and, since

! For the development of the re-born German Navy see Roskill, The War at Sea I 51 fI.
and Appendix G giving the list of the ships in commission at the outbreak of war.

* Nuremberg document 386-PS, Trial of the Major War Criminals before the International
Military Tribunal, Nuremberg, 14 November 1945—1 October 1946 (Nuremberg 1947). This
source is henceforward referred to as N.D.
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he was convinced that the ‘German question’ could be solved only by
force, it was his irrevocable decision to solve it so not later than
1943—45; possibly earlier, if France were either paralysed by an
internal crisis or engaged in war with Italy. It was clear that in the
first instance he intended to attack and annex Austria and Czecho-
slovakia; he is not reported as having given any specific indication of
what further living space he would seek to conquer; he was concerned
with improving his position for a settlement with the West.

By the end of March 1939 both Austria and Czechoslovakia had
been disposed of; on the other hand Great Britain and France had
just given their guarantee to Poland and the British decision to
double the Territorial Army had been announced. In spite of this, or
perhaps in response to what he may have considered as acts of
defiance, Hitler early in April issued directives to the armed forces
with regard to three eventualities: the defence of the frontiers against
attack from east or west; the elimination of Poland; and a surprise
occupation of Danzig.! Plans against Poland (Operation ‘White’)
must allow for their execution at any date from 1 September 1939.
Should it prove necessary, owing to a threatening attitude on
Poland’s part, to ‘settle the account for good’, the aim would be to
smash the Polish armed forces and ‘create in the East a situation cor-
responding to the requirements of Germany’s defence’.

On May 23 he announced at another conference to his chief sub-
ordinates his decision to attack Poland at the first suitable oppor-
tunity, mentioning among his reasons the backwardness of British
rearmament.? Poland would always take the side of Germany’s
enemies and exploit any chances of doing her harm. Danzig was not
the point at issue at all; it was a question of expanding Germany’s
living space in the East. Hitler realised that this time it would be
war. Poland must therefore be isolated, so as to avoid a conflict with
England and France at the same time. Nevertheless it might prove
impossible to avoid such a war, and he expressed his views as to the
form a war against England would take. It would be a life-and-death
struggle. England would need to bring the war as near to the Ruhr
basin as possible, since the possession of this region would determine
the duration of Germany’s resistance. Germany on the other hand
must defeat England by cutting off her food supply. Though the
destruction of the British fleet by a surprise attack would settle
matters, this could not be counted on and preparations must be made
for a long war. From the point of view of both defence and offence
Germany would be forced to occupy Holland and Belgium; declara-
tions of neutrality must be ignored. ‘The Army’, said the Fiihrer,

1 F.D.; Directives of April 3, 11.
t N.D., 79-L.
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‘will have to hold positions essential to the Navy and Air Force. If
Holland and Belgium are successfully occupied and held, and if
France is also defeated, the fundamental conditions for a successful
war against England will have been secured. England can then be
blockaded from Western France at close quarters by the Air Force,
while the Navy with its submarines can extend the range of the
blockade.’ It is remarkable how accurately Hitler foretold the situa-
tion that was to arise in the summer of 1940; there was no suggestion,
however, of invading the British Isles.

Hitler continued to hope, and intermittently to believe, that the
Western Powers would not when it came to the point declare war on
Germany should she attack Poland. By the middle of August, as he
told Count Ciano, the Italian Foreign Minister, his mind was made
up to begin operations against Poland by the end of the month at
latest; they must be completed by October 15.1 At this time the
attitude of the Soviet Union was not clear, but from May onwards
the prospect of improved relations with Russia must have encouraged
the hope that an invasion of Poland would not necessarily mean war
with Russia. This hope was more than realised by Hitler’s diplomatic
master-stroke in concluding a pact of non-aggression with the Soviet
Union on August 23. On the 21st he could feel assured that the pact
would be signed, and next day he explained to his Commanders-in-
Chief in long harangues the personal and political factors which had
influenced him in forcing a conflict with Poland now. He had earlier
intended to turn first against the West ‘in a few years’, but Poland
would always be hostile and he had decided to settle with her at once
while circumstances were favourable—while he himself, Mussolini
and Franco were in control and while there was ‘no outstanding
personality in England or France’. The political and military posi-
tion, too, of both Britain and France had worsened and neither
country was ready for war. ‘There is no actual rearmament in
England, just propaganda.’ The construction programme of the
British Navy was behindhand; little had been done on land; England
was still vulnerable from the air, but this could change in two to
three years. The difficulties the British had made about giving
Poland a loan for rearmament showed that they did not really want
to support her. France too, with her declining birthrate, did not
desire war and had done little in the way of rearmament. Germany
need not fear a blockade; the east would supply grain, cattle, coal,
lead, zinc. In the Balkans there was an equilibrium of power favour-
able to her. And now, with Russia squared, ‘Poland is in the position

1 N.D. 1871-PS; Nazi Conspiracy and Aggression (Washington 1946) VIII 516, 77-TC;
Ciano’s Diplomatic Papers, ed. M. Muggeridge (1948) pp. 297-304; Tlug’ Diaries
193943, ed. H. Gibson (New York 1945), 11-13 Aug. 1939.
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in which I wanted her’. Hitler had made the political preparations
and ‘the way is open for the soldier’.!

Next day, the 23rd, the time for the advance into Poland was set
for the morning of August 26, but it was postponed on the 25th, after
receipt of news of the signing of the Anglo-Polish treaty and of a
message from Mussolini that Italy was not ready for war. The time
was finally fixed, for the following morning, on the 31st, on which day
Hitler issued his first ‘Directive for the Conduct of the War’.2

The outlines of the Polish plan of campaign to meet an attack by
Germany had been made known to the British Chiefs of Staff in the
summer, after a British delegation representing the three Services had
discussed matters with the Polish military authorities in Warsaw at
the end of May. It had not changed when General Ironside paid a
visit to Poland two months later. The Poles were convinced that in
the impending war Germany would throw her whole weight against
their country, acting on the defensive elsewhere, and they were
resigned to heavy losses and the abandonment of much territory.
They believed that even so they could always maintain a front some-
where in Poland and that the Germans would eventually succumb to
the forces of France and Great Britain. The Poles were most unwilling
to have Russian troops in Poland, or even to enter into direct rela-
tions with Russia in peacetime; they were less averse to the accept-
ance of Russian air help, and they hoped to be supplied with Russian
munitions in time of war, as well as with the raw material they
already received.

The Poles expected some 61 Active and Reserve and 16 Landwehr
German divisions to be disposed against them. Their own land forces
consisted of 30 Active and 10 Reserve divisions, with 11 horsed
cavalry brigades and one armoured brigade. They were short of
heavy artillery and tanks, and above all weak in the air: their air
force consisted mainly of medium range bombers, intended for army
co-operation work. Fighters, and they of poor quality, composed only
30 per cent of the whole. The Poles did not envisage a prolonged
defence of the huge salient formed by their western frontier; they
were prepared to be driven back within a month to a shorter line, of
rivers and lakes, running roughly north and south 100 miles west of
Warsaw, but including Bromberg (Bydgoszez) in the north and
Katowice in the south.? Marshal Smigly-Rydz, the Commander-in-
Chief, intended to keep under his own control near Warsaw a central

‘.Nazsi-Soviet Relations 1939-1941 (Washington 1948) p. 69: N.D. 798-PS; cf. N.D.
1014-PS.
3 F.D. p. 49. See L. B. Namier, Diplomatic Prelude (1948) 303, 329; The Ciano Diaries.
3 See Map 1.
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reserve of ten divisions, which would be available for a counter-
offensive.

The British delegation reported that the Polish army was believed
to have increased in efficiency of late, and they testified to the fine
spirit of both army and people. They were struck, however, by the
prevalence of a lighthearted optimism which undervalued the
German strength. The real weakness of the Polish army, apart from
inferior numbers, was the shortage of equipment, which would not
suffice to arm all the trained men, and the lack of industrial resources.
The Poles had reserves for forty divisions for three months but no
longer, and in spite of immense efforts made in the last two or three
years the factories could expect to cover only part of the expected war
wastage. Accordingly without Allied help Poland would probably be
out of the war in six months at longest.

If the Polish army was to be kept in the field, help would be
required in some or all of the following forms: the immediate pro-
vision of war material, especially guns and fighter aircraft; the
organisation of the supply of munitions of war and raw material from
outside, which really meant from Russia; and the granting of credits
or loans. The Poles were informed of the difficulty of providing direct
British military help, either by sea or by air, in the absence of any
secure naval base in the Baltic or of British ground staffs in Poland.
In June a Polish technical and financial mission came to England,
but negotiations intended to secure supplies of money and materials
did not run smoothly. Aircraft which were eventually ordered and
packed never reached Poland at all. The possibility of land assistance
in the form of operations against the western frontier of Germany was
not discussed with the Poles by the British delegation. It had, how-
ever, been discussed earlier between British and French staffs in
London; it was understood that there could be no question of hurried
attack on the Siegfried Line or ‘Westwall’—the continuous defence
with which the Germans were fortifying their western frontier.
Somewhat later, in May, the matter was discussed between General
Gamelin and the Polish War Minister in Paris; Gamelin undertook
that, as soon as the main German attack gathered force against
Poland, France would open an offensive against Germany with ‘les
gros de ses forces’ starting on the fifteenth day after the first day of
muobilisation. The General states in his book that he made it clear to
M. Kasprzyski that ‘les gros’ (the main bodies) was a different matter
from ‘le gros’ (the bulk) and that an assault on the Siegfried Line was
not promised. It appears also that the entry into force of the military
convention was made dependent on the signature of the political
agreement then in the course of preparation—which in fact was
never signed until after the war had broken out.?

1 See Gamelin IT 410-429; Namier, op. cit. p. 246.
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The British authorities were informed of the general trend of these
conversations and of the impression received by our Military Attaché
in Paris that ‘the Poles were a little disappointed that the French
were not prepared to go bald-headed for the Germans’. Indeed it was
doubtful whether the Allied armies in the west would or could do
much more than contain the lowest number of German divisions
required to man the Siegfried Line and therest of the western frontier
—a number which the Poles put at 25-28 divisions and their allies
at 30-35.1

The British Chiefs of Staff had given clear warning in July to the
Committee of Imperial Defence that the fate of Poland must depend
on the ultimate outcome of the war, and that this would depend on
the Allies’ ability to defeat Germany in the long run, not to relieve
pressure on Poland at the outset. Such must be the over-riding con-
sideration in our choice of action, and indeed it seems to have been
accepted, at least in theory, by the Poles, however much they hoped
for some more effective immediate help. Nevertheless, granted that
there was little the British could do to help Poland by sea or land, it
did not follow that they could not give her at least indirect aid in the
air, and the Chiefs of Staff had proceeded to consider possible ways
of doing so. This raised the whole question of bombing policy, and
the decision now taken governed Allied policy throughout the fol-
lowing winter and spring.

The Chiefs of Staff submitted to the Committee of Imperial
Defence four possible ‘broad courses of action’ from which to choose,
with their respective advantages and disadvantages. All four were
based on the assumption that all measures of economic pressure on
Germany would immediately be enforced. The first course was ‘not
to initiate any offensive action in the air, except against warships at
sea’. The second was ‘to initiate air action against purely “military”
objectives in the narrowest sense of the word—e.g. the German Fleet
and its bases, air force units and establishments, and the German
Army on the Western Front’. The third course was ‘to extend our
air action to cover objectives which, while as closely related as pos-
sible to purely military establishments, will have a more important
effect in reducing the enemy’s capacity to carry on the war. In this
category the most suitable objectives appear to be stocks of oil fuel
and plant for manufacturing synthetic oil.” The fourth course was
‘to ““take the gloves off”’ from the outset, and attack those objectives
best calculated to reduce the enemy’s war effort, irrespective of
whether or not such action will cause heavy loss of life to enemy
civilians’. The Chiefs of Staffs’ arguments showed that it would be
difficult to afford any serious relief to the Poles without, on the one
hand, drawing retaliation in more dangerous degree on the Allies’

1 For actual figures see page 60 below.
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own cities and industries and, on the other, risking the alienation of
neutral opinion.

The Committee of Imperial Defence approved this report as a
basis for discussion with the French and with the Poles, whom it was
thought important to deter from any ‘impetuous action’ which might
give the Germans an excuse for indiscriminate retaliation. The
French were consulted, and replied that they intended to confine
themselves to objectives as defined in Class B in the memorandum of
the United Kingdom delegation—namely purely ‘military’ objec-
tives in the narrowest sense of the word. It was agreed that the other
allies should be asked to adopt a common policy, and that as an
immediate step Poland should be informed of the restrictions accepted
by the French. The fact was that both the French and British
Governments were conscious of their inferiority to Germany in the
air and most unwilling to provoke indiscriminate bombing.

The consequent Declaration of the two Governments made men-
tion of President Roosevelt’s appeal and dealt also with maritime
warfare and other points included in humanitarian conventions.!

Throughout her history Poland’s long and exposed frontiers have
invited invasion; the German subjugation of Czechoslovakia rendered
Poland’s position even more hopeless stategically, while the unusual
drought of the summer of 1939 was a godsend to the German tanks.
The first weeks of September showed that in every respect, except the
courage of her inhabitants, she was utterly unprepared for war with
Germany.

The German plan was to take full advantage of Poland’s geo-
graphical weakness and overwhelm her forces by a double envelop-
ment. Two Groups of Armies, the southern commanded by Colonel-
General von Rundstedt, the northern by Colonel-General von Bock,
based respectively on Silesia and Slovakia and on Pomerania and
East Prussia, were to launch attacks converging on Warsaw or a little
east of the capital; they would trap and crush the Polish armies before
they could retreat behind the line of the rivers San, Vistula and
Narew, which would mean entering the region claimed by Russia as
her sphere of influence.? The plan allowed for a second, outer
envelopment, further east, of such Polish armies as could escape the
jaws of the inner trap. The Germans put into the field a total of fifty-
four divisions at the outset of the campaign, including all their
armoured, light, motorised and mountain divisions and about two-
thirds of their ‘first wave’ infantry; these were reinforced or replaced

! This document is printed in Appendix I(a).
* See Secret Additional Protocol of 23 August, Nazi-Soviet Relations p. 78, and Map 1.
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by five further divisions in the course of the next three weeks. The
land forces were supported by some 1,600 aircraft, disposed in two
fleets, south and north, under the command of Generals Loehr and
Kesselring.

