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Dunkirk, the unessy summer when the
enamy was daily expected upon our
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the danger of invasion faded and the
year dosad with Desart Victory. Eight
months in which Great Britain stood
done a bay—the only European power
still left to carry on the struggle. Eight
months in which the Nazi fleet tried
hard to sgp the life-lineswhi ch brought
willing ad to thisidand from its digtant
Dominions and Colonies; eight months
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freedom might He a the mercy of the
Nazi war machine. Eight months in
which Mr. Churchill led a grim and
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with the first victorious counter-attack.
The description of such events and of
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PREFACE

DURING the period covered by this volume | bore a heavy
burden of responsibility. | was Prime Minister, First Lord of
the Treasury, Minister of Defence, and Leader of the House
of Commons. After the first forty days we were alone, with
victorious Germany and Italy engaged in mortal attack upon us,
with Soviet Russia a hostile neutral actively aiding Hitler, and
Japan an unknowable menace. However, the British War
Cabinet, conducting His Majesty's affairs with vigilance and
fidelity, supported by Parliament and sustained by the Govern-
ments and peoples of the British Commonwealth and Empire,
enabled all tasks to be accomplished and overcame all our foes.

WINSTON SPENCER CHURCHILL
Chartwell,
Westerham,
Kent.

January |, 1949
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CHAPTER |

THE NATIONAL COALITION

TheBeginning and the End - TheMagnitudeof Britain'sWork for the
Common Cause- Divisionsin Contact with the Enemy throughout
the War - The Roll of Honour - The Share of the Royal Navy -
British and American Discharge of Air-bombs- American Aid in
MunitionsMagnifiesOur War Effort - Formation of the New Cabinet

- ConservativeLoyalty to Mr. Chamberlain - The Leadership of the
House of Commons - Heresy-hunting Quelled in Due Course- My
Letter to Mr. Chamberlain of May 11 - A Peculiar Experience- Form-
ing a Government in the Heat of Battle - New Colleagues. Clement
Attlee, Arthur Greenwood, Archibald Sinclair, Ernest Bevin, Max
Beaverbrook - A Small War Cabinet - Stagesin the Formation of
the Government, May n—15 -A Digression on Power - Realities
and Appearances in the New War Direction - Alterations in the
Responsibilitiesof the Service Ministers- War Direction Concentrated
in Very Few Hands - My Personal Methods - The Written Word -
General Ismay - My Relationswith the Chiefs of Staff Committee -
Sir Edward Bridges - Kindness and Confidence Shown by the War
Cabinet - The Officeof Minister of Defence- Its Staff: Ismay, Hollis,
Jacob-No Change for Five Years- Stability of Chiefs of Staff
Committee - No Changes from 1941 till 1945 Except One by Death -

I ntimate Personal Association of Politiciansand Soldiersat the Summit
- ThePersonal Correspondence- My Relationswith President Roose-
velt- My Message to the President of May 15 - " Blood, Tail, Tear,
and Sweat"

the storm broke upon us. Four or five millions of men
met each other in the first shock of the most merciless of
al the wars of which record hes been kept. Within a week the
front in France, behind which we had been accustomed to dwell
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THE FALL OF FRANCE

through the hard years of the former war and the opening phese
of this, was to be irretrievably broken. Within three weeks the
long-famed French Army was to collgpse in rout and ruin, and
our only British Army to be hurled into the sa with al its
equipment lost. Within six weeks we were to find oursdves
aone, amost disarmed, with triumphant Germany and Italy at
our throats, with thewhol e of Europe opento Hitler'spower, arid
Japan glowering on the other side of the globe. It was amid
these facts and looming prospects that t entered upon my duties
as Prime Minister and Minister of Defence and addressed myself
to thefirst task of forming a Government of all parties to conduct
His Magjesty's busness at home and abroad by whatever means
might be deemed best suited to the national interest.

Five years later almost to a day it was possible to take a more
favourable view of our circumstances. Italy was conquered and
Mussolini dain. The mighty German Army had surrendered un-
conditionally. Hitler had committed suicide. In addition to the
immense captures by General Eisenhower, nearly three million
German soldiers were taken prisoners in twenty-four hours by
Field-Marshal Alexander in Italy and Field-Marshal Montgomery
in Germany. Francewasliberated, rallied, and revived. Hand in
hand with our Allies, thetwo mightiest empiresintheworld, we
advanced to the swift annihilation of Jgpanee resstance. The
contrast was certainly remarkable. The road across these five
years was long, hard, and perilous. Those who perished upon it
did not give their livesin vain. Those who marched forward to
theendwill always beproudto havetroddenitwith honour.

In giving an account of my stewardship and in telling the tale
of the famous National Coalition Government it ismy first duty
to make plain the scde and force of the contribution which
Great Britain and her Empire, whom danger only united more
tensdy, made to what eventually became the Common Cause
of so many Sates and nations. | do this with no desire to make
invidious comparisons or rouse purposdess rivalries with our
grestest Ally, the United States, to whom we owe immeasurable
and enduring gratitude. But it is to the combined interest of the
English-speaking world that the magnitude of the British war-
making effort should be known and redlised. | have therefore
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had a table made which | print on the following page, which
covers the whole period of the war. This shows that until
July 1944 Britain and her Empire had a substantially larger
number of divisions in contact with the enemy than the United
States. This general figure includes not only the European and
African spheres, but also all the war in Asia against Japan. Till
the arrival in Normandy in the autumn of 1944 of the great
mass of the American Army, we had always the right to speak at
least as an equal and usually as the predominant partner in every
theatre of war except the Pacific and the Australasian; and this
remains aso true, up to the time mentioned, of the aggregation
of all divisions in all theatres for any given month. From July.
1944 the fighting front of the United States, as represented by
divisions in contact with the enemy, became increasingly pre-
dominant, and so continued, mounting and triumphant, till the
final victory ten months later.

Another comparison which | have made shows that the British
and Empire sacrifice in loss of life was even greater than that of
our valiant Ally. The British total dead, and missing, presumed
dead, of the armed forces amounted to 303,240, to which should
be added over 109,000 from the Dominions, India, and the
Colonies, a total of over 412,240. This figure does not include
60,500 civilians killed in the air raids on the United Kingdom,
nor the losses of our Merchant Navy and fishermen, which
amounted to about 30,000. Against this figure the United States
mourn the deaths in the Army and Air Force, the Navy, Marines,
and Coastguard, of 322,188.* | cite these sombre Rolls of Honour
in the confident faith that the equal comradeship sanctified by so
much precious blood will continue to command the reverence
and inspire the conduct of the English-speaking world.

On the ses the United States naturally bore almost the entire
weight of the war in the Pacific, and the decisive battles which
they fought near Midway Island, at Guadalcanal, and in the Coral
Sea in 1942 gained for them the whole initiative in that vast ocean
domain, and opened to them the assault of all the Japanese con-
quests, and eventually of Japan herself. The American Navy
could not at the same time carry the main burden in the Atlantic
and the Mediterranean. Here again it is a duty to set down the
facts. Out of 781 German and 85 Italian U-boats destroyed in

* Eisenhower, Crusade in Europe, p. 1.
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LAND FORCESIN FIGHTING CONTACTWITH THE ENEMY
"EQUIVALENT DIVISIONS"

BRITISH EMPIRE U.SA.

Theara Theare ™ | Theara Thesra T
Jan. | , 1940 5Y, — 51/3 [ — — _
July 1, 1940 6 — 6 — — —
Jan. 1, 1941 0Y;| — 10Y, — — —
July 1, 1941 13 — B ) — — —
Jan. 1, 1942 ly 7 142/ 3 — 21, 22/ 3(C)
July 1, 1942 10 4213 14%, — 8y ) 81/3
Jan. 1, 1943 101/3 82/3| 19 5 10 15
Juy1 198 | 1623 7y3| 24Y5 10 | 124 | 2%
Jan. 1, 1944 111/3 1213] 23%, 6% 9, | 16
July 1, 1944 228 16 387, x5 17 42
Jan. 1, 1945 13 182/3| 49 5% 23| 79

NOTES AND ASSUMPTIONS

(a) B.E.F.in France
b) Excludes guerrillas in Abyssinia.
¢) Excludes Filipino troops.

The dividing line between the Eastern and Western thesatres is taken as
a north/south line through Karachi.

Thefollowingare NOT taken as operational theatres:
N.W . Frontier of India; Gibraltar; West Africa; | cdland; Hawaii;
Palesting; Iraq; Syria (except onJuly 1, 1941).
Maltaistaken asan operational theatre; also Alaska from Jan. 1942
toJuly 1943.

Foreign contingents—e.g., Free French, Poles, Czechs—are NOT included.
6
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the European theatre, the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, 594 were
accounted for by British sea and air forces, who also disposed of
all the German battleships, cruisers, and destroyers, besides
destroying or capturing the whole Italian Fleet.

The table of U-boat loses is as follows:

U-BOAT LOSSES

Destroyed by German Italian Japanese
525 69 9Y,
*United States Forces 174 5 110",
Other and unknown causss .. 82 11 10
Totals 781 &5 130

Grand total of U-boats destroyed: 996

In the air superb efforts were made by the United States to
comeinto action, especially with their daylight Fortress bombers,
on the greatest scale from the earliest moment after Pearl Har-
bour, and their power was used both against Japan and from the
British Ides against Germany. However, when we reached
Casablanca in January 1943 it is a fact that no single American
bomber plane had cast a daylight bomb on Germany. Very soon
the fruition of the great exertions they were making was to
come, but uptill the end of 1943 the British discharge of bombs
upon Germany had in the aggregate exceeded by eight tons to
one those cast from American machines by day or night, and it
was only in the spring of 1944 that the preponderance of discharge
was achieved by the United States. Here, as in the armies and on
the sea, we ran the full course from the beginning, and it was not
until 1944 that we were overtaken and surpassed by the tremen-
dous war effort of the United States.

It must be remembered that our munitions effort from the
beginning of Lend-Lease in January 1941 was increased by over
one-fifth through the generosity of the United States. With the

*The terms British and United States Forces include Allied Forces under their
operational control Where fractional losses are shown the "kill" was shared. There
were many cases of shared "kills", but in the German totals the fractions add up to whole
numbers.
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materials and weapons which they gave us we were actually able
to wage war as if we were a nation of fifty-eight millions instead of
forty-eight. In shipping aso the marvellous production of Liberty
Ships enabled the flow of supplies to be maintained across the
Atlantic. On the other hand, the analysis of shipping losses by
enemy action suffered by all nations throughout the war should
be borne in mind. Here are the figures:

Nationality Losses in Gross Tons Percentage
British . . . . . . 11,357,000 54
United States . . . . 3,334,000 16
Al other nations (outside enemy
control). . . . . 6,503,000 30
21,194,000 100

Of these losses 80 per cent, were suffered in the Atlantic Ocean,
including British coastal waters and the North Sea Only 5 per
cent, were lost in the Pacific.

Thisis all sat down, not to claim undue credit, but to establish
on a footing capable of commanding fair-minded respect the
intense output in every form of war activity of the people of this
small Island, upon whom in the crisis of the world's history the
brunt fell.

It is probably easier to form a Cabinet, especially a Coalition
Cabinet, in the heat of battle than in quiet times. The sense of
duty dominates all else, and personal claims recede. Once the
main arrangements had been settled with the leaders of the other
parties, with the formal authority of their organisations, the
attitude of all those | sent for was like that of soldiers in action,
who go to the places assigned to them at once without cjuestion.
The Party basis being officially established, it seemed to me that
no sense of Self entered into the minds of any of the very large
number of gentlemen | had to see. If some few hesitated it was
only because of public considerations. Even more did this high
standard of behaviour apply to the large number of Conservative
and National Liberal Ministers who had to leave their offices
and break their careers, and at this moment of surpassing interest
and excitement to step out of official Ufe, in many cases for ever.