The plan was almost completely successful. The Poles, far inferior
in numbers and equipment and caught with ten of their forty
divisions not yet mobilised, were overwhelmed by the momentum of
the German onrush, and particularly by the skilful use of air power
and armour. The German bombers first paralysed the Polish air force
by destroying its airfields and its factories, then broke up communica-
tions and headquarters and afforded efficient close support to the
advancing armies. The armoured formations, pushing ahead of the
infantry, drove through and far in rear of the Polish armies, upsetting
their enemy’s calculations and nerves and not troubling about their
own flanks. The Polish high command, having failed to withdraw
the divisions holding the Posznan (Posen) salient in time, and having
failed also to hold the Narew—Vistula-San line or any other, decided
on September 14 as a desperate measure to withdraw to the south-
eastern corner of Poland, behind the Dniester and Stryj rivers, in
order to keep open their only remaining line of communication,
through Roumania. The German columns had in places exhausted
their supplies of fuel and the Poles had obtained one or two minor
successes, when the Soviet forces destroyed their neighbours’ last hope
of resistance by invading their territory with some twenty divisions on
the morning of September 17; the Russians had been surprised, it
seems, by the speed of the German advance.! The following night the
Polish Government and Commander-in-Chief crossed the frontier
into Roumania and organised resistance was at an end, though
Warsaw did not surrender until September 27. On the night of the
28th the German and Soviet Governments signed a treaty agreeing
on the boundary between their respective spheres of influence, and
Poland was once again partitioned.?

During the campaign Marshal Smigly-Rydz had made appeals,
obviously futile as things turned out, for the despatch of Allied war
material to replace his losses; he also urged the Allies to sharpen their
bombing policy, but General Gamelin was strongly against provok-
ing retaliation in the west until the French and British armies had
completed their concentration. Moreover, it was the settled policy of
the British Air Ministry not to fritter away our own bomber strength
on minor objectives, but to reserve it until it could undertake pro-
jects which might have a decisive effect on the war.

If any consolation was to be found in the events of this disastrous

1 Nazi-Soviet Relations p. 91.
8 ibid. p. 105.
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month, it was something that three Polish destroyers and two sub-
marines had escaped to join the Royal Navy, and that some at least
of the gallant Polish soldiers, sailors and airmen would be able to
continue to fight from Allied soil; also that the Russian advance had
deprived the Germans of the East Galician oilfield.

The German losses were small and there was plenty of time to
replace them. At a comparatively trifling cost the Germans had re-
established the prestige of their country as a great military Power,
had justified confidence in their new weapons and tactics, had freed
themselves for the present from the nightmare of a war on two fronts
and had demonstrated the worthlessness of an Allied guarantee. On
the other hand they had now acquired a much more formidable
neighbour in Russia, and Hitler’s agreement with the Soviet Govern-
ment to remove the long-established German population from the
Baltic lands shocked some patriotic Germans.! How far the natural
Nazi exultation at the success of their first war was generally shared
by the German people is doubtful.

It now seems clear that German confidence was not shaken by the
propaganda dropped over Germany by British bombers on various
occasions, from the first night of the war onwards. Such a measure
had been advocated by the Air Ministry in September 1938 and it
appealed to those Ministers who believed that a substantial section
of the German people might be induced to disown Hitler. The
Cabinet thought that the leaflets would have an important effect on
German public opinion, by reason both of their contents and of the
defiance which they represented to Germany’s air defences, and, in
spite of advice from neutral and other sources that they diminished
rather than exalted British prestige, adhered to the opinion that they
were useful and should be continued. Their chief value was probably
the practice they gave to Bomber Command in navigating over
Germany at night.

It would seem that some opponents of Nazism in Germany were in
fact less interested in the leaflets than in the question why the Allies
did not seize the opportunity of the bulk of the German army being
engaged in Poland to attack in the west.? The Polish campaign was
in fact over before the events in the west could affect its course, nor
were Gamelin’s plans much affected by events in the east. The
Cabinet were not sure what these plans were, and the new Chief of
the Imperial General Staff, General Ironside, and Air Chief Marshal
Newall, the Chief of the Air Staff, had flown over on September 4 to

3 See The von Hassell Diaries (1948) p. 72.
1See H. B. Gisevius, ‘To the Bitter End’ (1948) p. 375.
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discover them, and to concert with the French the best means of
relieving the pressure on Poland. They reported next day that
Gamelin intended, after his armies had completed their concentra-
tion, to open a limited offensive with this object between the Rhine
and the Moselle; the first phase would be to move forward up to the
Siegfried Line; he would then, from the 17th onwards, proceed to
‘lean against it’ to test its strength. It was possible that a break-
through might be achieved, but Gamelin had no intention of risking
precious divisions in a precipitate assault on so strongly fortified a
position. The Cabinet took note of Gamelin’s plan and agreed that
British bombers might be used to exploit any successes against the
Siegfried Line.!

The Siegfried Line included a formidable concrete tank obstacle
covered by a series of pill-boxes. It was organised in considerable
depth, and was understood by the French to have been completed
throughout its length between the Rhine and Treves (Trier), while
work was continuing further north.? The French Intelligence allowed
for forty German divisions on the Western front, and thought that
some twenty might soon be holding the Rhine-Moselle sector.> We
now know that there were 33 German divisions in the west, including
all the first-wave divisions not in Poland, besides frontier troops, on
September 3, when France declared war, and that the total had risen
to 46 or 47 divisions by September 21, when the Polish campaign
was virtually over.

On 11 September the Cabinet were told that the French had
established a line of infantry close up to the Siegfried Line, but the
speed of the German advance in Poland spared General Gamelin the
necessity of deciding whether or not the nature of the enemy’s
resistance justified a serious attack upon it. The opportunity of meet-
ing only weak holding forces passed, and the General tells us that on
September 21 he gave up any further thoughts of an offensive. By the
end of the month he was convinced that the Germans were moving
their fighting troops westwards, and he ordered that the armies which
had advanced into enemy territory should retire to their original
positions, leaving only a light screen.4

The Germans had in fact begun to replace good by inferior troops
in the east in mid-September; by November 7 there were only eleven
divisions on that front, all of low category. On October 16 and 17 a
minor German attack between the Rhine and the Moselle drove in

1 General Gamelin refers to these conversations in Servir I1I (1947) 47-50.

* Hitler told Ciano on August 12 that the Siegfried Line had now been completed,
running ‘from the Swiss frontier to the point where the Rhine enters Dutch territory’.
Ciano Diplomatic Papers p. 299. See Map go

% Gamelin, Servir I1I 34.

4 ibid. pp. 71, 88.
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the French advanced troops, which withdrew without serious fighting
to the positions covering the Maginot forts. This was the end of
operations on the Western front, except for raids and patrolling,
until May 1940.

Meanwhile the Germans were continuing to transfer the main
weight of their forces to the west, or giving them further training at
home; ‘light’ divisions were being converted into armoured, and new
divisions created, including three of the S.S. (Schutzstaffel) divisions
especially connected with the National-Socialist party. By 4 Decem-
ber 1939 the German field army numbered 116 divisions with two
motorised infantry regiments, and over 8o of these were included in
the Army Groups now concentrated in the Western theatre.

Official indications of German policy after the conquest of Poland
were awaited with interest, and ‘some attractive peace proposal’ was
expected. No such proposal was to be found in the speech delivered
by the Fiihrer at Danzig on 19 September. Poland, he said, would
never rise again in the form given her by the Versailles treaty. Ger-
many had no war aims against France and Great Britain. If they
continued to fight, they were the warmongers. Great Britain had
already begun war at sea against women and children. Let them
beware. Germany had a weapon by which she could not be attacked.
If she used it, as very soon she might, it was to be hoped that people
would not then suddenly bethink themselves of ‘humanity’.? On
September 28, having agreed on the boundary partitioning ‘the
former Polish State’, the German and Soviet Governments issued a
declaration of their desire to put an end to the war; if they failed,
France and Great Britain would be clearly responsible for its con-
tinuance, and the eastern Powers would consult with regard to the
necessary measures.?

Hitler’s peace offer was not long delayed. Rendering account to
the Reichstag on October 6 he restated Germany’s desire to live at
peace with the rest of the world. She had no demands on France.
From Great Britain she did indeed demand the restoration of her
colonies, but not by way of ultimatum. She proposed negotiation for
a settlement of economic problems, for a reduction of armaments and
for the further humanising of war. But if Churchill and his friends
wanted a war which would reduce Europe to ruins, they should
have it.?

1 The German text of the speech has no reference to a ‘secret weapon’, as it was reported
in the British Press. What Hitler meant by the weapon which could not be used against
Germany can only be guessed; German air power seems the most plausible suggestion,
but the magnetic mine is a possibility.

8 Nazi-Soviet Relations pp. 105, 108.

8 The Times 7 Oct. 1939.
F
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"In vain the net is spread in the sight of any bird. Austria, Czecho-
slovakia, Memel, Poland were too visible reminders of Hitler’s
method. The Cabinet agreed, however, that the speech needed a
serious answer. The Prime Minister had felt for some time that
Hitler’s ‘most formidable tactic would be a skilfully timed, carefully
planned attack’ on the home front. He had feared a peace offensive
more than an air raid. ‘One can see already’, he wrote on September
23, ‘how this war twilight is trying people’s nerves.” In three days of
the first week of October he received not far short of nineteen hundred
letters which said ‘stop the war’ in one form or another. But Hitler’s
actual proposals had justified his expectation that they would be
plainly unacceptable.!

Mr. Chamberlain delayed his reply until October 12, after views
had been exchanged with the Dominions and the French. Some skill
was required in reconciling their respective standpoints since the
Dominion Governments felt strongly that a purely negative answer
would be a mistake; they would have liked a statement of our war
aims with a hint of willingness to invite neutral powers to the
eventual peace conference. The Cabinet, who still thought it possible
to divide the German Government and people, wished to take
account of the point of view of the average German. The reply
should end on a note of inquiry rather than of flat rejection. But the
final version, stiffened by the knowledge that Hitler’s speech had
had a bad press in neutral countries, emphasised the impossibility of
trusting the German word unless backed by actions and guarantees.

Hitler did not wait long for a favourable answer. It is unlikely that
he expected one, and perhaps he did not desire one. He had already
on September 27 instructed his Service chiefs to prepare plans for an
attack in the west with the shortest possible delay, and there are
indications that his intention was to launch it.2 The ‘peace offer’ may
have been meant merely to justify in the eyes of his own people a
continuation of the war against an impenitent and inveterate enemy.
At any rate on October g Hitler issued a Directive announcing that,
if it should become apparent in the near future that Britain and,
under her influence, France also were unwilling to end the war, he
was determined to go over to the offensive without much delay. On
the same day he issued for the personal information of the three
Commanders-in-Chief and the Chief of Staff of OKW a lengthy
memorandum setting forth the ideas and arguments which had led
to the issue of the Directive.® The aim of Germany’s enemies was to

1 Private letters, some quoted by Feiling, Life of Neville Chamberlain p. 424.

3 There are three contemporary accounts of Hitler’s conference with his Service chiefs
on September 27: two are in Halder’s Notes on Fiihrer and General Staff Conferences, 27
September to 16 October 1942; the third consists of extracts from the OKW Operations Staff
war diary. See also Wheeler-Bennett pp. 463-464.

3 F.D. pp. 57-66.
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disolve and destroy the German Reich, in accordance with the
secular policy of the balance of power, and Germany’s aim must
consequently be ‘the final military liquidation (Erledigung) of the
West’.

The development of Plan ‘Yellow’ will be discussed in a later
chapter. It is enough to say here that from 7 November onwards a
series of orders from Hitler put back the opening date on grounds of
weather for short periods, until on January 13 it was postponed
indefinitely.

Addressing his Commanders-in-Chief once more on November 23
Hitler had insisted that everything was determined by the fact that
the moment was favourable now; in six months it might not be so any
more. After 1918 Germany’s enemies had disarmed of their own
accord and they were still behind in their rearmament. Nevertheless
he was disturbed by the stronger and stronger appearance of the
English. The English were a tough enemy. Germany had an
‘Achilles’ heel’ in the Ruhr, and the loss of it would lead to the
paralysing of her power of resistance. However, there was no doubt
that Germany’s armed forces were the best, even though the infantry
in Poland had not accomplished what one should have expected from
it; and after the occupation of Belgium and Holland the continuous
sowing of mines, from the air, on the English coasts would bring
England to her knees.?

In the light of after-knowledge Hitler’s confidence does not look
absurd. But there were important elements in Germany, and in the
German army, which strongly disapproved of his plans for an offen-
sive in the west and were very doubtful of the outcome of a war
against France and Britain: there were in fact plots for displacing
him.? The revelation of German defeatism makes it more possible to
understand the feelings of Mr. Chamberlain in these early months.
‘Until [Hitler] disappears and his system collapses there can be no
peace. But what I hope for is not a military victory—I very much
doubt the feasibility of that—but a collapse of the German home
front. For that it is necessary to convince the Germans that they can-
not win . . . On this theory one must weigh every action in the light
of its probable effect on German mentality.”* We know better now
how completely the German people had delivered themselves into
the hands of their Fithrer and how futile were the efforts of the few
who wished to remove or counteract him.

It seemed by no means certain to the British Chiefs of Staff that

! N.D. 789-PS.
! See Wheeler-Bennett pp. 465-474.
% Feiling p. 418.
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after the elimination of Poland Germany would turn west. They
pointed out, in an appreciation of 18 September, that she had three
alternatives open to her. She could content herself with consolidating
her position in Poland and adopt a defensive attitude towards the
western Powers; this was unlikely, since a long war was clearly against
her interest. Secondly, leaving some fifteen divisions to hold down
Poland, she might concentrate on an offensive in the west, where she
could make anything up to 100 divisions available, rising in the
future to 130, against an Allied total of 64 (excluding French fortress
troops and troops in North Africa); in the air she could muster 2,000
bombers against a Franco-British total of some g50. If she adopted
this policy, she could either concentrate against Great Britain by
means of unrestricted air attack on our aircraft and aircraft factories,
our supply and distribution system, our shipping, ports and inland
communications, combined with naval measures against our trade;
or else she could concentrate against France by land and sea, prob-
ably turning the Maginot line by an advance through Holland and
Belgium. Germany’s third course would be to continue on the defen-
sive in the west while extending her political and military control in
south-eastern Europe, in which case Roumania would probably be
her next victim; after dealing with Roumania she might risk Russia’s
displeasure and strike towards the Bosphorus and Aegean; in this
event Turkey might be expected to resist, and should be encouraged
and assisted to do so, as a first step towards the building up of a
Balkan front against Germany.? If Italy were hostile, the Mediter-
ranean could not be used for the transport of Allied troops or material
until her sea and air forces had been disposed of; on the other hand,
Turkey would in this case be more likely to join the Allies.

The Cabinet approved the report; they directed that the views of
the French military authorities on it should be requested and that the
broad military strategy to be adopted in the Near East, and especially
the Balkans, should be studied. General Gamelin in fact found it
difficult to foresee at the moment which alternative Germany would
adopt: to continue on the path of easy conquest in the Balkans or to
attack France, violating the neutrality of Luxemburg and Belgium
and eventually Holland.

Public opinion in the Balkan countries was believed to be in
general in favour of the Western Allies, but these peoples lived in
mortal fear of the Axis Powers and were anxious to remain neutral.
Roumania and Greece had accepted guarantees from the Western
Powers in April after the Italian occupation of Albania, but
Roumania was clearly outside any direct assistance from them, and

! Germany had in fact at this time 1,200 long-range bombers, of which just under
1,000 were fit for service; the corresponding figures for dive-bombers are 344 and 286.
2 See Map 2.
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both she and Yugoslavia had declared their neutrality on September
5. Turkey, who in reputation for military strength excelled her
Balkan neighbours, had signed a declaration of friendship with Great
Britain in May, but she was known in September to be negotiating
with Russia and her action could not be foretold. Moreover, between
Turkey and Roumania—the latter endangered both by her nearness
to Germany and by her resources of oil and grain—lay Bulgaria; and
Bulgaria, who hoped to regain the territory lost in 1913 to Roumania
and Greece, looked to the Axis Powers rather than to the Western
Allies for her restoration. Near-Eastern policy in any case required
extreme tact and skill; it was greatly complicated by Italy’s unex-
pected neutrality. Italy, after her absorption of Albania in March,
was more than ever interested in the Balkans and was certain to be
antagonised by any forcible French or British intervention in that
sphere. The Chiefs of Staff had agreed that Italy’s neutrality was
greatly to the Allies’ advantage, and they had advised that Turkish,
Greek and Roumanian belligerency would be too dearly bought at
the price of Italian hostility. The Foreign Office also had recently
issued the warning that we could not at one and the same time pursue
a policy of keeping Italy neutral and a policy of mobilising the
Balkan States against Germany; it seemed that the correct course in
present circumstances was to encourage the formation of a neutral
bloc in the Balkans.

Before the French and British staffs presented the joint apprecia-
tion required, the subject of a south-eastern front was discussed at
the second meeting of the Supreme War Council. It appeared that
the French were anxious to send at least a token force either to
Salonika or, with Turkish consent, to Constantinople, as a moral
encouragement to the Balkan peoples. They had two weak divisions
ready in Syria, said M. Daladier, and were reinforcing them by a
complete division from Morocco. General Weygand, whose appoint-
ment as Commander-in-Chief of French forces in the Eastern
Mediterranean has been mentioned, was already at Beyrout.!

The French recognised that troops could not be sent to Salonika in
the face of a hostile and undefeated Italian fleet, but to the British it
seemed that they treated the probable Italian reaction to any Allied
moves in the Balkans rather complacently, and did not realise the
strain that would be thrown onshipping. It was agreed, however, that
the possibility of sending and maintaining the suggested expeditions
should be studied by the staffs and that the Italian and Turkish
Governments should be sounded. A more fundamental difference
was General Gamelin’s desire to open up new theatres which would
draw away German troops from the Western front, contrasted with

1 See Gamelin III pt. ii, ch. iv; Weygand, Rappelé au Service (Paris 1950) pt. i passim.
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the British Chiefs of Staff’s desire to restrict the actual area of
military operations at least until the resources of the Empire had been
further mobilised.!

The views of the two staffs were reconciled in a joint paper issued
by the Permanent Military Representatives on 28 September, which
examined the four hypotheses of Germany attacking or not attacking
in south-eastern Europe with Italy in either case neutral or hostile.
It recommended that our present policy should be to maintain
the neutrality of Italy and consolidate the Balkan States into a
benevolently neutral bloc. No military commitment should be under-
taken at Salonika except at the invitation of Greece and with the
prior agreement of Italy. The only Balkan State which could resist a
first-class Power was Turkey, and that not until she had received
considerable material support. Turkey was, moreover, for geo-
graphical reasons, the only Balkan State to which the Allies could be
sure of being able to send assistance. Everything therefore pointed to
devoting what resources we had to the support of Turkey, while
building up a strategic reserve in Egypt and Syria as men and
munitions became available. Turkey was, in fact, and was long to
remain, the key to our whole position in the Near East.

This policy was approved by the Cabinet on October 6; at the
same time they favoured a diplomatic approach to Italy with a view
to an improvement of relations; this should ease the situation in the
Mediterranean, where a substantial part of our naval strength was
stationed to keep watch on her.

Relations with Turkey were passing through a delicate phase:
as the prospects of Italian aggression receded, the Turks were
apparently less eager to convert the Declaration of 12 May into a
treaty and seemed determined to insist on awkward economic and
financial conditions. There was a Turkish military mission in London
in October, and the Turkish Foreign Minister was during the first
half of the month in Moscow, where he was subject to strong pressure
to accept, as the price of a Turkish-Soviet pact, modifications of the
draft treaty such as to weaken Turkey’s obligations to the Allies. The
Moscow negotiations, however, led to no result. A treaty of mutual
assistance between Great Britain, France and Turkey, which had
been initialled, along with a military convention, on September 28,
was eventually signed on October 19. The treaty was to run for
fifteen years; the most important articles of the political agreement
were the first three, which provided for French and British assistance
to Turkey in the event of aggression by a European Power either
against Turkey direct or leading to a war in the Mediterranean area
in which Turkey became involved; they provided also for Turkey

1 See Gamelin III 206.
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coming to the assistance of Great Britain and France should they
become involved in war in the Mediterranean area as a result of
aggression by a European Power, or of their guarantees to Greece
and Roumania. By a secret protocol, which was communicated to the
Russians, it was agreed that Turkey’s obligations could not compel
her to make war on the Soviet Union, and by secret notes the British
and French Governments promised to come to the help of Turkey, at
her request, ‘as soon as military action started by a European Power
reaches the frontiers of Bulgaria or Greece’. The military convention,
which did not go into details, was concerned among other matters
with the containment of Bulgaria, the reduction of the Dodecanese
and the defence of Salonika. The treaty was however further accom-
panied by a ‘special agreement’ providing that the treaty should not
come into force until Turkey had received the stipulated war
materials (for which she had previously been granted credits) and
certain loans. This ‘suspensive clause’, as it came to be known, was
extremely unwelcome to the Western Powers because of their short-
age of the articles required by the Turks, especially anti-tank guns,
and their unwillingness to confess how bare their cupboard was. It
was not until 8 January 1940 that it was agreed that the suspensive
clause should be raised as soon as the gold promised to Turkey
arrived at Ankara.

In their appreciation of September 18 on the possible future course
of the war, drafted before Russia had invaded Poland, the Chiefs of
Staff had not attempted to estimate the future action of Russia and
its consequences for the Allies. They had merely noted that in the
opinion of the Foreign Office the British guarantee to Poland did not
cover aggression by Russia, and that if Russia declared war on Great
Britain the number of enemy submarines would be increased by some
200, while Russian aircraft might reinforce the German Air Force.
But on October 2 and 6 they were asked, in view of an inquiry from
the Prime Minister of Australia, and as a corollary to their Balkan
report, to prepare appreciations of the effects of Russia making war
on Britain in concert with Germany and of the possibilities of Russian
action in the Balkans.

The Chiefs of Staff did not expect direct co-operation between
Russia and Germany to any appreciable extent by land and air; at
sea Russian submarines operating from German bases would add to
our shipping losses, and German raiders would have the use of the
ice-free port of Murmansk. In south-eastern Europe Russia had pos-
sibly blocked the way to German penetration, but to some extent she
also protected Germany’s flank and rear; for both reasons the Western
front was more likely than ever to be the decisive one. Economic help
from Russia to Germany would slow down the effect of our blockade
and postpone the day when the Allies could pass to the offensive. But
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it was in secondary theatres, by penetration into southern Asia, that
Russia could cause us the most serious embarrassment; we could not
disregard a threat to the oilfields of Iran and Iraq or to the peace of
India. The Chiefs of Staff pointed out that while remaining nominally
neutral Russia could do the Allies harm in many ways, e.g. by
propaganda, but that on the other hand a partnership between Nazi
Germany and Bolshevik Russia must be an uneasy one.

The Cabinet on October 12 authorised the despatch of a telegram
to the Dominion Prime Ministers on the above lines, prefacing it with
a reasoned statement of the improbability of Russia co-operating
actively with Germany.

We now know that, by a Secret Protocol signed on the same night
(23 August) as the German-Russian non-aggression pact, while
Russia declared her special interest in Bessarabia, Germany stated
that she had no political interests in ‘these areas’, a phrase which, so
Ribbentrop later informed Hitler, was intended to cover ‘the South-
East of Europe’; Ribbentrop said that he had duly stressed Germany’s
economic interests in this region. Further by a trade agreement of
August 19 Germany had granted to the Soviet Union a credit of 200
million Reichsmarks, to be devoted to the supply of raw materials.!
The Germans also pressed Russia to use her influence to keep Turkey
from agreeing to the proposed treaty with Great Britain and France,
and Molotov explained that this was Russia’s object.? As we have
seen, however, Turkey refused to accept the Russian conditions.

By the end of September General Gamelin was convinced that
German forces in large numbers were being transferred to the
Western front, and the likelihood of an immediate German drive in
the Balkans diminished.® Nevertheless the conclusion of the Turkish
treaty created new commitments in the Near East and the technical
aspects were referred to the Chiefs of Staff. Their report, which
assumed the firm neutrality of Italy, pointed out that before effective
British help could be given to Turkey work would be required on the
defence of her ports and the development of bases; so far as the army
was concerned, the limiting factor would be administrative; it would
be ‘a matter of months’ before we could send an armoured division
and an infantry division from the Middle East forces, while the
amount of air support would depend on the Russian threat to India.
The report was discussed by a committee of Ministers, and the
Cabinet on 31 October approved their recommendations; these
included an assurance to the Turks that were they threatened with
aggression we should probably be able to send immediate naval
assistance, since it had been found that the Turkish Aegean ports

1 Nazi-Soviet Relations pp. 78, 83, 157.
* ibid. 110, 113, 120.
? Gamelin III 88, 210.
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were better defended than had been supposed; in order, however,
that this should be effective it was essential that the Turks should, in
such an event, invite our naval forces to pass through the Straits—a
contingency which Russia had tried to prevent in the Moscow
negotiations.

Balkan policy came under review again in December. The revival
of Russian expansionism, as shown in the treatment of the Baltic
countries, had cast a shadow over south-eastern Europe, but it con-
tributed to hopes of improved relations with Italy.! Even the pos-
sibility of Italy making common cause with the Western Powers was
not wholly ruled out. Except for a few cruisers and destroyers the
entire British Mediterranean fleet had now been withdrawn. It
remained the policy of the British Chiefs of Staff and Cabinet to keep
war out of the Balkans as long as possible. They recognised that
German or Russian action might frustrate this policy in the spring,
but the Allies should do nothing to precipitate events. After a con-
ference of the French and British staffs and commanders held at
Gamelin’s headquarters on the rrth, the Cabinet decided on
December 14 that the right policy was to go ahead with preparations
for intervention in the Balkans, so far as this could be done without
offending Italy. At the Supreme War Council on December 19 it was
agreed to do all that was possible, by way of diplomatic action and
the despatch of what war material was available, to encourage the
Balkan states to resist aggression; it was agreed also to prepare for the
organisation of bases.

Mr. Chamberlain made it clear on this occasion that direct help to
Yugoslavia or Roumania was not practicable. We had indeed given
pledges in peacetime to Roumania and Greece, but we were now at
war in fulfilment of a pledge to another country and were doing all
we could. To an inquiry from the Roumanian Government whether
the guarantee to Roumania applied to aggression from Russia as well
as from Germany, the British Government had replied on December
11, after consulting the French, that they could not give the required
guarantee against Russia unless they were assured of Italy’s neutrality
and of Turkey’s readiness—which did not at present exist—to col-
laborate. We shall see in the next chapter what special importance
attached to relations with Roumania in view of her resources in oil.

Early in the new year (15 January 1940) the Cabinet, on the
recommendation of the Ministerial Committee on Military Co-
ordination, approved in principle the proposals for strengthening our
position in the Middle East which the Chiefs of Staff had put forward
in December. They aimed at building up in the Middle East a reserve
of land and air forces and, as the immediate preliminary, developing

! For Russia’s treatment of the Baltic States, see chapter v below.
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the necessary bases and communications. The reserve should consist
of nine divisions, including the present garrison, in Egypt and Pales-
tine, three in India, and twenty-two bomber and fighter squadrons in
the Middle East and ten in India. The administrative development
implied by this scheme was of course in full accordance with the
recent decisions of the Supreme War Council. The Committee
further made the important recommendation that industrial capacity
should be developed in countries east of the Mediterranean to enable
the forces in the Middle East and India to draw their supplies as far
as possible from this region.