The Conservatives had a majority of more than one hundred

8
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and twenty over all other parties in the House combined. Mr,
Chamberlain was their chosen leader. | could not but realise that
his supersession by me must be very unpleasant to many of them,
after all my long years of criticism and often fierce reproach.
Besides this, it must be evident to the majority of them how my
life had been passed in friction or actual strife with the Con-
servative Party, that | had left them on Free Trade and had later
returned to them as Chancellor of the Exchequer. After that | had
been for many years their leading opponent on India, on foreign
policy, and on the lack of preparations for war. To accept me as
Prime Minister wasto themvery difficult. It caused pain to many
honourable men. Moreover, loyalty to the chosen leader of the
party is a prime characteristic of the Conservatives. If they had
on some questions fallen short of their duty to the nation in the
years before the war, it was because of this sense of loyalty to
their appointed chief. None of these considerations caused me the
slightest anxiety. | knew they were all drowned by the can-
nonade.

In the first instance | had offered to Mr. Chamberlain, and he
had accepted, the Leadership of the House of Commons, as well
astheLord Presidency. Nothinghad been published. Mr. Attlee
informed me that the Labour Party would not work easily under
this arrangement. In a Coalition the Leadership of the House must
be generally acceptable. | put this point to Mr. Chamberlain,
and, with hisready agreement, | took the Leadership myself, and
heldittill February 1942. DuringthistimeMr. Attlee acted s my
deputy and did thedaily work. Hislong experiencein Opposition
was of great value. | came down only on the most serious
occasions. These were, however, recurrent. Many Conservatives
felt that their party leader had been slighted. Everyone admired
his personal conduct. On his first entry into the House in his new
capacity (May 13) the whole of his party—the large majority of
the House—rose and received him in a vehement demonstration
of sympathy and regard. In the early weeks it was from the
Labour benches that | was mainly greeted. But Mr. Chamber-
lain's loyalty and support was steadfast, and | was sure of myself.

There was considerable pressure by elements of the Labour
Party, and by some of those many able and ardent figures who
had not been included in the new Government, for a purge of
the "guilty men" and of Ministers who had been responsible
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for Munich or could be criticised for the many shortcomings in
our war preparation. Among these Lord Halifax, Lord Simon,
and Sir Samuel Hoare were the principal targets. But this was
no time for proscriptions of able, patriotic men of long experience
in high office. Ifthe censorious people could have had their way
at least a third of the Conservative Ministers would have been
forced to resign. Considering that Mr. Chamberlain was the
Leader of die Conservative Party, it was plain that this movement
would be destructive of the national unity. Moreover, | had no
need to ask myselfwhether all the blame lay on one sde. Official
responsibility rested upon the Government of the time. But moral
responsibilities were more widely spread. A long, formidable list
of quotations from speeches and votes recorded by Labour, and
not less by Liberal, Ministers, all of which had been stultified by
events, was in my mind and available in detail. No one had more
right than | to pass a sponge across the past. | therefore resisted
these disruptive tendencies. *'If the present,” | said a few weeks
later, "tries to sit injudgment on the pas it will lose the future.”
This argument and the awful weight of the hour quelled the
would-be heresy-hunters.

Early on the morning of May 11 | sent a message to Mr.
Chamberlain: "No one changes houses for a month." This
avoided petty inconveniences during the criss of the battle. |
continued to live at Admiralty House, and made its Map Room
and the fine rooms downstairs my temporary headquarters. |
reported to Mr. Chamberlain my talk with Mr. Attlec and the
progress made in forming the new Administration. "1 hope to
have the W ar Cabinet and die Fighting Services complete to-night
for the King. The haste is necessitated by the battle. ... As wc
[two] must work so closely togedier, | hope you will not find it
inconvenient to occupy once again your old quarters which we
both know so well in No. n." * | added:

: | do not think there is any necessty for a Cabinet to-day, as the

Armies and other Services are fighting in accordance with pre-
arranged plans. | should be very glad however if you and Edward
[Halifax] would come to the Admiralty War Room at 12.30 p.m.,
so that we could look at the maps and talk things over.

* The house in Downing Street usually occupied by the Chancdlor of the Exchequer.
10
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British and French advanced forces are already on the Antwerp-
Namur line, and there seem to be very good hopes that this line will
be strongly occupied by the Allied armies before it can be assiled.
This should be achieved in about forty-eight hours, and might be
thought t6 be very important. Meanwhile the Germans have not yet
forced the Albert Canal, and the Belgians are reported to be fighting
well. The Dutch also are making a stubborn resgance

My experiences in those first days were peculiar. One lived
with the battle, upon which all thoughts wer e centred, and about
which nothing could be done. All thetime there wasthe Govern-
ment to form and the gentlemen to see and the party balances to
be adjusted. | cannot remember, nor do my records show, how
all the hours were spent. A British Ministry at that time con-
tained between sixty and seventy Ministers of the Crown, and
all these had to be fitted in like a jig-saw puzzle, in this cae
having regard to the claims of three parties. It was necessary for
me to see not only all the principal figures, but, for a few minutes
at least, the crowd of able men who were to be chosen for im-
portant tasks. In forming a Coalition Government the Prime
Minister has to attach due weight to the wishes of the party
leaders as to who among their followers shall have the offices
allotted to the party. By thisprinciple | was mainly governed. If
any who deserved better were left out on the advice of their party
authorities, or even in spite of that advice, | can only express
regret. On the whole however the difficulties were few.

In Clement Attlee | had a colleague of war experience long
versed in the House of Commons. Our only differences in out-
look were about Socialism, but these were swamped by a war
soon to involve the almost complete subordination of the indivi-
dual to the State. We worked together with perfect ease and
confidence during the whole period of the Government. Mr.
Arthur Greenwood was a wise counsellor of high courage and a
good and helpful friend.

Sir Archibald Sinclair, as official Leader of the Liberal Party,
found it embarrassing to accept the office of Air Minister, because
his follower s felt he should instead have a seat in the W ar Cabinet,
But this ran contrary to the principle of a small War Cabinet. |
therefore proposed that he should join the War Cabinet when
any matter affecting fundamental political isues or party union

il
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was involved. He was my friend, and had been my second-in-
command when in 1916 | commanded the 6th Royal Scots
Fusiliers at Ploegsteert ("Plug Street"), and personally longed to
enter upon the great sphere of action | had reserved for him.
After no little intercourse this had been amicably settled. Mr.
Bevin, with whom | had made acquaintance at the beginning of
the war, in trying to mitigate the severe Admiralty demands for
trawlers, had to consult the Transport and Generd Workers'
Union, of which he was secretary, before he could join the team
in the most important office of Minister of Labour. This took
two or three days, but it wasworth it. The union, the largest of
all inBritain, said unanimously that hewastodoit, and stuck solid
for five years till we won.

The greatest difficulty waswith Lord Beaverbrook. | believed
he had sarvices to render of avery high quality. | had resolved, as
the result of my experiences in the previous war, to remove the
supply and design of aircraft fromthe Air Ministry, and | wished
him to become the Minister of Aircraft Production. He seemed at
first reluctant to undertake the task, and of coursethe Air Ministry
did not like having their Supply Branch separated from them.
There were other resstances to his appointment. | felt sure how-
ever that our life depended upon the flow of new aircraft; |
needed his vital and vibrant energy, and | persisted in my view.

In deference to prevailing opinions expressed in Parliament and
the Press it was necessary that the War Cabinet should be small.
| therefore began by having only five members, of whom one
only, the Foreign Secretary, had a department. These were
naturally the leading party politicians of the day. For the con-
venient conduct of busness it was necessary that the Chancellor
of the Exchequer and the Leader of the Liberal Party should
usually be present, and as time pessad the number of "constant
attenders’ grew. But all the responsibility was laid upon the five
War Cabinet Ministers. They were the only ones who had the
right to have their heads cut off on Tower Hill i f wedid not win.
The rest could suffer for departmental shortcomings, but not on
account of the policy of the State. Apart from the War Cabinet,
any one could say: "I cannot take the responsibility for this or
that." The burden of policy was borne at a higher level. This

12
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saved many people alot of worry in the days winch were imme-
diately to fall upon us.

Here are the stages by which the National Coalition Govern-
ment was built up day by day in the course of the great battle.

THE WAR CABINET

May 1l, 1940
Prime Minister, Firs Lord

of the Treasury, Minister

of Defence, and Leader of

the House of Commons * Mr. Churchill Conservative
Lord Presddent of the *Mr. Neville Chamber-

Council lain Conservative
Lord Privy Sed Mr.C.R. Atdee Labour
Secretary of Statefor Foreign
* Affairs * Lord Halifax Conservative
Minister without Portfolio Mr. Arthur Greenwood  Labour

MINISTERS OF CABINET RANK
Firg Lord of the Admiralty Mr. A. V. Alexander Labour
Secretary of State for War * Mr.Anthony Eden Conservative
Secretary of State for Air Sir Archibald Sinclair Libera

Lord Chancellor

May 12
* Sr John Simon [becom-
ing Lord Simon]

National Liberal

Chancellor of the Exchequer  * Sir Kingsley Wood Conservative
Home Secretary and Minis-

ter of Home Security * Sir John Anderson Non-Party
Secretary of State for the

Colonies Lord Lloyd Conservative
Presdent of the Board of

Trade Sir Andrew Duncan Non-Party
Minister of Supply Mr. Herbert Morrison L abour
Minister of Information Mr.Alfred Duff Cooper Conservative

May 13

Secretary of Sate for India

and Burma Mr.L.S.Amcry Conservative

Minister of Health

* Mr. Malcolm Macdonald

Nauonai L abour

Minister of Labour and
National Service Mr . Ernest Bevin Labour
Minister of Food * Lord Woolton Non-Party

* Membersin previous Adminigtration.

13
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Dominions Secretary and
Leader of the House of
Lords

Secretary of State for Scot-
land

Minister of Aircraft Pro-

FALL OF FRANCE
May 14

* Viscount Caldecote

*Mr. Ernest Brown

Conservative

National Liberal

duction L ord Beaverbrook Conservative
Presdent of the Board of * Mr. Hcrwald Rams-

Education botham Conservative
Minister of Agriculture * Mr. Robert Hudson Conservative
Minister of Transport * Sir John Reith Non-Party
Minister of Shipping * Mr. Ronald Cross Conservative
Minister of Economic War -

fare Mr.Hugh Dalton Labour
Chancellor of the Duchy of

Lancaster * Lord Hankey Non-Party

May 15
Minister of Pensons * Sr W.J. Womersley Conservative
Postmaster-General *Mr.W.S. Morrison Conservative
Paymaster-General Lord Cranborne Conservative
A ttorney-General * Sr Donald Somervell,

K.C. Conservative
Lord Advocate *Mr.T. M. Cooper, K.C. Conservative
Solicitor-General Sr William Jowitt, K.C. Labour
Solicitor-General for Scot-

land *Mr.J. S. C.Reid, K.C. Conservative

In my long political experience | had held most of the great
offices of State, but | readily admit that the post which had now
fallen to me was the one | liked the best. Power, for the sake of
lording it over fellow-creatures or adding to personal pomp, is
rightlyjudged base. But power in a national crisis, when a man
believes he knows what orders should be given, is a blessing. In
any sphere of action there can be no comparison between the
positions of number one and numbers two, three, or four. The
duties and the problems of all persons other than number one are
quite different and in many ways more difficult. It is always
amisfortune when number two or three has to initiate a dominant
plan or policy. He has to consider not only the merits of the
policy, but the mind of his chief; not only what to advise, but

* Membersin previous Administration.
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what it is proper for him in his station to advise; not only what
to do, but how to get it agreed, and how to get it done. More-
over, number two or three will have to reckon with numbers
four, five, and six, or maybe some bright outsider, number
twenty. Ambition, not so much for vulgar ends, but for fame,
glints in every mind. There are always severa points of view
which may be right, and many which are plausible. | was ruined
for the time being in 1915 over the Dardanelles, and a supreme
enterprise was cast away, through my trying to carry out a major
and cardinal operation of war from a subordinate position. Men
are ill-advised to try such ventures. This lesson had sunk into
my nature.

At the top there are great simplifications. An accepted leader
has only to be sure of what it is best to do, or at least to have|
made up his mind about it. The loyalties which centre upon
number one are enormous. If he trips he must be sustained. [f
he makes mistakes they must be covered. If he degps he must not
be wantonly disturbed. If he is no good he must be pole-axed.'
But this last extreme process cannot be carried out every day;
and certainly not in the daysjust after he has been chosen.