Thus during the last months of 1939 the two crucial questions from
the point of view of the Allies were the respective attitudes of Italy
and Turkey. The hostility of Italy would make it impossible to main-
tain any forces in the Balkans until she had been eliminated; but
hopes were cherished, fantastic as they now appear, that she might
move over into the Allied camp. In the meantime the only possible
foundation for an active Allied policy was the goodwill of Turkey.
Turkey, however, was not prepared for war and was unwilling to
incur the danger of German or Russian enmity until her deficiencies
had been made good, nor was she ready even to allow the indispens-
able naval and air bases to be prepared in her territory. The Allies
were willing enough to supply her deficiencies, but not to the neglect
of their own urgent needs.

‘We desire to emphasise’, said the Chiefs of Staff at the end of
November, ‘that apart from the military point of view we are at
present in no position to undertake any adventures in the
Balkans. The over-riding consideration of Italy’s neutrality has
not yet been achieved. The administrative facilities required
for the operation of large forces in this theatre are at present
totally lacking, and would require development on a large scale,
while the strain which the maintenance of these forces would
impose on our resources of shipping would be very heavy. Any
commitment once started would inevitably grow; and in this
connection it must be remembered that any diversion of force
to the Middle East must result in a corresponding diminution
of our military effort in France.’?

1 General Weygand’s views on Balkan policy are given in Rappelé au Service, chaps. ii-iv;
he appears hardly to have realised at the time the Allied shortages in trained men,
munitions and shipping.




CHAPTER IV

THE ECONOMIC WAR: THE
FIRST PHASE

HE ALLIED staff paper of April 1939 on ‘broad strategic
pol cy’ had recognised that in the first phase of the war the

only offensive weapon which the Allies could use effectively
was the economic. As later chapters of this history will show, the
British Government long continued to rely, though with varying
emphasis, on the eventual success of economic pressure on Germany.
Such pressure was envisaged under two forms: the prevention of the
supply from without of articles essential to the German war effort,
and the destruction of economic life within Germany. The latter task
was to be the concern of Bomber Command of the Royal Air Force,
but nothing to this end could even be attempted so long as the
decision stood to restrict air attack to purely military objectives in the
narrowest sense. It was necessary therefore to concentrate on the
blockade of Germany. Reviewing the general situation at the end of
October for the benefit of the Dominion Prime Ministers, the Chiefs
of Staff restated their conviction that the only sphere in which we
could take the offensive was the economic, and they claimed that by
using our superiority at sea, combined with diplomatic and financial
action, we were already exercising such pressure. It is with the
exploitation of our superiority at sea that this chapter is principally
concerned, but naval, air and diplomatic activities reacted on one
another, and it is desirable to see the problem and the policy as a
whole.

The Chiefs of Staff, when framing their European Appreciation,
had before them a paper prepared by the Industrial Intelligence
Centre of the Department of Overseas Trade on the economic situa-
tion in Germany, Italy and Japan on 1st April, 1939. We are con-
cerned here only with the parts dealing with Germany. The situation
in Germany, the paper pointed out, was more favourable to her now
than in 1914-18 in that she was not now, as then, encircled by a ring
of enemy Powers which could enforce a continuous blockade. On the
other hand her economic system was vulnerable in two particular
ways: the major part of her heavy industries was concentrated in the
exposed Ruhr-Rhineland-Saar area and she needed, in spite of her
recent efforts to attain self-sufficiency, to import in bulk certain key
commodities which could not be supplied by countries accessible to
her.

71
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Soon after the outbreak of war the Ministry of Economic Warfare
summed up the chief defects of the German economy as a shortage
of certain essential raw materials; a shortage of labour, particularly
skilled and agricultural labour; the unsatisfactory condition of the
railways; and grave financial weakness. The Ministry believed that
the visible supplies of certain highly important raw materials, such
as iron, chrome, nickel, copper, tin, pyrites, petroleum and jute
would not suffice for more than six months’ wartime consumption.
They believed further that transportation difficulties and lack of
surplus production should prevent the U.S.S.R. from making good
these deficiencies.

With this British appreciation it is interesting to compare a speech
in which in May 1939 General Thomas, head of OKW War Economy
Branch, surveyed the respective war potentials of Germany and
Britain.! Germany held indeed, he said, a decided lead in weapons,
trained manpower and economic organisation, and so in immediate
striking power, but she was not in a position to sustain her forces over
a long period; her armament was not ‘in depth’. ‘Almost certainly
after the outbreak of hostilities new formations would be needed, and
all economic resources devoted to making them available. There
would be a simultaneous demand for increased munitions and other
necessities, and the war industry, by reason of insufficient factories
and raw materials, could not adequately meet the demands on it.’
The General believed that, if a serious arms race began, Germany’s
lead would be overtaken in a year or a year-and-a-half, and in a long-
term trial of strength the Powers with armament in depth would win.
His summary of his country’s economic weakness was very similar to
the British estimate mentioned in the last paragraph: raw materials,
shortage of labour, the inadequate capacity of certain branches of
industry and general financial strain. These problems resulted, not
from rearmament, but from the immense increase in economic
activity in the last five years. The German economy was overtaxed:
instead of running at 100 per cent of its capacity it was running
at 125 per cent.

The British experts had called particular attention to the import-
ance to Germany of the supply of iron ore from Sweden and of
mineral oil from Poland, Roumania and Russia. Germany’s require-
ments in iron and oil played a prominent part in the Second World
War. Her need for iron ore will bulk large in Chapter V, and we are
not concerned with it here.

As regards oil, an inter-departmental committee, of which Mr.
Geoffrey Lloyd, the Secretary for Mines, was chairman, using the
best available evidence as to fact but on certain points admittedly

1 N.D. 28-EC.
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having recourse to conjecture, calculated in October that Germany
would need for the first six months of the year about 5 million tons
of petroleum products and for the first twelve months about 10}
million. Towards this she was believed to have held on 1st September
stocks of not more than 3 million tons. Her probable sources of supply
were estimated for the first six months as 1,200,000 tons from domestic
production, and rather more than one million from Russia, Poland
and Roumania, making a total, including original stocks, of 5} mil-
lion; even if imports from Roumania were doubled to the very
improbable figure of 1,600,000 tons, the total would be only a little
above 6 million for the first six months.

These figures pointed to the conclusion that ‘in the spring of 1940
Germany’s oil position is likely to be critical, as she will by then have
expended an amount equivalent to all her incoming supplies and,
even taking the maximum supply figures, two-thirds of her war
reserves’. This conclusion was based ‘on the assumption that con-
traband control measures are successful in preventing the re-export
of petroleumn to Germany from adjacent neutral countries and that
means can be found of dealing satisfactorily with the potential transit
trade through Italy’.

The accuracy of this and other early British forecasts of the state
of Germany’s oil supplies will be considered later.! It may be re-
marked here in passing that in the light of evidence now available
their perennial optimism does not appear as unreasonable as events
soon suggested. They were falsified first by her unexpectedly low
consumption of oil in the first year of war and then by the rich booty
secured by her early conquests. It is of interest, however, to note that
in July 1939 the War Economy and Armaments Branch of OKW
calculated that unless Germany could increase her imports she would
be forced to eat into her existing stocks at the rate of over 200,000
tons monthly. And these stocks were in fact nearly a million tons
smaller than the British estimate. Moreover, in March 1940 Goring
declared that by May of that year oil for the Army and for industry
would be exhausted, and by July oil for the Air Force also; he
insisted that the Navy must help by making over part of its consider-
able supplies of Diesel oil.?

To return to the Lloyd committee’s report, it appeared that the
only countries from which Germany could hope to import oil were
Poland, Russia and Roumania. Of these Roumania was much the
most promising. The average annual Polish production in recent
years had been only half a million tons, and nearly the whole of the
oil-bearing area was now under Russian control. Russia’s exports of

!In chapter xvii.
'F.N.C. p. 89.
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oil in 1938 had been well below one million tons and were expected
‘practically to disappear’ by 1940; apart from transport difficulties,
which were serious, it was most unlikely that she would sacrifice her
own economic development for Germany’s sake. It was safe to
assume that Russia and Poland could not provide more than half a
million tons for Germany in the first twelve months, or quarter of a
million in the first six. Roumania on the other hand had produced
about 64 million tons in 1938 and her exportable surplus might be
expected to be 44 million. The most that Germany could obtain out
of this in the first year was probably two million tons (800,000 in the
first six months); conceivably she might obtain four million. But in
this case too transport was likely to be a limiting factor.

The committee ended by calling attention to ‘the great importance
of Roumania as the only petroleum producing country in Europe
from which Germany can get any substantial quantities of oil
products’.

The Cabinet, after discussing the report, invited Lord Chatfield
and Lord Hankey to keep under constant review the action being
taken to prevent oil supplies from reaching Germany, and our
organisation for this purpose. The Cabinet accordingly received a
succession of comprehensive studies of the whole question from a
committee of which Lord Hankey was chairman.

Roumania had accepted an Allied guarantee in the spring, but
realisation in the course of the summer and autumn of German
strength and Allied weakness made her more and more reluctant to
compromise her neutrality, until in July 1940 she fell into the grip of
the Axis. The Allies aimed at buying up as much as possible of
Roumania’s oil production for themselves and allowing as little as
possible for the Axis, at denying to Germany all available means
of oil transport by land and river, and at arranging, with the
Roumanian Government’s approval, for the destruction of the oil
wells in the event of a German invasion. Plans for the latter purpose
and for blocking the Danube came to nothing; plans for denying
river transport to Germany obtained a considerable measure of
success; while protracted purchase negotiations succeeded in limiting
Germany’s ration of Roumanian oil to 150,000 tons monthly (she in
fact received about half this quantity) and in substantially increasing
our own. German documents reveal the counter-measures taken by
the German Secret Service from December 1939 onwards, par-
ticularly with a view to the prevention of sabotage by the Allies. By
the summer of 1940, when the country had fallen under Axis control,
all Allied measures for denying Roumanian oil to Germany had come
to a standstill and there seemed little prospect of reviving them.

If Sweden and Roumania occupied exceptional positions, there
were other neutral Powers whose policy might count for much in the
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economic war, and from the first days after the outbreak of hostilities
the Allies conducted a series of negotiations with neutral countries,
hoping to secure, by what were called war-trade agreements, for
themselves the maximum and for Germany the minimum of each
country’s desirable products. The first of these to be achieved was the
secret agreement signed with Sweden on 7th December 1939, and it
was soon followed by others. Hard bargaining was naturally required
to induce the uneasy neutrals to agree to arrangements by hypothesis
prejudicial to their formidable continental neighbour.

The persuasions of the civilian negotiators were supported and
supplemented by the action of the Navy enforcing the control of con-
traband in co-operation with the Ministry of Economic Warfare.

Professor Medlicott has described at length the machinery of the
blockade and has explained how in course of time many changes of
method were introduced, chiefly out of consideration for neutral
interests.! The main features in the basic or traditional system of con-
trolling contraband were, as he puts it, four: the interception of vessels
suspected of carrying contraband and their diversion to bases for
examination; the collection and scrutiny by the Ministry’s officials of
information concerning the nature, ownership and destination of the
cargoes detained; decision by the Contraband Committee whether
the cargo should be seized and submitted to Prize Court procedure;
and lastly the procedure of the Prize Court. It was the first feature or
phase which called for action by the Navy.

The Admiralty’s War Plan, in a section entitled ‘Action against
enemy sea-borne trade’, explained the forms of pressure permissible
under international law; it stated that ‘whereas enemy vessels are
liable to seizure anywhere outside neutral waters, action against
neutral ships trading with the enemy is limited to those which carry
contraband, except in so far as it is possible to establish a close block-
ade of some part of the enemy’s coast’. This limitation to ships carry-
ing contraband was not likely to be of much practical importance,
since probably ‘the contraband list in force will be so comprehensive
as to cover practically everything of any value to the enemy in war-
time’. This was in fact the case. The list of ‘conditional contraband’
issued by the Government on 4 September actually included food-
stuffs, and their inclusion was justified by the Prime Minister on the
ground that ‘in this respect a naval blockade is in no way different
from a land siege, and no one has ever suggested that a besieging
commander should allow free rations to a besieged town’.?

! W. N. Medlicott, The Economic Blockade vol. I (H.M.S.O. 1952) chaps. i, ii.
* London Gazette 4 Sept. 1939, cited L. eim, International Law (ed. H. Lauter-
pacht) vol. IT (7thed 1952) p. 804., House of Debates vol. 351, col. 1237 (26 Sept.).



76 THE ECONOMIC WAR

The Naval War Plan explained, however, that it would not be
permissible to seize enemy exports carried in neutral vessels, except
where a close blockade had been established, ‘unless His Majesty’s
Government should decide to take action against enemy exports in
retaliation for some breach of international law’—as they had done
in 1915 and as they were in fact to do in November 1939.

The reference to a ‘close blockade’ meant little, since close block-
ades in the old technical sense, that is to say the interception at close
quarters of all traffic with a defined part of the enemy’s coastline, had
become normally impracticable under modern conditions; on the
other hand the system of total war, or war with a totalitarian power,
was bound eventually to obliterate the distinctions both between
absolute and conditional contraband and in the treatment of imports
and exports. Blockade had become, as the Prime Minister asserted,
the equivalent of siege.

It remained for the Navy to perform its task in accordance with
the policy of the Government and the rules of international law.
Much the heaviest part of this burden fell on the fleet in home waters,
on which, second only to the duty of bringing the enemy to action
‘wherever and whenever his forces can be met’, the duty had been
imposed of closing the North Sea to all movements of enemy shipping
and of contraband control over neutral shipping; it is with this offen-
sive side of the Navy’s work that we are at the moment concerned,
though in reality it was acting at the same time in defence of our own
shipping. The command of the sea, or control of sea communications
in the modern phrase, serves its possessor as both sword and shield.

The Home Fleet, under the command of Admiral Sir Charles
Forbes, was based on Scapa Flow; Scapa was eventually rendered
secure, but not till after the loss of a capital ship (the Royal Oak, sunk
by U-boat on October 14) had shown up the inadequacy of its anti-
submarine defences.! Fortunately at the time of the disaster the
greater part of the fleet was absent; for one reason or another it did
not become permanently based at Scapa until March 1940, Loch
Ewe, the Clyde and Rosyth being all used as temporary homes, at the
cost of damage to other important warships, the Nelson and the
Belfast. These dangerous wanderings, however, did not substantially
affect the execution of the plans for closing the North Sea to Ger-
many’s commerce.

The shortest and most obvious line (about 220 miles) on which to
intercept shipping at the northern entry to this sea is one drawn from
the Shetlands to the Norwegian coast near Bergen, and it was here
that the Germans expected us to establish the blockade; but so

I 1 GF_’gr the reasons why Scapa was not made secure earlier, see Roskill, The War at Sea
76-82.
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southerly a line was rejected, not only by reason of the danger from
enemy surface ships and aircraft to vessels engaged on interception
but because it would not prevent inward traffic from reaching north
Norwegian ports and thence proceeding southwards through Nor-
wegian territorial waters. The interception of commerce was carried
out further north and further west, between the Orkneys and Iceland
and in the Denmark Strait between Iceland and the Greenland pack-
ice.! It had been proved in the earlier war that under modern condi-
tions the traditional method of examining at sea vessels suspected of
carrying contraband was impracticable, and that examination could
normally be conducted only in port. Accordingly a contraband con-
trol base was established at Kirkwall.

There were some holes in the net. Much time and thought, as we
shall see in the next chapter, were devoted, but without much success,
to the possibility of stopping the flow of commerce, especially of
Swedish iron ore, down the Norwegian coast; ships used the ‘Inner
Leads’, the territorial waters between the islands and the mainland,
and the points at which they were likely to venture outside were few.
As regards the Baltic, the Admiralty had taken the view that it was
not worth while attempting to stop the enemy’s trade in those en-
closed waters. Mr. Churchill, however, from the outset was caught
with the idea of sending in a force of old ‘R Class’ battleships,
specially armoured and ‘blistered’ for the purpose; they might
succeed in isolating Germany from Scandinavia and in particular in
cutting the Swedish iron trade, but what perhaps chiefly appealed to
the First Lord in operation ‘Catherine’ was the chance of singeing
the German Fiihrer’s moustache by a stroke so daring and direct at
atime when there were but slight possibilities of bringing off a large-
scale naval offensive. Mr. Churchill did not lack distinguished naval
backing, but his responsible advisers were convinced that in the
absence of fighter protection and of a friendly Russian base the
despatch of a surface force into the Baltic, while the German fleet
outside was still capable of mischief, would be altogether unsound.
The despatch of a strong force of submarines, on the other hand, at
the proper time, might well prove feasible and obtain valuable
results.

The blocking of the southern entrance to the North Sea was a
much simpler affair. The Straits of Dover were closed by a minefield
except for two passages, the one patrolled by vessels from Dover, the
other guarded by the French; the main control base was established
at Ramsgate.

The control of the Mediterranean exits was enforced by patrol
vessels based in the west on Gibraltar, in the east on Haifa and Port

1 See Maps 3 and 8.
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Said, but it was found impossible to stop traffic from the Black Sea
effectively while Greece and Turkey remained neutral.

The number of German merchantmen which fell into the meshes
of the net was comparatively small. Some were caught in the Atlantic
by British hunting-groups in pursuit of bigger game and some
scuttled themselves; but the majority, in accordance with orders
issued from Germany, made for the nearest port. From time to time
they ventured to break out and in the early months not a few suc-
ceeded, but as late as April 1940 there were nearly 250 German ships
so immobilised.! The control of neutral ships, however, was very
effective, except in the Eastern Mediterranean. The work was heavy;
on a single day at the end of October there were g2 neutral ships in
the control ports of Kirkwall, Ramsgate and Weymouth. By the end
of November the Ministry of Economic Warfare thought they had
evidence that the effects of the blockade were beginning to be felt in
Germany, and that apprehension about the future was influencing
her policy. Reviewing economic conditions in Germany at the end of
the year they found that, while her war potential was still on the
upgrade, her economy was ‘brittle’, in that it might be brought down
by a failure in any of a number of particular components. On 27th
November a British Order in Council, justified by the Prime
Minister as retaliation for illegal German minelaying and action by
submarines, had ordered the seizure of Germany’s exports, and this
might be expected in due course to deprive her of the most valuable
part of her export trade.?

The exercise of belligerent rights at sea has never been popular
with neutrals. British statesmen and officials were not likely to forget
the bickerings with the United States of America which had occurred
in the early period of the previous war. Naturally in the later war too
there were protests even from well-wishers at what seemed unneces-
sary delays or lack of consideration or high-handed procedure. It was
obviously in the Allies’ interest to avoid such friction and all super-
fluous use of force by enlisting the co-operation of neutral Govern-
ments and traders. The two neutrals who mattered most were the
United States, whose goodwill it was important to maintain and
exploit, and Italy, whose official illwill it was important to restrain on
this side of belligerency.

The United States, as we have seen, were on the one hand desirous
to see an Allied victory and on the other resolved not to be drawn
into war. President Roosevelt had felt bound to declare his desire to
keep America neutral, but short of war he showed that he would do
all in his power to help the Allies; he had however to take account of

1 See Roskill I 151.
* House of Commons Debates vol. 353, col. 1034; Order in Council of 27 Nov. 1939.
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popular feeling including that of pacifists and of business men. The
State Department acted against a background of neutrality legisla-
tion superimposed on the rules of international law.! The United
States Neutrality Act of 4th November 1939, while allowing the
Allies access to United States goods on a cash-and-carry basis, among
its numerous provisions forbade United States ships to ply to France,
Great Britain, Ireland, Germany, the Low Countries, Denmark,
Sweden or Norway south of Bergen. Early in October the Foreign
Ministers of the American States, in conference at Panama, an-
nounced their intention to establish a security zone of several hundred
miles round their coasts, within which no belligerent activities would
be allowed. This gesture was entirely in accordance with British
interests, provided that the intentions of the American States were
effectively enforced by patrols and that German raiders were not
allowed to use the safety zone as a sanctuary from which to sally forth
on their prey. The proposal was in due course accepted by France
and Germany, though by them also with reservations, but it could
not be strictly enforced and it was dropped towards the end of 1g40.2

Immediately on the outbreak of war Mr. Cordell Hull, the
Secretary of State, proposed conferences for the purpose of arranging
by friendly understanding that the exercise of British contraband
control should be made as little irksome as possible to Americans.?
He suggested, in the case of exports from the United States to certain
other neutral countries, the issue of navicerts—an invention of the
earlier war—or certificates that ships concerned did not carry con-
traband; a voluntary system of navicerts, though not quite on the
lines suggested by Mr. Hull, was brought into operation in December
with regard to the United States and some South American countries.
Nevertheless these friendly discussions did not prevent the irritation
caused by certain British measures, such as the diversion of United
States ships to Kirkwall in belligerent waters and the examination of
neutral mails ostensibly in search of contraband but in fact as a
means of obtaining economic intelligence. American wrath came to
ahead at the end of January and again a month later. On both occa-
sions concessions were made to meet American objections.* Useful
work was done in this connection by the Anglo-French economic
mission sent over to co-ordinate Allied purchases as well as by the
Ambassador’s tactful mediation.

In the case of Italy objection centred chiefly on the British decision

! See W. L. Langer and S. E. Gleason, The Challenge to Isolation (London, 1952) chaps.

Vi, viii.
* See the Memoirs of Cordell Hull (London 1948) I 6go.
3 ibid. 1 679-681.
4 ibid. 1 734-736.
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at the end of November to seize German exports, Italy being largely
dependent on German coal. In her case too concessions were made,
as the result of discussions carried on in Rome by an Anglo-Italian
committee, of which Sir Wilfred Greene, the Master of the Rolls, was
the British chairman. In this matter as in others Count Ciano, the
Foreign Minister, was found much more accommodating than his
father-in-law, the Duce.

In this sketch of the first moves in the Allied economic offensive
nothing has so far been said of the forces of the enemy or of the
methods by which the Fiihrer intended to use them. It must not be
supposed, however, that these moves were not interfered with by the
enemy or that his fleet and air force were not engaged in a vigorous
and relentless offensive against the commerce of the Allies and the
ships of war which protected it. For the Royal Navy, it should be
remembered, there was no twilight period, no phoney war.

On 10 May 1939 Hitler issued directives for economic warfare.
The Navy and Air Force were the most important instruments for
attacking the enemy economy; they were to direct their preparations
primarily against Britain and secondarily against France and must be
careful not to violate the sovereignty of neutral states. The ‘battle in-
structions for the Navy’, asissued in the same month, elaborated this
policy.! Assuming ‘the most unfavourable case’, that of a war on two
fronts, for which admittedly the Navy was not ready, they pointed
out that, since it was vain to attempt to keep open Germany’s North
Sea communications, naval forces would be available for attacking
the enemy’s merchant ships, and the only area where this could be
successfully done was ‘on the oceans’. The German navy could not
hope to use the English Channel, but it could interrupt British
efforts to blockade the northern exits from the North Sea and it could
facilitate raiding operations in the Atlantic by occasionally passing
surface ships through the blockade and creating diversions. Small-
scale warfare, surprise attacks on inferior forces and constant harass-
ing action must be the order of the day. Close co-operation with the
Luftwaffe was essential.

In foreign waters the task of the German navy was to attack mer-
chant shipping, in order to deprive the enemy of both cargoes and
ships. The risks of action against warships, even of inferior strength,
were to be avoided. Surface ships would operate on the high seas,
leaving the enemy’s coastal waters to the submarines. Surface ships
would achieve success by ‘surprise appearances, followed by immedi-
ate withdrawal, and constant shifting of areas of activity’; even the

! F.D. pp. 21-23, 29.
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moral effect of such ubiquity would suffice to dislocate the enemy’s
trade and discourage neutrals from sailing. Efforts would be made to
send out raiders and supply ships in good time before war broke out;
two of the pocket-battleships and twenty-one submarines were in
fact in the Atlantic at the end of August. Submarines could obtain
best results near ports and round focal points of merchant shipping;
if in course of time forced out into ‘remote areas’, they must make
defence more difficult for the enemy by working at widely separated
points, e.g. the West Indies and the Cape Verde Islands as well as the
east coast of Great Britain.!

The German chain of command ran from the Chief of the Naval
Staff, Grand Admiral Raeder, to two Commanders-in-Chief ashore,
the one responsible for the Baltic, which was in no event to be
denuded of all naval forces, and the other, with headquarters at
Wilhelmshaven, for the North Sea including the Skagerrak and ‘the
approaches to the Atlantic’. The Naval Staff assumed direct responsi-
bility for ‘foreign waters’.?

Even though a war on two fronts, so far as Russia was to be feared,
had been avoided, Admiral Raeder was by no means confident about
the outcome of a contest so precipitately ordained by the Fiihrer. On
the day war broke out with Britain and France he wrote down his
feelings as follows in a remarkable document, which was counter-
signed by one of his staff: ‘As far as the Navy is concerned, obviously
it is in no way very adequately equipped for the great struggle with
Great Britain by autumn 1939. It is true that in the short period since
1935 . . . it has built up a well-trained, suitably organised submarine
arm, of which at the moment about twenty-six boats are capable of
operations in the Atlantic; the submarine arm is still much too weak,
however, to have any decisive effect on the war. The surface forces,
moreover, are so inferior in number and strength to those of the
British Fleet that, even at full strength, they can do no more than
show that they know how to die gallantly and thus are willing to
create the foundations for later reconstruction.’® The pocket-battle-
ships should, Raeder thought, be able to carry out cruiser warfare on
the high seas for some time, but their action could not be decisive,
either, for the outcome of the war. It would be the duty of the two
battle cruisers, the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, to contain enemy capital
ships in home waters, but they were not as yet reliable or ready for
action.

! F.D. pp. 37, 38.

! F.D. p. 27. By the beginning of September, in view of the Jaact with Russia and the
withdrawal of Polish vessels to British bases, the Germans found it necessary to keep only
minimum forces in the Baltic.

3FNC. p. 37.
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Two days earlier Commodore Dénitz, in command of the sub-
marine force, had expressed his misgivings as to the chances of exert-
ing any serious pressure on the enemy within a reasonable time
unless the building programme were greatly increased. As against
the existing total of 57 submarines, he pleaded for a total of at least
300 of long-range types so as to enable go to work in the North
Atlantic at the same time.! This increase was approved in principle,
but shortages of men and materials and the demands of the other
Services postponed action. It was not till July 1940 that the Fithrer
sanctioned immediate measures for the completion of 312 submarines
by the beginning of 1942.

In the first weeks of war Hitler was anxious to limit operations in
the West; in particular no provocation was to be offered to France.
British merchant shipping might be attacked, but for the present the
Prize Regulations must be observed: that is to say, merchant ships
might besunk only after they had been stopped and searched and steps
had been taken to ensure the safety of the crews.? Submarines, in
view of the danger they must incur in conforming to these rules, were
instructed to attack ships which under international law might be
sunk without warning, namely troopships, vessels escorted by enemy
warships or aircraft, and vessels taking any action, such as passing
information, which might aid the enemy or jeopardise the submarine.
To this class armed merchantmen were soon added. It was thus con-
trary to orders that the unarmed liner Athenia was sunk by U 30 on
3 September, and as the result of this mischance special respect was
paid to passenger ships until August 1940. Further, the pocket-battle-
ships were ordered at the outset to refrain from raiding for the present,
and the Luftwaffe was not to take the initiative in attacking even
British naval forces.