The fundamental changes in the machinery of war direction
were more real than apparent. "A Constitution", said Napoleon,
* 'should be short and obscure.*' The existing organisms remained
intact. No official personalities were changed. The War Cabinet
and the Chiefs of Staff Committee at first continued to meet
every day as they had done before. In calling myself, with the
King's approval, Minister of Defence 1 had made no legal or
constitutional change. | had been careful not to define my rights
and duties. | asked for no special powers either from the Crown
or Parliament. It was however understood and accepted that |
should assume the general direction of the war, subject to the
support of the War Cabinet and of the House of Commons. The
key-change which occurred on my taking over was of course
the supervision and direction of the Chiefs of Staff Committee
by aMinister of Defence with undefined powers. Asthis Minister
was also the Prime Minister, he had all the rights inherent in that
office, including very wide powers of selection and removal of all
professional and political personages. Thus for the first time the
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Chiefs of Staff Committee assumed its due and proper place in
direct daily contact with the executive head of the Government,
and in accord with him had full control over the conduct of the
war and the armed forces.

The position of the First Lord of the Admiralty and of the
Secretaries of State for War and Air was decisively affected in
fact though not in form. They were not members of the War
Cabinet, nor did they attend the meetings of the Chiefs of Staff
Committee. They remained entirely responsible for their depart-
ments, but rapidly and almost imperceptibly ceased to be respon-
sible for the formulation of strategic plans and the day-to-day
conduct of operations. These were settled by the Chiefs of Staff
Committee acting directly under the Minister of Defence and
Prime Minister, and thus with the authority of the War Cabinet.
The three ServfceMinisters, very able and trusted friends of mine
whom | had picked for these duties, stood on no ceremony. They
organised and* administered the ever-growing forces, and helped
all they could in the easy, practical English fashion. They had
the fullest information by virtue of their membership of the
Defence Committee, and constant access to me. Their professional
subordinates, the Chiefs of Staff, discussed everything with them
and treated them with the utmost respect. But there was an
integral direction of the war to which they loyally submitted.
There never was an occasion when their powers were abrogated
or challenged, and anyone in this circle could always spesk his
mind; but the actual war direction soon settled into a very few
hands, and what had seemed so difficult before became much more
simple—apart of course from Hitler. In spite of the turbulence of
events and the many disasters we had to endure the machinery
worked almost automatically, and one lived in a stream of
coherent thought capable of being translated with great rapidity
into executive action.

* * . . .

Although the awful battle was how going on across the Chan-
nel, and the reader is no doubt impatient to get there, it may be
well at this point to describe the system and machinery for con-
ducting military and other affairs which | set on foot and practised
from my earliest days of power. | am a strong believer in trans-
acting official business by the Written Word. No doubt, surveyed
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in the after-time, much that is set down from hour to hour under
the impact of events may be lacking in -proportion or may not
come true. | am willing to take my chance of that. It is always
better, except in the hierarchy of military discipline, to express
opinions and wishes rather than to give orders. Still, written
directives coming personally from the lawfully-constituted Head
of the Government and Minister specially charged with defence
counted to such an extent that, though not expressed as orders,
they very often found their fruition in action.

To make sure that my name was not used loosely, 1 issued
during the crisis of July the following minute:

Prime Minister to General Ismay, C./.G.S., and .

Sr Edward Bridges 19.v11.40
Let it be very clearly understood that all directions emanating

from me are made in writing, or should be immediately afterwards

confirmed in writing, and that | do not accept any responsibility

for matters relating to national defence on which | am aleged to

have given decisions unless they are recorded in writing.

When | woke about 8 am. | read all the telegrams, and from
my bed dictated a continuous flow of minutes and directives
to the departments and to the Chiefs of Staff Committee. These
were typed in relays as they were done, and handed at once to
General Ismay,. Deputy-Secretary (Military) to the War Cabinet,
and my representative on the Chiefs of Staff Committee, who
came to se me early each morning. Thus he usually had a good
deal in writingsto bring before the Chiefs of Staff Committee
when they met at ten-thirty. They gave all consideration to my
views at the same time as they discussed die general situation.
Thus between three and five o'clock in the afternoon, unless there
were some difficulties between us requiring further consultation,
there was ready a whole series of orders and telegrams sent by
me or by the Chiefs of Staff and agreed between us, usually giving
all the decisions nnmediately required.

In total war it is quite impossible to draw any precise line
between military and non-military problems. That no such
friction occurred between the military staff and the War Cabinet
staff was due primarily to the personality of Sir Edward Bridges,
Secretary to the War Cabinet. Not only was this son of a former
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Poet Laureate an extremely competent and tireless worker, but
he was also a man of exceptional force, ability, and personal
charm, without a trace of jealousy in his nature. All that mat-
tered to him was that the War Cabinet Secretariat as a whole
should serve the Prime Minister and War Cabinet to the very best
of their ability. No thought of his own personal position ever
entered his mind, and never a cross word passed between the civil
and military officers of the Secretariat.

In larger questions, or if there were any differences of view, |
called a meeting of the War Cabinet Defence Committee, which
at the outset comprised M r. Chamberlain, Mr. Attlee, and the
three Service Ministers, with the Chiefs of Staff in attendance.
These formal meetings got fewer after 1941.* As the machine
began to work more smoothly | came to the conclusion that the
daily meetings of the War Cabinet with the Chiefs of Staff present
were no longer necessary. | therefore eventually instituted what
came to be known among oursdves as the *'Monday Cabinet
Parade". Every Monday there was a considerable gathering—all
the War Cabinet, the Service Ministers, and the Minister of Home
Security, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, the Secretaries of State
for the Dominions and for India, the Minister of Information,
the Chiefs of Staff, and the official head of the Foreign Office.
At thee meetings each Chief of Staffin turn unfolded his account
of all that had happened during the previous seven days, and the
Foreign Secretary followed them with his story of any important
developments in foreign affairs. On other days of the week the
War Cabinet sat alone, and all important matters requiring
decision were brought before them. Other Ministers primarily
concerned with the subjects to be discussed attended for their own
particular problems. The members of the War Cabinet had the
fullest circulation of all papers affecting the war, and saw all
important telegrams snt by me. As confidence grew the War
Cabinet intervened les actively in operational matters, though
they watched them with close attention and full knowledge.
They took almost the whole weight of home and party affairs
off my shoulders, thus setting me free to concentrate upon the
main theme. With regard to all future operations of importance
| always consulted them in good time; but, while they gave

* The Defence Committee met 40 times in 1940, 76 in 1941, 20 in 1942, 14 in 1943,
and 10 in 1944,
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careful consideration to the issues involved, they frequently
asked not to be informed of dates and details, and indeed on
several occasions stopped me when | was about to unfold these to
them.

1 had never intended to embody the office of Minister of
Defence in a department. This would have required legislation,
and all the delicate adjustments | have described, most of which
settled themselves by personal goodwill, would have had to be
thrashed out in a process of ill-timed constitution-making. There
was however in existence and activity under the personal direction
of the Prime Minister the Military Wing of the War Cabinet
Secretariat, which had in pre-war days been the Secretariat of the
Committee of Imperial Defence. At the head of this stood
General Ismay, with Colonel Hollis and Colonel Jacob as his two
principals, and a group of specialy-selected younger officers
drawn from all tliree Services. This Secretariat became the staff
of the office of the Minister of Defence. My debt to its members
is immeasurable. General Ismay, Colonel Hollis, and Colonel
Jacob rose steadily in rank and repute as the war proceeded, and
none of them was changed. Displacements in a sphere so intimate
and so concerned with secret matters are detrimental to con-
tinuous and efficient dispatch of business.

After some early changes almost equal stability was preserved
in the Chiefs of Staff Committee. On the expiry of his term as
Chief of the Air Staff, in September 1940, Air Marshal Newall
became Governor-General of New Zealand, and was succeeded
by Air Marshal Portal, who was the accepted star of the Air Force.
Portal remained with me throughout the war. Sir John Dill,
who had succeeded General Ironside in May 1940, remained
C.1.G.S. until he accompanied me to Washington in December
1941. | then made him my personal Military Representative
with the President and head of our Joint Staff Mission. His
relations with General Marshall, Chief of Staff of the United
States Army, became a priceless link in all our business, and when
he died in harness some two years later he was accorded the
unique honour of a resting-place in Arlington Cemetery, the
Valhalla hitherto reserved exclusively for American warriors. He
was succeeded as C.1.G.S. by Sir Alan Brooke, who stayed with
me till the end.

From 1941, for nearly four years, the early part of which was

19



THE FALL OF FRANCE

passed in much misfortune arid disappointment, the only change
made in this small band either among the Chiefs or in the Defence
staff was due to the death in harness of Admiral Pound. This may
well be a record in British military history. A similar degree of
continuity was achieved by President Roosevelt in his own circle.
The United States Chiefs of Staff—General Marshall, Admiral
King, and General Arnold, subsequently joined by Admiral
L eahy—started together on the American entry into the war, and
were never changed. As both the British and Americans pre-
sently formed the Combined Chiefs of Staff Committee this was
an inestimable advantage for all. Nothing like it between allies
has ever been known before.

| cannot say that we never differed among ourselves even at
home, but a kind of understanding grew up between me and
the British Chiefs of Staff that we should convince and persuade
rather than try to overrule each other. This was of course helped
by the fact that we spoke the same technical language, and
possessed a large, common body of military doctrine and war
experience. In this ever-changing scene we moved as one, and
the War Cabinet clothed us with ever more discretion, and sus-
tained us with unwearied and unflinching constancy. There was
no division, as in the previous war, between politicians and
soldiers, between fhe "Frocks" and the "Brass Hats'—odious
terms which darkened counsel. We came very close together
indeed, and friendships were formed which | believe were deeply
valued.

The efficiency of a war Administration depends mainly upon
whether decisions emanating from the highest approved authority
are in fact strictly, faithfully, and punctually obeyed. This we
achieved in Britain in this time of crisis owing to the intense
fidelity, comprehension, and whole-hearted resolve of the War
Cabinet upon the essential purpose to which we had devoted
ourselves. According to the directions given, ships, troops, and
aeroplanes moved, and the wheels of factories spun. By all these
processes, and by the confidence, indulgence, and loyalty by
which | was upborne, | was soon able to give an integral direction
to almost every aspect of the war. This was really necessary,
because times were so very bad. The method was accepted
because everyone realised how near were death and ruin. Not
only individual death, which is the universal Experience, stood
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near, but, incomparably more commanding, the life of Britain,
her message, and her glory.

. . . . .

Any account of the methods of government which developed
under the National Coalition would be incomplete without an
explanation of the series of personal messages which | sent to the
President of the United States and the heads of other foreign
countries and the Dominions Governments. This correspondence
must be described. Having obtained from the Cabinet any
specific decisions required on policy, | composed and dictated
these documents myself, for the most part on die basis that they
were intimate and informal correspondence with friends and
fellow-workers. One can usually put one's thoughts better in
one's own words. It was only occasionally that | read the text to
the Cabinet beforehand. Knowing their views, | used the eae
and freedom needed for the doing of my work. | was of course
hand-in-glove with the Foreign Secretary and his department, and
any differences of view were settled together. | circulated these
telegrams, in some cases after they had been sent, to the principal
members of the War Cabinet, and, where he was concerned, to
the Dominions Secretary. Before dispatching them | of course
had my points and facts checked departmentally, and nearly all
military messages passed through Ismay's hands to the Chiefs of
Staff. This correspondence in no way ran counter to the official
communications or the work of the Ambassadors. It became
however in fact the channel of much vital business, and played a
part in my conduct of the war not less, and sometimes even more,
important than my duties as Minister of Defence.

The very select circle, who were entirely free to express their
opinion, were almost invariably content with the, drafts and gave
mc an increasing measure of confidence. Differences with
American authorities for instance, insuperable at the second level,
were settled often in a few hours by direct contact at die top.
Indeed, as time went on die efficacy of this top-level transaction
of business was so apparent that | had to be careful not to let it
become a vehicle for ordinary departmental affairs. | had re-
peatedly to refuse the requests of my colleagues to address
the President personally on important matters of detail. Had
these intruded unduly upon the personal correspondence they
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would soon have destroyed its privacy and consequently its
value.