On 23 October 1939, however, Hitler gave orders for a special
staff for economic warfare to be formed in OK'W, for the purpose of
co-ordinating departmental action, and Admiral Schuster was ap-
pointed its chief.? On 29 November a directive laid down principles
for the conduct of the war against the enemy’s economy, designating
Great Britain as the driving spirit among the Allies and assigning to
the Navy and Air Force the joint tasks which would fall to them after
the defeat of the Anglo-French field army and the occupation of ‘a
part of the coast facing England’. The first task would be to render
useless the main British transhipment ports by mining and otherwise
blocking their approaches; the destruction of British war industries
was included also.*

1 F.N.C. p. 36.

* FN.C. pp. 40, 35; Fihrer Directives Nos. 1, 2.
3 FN.C. p. 53.

¢ F.D. p. 74.
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Raeder chafed at the restrictions imposed by the Fiihrer and
brought constant pressure on him to allow a ‘naval siege of the
British Isles’—a phrase which was to replace ‘the notorious expression
“unrestricted submarine warfare’’; such a method of warfare would
free us from having to observe any restrictions whatever on account
of objections based on International Law’.! It may be noted that
Raeder and his master anticipated by a few days the British Prime
Minister’s discovery of the convenience of the ‘siege’ formula for
stretching the accepted rules.? In the long run Raeder prevailed,
practice outrunning declared intention, since ‘previous experience
has shown that gradual intensification without special proclamation
is the best method’.* The restrictions were relaxed gradually by
extensions of the classes of ships, such as ships sailing without lights or
ships identified as enemy, which might be attacked without warning,
and of the areas in which such attacks were allowed.

Hitler was unwilling to approve the final lifting of restrictions, the
stage of ‘naval siege’, until the launching of the grand offensive in
the West, first announced to his Commanders-in-Chief on 27 Septem-
ber; this might be expected to have important political repercussions
and to call forth neutral protests in any case. Its victorious execution
would moreover allow of more intensive pressure by sea and air
against Great Britain. Eventually on 17 August 1940 Germany
declared a total blockade of the British Isles, warning neutrals of the
danger incurred by every ship using British waters, since the whole
area had been mined and German aircraft would attack all shipping.

The British Naval War Plan recalled that the traditional methods
of protecting trade were two: the dispersion of our shipping by
evasive routeing, combined with a patrol of ‘focal areas’ by our war-
ships; and the arrangement of convoys under adequate escort. It was
intended to rely on these methods again, but some time might elapse
before all was in working order.

The indication, erroneous though it was, given by the sinking of
the Athenia on 3 September that the enemy proposed immediately to
adopt unrestricted submarine warfare impelled the Admiralty to
introduce at once, so far as possible, the convoy system for merchant
ships: that is to say, combined sailings of merchant ships with escort
on particular routes at regular intervals.* The Admiralty had at the
end of August taken over the direction of the movements of British
merchant ships, through its Trade Division, but it had of course

1 FN.C. p. 42, 23 Sept. 1939.

2 See above, p. 75; F.N.C. p. 73.

8 FN.C. p. 71, 30 Dec. 1939.

¢ For fuller information on the convoy system, see Roskill I ch. vi.
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no control over neutral ships (unless under charter to Britain),
great numbers of which were needed to maintain the necessary
volume of imports into the United Kingdom, and neutral ships could
not always be induced to sail in convoy. Troop convoys always
received special protection, the close escort being covered by more
powerful ships.

Owing to the shortage of destroyers and lack of advanced fuelling
bases—the technique of fuelling at sea had not yet been developed—
the ocean convoys could not be escorted beyond some 200 miles from
the west coast of Ireland, and in some cases ships had to be sailed in
groups without escort. The Admiralty were continually pointing out
that the use of Berehaven would enable us to extend protection 200
miles further west and urging that all possible steps should be taken
to secure it.? But neither at this nor at any later time would the
Government of Eire meet our wishes.

By the end of 1939, out of 5,756 ships which sailed in convoys only
four were sunk by submarines. This small number is the more impres-
sive if compared with the total of all ships (114) sunk by submarines
in the same period.? Apart from the sinking of the fleet carrier
Courageous in the Western Approaches on 17 September, the sub-
marines’ successes were mostly gained against merchant ships sailing
independently; but in fact, after the first onslaught, Donitz did not
expect to have more than eight or nine U-boats regularly available
for the Atlantic, and the average number at sea daily was less than
seven. The total of nine sunk by the Royal Navy in the first four
months of the war was a substantial proportion of the enemy’s
strength, and by the end of the year Germany had only thirty-three
U-boats available for operations in all waters as against forty-nine on
1 September. In the first four months of 1940 the German submarines
sank 115 ships (only eight in convoy), while thirteen U-boats were
sunk.?

Grim as were the memories of the submarine menace in the earlier
war, the Admiralty, trusting largely to the escorts’ new under-water
detecting instrument, the asdic, believed they had the measure of
these assailants; it was from surface ships that they apprehended the
most trouble. These could penetrate into the oceans beyond the
present range of the German submarines or aircraft, and for protec-
tion against them destroyers were inadequate, while we were very
short in cruisers. The Admiralty hoped it would suffice to direct our
merchantmen to follow unusual routes, while cruisers patrolled the
‘focal areas’ where routes converged. If this expedient failed, convoys
would have to be formed and escorted either for part of their journey

1 See Map 8.
1 See Appendix II.
3 Roskill, I, Appendix K, gives a complete list and analysis of the sinkings of U-boats,
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by warships or for the whole of it by armed merchant cruisers. But
arrangements were also made for ‘hunting groups’ of cruisers and
heavier ships to assemble and pursue any raider known to be on the
prowl.

To watch for raiders attempting to break out northwards from
the North Sea was the special duty of the reconnaissance patrols of
Coastal Command. In their main task of spotting surface ships the
aircraft were often foiled by the North Sea weather and the lack of
means of detection at night, as well as by the crews’ inexperience in
sea reconnaissance, but they sometimes sighted surfaced submarines
on passage; unfortunately they did not at this time carry charges
capable of destroying them.

The only German ships available for distant ocean-raiding in the
first months of war were in fact the three pocket-battleships, though
the conversion of suitable merchantmen into armed raiders was in
process, and only two of the three actually set out; these were the
Admiral Graf Spee and the Deutschland, both of which left German
ports, unknown to the Admiralty, a week before the outbreak of war.
They were not authorised to start operations until the last week of
September, and it was not till 1 October that the Admiralty learnt
that a pocket-battleship (believed to be the Admiral Scheer, in fact the
Graf Spee) had sunk a British ship off Pernambuco on the previous
day. Then began the long hunt which ended so ingloriously for the
German ship, but so triumphantly for her assailants—the three more
lightly armed British cruisers under Commodore Harwood—with her
suicide in the estuary of the River Plate on 17 December.! In the
interval the Graf Spee had sunk nine British merchantmen, ranging
from the coastal waters of northern Brazil to the Mozambique
Channel; while the Admiralty assembled for her destruction from the
Home Fleet, from the Mediterranean, from China and from the
French bases an overwhelming preponderance of powerful ships. It
was the first, and a most impressive, demonstration of how effectively
the far-flung resources of the Empire could be centrally directed by
the Admiralty relying on the trained initiative of commanders in
distant waters, and the enemy be deceived as to our ships’ where-
abouts; it demonstrated also the dislocation of our naval equilibrium
which might be caused by ‘two ill-constructed heavy cruisers’ (the
First Lord’s phrase) and suggested that we were fortunate that the
other German heavy ships were not more adventurously employed.

Meanwhile the second pocket-battleship, the Deutschland, whose
presence in the Atlantic was not known to the Admiralty until 21
October, returned unscathed to her German base on 15 November,
after accounting for only two British ships; the Fiihrer, unwilling to

1 The three cruisers were Exeter, Achilles and Ajax.
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risk the moral effect of the sinking of a ship so named, insisted that
she should henceforward be known as the Liitzow.!

One result of the activities of those two raiders was to denude the
British Home Fleet of several valuable ships for what might have
been a critical time. So long as the Gneisenau and Scharnhorst were
unaccounted for, Germany had two ships which could outgun all
British vessels except capital ships and in speed outstrip all our heavy
ships except possibly the Hood. They could choose their moment for a
pounce or a feint. In the wild weather of the North Sea it was idle to
count on prompt or accurate information of their movements, and
the heavy ships of the Home Fleet sailed on many fruitless attempts,
east, north and west, to bring them to battle. It was decided after the
end of October that capital ships should not venture into the
southern waters of the North Sea unless there was good reason to
believe that they would meet the heavy ships of the enemy.

Round the coasts of the United Kingdom it was mines and aircraft
which gave trouble; both these had of course been foreseen as likely
forms of attack, though it had not been foreseen that mines would be
laid by aircraft. Both Britain and Germany early in the war had for
purposes of defence declared large areas of the North Sea to be mined
(though this does not mean that mines were actually laid over the
whole of the declared areas immediately, or at all), and the Admiralty
had promptly decided to increase their programme of minesweepers
besides requisitioning further trawlers for the same purpose. The
type of automatic submarine mine referred to in the Eighth Hague
Convention is that which needs contact to explode it. In the previous
war, however, a new type, exploded without contact by magnetic
influence, was invented by the British, and it was this type, used
offensively in our coastal waters by the Germans, which was to cause
us extreme inconvenience until an efficient counter was at length
produced. The secret of the mechanism was only detected after a
German magnetic ground-mine, dropped from the air, had been
discovered on a mudbank on 23 November, 1939, and it was not till
the end of March 1940 that our new sweeping devices became really
effective.

We now know from German documents that owing to a shortage
of mines all the minefields planned could not be laid, and that only
a small proportion of the mines available at the outbreak of war were
of the magnetic type.? Nevertheless by the end of the year the enemy
had destroyed 79 ships by mines and had put out of action for seven
months no less a victim than the flagship of the Home Fleet, H.M.S.
Nelson, mined in Loch Ewe on 4 December. In the first four months

1 F.N.C. p. 54.
tF.D. p. 36.



THE DEFENCE OF BRITISH TRADE 87

of 1940 61 more ships were sunk by mines. To these losses should be
added the expenditure of time and effort caused to the Navy by
diversions and minesweeping and the technical process of affording
ships partial immunity from magnetic mines. The enemy’s minelay-
ing expeditions were not, however, without serious loss to him; in
December two of his cruisers covering such an operation were
torpedoed and put out of action for many months.

It was partly on the ground of illegal minelaying by the Germans
that the Prime Minister justified the retaliatory measure against
enemy exports. Though the Hague Convention does not mention
magnetic mines, there was as much humanitarian reason for applying
its restrictions to these as to contact mines.! The Germans used both
kinds and there is no doubt that they violated both the spirit and the
letter of the Convention. '

The part played by the German Air Force in these early months
must now be further considered. In his first Directive, of 31 August
1939, Hitler ordered that preparations should be made for the Luft-
waffe to disrupt Britain’s imports and her armament industry, but
only if she and France began hostilities. On 3 September, after the
British declaration of war, he still held his hand, not allowing air
attacks even on British naval forces and troop transports unless the
Royal Air Force had taken comparable action first and the chances
of success were particularly good.? On the same day the British
Cabinet authorised the immediate despatch of a bomber force to
attack the German fleet reported to have sailed from Wilhelmshaven;
the operation was carried out on the 4th, but although several hits
were made no serious damage was done to the ships, while seven of
the 29 bombers were lost. So disappointing were the results that no
further such attacks were made for some time.

Restrictions on the activities of the Luftwaffe were gradually
relaxed by Hitler, as in the case of the Navy. On 16 and 17 October
the bases at Rosyth and Scapa were raided by a few Junker 88
bombers, which in the one case hit the cruiser Southampton without
crippling her and in the other caused the beaching of Jellicoe’s old
flagship, the Iron Duke. When on 16 March, after the return of the
fleet, the Germans again raided Scapa, its anti-aircraft defences had
been greatly strengthened and little damage was done; a British
return raid on the island of Sylt, for which satisfactory results were
claimed, was even more innocuous. Neither the British nor the
German Air Force had by this date fulfilled expectations of what
bombers might effect against armoured ships. On the British side
inadequate attention had been devoted in peacetime to the training

1 House of Commons Debates vol. 353, col. 1034; L. Oppenheim, International Law 11 (ed.
Lau t, 1952) 471-3. :
3 F.D. pp. 50, 51.
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of bomber crews in attacking naval targets: Coastal Command lacked
a striking force, and the bombs in use were ineffective. On the Ger-
man side more could have been achieved had the Air Force or the
Naval Air Arm received such training. Other activities of the Luft-
waffe, such as minelaying, were more successful, though co-operation
with the Navy was not as rewarding as it could have been if relations
between the heads of the two Services had been more friendly.

On 30 September Hitler authorised the German Air Force ‘to
carry on the war against merchant shipping according to prize law’,
but he later allowed attacks without warning.! How difficult it was
to apply to aircraft regulations analogous to those devised for the very
different circumstances of control by ships was proved by the Royal
Air Force early in the war; German aircraft seem to have paid little
heed to the restrictions and in October were attacking unarmed
coasting vessels and trawlers off the east coast, though without much
effect.? In December they sank ten ships and in January twelve, and
for the next few months the protection of the east coast convoys raised
a difficult problem. Anticipating such attacks the Committee of
Imperial Defence had in August recommended the formation of four
additional fighter squadrons in order to protect the convoys running
between the Firth of Forth and Southampton.

The same Committee had before the war recommended other
measures for the protection of merchant shipping against attack from
the air, such as the conversion of existing guns to high-angle low-
angle use and the manufacture of new ones. These measures, however,
could only bear fruit in the future, and for the present there was a
serious shortage of anti-aircraft armament.

The diversion of inward bound shipping from ports and routes
especially exposed to enemy interference was naturally also con-
sidered. The Air Ministry favoured the policy throughout but it had
drawbacks as well as advantages: it was found that, apart from the
difficulty of increasing facilities for berthing, discharging and storing
at west coast ports, much confusion, delay and expense were caused
by departure from normal trade routine. The Committee of Imperial
Defence had recommended before the war that in the early days
after it broke out (when an attempt to knock out London was
expected) ocean-going traffic should be diverted from the Thames
and east coast ports generally. In accordance with these recommenda-
tions a considerable measure of diversion of shipping from the east
to the west coast was effected during September and October, but
extreme inconvenience was caused to consignees and ship-owners,
and on 25 November the Cabinet approved recommendations, in

L F.D. pp. 55, 86.
? See Oppenheim, op. cit. II 531.
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which the Ministry of Transport and the Chiefs of Staff joined, that
ships should not henceforward be diverted from their usual ports
except for strong reason. The Cabinet discussed the matter again in
March and April, after the attacks by the German Air Force on
shipping had become troublesome, but reaffirmed their previous
decision that large-scale diversion of shipping from east coast ports
should be adopted only if forced on us by enemy action; they were
determined, however, to press on with plans for increasing the
capacity of the western ports.

Throughout the winter, despite efforts to charter neutral tonnage
and to make the most economical use of what tonnage we had, the
shipping situation caused anxiety; this was not so much by reason of
actual losses due to the enemy, which were to a great extent offset by
captures and new construction, as because it seemed clear that war-
time sailing conditions, the requirements of the forces and of the
French, the reluctance of neutrals to face the dangers of trade to the
United Kingdom, and probable delay in turning out new cargo
ships, taken together, would prevent the achievement of the current
import programmes. In November the new Ministry of Shipping had
estimated the amount we could import in the first year of the war as
47 million tons (as against an average of 55 millions in the years
1934—38), whereas in the following February our existing importing
capacity was taken to amount to only 32-7 million tons in British
ships, to which foreign shipping might contribute between nine and
twelve million tons in addition; a deficiency of between two and five
million tons must therefore be expected in the first year. Difficulties
would increase when we maintained overseas larger armies more
actively engaged and in the event of full-scale attacks on our ports.
The Cabinet discussed the problem in all its bearings on 22 December
and after receiving a series of reports from Sir Samuel Hoare, the
Lord Privy Seal, it gave instructions on 1 March for a review of the
import programme, including the food programme, and for an
examination whether the best possible use was being made of the
shipping at our disposal.!

The heavy strain under which the Navy already laboured is well
brought out in a letter which the First Sea Lord wrote on 15 January
1940 to the Secretary of State for Air, who had referred to our great

! For a full treatment of the highly complicated question of shipping the reader is
referred to the volume on the subject by Miss C. B. A. Behrens, Merchant Slu'ppin% and
the Demands of War (H.M.S.O. and Longinans 1955). Miss Behrens states (p. 36, fn 2)
that in fact the average annual rate of importation until the French collapse was 47
million tons, of which probably about 10 million came in foreign ships. None of the
figures given include petroleum products.
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preponderance of naval forces over those of Germany. Sir Dudley
Pound replied:

‘Relatively, our preponderance is enormous except in the case
of submarines which does not matter. In other types of vessels
our requirements are, however, as in the case of fighter aircraft,
absolute and not relative.’

Ever since the beginning of the war, he said, we had had to pro-
vide forces simultaneously for the following tasks: (a) control of all
shipping entering the North Sea, and lately of shipping leaving it; (b)
protection for Norwegian convoys; (c) protection for East Coast
convoys; (d) protection for outgoing convoys from London and Irish
Sea ports; (e) protection for homeward convoys (i) Gibraltar to the
United Kingdom, (ii) Sierra Leone to the United Kingdom, (iii)
Halifax (N.S.) to the United Kingdom; (f) protection for dispersed
shipping in the Pacific, South Atlantic, Indian Ocean and China
Seas; (g) protection for our own troop movements, in the Channel,
the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean; (h) protection for
Canadian and Australian expeditionary forces; (i) contraband con-
trol in the Mediterranean; (j) hunting groups in the outer seas.

At present we could not be sure of detecting all enemy warships
attempting to break out. Except for the convoys from Halifax which
had a battleship escort, and where we had strong units, we might
take a nasty knock anywhere. Two-thirds of the Halifax convoys
were at the mercy of a pocket-battleship or battle-cruiser. We were
very short in destroyers too. ‘This shortage is due to the fact that all
the various stages of the Great War have come on us simultaneously
in this war.’
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CHAPTER V

THE NORTHERN IRON:
FINLAND

HE TWO essential substances, it was said in the last chapter,

I which Germany needed to import in large quantities in order

to carry on the war were oil and iron. It was a far cry to the
Roumanian oilfields, but vital supplies of iron passed to Germany
through northern waters, and in part under the nose of the Royal
Navy. The present chapter is concerned with the attempt to deprive
her of these supplies.!

According to the best information available to the Ministry of
Economic Warfare in December 1939, Germany had in 1938 im-
ported 22 million tons of iron ore, of which 9} million came from
sources now closed to her. We had no precise knowledge of her stocks
of ore, but they were believed to be low: probably not more than
2 million tons. In order to avoid a ‘major industrial break-down’, it
was estimated, she must import during the first year of war at least
9 million tons (750,000 tons monthly) from Sweden. The chief
Swedish ironfield was the Kiruna-Gillivare district in the north,
near the Finnish frontier; the ore was shipped partly from Narvik
on the Norwegian coast, partly from the Baltic port of Lulea; Lulea,
however, was normally closed by ice from mid-December to mid-
April, while Narvik was ice-free. There was a smaller ironfield
further to the south, some 100 miles north-west of Stockholm, and
there were southerly ports of which the most important were
Oxelosund and Givle, but the maximum monthly rate of delivery
during the winter from these ports was 500,000 tons, the limiting
factor being the capacity of the railways. Accordingly, should it
prove possible to cut off Germany’s supplies through Narvik, she
would in each of the four winter months receive 250,000 tons less
than the required minimum and by the end of April would find
herself a million tons short—a predicament which, to put it at the
lowest, would cause her ‘acute industrial embarrassment’. After
April she might make up her deficiency by resumed deliveries from
Lulea; should, however, means be found of cutting off the Lulea
exports as well as those from Narvik, German industry might well
be brought to a standstill. Unfortunately the Baltic was at present
denied to British surface ships, so that to close the route through

1 See Map 4 for this chapter and the next.
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Lulea or through the southern port of Oxelésund would require no
small ingenuity. Stoppage of the Narvik route was made difficult by
the fact that ships could proceed south through Norwegian terri-
torial waters, in which acts of war were forbidden by international
law. Nevertheless the temptation to a strong naval power to inter-
rupt this important traffic was great, and any sound excuse for
doing so would obviously be welcome to the British Government.

It is interesting to compare with the Ministry of Economic War-
fare’s estimate of nine million tons, as the amount of Swedish ore
needed by Germany in the first year, the figures contained in a
document which was prepared in February 1940 by the economic
section of OKW for the use of the German Naval Staff.! It states
that the Swedes had agreed to supply to Germany ten million tons
during 1940, while one to two million tons of ore of inferior quality
were due from Norway, mainly via Kirkenes. Of the Swedish supply
two to three million tons would naturally come through Narvik,
though this amount might be reduced to one million if arrangements
could be made for storing the mined ore at the Baltic ports during
the winter months. But for various reasons the Germans could not
count on obtaining, through Baltic ports, as much as nine million of
the ten million tons they desired in 1940, and this obviously in-
creased the importance of the Narvik route. Raeder himself told
Hitler that the interruption of this traffic would mean a loss of two
and a half to three and a half million tons annually. It would seem
therefore that the British Ministry’s figures were on the conservative
side, unless the German figure of about eleven million tons (ten
million from Sweden) represents a larger amount than was strictly
necessary.

It is not surprising, therefore, that it was as a measure in the
economic war that Allied operations in Scandinavia were first
seriously conceived, and that they were then conceived as a purely
naval affair. The conception opened out to include land operations
to secure the northern Swedish orefields and soon became involved
with the idea of helping Finland. The probability of German re-
action to such operations made it necessary to envisage extended
operations in central Norway and Sweden. After the collapse of
Finland the project shrank to its former limited proportions as a
naval measure, though the likelihood of German counter-measures
on a large scale was appreciated. As Norway and Sweden were
neutrals the affair had obviously also a diplomatic side; in fact the
economic, the military and the diplomatic aspects were closely
connected throughout.

The first move was made by the Foreign Office. A week before the

1 See F.N.C. p. 79.
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outbreak of war Lord Halifax asked the Chiefs of Staff how they
would view the commitments implied in a proposed confidential
intimation to the Norwegian Government that we should regard a
German attack on Norway as tantamount to an attack on the
United Kingdom. The Chiefs of Staff’s reply raised many of the
points which evoked so much discussion later; they considered that
Germany, in view of Norway’s economic importance to her, was un-
likely to violate Norwegian neutrality, except as an act of reprisal
against such a degree of benevolence towards the Allies on Norway’s
part as to interfere with iron ore supplies. Should Germany in such
cdrcumstances take action, it would be to our interests to come to
Norway’s assistance. A communication on these lines was accord-
ingly made to the Norwegians; no reply was received. The Chiefs of
Staff had pointed out that we could give Norway no direct help
against air attack; but the Foreign Office ruled that this information
was not to be passed on to the Norwegians unless they raised the
question. Some weeks later the Cabinet approved the Chiefs of
Staff’s recommendation that any assistance we could provide for
Norway must be limited to naval action, and that no assurance on
the subject of German aggression should be given to Sweden.! It
may be noted that the Chiefs of Staff considered that the idea of any
German seaborne operations against the western sea-board of
Norway might be ‘dismissed as impracticable’ in view of the risks
from superior British naval forces. This assumption appears to have
governed British military thought on the subject throughout. It
turned out to be a miscalculation of critical importance.

The next move was made by Mr. Churchill. On September 19
the First Lord called the attention of the Cabinet to the desirability
of preventing the importation of Swedish iron ore to Germany from
Narvik in winter, when the northern Baltic was frozen. If diplo-
matic pressure on Norway failed, he would be in favour of laying
mines in Norwegian territorial waters to force the iron ships out to
where they could be stopped by the Royal Navy.

When Mr. Churchill raised the matter again on September 29, it
appeared less urgent, since the sailing of iron ore ships from Narvik
had ceased for the time being, and no immediate action was thought
necessary. There were, moreover, hopes at this time of chartering the
whole of Norway’s spare tonnage and of inducing the Swedes to
limit the supply of ore to Germany. These hopes, in the case of
Sweden, were not directly fulfilled, but on November 2, as a con-
dition of securing what the Ministry of Economic Warfare regarded
as a satisfactory War Trade Agreement, the Cabinet approved a
proposal of the Minister to accept ‘a somewhat indefinite assurance’

! These decisions were taken on November 22 and December 7.
H
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from the Swedes that, while unable to agree to reduce their exports
of iron to Germany, they would deny her any additional facilities
and in fact make the supply difficult for her.!

It was not until the end of November that the Cabinet determined
that the question of closing the route for ore ships from Narvik
through Norwegian territorial waters should be fully examined,
from both the military and the economic angles, and it was then
discussed in connection with a proposal of the Admiralty’s to repeat
the measure adopted in 1918 of laying a continuous barrage of mines
across the North Sea from the Orkneys to Norway immediately
south of Bergen. The primary purpose of this project was the pro-
tection of allied trade by ‘cooping in’ enemy surface raiders and
submarines, but it should also assist our contraband control. A
Foreign Office paper recalled the reluctance Norway had shown in
1918 to allow the extension of the barrage into her territorial waters;
it was only when Germany’s defeat seemed imminent that she had
acquiesced, and even then mines were not actually laid. It was
claimed, however, by the Admiralty that the barrage would be of
great use even if it stopped at the edge of the three-mile limit. The
Cabinet agreed that preparations should be made at once for the
laying of the 60,000 mines which the barrage would require; it was
not expected that it could be completed in less than six months, and
eventually in July 1940, owing to the course of events, this ambitious
project was replaced by another to lay a chain of mines from the
north of Scotland to Iceland.

Before the reports called for by the Cabinet were ready for dis-
cussion important new considerations had been introduced by the
Russian invasion of Finland.

On the night of September 28-29 the German and Soviet authori-
ties had signed a ‘Boundary and Friendship Treaty’ laying down the
line along which Poland was to be partitioned between them;
immediately afterwards the Soviet Government concluded pacts
with the Baltic States, Esthonia, Latvia and Lithuania, which had
now fallen within the Russian sphere of influence; the U.S.S.R. was
to have the right to construct military bases on their territory.?
Soon afterwards the Soviet Government made even more exacting
demands on Finland: as well as the cession of certain islands and of
the Finnish part of the Kola peninsula they asked for a naval base
at the outlet of the Gulf of Finland and for an extension of the
Soviet frontier in the Karelian isthmus north of Leningrad in ex-
change for some Karelian territory of little value further north.

1 See W. N. Medlicott, The Economic Blockade 1 ch. iv.
3 See Nazi-Soviet Relations pp. 102-107.
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If the Russo-German pact of August 23 created the impression
that the Soviet Union had disinterested itself in central Europe,
the negotiations with the Baltic States showed a more positive
attitude. Surprised by the speed of the German advance in Poland,
Russia had quickened her own pace in taking measures which, if
defensive from her point of view, appeared in a different light to
other peoples. So far as British relations with the U.S.S.R. were con-
cerned, an official British expression of disapproval of the Soviet
invasion of Poland, and a declaration by the signatories of the
German-Soviet Boundary Treaty that they would hold England and
France responsible for the continuation of the war, had not prevented
the conclusion on October 10 of an Anglo-Soviet trade agreement
for an exchange of rubber and tin and machinery for Russian timber.!
On the same day the Cabinet discussed an appreciation by the Chiefs
of Staff of the military implications of the U.S.S.R joining the war
against us or showing benevolent neutrality to Germany.?