My relations with the President gradually became so close that
the chief business between our two countries was virtually con-
ducted by these personal interchanges between him and me. In
this way our perfect understanding was gained. As Head of the
State as well as Head of the Government, Roosevelt spoke and
acted with authority in every sphere; and, carrying the War
Cabinet with me, | represented Great Britain with almost equal
latitude. Thus a very high degree of concert was obtained, and
the saving in time and the reduction in the number of people
informed were both invaluable. | sent my cables to the American
Embassy in London, whichwasin direct touch with the President
at the White House through special coding machines. The speed
with which answers were received and things settled was aided
by clock-time. Any message which | prepared in the evening, at
night, or even up to two o'clock inthe morning, woul d reach the
President before he went to bed, and very often his answer would
come back to mewhen | woke the next morning. Inall | senthim
nine hundred and fifty messages, and received about eight hun-
dredinreply. | felt | wasin contact with avery great man, who
was also a warm-hearted friend and the foremost champion of the
high causes which we served.

The Cabinet being favourable to my trying to obtain destroyers
from the American Government, | drafted during the afternoon
of May 15 my first message to President Roosevelt since | became
Prime Minister. To preserve the informality of our correspond-
ence | signed myself * former Naval Person", and to this fancy |
adhered almost without exception throughout the war.

Although | have changed my office, | am sure you would not wish
me to discontinue our intimate private correspondence. As you are
no doubt aware, the scene hes darkened swiftly. The enemy have a
marked preponderance in the air, and their new technique is making
a deep impression upon the French. | think myself the battle on land
hes only just begun, and | should like to s the massss engage. Up to
the present Hitler is working with specialised units in tanks and air.
The small countries are simply smashed up, one by one, like match-
wood. We must expect, though it is not yet certain, that Mussolini
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will hurry in to share die loot of civilisation. W e expect to be attacked
here oursdlves, both from the air and by parachute and air-borne
troops, in the near future, and are getting ready for them. If necessary,
we shall continue die war alone, and we are not afraid of that.

But | trust you realise, Mr. President, diat the voice and force of
the United States may count for nothing if they are withheld too long.
Y ou may have a completely subjugated, Nazified Europe established
with astonishing swiftness, and the weight may be more than we can
bear. All | ak now is that you should proclaim non-belligerency,
which would mean that you would help us with everything short of
actually engaging armed forces. Immediate needs are, first of all, the
loan of forty or fifty of your older destroyers to bridge the gap between
what we have now and the large new construction we put in hand
at the beginning of the war. This time next year we shall have plenty.
But if in the interval Italy comes in against us with another hundred
submarines we may be strained to breaking-point. Secondly, we want
several hundred of the latest types of aircraft, of which you are now
getting delivery. These can be repaid by those now being constructed
in the United Saes for us. Thirdly, anti-aircraft equipment and
ammunition, of which again there will be plenty next year, if we are
alive to seit. Fourthly, the fact that our ore supply is being com-
promised from Sweden, from North Africa, and perhaps from
Northern Spain, makes it necessary to purchase sted in the United
Saes. This dso applies to other materials. We shall go on paying
dollars for as long as we can, but | should like to feel reasonably sure
that when we can pay no more you will give us the stuff all the same.
Fifthly, we have many reports of possble German parachute or air-
borne descents in Ireland. The visit of a United States squadron to
Irish ports, which might well be prolonged, would be invaluable.
Sixthly, 1 am looking to you to keep the Japanese quiet in the Pacific,
using Singapore in any way convenient. The details of the material
which we have in hand will be communicated to you separately.

With all good wishes and respect...

On May 18 areply was received from the President wel coming
the continuance of our private correspondence and dealing with
my specific requests. The loan or gift of the forty or fifty older
destroyers, it was stated, would require the authorisation of Con-
gress, and the moment was not opportune. He would facilitate
to the utmost the Allied Governments obtaining the latest types of
United States aircraft, anti-aircraft eauipment, ammunition, and
steel. In all this die representations of our agent, the highly com-
petent and devoted Mr. Purvis (presently to give his life in an
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air accident), would receive most favourable consideration. The
President would consider carefully my suggestion that a United
States squadron might visit Irish ports. About the Japanese, he
merely pointed to the concentration of the American fleet at
Pearl Harbour.

. * . . .

On Monday, May 13,1 asked the House of Commons, which
had been specially summoned, for a vote of confidence in the new
Administration. After reporting the progress which had been
made in filling the various offices, | said: "I have nothing to offer
but blood, toil, tears, and sweat." Inall our long history no Prime
Minister had ever been able to present to Parliament and the
nation a programme at once so short and so popular. 1 ended:

You ak, What is our policy? | will say: It is to wage war, by g
land, and air, with all our might and with all the strength that God
can give us: to wage war against @ monstrous tyranny, never surpassed
in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human crime. That is our policy.
Y ouask, Whatisour aim? | cananswerinoneword: Victory—uvictory
at all costs, victory in spite of all terror; victory, however long and
hard the road may be; for without victory there is no survival. Let
that be realised: no survival for the British Empire; no survival for all
that the British Empire has stood for, no survival for the urge and
impulse of the ages, that mankind will move forward towards its goal.
But | take up my task with buoyancy and hope. | feel sure that our
cause will not be suffered to fail among men. At thistime | fed entitled
to claim the aid of all, and | say, "Come, then, let us go forward
together with our united strength."

Upon these simple issues the House voted unanimously, and
adjourned till May 21.

Thus then we all started on our common task. Never did a
British Prime Minister receive from Cabinet colleagues the loyal
and true aid which | enjoyed during the next five years from these
men of all parties in the State. Parliament, while maintaining free
and active criticism, gave continuous, overwhelming support to
all measures proposed by the Government, and the nation was
united and ardent as never before. It was well indeed that this
should be so, because events were to come upon us of an order
more terrible than anyone had foreseen.
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CHAPTER II

THE BATTLE OF FRANCE

The First Week. Gamelin
May io-May 16

Plan D - The German Order of Battle - German and French Armour

- French and British Advance through Belgium - Holland Overrun -
TheBelgian Problem - Accepted Primacy of Francein theMilitary Art
- TheGapin the Ardennes* British Difficultiesduring the Twilight
War Phase - Progress of Plan D - Bad News of 13th and 14th -
Kleist's Group of ArmiesBreak the French Front -Heavy British Air
Losses- Our Final Limit for Home Defence - Reynaud Telephones
MeMorning of 15th - Destruction of the French Ninth Army Opposite
the Ardennes Gap - " Cease Fire" in Holland - Theltalian Menace -
1 Fly to Paris- Meeting at the Quai d'Orsay - General Gamelin s
Statement - No Strategic Reserve: " Aucune” - Proposed Attackson
the German "Bulge" - French Demands for More British Fighter
Squadrons - My Telegram to the Cabinet on the Night of May 16 -
Cabinet Agreesto Send Ten MoreFighter Squadrons.

the moment in the evening of May 10 when | became

respongble no fresh decision about meeting the German

invasion of the Low Countries was required from me or
from my colleagues in the new and still unformed Administra-
tion. We had long been assured that the French and British
detfs were fully agreed upon Generd Gamdin's Plan D, and
it hed dready been in action since dawn. In fact, by the morning
of the nth the whole vagt operation had made grest progress.
On the seaward flank Generd Giraud's Seventh French Army
had dready begun its adventurous dash into Holland. In the
centre the British armoured-car patrols of the 12th Lancers were
upon the river Dyle, and to the south of our front all the rest of
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Generd Billotte's First Group of Armies were hastening forward
to the Meuse. The opinion of the Allied military chiefs was that
Wan D, if successful, woul d save anything from twelveto fifteen
divisions by shortening the front .agans Germany; and then of
course there was the Belgian Army of twenty-two divisions,
besidesthe Dutch Army often divisions, without which our total
forces in the West were numerically inferior. | did not therefore
in the dightest degree wish to interfere with the military plans,
and awaited with hope the impending shock.

Neverthdess, if in the after-light we look back upon the scene,
the important paper written by the British Chiefs of Staff on
September 18, 1939, becomes prominent.* In this it had been
affirmed that unless the Belgians were effectively holding their
front on the Meuse and the Albert Canal it would be wrong for
the British and French to rush to their aid, but that they should
rather stand firm on the French frontier, or at the most swing
their left hand slightly forward to the line of the Scheldt. Since
those days of September 1939 agreement had been reached to
carry out Genera Gamelin's Plan D. Nothing had however
happened in theinterval to weaken theoriginal view of theBritish
Chiefs of Staff. On the contrary, much had happened to
strengthen it. The German Army had grown in strength and
maturity with every month that had pessed, and they now had a
vastly more powerful armour. The French Army, ghawed by
Soviet-inspired Communism and chilled by the long, cheerless
winter on the front, had actualy deteriorated. The Belgian
Government, staking their country'slife upon Hitler's respect for
international law and Belgian neutrality, had not achieved any
effectivejoint planning between their Army chiefs and those of
the Allies. The anti-tank obstacles and defensive line which were
to have been prepared on the front Namur-Louvain were inade-
quate and unfinished. The Belgian Army, which contained many
brave and resolute men, could hardly brace itself for a conflict
for fear of offending neutrality. The Belgian front had been, in
fact, overrun at many points by the first wave of German assault,
even before General Gamelin gave the signd to execute his long-
prepared plan. The most that could now be hoped for weas
uocsss in that very "encounter battle” which the French High
Command had declared itself resolved to avoid.

* Se Val. |, p. 378
26



THE BATTLE OP FRANCE: THE FIRST WEEK. GAMELIN

On the outbreak of the war eight months before, the main
power of the German Army and Air Force had been concen-
trated on the invasion and conquest of Poland. Along the whole
of the Western front, from Aix-la-Chapelle to the Swiss frontier,
there had stood forty-two German divisions without armour.
After the French mobilisation France could deploy the equiva-
lent of seventy divisions opposite to them. For reasons which
have been explained, it was not deemed possible to attack the
Germansthen. Very different was the situation on May 10, 1940.
The enemy, profiting by the eight months' delay and by the
destruction of Poland, had armed, equipped, and trained about
155 divisions, of which ten were armoured ("Panzer"). Hitler's
agreement with Stalin had enabled him to reduce the German
forces in the East to the smallest proportions. Opposite Russia,
according to General Haider, the German Chief of Staff, there
was "no more than a light covering force, scarcely fit for collect-
ing customs duties". Without premonition of their own future,
the Soviet Government watched the destruction of that " Second
Front" in the West for which they were soon to call so vehe-
mently and to wait in agony so long. Hitler was thereforein a
position to deliver his onslaught on France with 126 divisions and
the whol e of the immense armour-weapon often Panzer divisions,
comprising nearly three thousand armoured vehicles, of which a
thousand at least were heavy tanks.

These mighty forces were deployed from the North Sea to
Switzerland in thefollowing order:

Army Group B, comprising 28 divisions, under General von
Bock, marshalled along the front from the North Sea to
Aix-la-Chapelle, wasto overrunHolland and Belgium, and
thereafter advance into France as the German right wing.

Army Group A, of 44 divisions, under General von Rund-
stedt, constituting the main thrust, was ranged along the
front from Aix-la-Chapelle to the Moselle.

Army Group C, of 17 divisions, under General von Leeb,
held the Rhine from the Moselle to the Swiss frontier.

The O.K.H. (Supreme Army Command) Reserve consisted
of about forty-seven divisions, of which twenty were in im-
mediate reserve behind the various Army Groups and twenty-
seven in general reserve.
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Opposite this array, the exact strength and disposition of which
was of course unknown to us, the First Group of Armies, under
Genera Billotte, consisting of fifty-onedivisions, of which nine
were held in G.Q.G. (Grand Quartier General Reserve), and in-
cluding nine British divisions, stretched from the end of the
Maginot Line near Longwy to the Belgian frontier, and behind
that frontier to the s in front of Dunkirk. The Second and
Third Groups of Armies, under Generds Pretelat and Besson,
consisting, with the resarves, of forty-three divisions, guarded
the French frontier from Longwy to Switzerland. In addition
the French had the equivalent of nine divisions occupying the
Maginot Line—atotal of 103 divisions. If the armies of Belgium
and Holland became involved, this number would be increased
by twenty-two Belgian and ten Dutch divisions. As both these
countries were immediately attacked, the grand total of Allied
divisions of all qualities nominally available on May 10 was
therefore 135, or practically the same number as we now know
the enemy possessed. Properly organised and equipped, well
trained and led, this force should, according to the standards
of the previous war, have had a good chance of bringing the
invasion to a stop.