Later in the month of October, when knowledge of the Soviet
demands on Finland was causing indignation in informed circles, the
Cabinet asked for another appreciation from the Chiefs of Staff, on
‘the relative advantages and disadvantages which would accrue to
us if, either formally or informally, we were to declare war on the
U.S.S.R. as the result of Soviet aggression against Finland or any
of the other Scandinavian countries’.

The Chiefs of Staff reported that the invasion of Finland by itself
would be no military threat to the Allies, nor could the Allies give
any assistance to Finland. Such action on Russia’s part might, how-
ever, be preparatory to an invasion of Sweden and perhaps of North
Norway, which would be a much more serious matter from our
point of view. The establishment of Russian bases in Norway on
the model of the recent Soviet-Esthonian pact would progressively
threaten our security. A Russian invasion of northern Scandinavia
might well provoke a German invasion in the south, and we should
be compelled to resist a German-Soviet domination of the peninsula.
But so heavy a commitment must be considered from a broad point
of view. The one strong argument for action was that it should win
us the sympathy of neutrals all over the world. The open support
of the U.S.A. would outweigh the enmity of Russia. But without
American support France and Britain were in no position to under-
take additional commitments. The Cabinet on November 1 approved
this common-sense conclusion.

At this time war between the U.S.S.R. and Finland seemed un-
likely, but during the month of November the danger to Finland

1 ibid. p. 108.
2 See above, p. 67.
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increased and on November 30 Soviet troops and aircraft crossed the
Finnish frontier; relations between the U.S.S.R. and Great Britain
had also become worse. The official British view of the Soviet action
against Finland was stated by the Prime Minister in the House of
Commons.! Owing to our inability to give effective help to Finland
his words were studiously moderate, but the Cabinet recognised that
the mood of the country was one of deep sympathy for the Finns and
indignation against their invaders and that a more open condemna-
tion of Soviet action might be demanded. Further, the Russian
aggression in the north, though perhaps of no direct menace to us,
might presage expansionist schemes, which we should be forced to
resist, in South-East Europe and Asia.

The Finnish appeal to the League of Nations on December 2 was
embarrassing: the thought of economic sanctions made little appeal,
particularly to the Powers anxious to conciliate Italy. The British
Government supported, however, without enthusiasm a resolution
pressed by the States of Latin America to the effect that the U.S.S.R.
had excluded itself from the League, and with less hesitation one
urging members of the League to give what help they could to
Finland. French opinion also was profoundly stirred.

It was in these circumstances that the question of depriving
Germany of her supplies of Swedish iron was discussed at consider-
able length by the British authorities. Interest in the question had
been stimulated not only by the invasion of Finland but by reports of
the illegal and inhumane methods, such as the machine-gunning of
merchant ships from the air, which Germany was now adopting in
her conduct of the maritime war: in particular the Admiralty had
reported on December 14 that she had sunk three ships in three days
within neutral waters, though the Norwegian Government did not
admit that two of these ships had in fact been attacked within their
territorial waters.

The Military Co-ordination Committee had before them on
December 20 papers produced by the Ministry of Economic Warfare,
by the First Lord of the Admiralty, by the Foreign Office, and by the
Chiefs of Staff.

The Ministry of Economic Warfare stated the economic point of
view, with the conclusions summarised at the beginning of this
chapter. It is desirable to quote the crucial paragraphs in full:

‘The conclusion which may be reached as to the effect on Ger-
many’s economy of a stoppage of iron ore exports from Narvik
to Germany is that, whereas there can be no certainty that such
action alone would be decisive, there is a strong prima facie case
to suppose that, if immediately brought about and if the usual

! House of Commons Debates 30 Nov., vol. 355, col. 255.
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ice conditions are experienced at Lulea, it would be likely to
cause by next spring such a substantial curtailment of German
steel production as to have an extremely serious repercussion on
German industrial output. From the purely economic stand-
point, in fact, her position would, in that event, be so serious as
to appear to justify the risk of considerable handicaps to our-
selves in the spheres of Politics and Supply in order to bring it
about.

Nevertheless, valuable as would be the closure of the Narvik
route in itself, the full benefit of this action would only be secured
if it were followed up by impeding exports via Lulea as well when
the ice melts next April. For, whereas the closure of Narvik alone
might not cause more than acute embarrassment to Germany,
the closure of Narvik followed by a stoppage of exports via Lulea
might well bring German industry to a standstill and would in
any case have a profound effect on the duration of the war.’

The paper proceeded to consider the economic effect of German
counter-measures since we at present depended on Norway and
Sweden for ferro-alloys and certain other materials; moreover, we
ourselves received some 24 million tons of Swedish iron ore annually
through Narvik. The Ministry of Economic Warfare were more
optimistic than the other Government Departments which they had
consulted as to the net advantages of the proposed Allied action.

Mr. Churchill’s opinion was that every effort should be made to
cut off all Germany’s supplies of Scandinavian ore by the end of 1940.
Such an achievement would be equal to a first-class victory in the field
or from the air and might indeed be immediately decisive. The
Narvik source should accordingly be stopped at once by mines laid
in Norwegian waters; the supply from the ice-free port of Oxelésund
by ‘methods which will be neither diplomatic nor military’; the
case of Lulea would not become urgent until April. Mr. Churchill
was not deterred by the prospect of an extension of the war by Ger-
many to Sweden and Norway; he believed we had more to gain
than lose by such a development; and he had no doubt that we
could take and hold bases on the Norwegian coast. He ended by
Jjustifying the breach of international law implied in the mining of
the Leads by appeals to the righteousness of the Allied cause.
‘Acting in the name of the Covenant, and as virtual mandatories of
the League and all it stands for’ (the Council and Assembly of the
League of Nations had just been meeting for the last time), ‘we have
aright, and, indeed, are bound in duty, to abrogate for a space some
of the conventions of the very laws we seek to consolidate and re-
affirm. Small nations must not tie our hands when we are fighting
for their rights and freedom. The letter of the law must not in
supreme emergency obstruct those who are charged with its protec-
tion and enforcement. It would not be right or rational that the
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Aggressor Power should gain one set of advantages by tearing up all
laws, and another by sheltering behind the innate respect for law
of their opponents. Humanity, rather than legality, must be our
guide.”?

Commenting on this paper the Foreign Office agreed that we
could not be expected to fight the war on the basis of allowing
Germany to break all the rules while we kept them, and hoped that,
even in countries desiring to remain neutral, there was now a growing
readiness ‘to recognise the broad issues involved in this struggle and
perhaps, therefore, to judge more leniently of our disregard of rules
which could justly claim observance only so long as that observance
was general’.

Mr. Churchill’s standpoint was one from which many supporters
of the Allied cause were bound, now and later, to regard the attitude
of strict neutrality adopted by the potential victims of German
aggression. ‘Small nations must not tie our hands when we are fighting
for their rights and freedom.” But was it not reasonable, on the other
hand, to recognise the fact that we were calling on small nations to
undertake heavier risks, entailing more immediate and more certain,
if not ultimately greater, sufferings than we seemed called upon to
endure ourselves? Their unpreparedness and weakness might invite
aggression, but so did our own, and because of our weakness we could
not ensure to them even so much protection as we could provide
for ourselves. Might they not fear, with some justice, that before their
rights and freedom were secured their national existence would be
destroyed? In Mr. Churchill’s case indignation at German methods
worked along with his inherent combativeness, and his desire to
exploit the offensive powers of the splendid Service over which he
presided, to demand some immediate action.

Important new factors were suggested by an earlier Foreign
Office paper (of December 15). It reviewed possible developments
in Scandinavia in the light of the Soviet invasion of Finland: no
complications directly affecting the Allies were expected so long as
the Finns maintained their resistance, but if the Russians should
succeed in overrunning Finland the threat to northern Sweden and
Norway might well stir Germany to take counter-measures and the
Allies might then be called upon to help the Scandinavian powers
against either Russian or German aggression.

Thus the subject had now been widened to include both the trans-
port of Swedish iron ore to Germany through every outlet and the
general policy of the Allies towards the Scandinavian States, should
matters develop as they well might. More than merely naval action
might now be involved. The Chiefs of Staff accordingly presented

1 Churchill I 490-492.
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their report in two parts, the first dealing with the Narvik issue only,
the second with the larger question.

The Naval Staff, it appeared, were convinced that the Narvik
traffic could not be stopped without a violation of Norwegian neutral-
ity but they suggested that this might be justified as a measure of
retaliation against the recent German attacks on merchant ships
in neutral waters. Of the two possible methods of interference, by
mines or by naval patrols, the Foreign Office preferred the latter as
being more easily justifiable as a retaliation in kind, but the Admir-
alty had come back to the former, as being less likely to lead to a.
clash with, Norwegian ships of war. Sabotage, another possibility,
was not lféhti;" to be undertaken: it would injure our own economy
if directed against the very vulnerable railway connecting the ore
fields with Norway, whereas no lasting effects could be expected
from sabotage by the Allies elsewhere unless covered by a military
force in the north of Sweden; such a force would have to be based on
Narvik.

This contingency led to the second part of the report. While mere
minelaying was unlikely to bring German troops into Scandinavia,
an Allied landing at Narvik would probably provoke a German
invasion of South Sweden or South Norway, neither of which we
could prevent, and might also lead to hostilities with the U.S.S.R.
A British military expedition to support the Swedes could only be
based on the Trondheim-Ostersund-Stockholm railway, and our
formations as at present equipped were unsuitable for operating in
the difficult terrain of southern Scandinavia at any time of the year.
On the other hand, in order to dispute our control of the northern
Swedish ore fields, Germany would have to send a considerably
larger force than ours and this would mean an appreciable disper-
sion of her effective strength. The possibility of Russia attempting to
seize Narvik or the northern Swedish ore fields was also discussed.
Our only effective retort would be to anticipate her, in which case
we might expect Swedish approval.

The Chiefs of Staff pointed out that the alternative policies of
laying mines or sending an expedition through Narvik to the ore
fields could not be considered independently of one another, since
the adoption of the first might alienate Norwegian goodwill and so
prejudice the success of the second; they emphasised finally the
need of obtaining ‘a really firm estimate . .. of the precise effect
which the stoppage of these supplies will have on the German war
effort’.

On December 19, the day before the Military Co-ordination Com-
mittee considered these four papers, their Chairman, Lord Chatfield,
and the Chief of the Imperial General Staff had been present at a
meeting of the Supreme War Council, at which M. Daladier had
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referred to a memorandum presented to Hitler by the German
industrialist Thyssen emphasising the extreme importance to Ger-
many of the Swedish ore deposits. Extracts from a report on this
memorandum were read to the Committee and evidently impressed
them. The representative of the Ministry of Economic Warfare was
now doubtful whether the stoppage of the Narvik exports alone was
worth while; it would produce only a limited effect—perhaps an
embarrassment to the enemy for a few weeks by about May 1940,
and it would be a serious matter for ourselves if our own imports
from Scandinavia were cut off. But the Committee agreed that it was
worth while taking a big risk in order to stop Germany’s supplies of
Swedish ore and, to start with, they judged the present moment
opportune for closing the outlet through Narvik by naval action and
for interfering if possible with the Oxelosund supply by other means.
But they also seriously considered the suggestion of sending a picked
Anglo-French force of 3,000-4,000 men accustomed to snow con-
ditions to land at Narvik and seize the North Swedish ore fields.
General Ironside took the view that such a limited ‘sideshow’ was
justifiable; the remoteness of the place would make it difficult for the
enemy to use a large force against it.

It was at this point that the idea was mooted of using the sym-
pathies of the Swedish and Norwegian peoples for Finland as a
means of securing the consent of their Governments for the entry of
Allied troops, it being understood that the purpose of these troops
was to join with them in assisting Finland and repelling the Soviet
attack which might ensue. The French had urged at the meeting of
the Supreme War Council the danger of allowing either the Russians
or the Germans to obtain possession of the Swedish ore deposits; they
had also proposed a joint approach to Oslo and Stockholm assuring
the two Governments of Franco-British help against the possible con-
sequences to them of assisting Finland, and the Council had agreed
as to ‘the importance of rendering all possible assistance to Finland
and of taking diplomatic action in Sweden and Norway’ in the
sense of the French proposal. The draft instructions prepared
by the French as the basis of such an approach seemed how-
ever to pledge us to more than diplomatic action; it appeared
that

‘our promise to co-operate with Sweden and Norway, if accepted,
might be developed into the despatch of an expeditionary force,
which in that case would be able to occupy Narvik and the
Swedish iron ore fields as part of the process of assisting Finland
and defending Sweden. And all this would arise as a result of our
having carried out the resolution adopted by the League of

Nations at its last meeting, calling upon Member States to assist
Finland.’
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The idea was plausible but it proved in the event a will-o’-the-
wisp.

The matter came before the Cabinet on December 22 and 27, and
it had to be considered from both the diplomatic and the military
points of view.

Clearly very wide issues were involved. The opening of a Scandi-
navian front might prevent the German activities in the Balkans;
but, if it did not, it might impose an intolerable strain on our own
shipping. The Prime Minister thought we had perhaps come to one
of the turning-points of the war. There were now two distinct pro-
jects: the original limited proposal to stop the traffic from Narvik by
naval action, whether by mines or patrols, and the major one of
securing the ore fields by a land expedition. It was more or less
agreed that for success in the larger project the consent of Norway
and Sweden was essential, but there was little doubt that the minor
operation would be unpalatable to Norway and disturbing to
Sweden. This seemed a strong reason for not queering the pitch for
the major operation by attempting the minor one first; but the whole
point of the latter was to stop the Narvik traffic immediately while
the northern Baltic was frozen, whereas the blocking of the outlet
through Lulea could wait until the ice broke in April. Thus the good
was the enemy of the best, and for the next three months a contest
was waged between them. In the December Cabinets the issue lay
between those who wished to take immediate action, justifying it on
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