However, the Germans had full freedom to choose the moment,
the direction, and the strength of their attack. More than half of
the French Army stood on the southern and eastern sectors of
France, and the fifty-one French and British divisions of Genera
Billotte's Army Group No. 1, with whatever Belgian and Dutch
aid was forthcoming, had to face the ondlaught of upwards of
seventy hostile divisions under Bock and Rundstedt between
Longwy and the ssa The combination of the amost cannon-
proof tank and dive-bomber aircraft which had proved so
successul in Poland on a smaler scde was again to form the
spearhead of the main attack, and a group of five Panzer and three
motorised divisions under Kleist, included in German Army
Group A, wes directed through the Ardennes on Sedan and
Montherme.

To meet such modern forms of war the French deployed about
2,300 tanks, mostly light. Their armoured formations included
some powerful modern types, but more than half their total
armoured strength was held in dispersed battalions of light tanks,
for co-operation with the infantry- Their six armoured divisions,
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with which alone they could have countered the massed Panzer
assault, were widely distributed over the front, and could not be
collected together to operate in coherent action. Britain, the
birthplace of the tank, had only just completed the formation
and training of her first armoured division (328 tanks), which
was still in England.

The German fighter aircraft now concentrated in the West
were far superior to the French in numbers and quality. The
British Air Force in France comprised the ten fighter sguadrons
(Hurricanes) which could be spared from vital Home Defence,
eight squadrons of Battles, six of Blenheims, and five of Lysanders.
Neither the French nor the British air authorities had equipped
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themsdves with dive-bombers, which at this time, as in Poland,
became prominent, and were to play an important part in the
demoralisation of die French infantry and particularly of their
coloured troops.

During the night of May 9-10, heralded by widespread air
attacks againg airfields, communications, headquarters, and maga-
zines, all the German forces in the Bock and Rundstedt Army
Groups sprang forward towards France across the frontiers of
Belgium, Holland, and Luxembourg. Completetactical surprise
was achieved in nearly every casee Out of the darkness came sud-
denly innumerable parties of well-armed ardent storm troops,
oftenwithlight artillery, andlong before daybreak ahundred and
fifty miles of front were aflame. Holland and Belgium, assaulted
without the dightest pretext or warning, cried aoud for help.
The Dutch had trusted to their water-line; all the duices not
seized or betrayed were opened, and the Dutch frontier guards
fired upon the invaders. The Belgians succeeded in destroying the
bridges of the Meuse, but the Germans captured intact two across
the Albert Canal.

By Plan D, the First Allied Army Group, under Generd
Billotte, with its small but very fine British army, was, from the
moment when the Germans violated the frontier, to advance esst
into Belgium. It was intended to forestall the enemy and stand
on the line Meuse-Louvain-Antwerp. In front of that line, along
the Meuse and the Albert Canal, lay the main Belgian forces.
Should these stem the first German onrush the Army Group
would support them. |t seemed more probable that the Belgians
would be at once thrown back on to the Allied line. And this,
in fact, happened. It was assumed that in this case the Belgian
resstance would give a short breathing-space, during which the
French and British could organise their new position. Except
on the critical front of the French Ninth Army, this was accom-
plished. On the extreme left or seaward flank the Seventh French
Army was to sze the idands commanding the mouth of the
Scheldt, and, if possible, to as¢ the Dutch by an advance to-
wards Breda. It was thought that on our southern flank the
Ardennes were impassable for large modern armies, and south of
that again began the regular fortified Maginot Line, stretching out
to the Rhine and along the Rhine to Switzerland. All therefore
seemed to depend upon the forward left-handed counter-stroke of
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the Allied Northern Armies. This again hung upon the speed
with which Belgium could be occupied. Everything had been
worked out in this way with the utmost detail, and only a signal
was necessary to hurl forward the Allied force of well over a
million men. At 530 am. on May 10 Lord Gort received a
message from General Georges ordering "Alertes 1, 2, and 3";
namely, instant readiness to move into Belgium. At 6.45 a.m.
General Gamelin ordered the execution of Plan D, and the
long-prepared scheme of the French High Command, to which
the British had subordinated themselves, came at once into action.

Mr. Colijn, when as Dutch Prime Minister he visited me in
1937, had explained to me the marvellous efficiency of the Dutch
inundations. He could, he explained, by a telephone message
from the luncheon tabic at Chartwell press abutton which would
confront an invader with impassable water obstacles. But all this
was nonsense. The power of a great State against a small one
under modern conditions is overwhelming. The Germans broke
through at every point, bridging the canals or seizing the locks
and water-controls. In asingle day all the outer line of the Dutch
defences was mastered. At the same time the German Air Force
began to use its might upon a defenceless country. The Dutch
hope that they would be by-passed by the German right-handed
swing as in the former war was vain.

The case of Belgium requires more searching statement. Several
hundreds of thousands of British and French graves in Belgium
mark the struggle of the previous war. The policy of Belgiumin
the years between the wars had not taken sufficient account of the
past. The Belgian leaders saw with worried eyes the internal
weakness of France and the vacillating pacifism of Britain. They
clung to a strict neutrality. In the years before they were again
invaded their attitude towards the two mighty arrays which con-
fronted each other was, officially at any rate, quite impartial.
Great allowance must be made for the fearful problems of a small
State in such a plight, but the French High Command had for
years spoken bitterly of the line taken by the Belgian Govern-
ment. Their only chance of defending their frontier against a
German attack lay in a close alliance with France and Britain.
The line of the Albert Canal and other water fronts was highly
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defensible, and had the British and, trench armies, aided by the
Belgian Army, after the declaration of war, been drawn up on
the Belgian frontiers in good time a very strong offensive might
have been prepared and launched from these positions against
Germany. But the Belgian Government deemed that their safety
lay in the most rigid neutrality, and their only hope was founded
on German good faith and respect for treaties.

Even after Britain and France had entered into war it was
impossible to persuade them to rejoin the old alliance. They
declared they would defend their neutrality to the death, and
placed nine-tenths of their forces on their German frontier, while
at the same time they strictly forbade the Anglo-French army to
enter their country and make effective preparations for their
defence or for forestalling counter-strokes. The construction of
new lines and the anti-tank ditch during the winter of 1939 by the
British armies, with the French First Army on their right, along
the Franco-Belgian frontier, had been the only measure open to us.
It is a haunting question whether the whole policy of Plan D
should not have been reviewed upon this basis, and whether we
would not have been wiser to stand and fight on the French
frontier, and amid these strong defences invite the Belgian Army
to fall back upon them, rather than make the hazardous and hur-
ried forward leap to the Dyle or the Albert Canal.

No one can understand the decisions of that period without
realising the immense authority wielded by the French military
leaders and the belief of every French officer that France had the
primacy in the military art. France had conducted and carried the
main weight of the terrible land fighting from 1914101918. She
had lost fourteen hundred thousand men killed. Foch had been
given the supreme command, and the great British and Imperial
armies of sixty to seventy divisions had been placed, like the
Americans, unreservedly under his orders. Now the British
Expeditionary Army numbered but three or four hundred thou-
sand men, spread from the bases at Havre and along the coast for-
ward to the line, compared with nearly a hundred French
divisions, or over two million Frenchmen, actually holding the
long front from Belgium to Switzerland. It was natural therefore
that we should place ourselves under their command, and that
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their judgment should be accepted. It had been expected that
General Georges would take full command of the French and
British armies in the field from the moment when war was de-
clared, and General Gamelin was expected to retire to an advisory
position on the French Military Council. However, General
Gamelin was averse from yielding his control as Generalissimo.
He retained the supreme direction. A vexatious conflict of
authority took place between him and General Georges during
the eight months' lull. General Georges, in my opinion, never had
the chance to make the strategic plan in its entirety and on his own
responsibility.

The British General Staff and our headquarters in the field had
long been anxious about the gap between the northern end of the
Maginot Line and the beginning of the British fortified front
along the Franco-Belgian frontier. Mr. Hore-Bclisha, the Secre-
tary of State for War, raised the point in the War Cabinet on
several occasions. Representations were made through military
channels. The Cabinet and our military leaders however were
naturally shy of criticising those whose armies were ten times as
strong as our own. The French thought that the Ardennes were
impassable for large modern armies. Marshal Petain had toid the
Senate Army Commission, "This sector is not dangerous/' A
great deal of field work was done along the Meuse, but nothing
like a strong line of pill-boxes and anti-tank obstacles, such as the
British had made along the Belgian sector, was attempted. More-
over, General Corap's Ninth French Army was mainly composed
of troops who were definitely below the French standards. Out of
its nine divisions, two were of cavalry, partly mechanised, one was
a fortress division, two (61 and 53) belonged to a secondary
category, two (22 and 18) were not much inferior to active
divisions; only two were divisions of the permanent regular army.
Here, then, from Sedan to Hirson, on the Oise, along a front of
fifty miles, there were no permanent fortifications, and only two
divisions of professional troops.

One cannot be strong everywhere. It is often right and neces-
sary to hold long sectors of a frontier with light covering forces,
but this of course should be only with the object of gathering
larger reserves for counter-attacks when the enemy's striking-
points are revealed. Thespreading of forty-three divisions, or half
the mobile French army, from Longwy to the Swiss frontier, the
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whole of which was either defended by the Maginot Line forts
or by the broad, swift-flowing Rhine, with its own fortress
system behind it, was an improvident disposition. The risks that
have to be run by the defender are more trying than those which
an assallant, who is presumably the stronger at the point of attack,
must dare. Where very long fronts are concerned, they can only
be met by strong mobile resarves which can rapidly interveneina
decisive battle. A weight of opinion supportsthe criticism that the
French reserves were inadequate, and, such as they were, badly
distributed. After all, the gap behind the Ardennes opened the
shortest road from Germany to Paris, and had for centuries been a
famous battleground. If the enemy penetrated here thewhole for-
ward movement of the Northern Armies would be deprived of
its pivot, and all their communications would be endangered
equally with the capital.

L ooking back, we can ssethat M r. Chamberlain'sWar Cabinet,
in which | served, and for whose acts or neglects | take my full
share of responsibility, ought not to have been deterred from
thrashing the matter out with the French in the autumn and
winter of 1939. It would have been an unpleasant and difficult
argument, for the French at every sage could say: "Why do you
not send more troops of your own? Will you not take over a
wider sector of the front? If resarves are lacking, pray supply
them. We have five million men mobilised.* We follow your
idess about the war at seg; we conform to the plans of the British
Admiralty. Pray show a proper confidence in the French Army
and in our historic mastery of the art of war on land."

Nevertheless we ought to have done it.

Hitler and his Generds were in little doubt as to the military
views and general arrangements of their opponents. During
this same autumn and winter the German factories had poured
out tanks, the plants for making which must have been well
advanced at the Munich crisis in 1938, and bore abundant fruit
in the eight months that had pessad since war began. They were
not at all deterred by the physical difficulties of traversing the
Ardennes. On the contrary, they believed that modern mechani-
cal transport and vast organised road-making capacity would
make this region, hitherto deemed impassable, the shortest, suret,

*The French "mobilisation" of five millions included many not under arms—eg,, in
factories, on the land, etc.
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and easest method of penetrating France and of rupturing the
whole French scheme of counter-attack. Accordingly, the
German Supreme Army Command planned their enormous on-
rush through the Ardennes to sever the curling left arm of the
Allied Northern Armies at the shoulder-joint. The movement,
though on afar larger scde and with different speeds and weapons,
was not unlike Napoleon's thrust at the Plateau of Pratzen in the
battle of Austerlitz, whereby the entire Austro-Russian turning
move was cut off and ruined and their centre broken.

At the signal the Northern Armies sprang to the rescue of
Belgium and poured forward along all the roads amid the cheers
of the inhabitants. The first phase of Plan D was completed by
May 12. The French held the left bank of the Meuse to Huy, and
their light forces beyond the river were falling back before in-
creasing enemy pressure. The armoured divisions of the French
First Army reached the line Huy-Hannut-Tirlemont. The
Belgians, having lost the Albert Canal, were falling back to the
line of the river Gette and taking up their prescribed position
from Antwerp to Louvain. They still held Lie'ge and Namur.
The French Seventh Army had occupied the islands of Wal -
cheren and South Beveland, and were engaged with mechanised
units of the German Eighteenth Army on the line Herenthals-
Bergen-op-Zoom. So rapid had been* the advance of the French
Seventh Army that it had already outrun itsammunition supplies.
The superiority in quality though not in numbers of the British
Air Force was aready apparent. Thus up till the night of the
12th there was no reason to suppose that the operations were not
going well.

However, during the 13 th Lord Gort's headquarters became
aware of the weight of the German thrust on the front of the
French Ninth Army. By nightfall the enemy had established
themselves on the west bank of the Meuse, on either side of Dinant
and Sedan. The French G.Q.G. (Grand Quartier General) were
not yet certain whether the main German effort was directed
through Luxembourg against the left of the Maginot Line or
through Maastricht towards Brussels. Along the whole front
Louvain-Namur-Dinant to Sedan an intense, heavy battle had
developed, but under conditions which General Gamelin had not
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contemplated, for at Dinant the French Ninth Army had no time
to install themselves before the enemy was upon them.

During the 14th the bad news began to come in. At first all
was vague. At 7 p.m. | read to the Cabinet a message received
from M. Reynaud stating that the Germans had broken through
at Sedan, that the French were unable to resst the combination
of tanks and dive-bombing, and asking for ten more squadrons of
fighters to re-establish the line. Other messages received by the
Chiefs of Staff gave similar information, and added that both
Generds Gamelin and Georges took a serious view of the situation
and that Genera Gamelin was surprised at the rapidity of the
enemy's advance. In fact, Kleist's Group, with its immense mass
of armour, heavy and light, had compl etely scattered or destroyed
the French troops on their immediate front, and could now move
forward at a pace never before known in war. At amost all
points where the armies had come in contact the weight and fury
of the German attack was overpowering. They crossed the
Meuse in the Dinant sector with two more armoured divisions.
To the north the fighting on the front of the French First Army
had been most severe. The | and Il British Corps were still in
position from Wavre to Louvain, where our Third Division,
under Genera Montgomery, had had sharp fighting. Farther
north the Belgians were retiring to the Antwerp defences. The
French Seventh Army, on the seaward flank, was recoiling even
quicker than it had advanced.

From the moment of the invasion we began Operation "Royal
Marine", the launching of the fluvial mines into the Rhine, and
in the first week of the battle nearly 1,700 were "streamed".*
They produced immediate results. Practically al river traffic
between Karlsruhe and Mainz was suspended, and extensive
damage was done to the Karlsruhe barrage and a number of
pontoon bridges. The success of this device was however lost in
the deluge of disaster.

All the British air squadrons fought continuously, their prin-
cipal effort being againg the pontoon bridges in the Sedan area
Severd of these were destroyed and others damaged in desperate

*Operation "Royal Marine" wasfirst planned in November 1939. The mines were

designed to float down the Rhine and destroy enemy bridges and shipping. They were
fed into the river from French territory upstream. See Vol. |, App. Q.
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and devoted attacks. The loses in the low-level attacks on the
bridges from the German anti-aircraft artillery were cruel. In
one cae, of six arcraft only one returned from the successful
task. On this day done we lost atotal of sixty-seven machines,
and, being engaged principally with the enemy's anti-aircraft
forces, accounted for only fifty<-three German aircraft. That
night there remained in France of the Royal Air Force only 206
servicegble aircraft out of 474.

This detailed information came only gradually to hand. But
it was already clear that the continuance of fighting on this scde
would soon completely consume the British Air Force in spite
of itsindividual ascendancy. The hard question of how much we
could send from Britain without leaving oursdves defencdess
and thus losing the power to continue the war pressed itself
henceforward upon us. Our own natural promptings and many
weighty military arguments lent force to the incessant, vehement
French appeds. On the other hand, there was a limit, and that
limit if transgressed would cost us our life.

At this time all these issues were discussed by the whole War
Cabinet, which met severd times a day. Air Chief Marshg]
Dowding, at the head of our metropolitan Fighter Command,
had declared to me that with twenty-five squadrons of fighters he
could defend the Idand against the whole might of the German
Air Force, but that with less he would be overpowered. Defeat
would have entailed not only the destruction of all our airfields
and our air-power, but of the aircraft factories on which our whole
future hung. My colleagues and | were resolved to run all risks
for the ske of the battle up to that limit—and those risks were
very great—but not to go beyond it, no matter what the conse-
guences might be.

About half-past seven on the morning of the 15 th | waswoken
up with the news that M. Reynaud was on the telephone at my
bedsde. He spoke in English, and evidently under dress "We
have been defeated/" As | did not immediately respond he sad
again: "We are beaten; we have lost the battle." | said: "Surely it
can't have happened so soon?' But he replied: "The front is
broken near Sedan; they are pouring through in great numbers
with tanks and armoured cars—or words to that effect. | then
said: " All experience shows that the offensive will come to an
end after a while. | remember the 21¢ of March, 1918. After
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five or six days they have to halt for supplies, and the opportunity
for counter-attack is presented. | learned all this at the time from
the lips of Marshal Foch himself." Certainly this was what we
had always seen in the past and what we ought to have seen now.
However, the French Premier came back to the sentence with
which he had begun, which proved indeed only too true: "We
are defeated; we have lost the battle." | said | waswillingto come
over and have a talk.

On this day the French Ninth Army, Corap's, was in a state of
complete dissolution, and its remnants were divided up between
General Giraud, of the Seventh French Army, who took over
from Corap in the north, and the headquarters of the Sixth French
Army, whichwasformingin the south. A gap of some fifty miles
had in fact been punched in the French line, through which the
vast mass of enemy armour was pouring. By the evening of the
15 th German armoured cars were reported to be in Liart and
Montcornet, the latter sixty miles behind the original front. The
French First Army was aso pierced on a 5,000 yards front south
of Limal. Farther north all attacks on the British were repulsed.
The German attack and the retirement of the French division on
their right compelled the making of a British defensive flank
facing south. The French Seventh Army had retreated into the
Antwerp defences west of the Scheldt, and was being driven out
of the islands of Walcheren and South Beveland.

On this day aso the struggle in Holland came to an end.
Owing to the capitulation of the Dutch High Command at.
11 am., only avery few Dutch troops could be evacuated.

Of course this picture presented a general impression of defeat.
| had seen a good deal of this sort of thing in the previous war,
and the idea of the line being broken, even on a broad front,
did not convey to my mind the appalling consequences that now
flowed from it. Not having had access to official information
for so many years, | did not comprehend the violence of the
revolution effected since the last war by the incursion of a mass
of fast-moving heavy armour. | knew about it, but it had not
altered my inward convictions as it should have done. There was
nothing | could have done ifit had. | rang up General Georges,
who seemed quite cool, and reported that the breach at Sedan was
being plugged. A telegram from General Gamelin also stated that
although the position between Namur and Sedan was serious he
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viewed the situation with calm. | reported Raynaud's messsge
and other news to the Cabinet at 11 am., the Chiefs of Staffbeing
present.

On the 16th the German spearheads stood along the line La
Capelle-Vervins-Marle-Laon, and the vanguards of the German
Fourteenth Corps were in support at Montcornet and Neuf-
chatel-sur-Aisne.  The fall of Laon confirmed the penetration
of over sixty milesinward upon us from the frontier near Sedan.
Under this threat and the ever-increasing pressure on their own
front, the First French Army and the British Expeditionary Force
were ordered to withdraw in three dages to the Scheldt. Al-
though none of these details were available even to the War
Office, and no clear view could be formed of what was happening,
the gravity of the crisis was obvious. | felt it imperative to go to
Paris that afternoon. My colleagues accepted the fact that | must
go, and sad they would look after everything at home.

* . . . .

We had to expect that the disastrous events on the front would
bring new foes upon us. Although there were no indications of a
change in Italian policy, the Minister of Shipping was given
instructions to thin out the shipping in the Mediterranean. No
more British ships were to come homewards from Aden. We
had aready diverted round the Cape the first convoy carrying
Australian troops to England. The Defence Committee were
instructed to consider action in the event of war with Italy, par-
'ticularly with regard to Crete. Schemes for evacuating civilians
from Aden and Gibraltar were put into operation.

Atabout 3 p.m. | flewto Parisina"Flamingo", a Government
passenger plane, of which there were three.  Generd Dill, Vice-
Chief of the Impenal Generd Staff, came with me, and Ismay.

It was a good machine, very comfortable, and making about
160 miles an hour. As it was unarmed, an escort was provided,
but we soared off into a rain-cloud and reached Le Bourget in
little more than an hour. From the moment we got out of the
"Flamingo" it was obvious that the situation was incomparably
worse than we had imagined. The officers who met us told
General Ismay that the Germans were expected in Paris in a few
days at most. After hearing at the Embassy about the position,
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| drove to the Quai d'Orsay, arriving at five-thirty o'clock. |
was conducted into one of its fine rooms. Reynaud was there,
Daladier, Minister of National Defence and War, and General
Gamelin. Everybody was standing. At no time did we sit down
around a table. Utter dejection was written on every face. In
front of Gamelin on a student's easel was a map, about two yards
square, with ablack ink line purporting to show the Allied front.
In this line there was drawn a small but sinister bulge at Sedan.

The Commander-in-Chief briefly explained what had hap-
pened. North and south of Sedan, on a front of fifty or sixty
miles, the Germans had broken through. The French army in
front of them was destroyed or scattered. A heavy onrush of
armoured vehicles was advancing with unheard-of speed towards
Amiensand Arras, with the intention, apparently, of reaching the
coast at Abbeville or thereabouts. Alternatively they might make
for Paris. Behind the armour, he said, eight or ten German
divisions, all motorised, were driving onwards, makingflanksfor
themselves as they advanced against the two disconnected French
armies on either side. The General talked perhaps five minutes
without anyone sayingaword. When he stopped there wasacon-
siderable silence. 1 then asked: "Where is the strategic reserve?"
and, breaking info French, which i used indifferently (inevery
sense): "Ou est la masse de manoeuvre?" General Gamelin turned to
me and, with a shake of the head and a shrug, said: "Aucune."

There was another long pause. Outside in the garden of the
Quai d'Orsay clouds of smoke arose from large bonfires, and |
saw from the window venerable officials pushing wheel-barrows
of archives on to them. Already therefore the evacuation of
Paris was being prepared.

Past experience carries with its advantages the drawback
that things never happen the same way again. Otherwise "sup-
pose Ufe would be too easy. After all, we had often had our
fronts broken before; always we had been able to pull things
together and wear down the momentum of the assault. But here
were two new factors that | had never expected to have to face.
First, the overrunning of the whole of the communications and
countryside by an irresistible incursion of armoured vehicles,
and secondly NO STRATEGIC RESERVE. "Aucune' 1 was dumb-
founded. What were we to think of the great French Army and
its highest chiefs? It had never occurred to me that any com-
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manders having to defend five hundred miles of engaged front
would have left themselves unprovided wi th a mass of manoeuvre.
No one can defend with certainty so wide a front; but when the
enemy has committed himselfto a major thrust which breaks the
line one can always have, one must always have, a mass of divi-
sions which marches up in vehement counter-attack at the
moment when the first fury of the offensive has spent its force.

What was the Maginot Line for? It should have economised
troops upon alarge sector of the frontier, not only offering many
sally-ports for local counter-strokes, but aso enabling large forces
to be held in reserve; and this is the only way these things can
be done. But now there was no reserve. | admit this was one of
the greatest surprises | have had in my life. Why had | not known
more about it, even though | had been so busy at the Admiralty?
W hy had the British Government, and the War Office above all,
not known more about it? It was no excuse that the French High
Command would not impart their dispositions to us or to Lord
Gort except in vague outline. We had aright toknow. We ought
to have insisted. Both armies were fighting in the line together.
I went back again to the window and the curling wreaths of
smoke from the bonfires of the State documents of the French
Republic. Still the old gentlemen were bringing up their wheel -
barrows, and industriously casting their contents into the flames.

There was a considerable conversation in changing groups
around the principals, of which M. Reynaud has published* a
detailed record. | am represented as urging that there should be
no withdrawal of the Northern Armies, that on the contrary they
should counter-attack. Certainly this was my mood. But here
was no considered military opinion.* It must be remembered
that this was the first realisation we had of the magnitude of the

* As other accounts of what passed have appeared, | asked Lord Ismay, who was at my
side throughout, to give his recollection. He writes:

"We did not sit round a table, and much may have been said as we walked about in
groups. | am positive that you did not express any 'considered military opinion* on what
should be done. When we left London we considered the break-through at Sedan
serious, but not mortal. There had been many 'break-throughs' in 1914-18, but they
had all been stopped, generally by counter-attacks from one or both sdes of the salient.

"When you realised that the French High Command felt that all was lost, you asked
Gamelin anumber of questions, with, | believe, the dual object, first of informing yourself
as to what had happened and what he proposed to do, and secondly of stopping the panic.
One of these questions was: '"When and where arc you going to counter-attack the flanks
of the Bulge? From the north or from the south? | am sure that you did not press any

particular strategical or tactical thought upon the conference. The burden of your song
war. 'Things may be bad, but are certainly not incurable. "
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disaster or of the apparent French despair. We were not con-
ducting the operations, and our army, which was only a tenth
of the troops on the front, was serving under the French com-
mand. | and the British officers with me were staggered at the
evident conviction of the French Commander-in-Chief and |ead-
ing Ministersthat all was lost, and in anything that | said | was
reacting violently against this. There is however no doubt that
they were quite right, and that the most rapid retreat to the south
was imperative. This soon became obvious to all.

Presently General Gamelin was speaking again. He was
discussing whether forces should now be gathered to strike at
the flanks of the penetration, or "Bulge", as we called such things
later on. Eight or nine divisions were being withdrawn from
quiet parts of the front, the Maginot Line; there were two or three
armoured divisions which had not been engaged; eight or nine
more divisions were being brought from Africa and would
arrivein the battle zone during the next fortnight or three weeks.
General Giraud had been placed in command of the French army
north of the gap. The Germans would advance henceforward
through a corridor between two fronts on which warfare in the
fasliion of 1917 and 1918 could be waged. Perhaps the Germans
could not maintain the corridor, with its ever-increasing double
flank-guards to be built up, and at the same time nourish their
armoured incursion. Something in this sense Gamelin seemed
to say, and all this was quite sound. | was conscious however
that it carried no conviction in this small but hitherto influential
and responsible company. Presently | asked General Gamelin
when and where he proposed to attack the flanks of the Bulge.
Hisreply was: "Inferiority of numbers, inferiority of equipment,
inferiority of method"—and then a hopeless shrug of the
shoulders. There was no argument; there was no need of argu-
ment. Andwhere were we British anyway, having regard to our
tiny contribution—ten divisions after eight months of war, and
not even one modern tank division in action?

This was the last | saw of General Gamelin. He was a patriotic,
well-meaning man and skilled in his profession, and no doubt he
has his tale to tell.*

*His book entitled Scrvir throws little light either upon his persond conduct of
events or generdly upon the course of the war.
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The burden of General Gamelin's, and indeed of all the French
High Command's subsequent remarks, was insistence on their
inferiority in the air and earnest entreaties for more squadrons of
the Royal Air Force, bomber as well as fighter, but chiefly the
latter. This prayer for fighter support was destined to be repeated
at every subsequent conference until France fell. In the course of
his appeal General Gamelin said that fighters were needed not
only to give cover to the French Army, but aso to stop the
German tanks. At this| said: "No. It is the business of the artillery
to stop the tanks. The business of the fighters is to cleanse the
skies [nettoyer le del] over the battle." It was vital that our
metropolitan fighter air force should not be drawn out of Britain
on any account. Our existence turned on this. Nevertheless it
was necessary to cut to the bone. In themorning, before | started,
the Cabinet had given me authority to move four more squadrons
of fighters to France. On our return to the Embassy, and after
talking it over with Dill, | decided to ask sanction for the dispatch
of six more. This would leave us with only the twenty-five
fighter squadrons at home, and that was the final limit. It was a
rending decision either way. | told General Ismay to telephone to
London that the Cabinet should assemble at once to consider an
urgent telegram which would be sent over in the course of the
next hour or so. Ismay did thisin Hindustani, having previously
arranged for an Indian Army officer to be standing by in Ins
office. This was my telegram:

9 p.m. 16th May, 1940

| shall be glad if the Cabinet could meet immediately to consider

following. Situation grave in the last degree. Furious German thrust

through Sedan finds French armies ill-grouped, many in north, others

in Alsace. At least four days required to bring twenty divisions to

cover Paris and strike at the flanks of the Bulge, which is now fifty
kilometreswide.

Three [German] armoured divisions with two or three infantry
divisions have advanced through gap and large masses hurrying
forward behind them. Two great dangers therefore threaten. First
that B.E.F. will be largely left in the air to make a difficult disengage-
ment and retreat to the old line. Secondly, that the German thrust
will wear clown the French resistance before it can be fully gathered.

Orders given to defend Paris at all costs, but archives of the Quai
d'Orsay aready burning in the garden. | consider the next two, three,
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or four days decisive for Paris and probably for the French Army.
Therefore the question we must face is whether we can give further
aid in fighters above four squadrons, for which the French are very
grateful, and whether a larger part of our long-range heavy bombers
should be employed to-morrow and the following nights upon the
German masses crossing the Meuse and flowing into the Bulge. Even
so results cannot be guaranteed; but the French resistance may be
broken up as rapidly as that of Poland unless this battle of the Bulge is
won. | personally feel that we should send squadrons of fighters
demanded (i.e., six more) to-morrow, and, concentrating all available
French and British aviation, dominate the air above the Bulge for the
next two or three days, not for any local purpose, but to give the last
chance to the French Army to rally its bravery and strength. It would
not be good historically if their requests were denied and their ruin
resulted. Also night bombardment by a strong force of heavy bombers
can no doubt be arranged. It looks as if the enemy was by now fully
extended both in the air and tanks. We must not underrate the
increasing difficulties of his advance if strongly counter-attacked. |
imagine that if all fails here we could still shift what isleft of our own
air striking force to asig the B.E.F. should it be forced to withdraw.
| again emphasise the mortal gravity of the hour, and express my
opinion & above. Kindly inform me what you will do. Dill agrees.
I must have answer by midnight in order to encourage the French.
Telephone to Ismay at Embassy in Hindustani.

The reply came at about eleven-thirty. The Cabinet said
"Yes." | immediately took Ismay off with me in a car to M.
Reynaud's flat. We found it more or less in darkness. After an
interval M. Reynaud emerged from his bedroom in his dressing-
gown and | told him the favourable news. Ten fighter squadrons!
| then persuaded him to send for M. Daladier, who was duly
summoned and brought to the flat to hear the decision of the
British Cabinet. In this way | hoped to revive the spirits of our
French friends, as much as our limited means allowed. Daladier
never spoke a word. He rose slowly from his chair and wrung
my hand. | got back to the Embassy about 2 a.m., and slept well,
though the cannon fire in petty aeroplane raids made oneroll over
from time to time. In the morning | flew home, and, in spite of
other preoccupations, pressed on with the construction of the
second level of the new Government.
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CHAPTERI I

THE BATTLE OF FRANCE

The Second Week. Weygand
May 17-May 24

The Battle Crisis Grows - The Local Defence Volunteers - Rein-
forcementsfromtheEast - My Telegramsto the President of May 18
and May 20 - General Gamelins Final Order No. 12, May 19 -
French Cabinet Changes- General Weygand Appointed - First
Orders to the Little Ships, May 20 - Operation " Dynamo" - Wey-
gand Toursthe Front - Billotte Killed in a Motor Accident - French
Failureto Grapplewith German Armour - Ironside' sReport, May 21
- Parliament Votes Extraordinary Powers to the Government - My
Second Visit to Paris~ Wegand s Plan - Peril of the Northern
Armies- Fighting round Arras - Correspondence with M. Reynaud -
Sir John Dill Chief of thel mperial General Staff.

HE War Cabinet met a 10 am. on the 17th, and | gave

them an account of my visit to Paris, and of the Stuation

0 far as | could messureit.

| sad | had told the French that unless they made a supreme
effort we should not be justified in accepting the grave risk to the
ey of our country that we were incurring by the dispatch of
the additional fighter squadrons to France. | felt that the question
of air reinforcements was one of the gravest that a British Cabinet
had ever had to face. 1t was claimed that the German air losses had
been four or five times our own, but | had been told that the
French had only a quarter of their fighter aircraft left. On this
day Gamelin thought the situation "lost", and is reported to have
sad: " | will guarantee the safety of Paris only for to-day, to-
morrow [the 18th], and the night following." In Norway it
aopeared that Narvik was likely to be captured by us a any

47 3



THE FALL OF FRANCE

moment, but Lord Cork was informed that in the light of the
news from France no more reinforcements could be sent to him.

The battle criss grew hourly in intensity. At the request of
General Georges the British Army prolonged its defensive flank
by occupying points on the whole fine from Douai to Peronne,
thus attempting to cover Arras, which was a road-centre vital
to any southward retreat. That afternoon die Germans entered
Brussels. The next day they reached Cambrai, passed St. Quentin,
and brushed our small parties out of Peronne. The French
Seventh, the Belgian, the British, and the French First Army all
continued their withdrawal to the Scheldt, the British standing
along the Dendre for the day, and forming the detachment
"Pctreforce” (a temporary grouping of various units under
M ajor-General Petre) for the defence of Arras.

At midnight (May 18-19) Lord Gort was visited at his head-
quarters by General Billotte. Neither the personality of this
French General nor his proposals, such as they were, inspired con-
fidence in his allies. From this moment the possibility of a with-
drawal to the coast began to present itself to the British Com-
mander-in-Chief. In his dispatch published in March 1941 he
wrote: " The picture was now [night of the 19th] no longer that
of a line bent or temporarily broken, but of a besieged fortress."

As the result of my visit to Paris and the Cabinet discussions |
already found it necessary to pose a general question to my
colleagues.

Prime Minister to Lord President 17V 40

| am very much obliged to you for undertaking to examine to-night
the consequences of the withdrawal of the French Government from
Paris or the fall of that city, as well as the problems which would arise
if it were necessary to withdraw the B.E.F. from France, eithdr along
its communications or by the Belgian and Channel ports. It is quite
understood that in the first instance this report could be no more than
an enumeration of the main considerations which arise, and which
could thereafter be remitted to the Saffs | am myself sseing the
military authorities at 6.30.

. * . * .

The swift fate of Holland was in all our minds. Mr. Eden had
already proposed to the War Cabinet the formation of Local
Defence Volunteers, and this plan was energetically pressed. All
over the country, in every town and village, bands of determined

4*



THE BATTLE OF FRANCE: THE SECOND WEEK. WEYGAND

men came together armed with shot-guns, sporting rifles, clubs,
and gpears. From this a vast organisation was soon to spring. But
the need of Regulars was also vital.

Prime Minister to General Ismay,for C.O.S. 18.V.40
1. I cannot fed that we have enough trustwor thy troopsin England,
in view of the very large numbersthat may belanded from air-carriers
preceded by parachutiss. | do not consder this danger is imminent
at the present time, as the great battle in France has yet to be decided.
I wish the following moves to be consdered with a view to imme-
diate action:

(i) The trangports which brought the Australians to Suez should
bring home eight battalions of Regular infantry from Palestine,
properly convoyed, even at some risk, by whatever route is
thought best. | hopeit will be possible to ue the M editerranean.

(ii) The Audtralian fag convoy arrives early in June with 14,000
men.

(iii) These ships should be immediately filled with eight battalions
of Territorials and snt to India, where they should pick up
eight [more] Regular battalions. The gpead of this fast convoy
should be accelerated.

2. Everything must be done to carry out the recommendations for
the control of aliens put forward by the Committee and minuted by
me on another paper. Action should also be taken againg Communists
and Fastigs and very consderable numbers should be put in protective
or preventive internment, including the leaders  These measures must,
of course, be brought before the Cabinet before action.

3. The Chiefs of Staff mugst congder whether it would not be well
to snd only half of the so-called Armoured Division to France. One
must always be prepared for the fact that the French may be offered
very advantageous terms of peace, and the whole weight be thrown
on us

| also thought it necessary, with the approval of my colleagues,
to send the following grave telegrams to President Roosevelt in
order to show how serioudy the interests of the United States
would be affected by the conquest and subjugation not only of
France but of Great Britain. The Cabinet pondered over these
draftsfor a while, but made no amendment.

Former Naval Person to President Roosevelt 18.V.40
I do not need to tell you about the gravity of what has happened.
We arc determined to persevere to the very end, whatever the result
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of the great battle raging in France may be. We must expect in any
cae to be attacked here on the Dutch model before very long, and we
hope to give a good account of ourselves. But if American assgance
isto play any part it must be available soon.

Former Naval Person to President Roosevelt 20.V .40

L othian has reported his conversation with you. f understand your
difficulties, but | am very sorry about the destroyers. If they were
here in six weeks they would play an invaluable part. The battle in
France is full of danger to both sdes. Though we have taken heavy
toll of the enemy in the air and are clawing down two or three to one
of their planes, they have still a formidable numerical superiority.
Our most vital need is, therefore, the delivery at the earliest possible
date of the largest possible number of Curtiss P.40 fighters, now in
course of delivery to your Army

With regard to the closing part of your talk with Lothian, our
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intention is, whatever happens, to fight on to the end in this Island,
and, provided we can get the help for which we ask, we hope to run
them very close in the air battles in view of individual superiority.
Members of the present Administrationwould[be] likely [to] godown
during this process should it result adversely, but in no conceivable
circumstances will we consent to surrender. |f members of the present
Administration were finished and others came in to parley amid the
ruins, you must not be blind to the fact that the sole remaining bargain-
ing counter with Germany would be the Fleet, and if this country was
left by the United States to its fate no one would have the right to
blame those then responsible if they made the best terms they could
for the surviving inhabitants. Excuse me, Mr. President, putting this
nightmare bluntly. Evidently | could not answer for my successors,
who in utter despair and helplessness might well have to accommodate
themselves to the German will. However, there is happily no need a
present to dwell upon such ideas. Once more thanking you for your

goodwill . . .

Far-reaching changes were now made by M. Reynaud in the
French Cabinet and High Command. On the 18th Marshal
Petain was appointed Vice-President of the Council. Reynaud
himself, transferring Daladier to Foreign Affairs, took over the
Ministry of National Defence and War. At 7 p.m. on the 19th
he appointed Weygand, who had just arrived from the Levant,
to replace General Gamelin. | had known Weygand when he was
the right-hand man of Marshal Foch, and had admired his
masterly intervention in the Battle of Warsaw against the Bol-
shevik invasion of Poland in August 1920—an event decisive for
Europe at that time. He was now seventy-three, but was reported
to be efficient and vigorousin avery high degree. General Game-
lin's final Order (No. 12), dated 9.45 a.m. on May 19, prescribed
that the Northern Armies, instead of letting themselves be en-
circled, must at all costs force their way southwards to the Somme,
attacking the Panzer divisions which had cut their communica-
tions. At the same time the Second Army and the newly-forming
Sixth were to attack northward towards Mezieres. These deci-
sions were sound. Indeed, an Order for the general retreat of the
Northern Armies southward was already at least four days over-
due. Once the gravity of the breach in the French centre at Sedan
was apparent, the only hope for the Northern Armies lay in an
immediate march to the Somme. Instead, under General Billotte,
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they had only made gradual and partial withdrawals to the
Scheldt and formed the defensive flank to the right. Even now
there might have been time for the southward march.

The confusion of the northern command, the apparent paralysis
of the First French Army, and the uncertainty about what was
happening had caused the War Cabinet extreme anxiety. All our
proceedings were quiet and composed, but we had a united and
decided opinion, behind which there was silent passion. On the
19th we were informed (4.30 p.m.) that Lord Gort was "examin-
ing a possible withdrawal towards Dunkirk if that were forced
upon him". The C.I.G.S. (lrojiside) could not accept this pro-
posal, as, like most of us, he favoured the southward march. We
therefore sent him to Lord Gort with instructions to move the
British Army in a south-westerly direction and to force his way
through all opposition in order tojoin up with the French in the
south, and that the Belgians should be urged to conform to this
movement, or, alternatively, that we would evacuate as many of
their troops as possible from the Channel ports. He was to be
told that we would ourselves inform the French Government of
what had been resolved. At the same Cabinet we sent Dill to
General Georges H.Q., with which we had a direct telephone
line. Hewas to stay therefor four days, and tell usall hecould find
out. Contacts even with Lord Gort were intermittent and diffi-
cult, but it wasreported that only four days' supplies and ammuni-
tion for one battle were available.

* * * * *

At the morning War Cabinet of May 20 we again discussed
the situation of our Army. Even on the assumption of a successful
fighting retreat to the Somme, | thought it likely that consider-
able numbers might be cut off or driven back on the sea It is
recorded in the minutes of the meeting: "The Prime Minister
thought that as a precautionary measure the Admiralty should
assemble a large number of small vessals in readiness to proceed to
ports and inlets on the French coast." On this the Admiralty
acted immediately and with ever-increasing vigour as the days
passed and darkened. Operational control had been delegated on
the 19th to Admiral Ramsay, commanding at Dover, whose
resources at that time comprised thirty-six personnel vesss of
various sorts based on Southampton and Dover. On the after-
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noon of the 20th, in consequence of the orders from London, the
first conference of all concerned, including representatives of the
Shipping Ministry, was held at Dover to consider "the emergency
evacuation across the Channel of very large forces'. It was planned
if necessary to evacuate from Calais, Boulogne, arid Dunkirk, at a
rate often thousand men from each port every twenty-four hours.
Thirty craft of passenger-ferry type, twelve naval drifters, and six
small coasters were provided as a first instalment. On May 22
the Admiralty ordered forty Dutch schuitswhich had taken refuge
with us to be requisitioned and manned with naval crews. These
were commissioned between M ay 25 and May 27. FromHarwich
round to Weymouth sea-transport officers were directed to list all
suitable ships up to a thousand tons, and a complete survey was
made of all shipping in British harbours. These plans for what was
called "Operation Dynamo" proved the salvation of the Army
ten days later.
* * * * *

The direction of the German thrust had now become more
obvious. Armoured vehicles and mechanised divisions continued
to pour through the gap towards Amiens and Arras, curling west-
wards along the Somine towards the sea.  On the night of the
20th they entered Abbeville, having traversed and cut the whole
communications of the Northern Armies. These hideous, fatal
scythes encountered little or no resistance once the front had been
broken. The German tanks—the dreaded "chars allemands'—
ranged freely through the open country, and, aided and supplied
by mechanised transport, advanced thirty or forty miles a day.
They had passed through scores of towns and hundreds of villages
without the slightest opposition, their officers looking out of the
open cupolas and waving jauntily to the inhabitants. Eye-wit-
neses spoke of crowds of French prisoners marching along with
them, many still carrying their rifles, which were from time to
time collected and broken under the tanks. | was shocked by the
utter failure to grapple with the German armour, which, with a
few thousand vehicles, was compassing the entire destruction of
mighty armies, and by the swift collapse of all French resistance
once the fighting front had been pierced. The whole German
movement was proceeding along the main roads, which at no
point seemed to be blocked.

Already on the 17th | had asked the Chief of the Air Staff:
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I's there no possibility of finding out where a column of enemy
armoured vehicles harbours during the dark hours, and then bombing?
We are being ripped to pieces behind the front by these wandering
columns.

| now telegraphed to Reynaud:

21.V.40

Many congratulations upon appointing Weygand, in whom we have
entire confidence here.

It is not possible to stop columns of tanks from piercing thin lines
and penetrating deeply. All idess of stopping holes and hemming in
these intruders are vicious. Principle should be, on the contrary, to
punch holes. Undue importance should not be attached to the arrival
of a few tanks at any particular point. What can they do if they enter
a town? Towns should be held with riflemen, and tank personnel
should be fired upon should they attempt to leave vehicles. If they
cannot get food or drink or petrol, they can only make a mess and
depart. Where possible, buildings should be blown down upon them.
Every town with valuable crossroads should be held in this fashion.
Secondly, the tank columns in the open must be hunted down and
attacked in the open country by numbers of small mobile columns with
afew cannon. Their tracks must be wearing out, and their energy must
abate. Thisis the one way to deal with the armoured intruders. As for
the main body, which does not seem to be coming on very quickly,
the only method is to drive in upon the flanks. The confusion of this
battle can only be cleared by being aggravated, so that it becomes a
meUe. They strike at our communications; we should strike at theirs.
| feel more confident than | did at the beginning of the battle; but all
the armies must fight at the same time, and | hope the British will have
achance soon. Above is only my personal view, and | trust it will give
no offence if | date it to you.

Every good wish.

Weygand's first act was to cancel Gamelin's Instruction No. 12.
It was not unnatural that he should wish to see the situation in the
north for himself, and to make contact with the commanders
there. Allowances must be made for a general who takes over
the command in the crisis of a losing battle. But now there was
no time. He should not have left the summit of the remaining
controls and have become involved in the delays and strains of
personal movement. We may note in detail what followed. On
the morning of the 20th Weygand, installed in Gamelin's place,
made arrangements to visit the Northern Armies on the 21st.
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After learning that the roads to the north were cut by the Germans
he decided to fly. His plane was attacked, and forced to land at
Calais. The hour appointed for his conference at Y pres had to be
altered to 3 p.m. on the 21st. Here he met King Leopold and
General Billotte. Lord Gort, who had not been notified of time
and place, was not present, and the only British officer in attend-
ance was Admiral Keyes, who was attached to the King and had
no military command. The King described this conference as
"four hours of confused talking". It discussed the co-ordination
of the three Armies, the execution of the Weygand plan, and if
that failed the retirement of the British and French to the Lys, and
the Belgians to the Yser. At 7 p.m. General Weygand had to
leave. Lord Gort did not arrive till eight, when he received an
account of the proceedings from General Billotte. Weygand
drove back to Calais, embarked on a submarine for Dieppe, and
returned to Paris. Billotte drove off in his car to deal with the
crisis, and within the hour was killed in a motor collision. Thus
all was again in suspense.

v SRADOVIBYUD 7

On the 21<t Ironside returned and reported that Lord Gort, on
receiving the Cabinet instructions, had put the following points
to him:

(i) That the southward march wouldinvolve arearguard action
from the Scheldt at the same time as an attack into an area already
strongly held by the enemy armoured and mobile formations.
During such amovement both flankswould have to be protected.

(i) That sustained offensive operations were difficult in view of
the administrative situation, and

(iii) That neither the French First Army nor the Belgians were
likely to be able to conform to such a manoeuvre if attempted.

Ironside added that confusion reigned in the French High Com-
mand in the north, that General Billotte had failed to carry out
his duties of co-ordination for the past eight days and appeared
to have no plans, that the B.E.F. wxre in good heart and had so
far had only about five hundred battle casualties. He gave avivid
description of the state of the roads, crowded with refugees,
scourged by the fire of German aircraft. He had had a rough time
himself.

Two fearsome alternatives therefore presented themselves to
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the War Cabinet. The first, the British Army at all costs, with or
without French and Belgian co-operation, to cut its way to
the south and the Somme, a task which Lord Gort doubted its
ability to perform; the second, to fall back on Dunkirk and face
a @ evacuation under hostile air attack, with the certainty of
losing all the artillery and equipment, then so scarce and precious.
Obviously great risks should be run to achieve thefirst, but there
was no reason why all possible precautions and preparations
should not be taken for the sea evacuation if the southern plan
failed. | proposed to my colleagues that | should go to France to
meet Reynaud and Weygand and come to a decision. Dill was
to meet me there from General Georges' H.Q.

This was the moment when my colleagues felt it right to obtain
from Parliament the extraordinary powers for which a Bill had
been prepared during the last few days. This measure would give
the Government practically unlimited power over thelife, liberty,
and property of all His Majesty's subjects in Great Britain. In
general terms of law the powers granted by Parliament were
absolute. The Act wasto "include power by Order in Council to
make such Defence Regulations making provision for requiring
persons to place themselves, their services and their property at
the disposal of His Majesty as appear to him to be necessary or
expedient for securing the public safety, the defence of the Realm,
the maintenance of public order, or the efficient prosecution of any
war in which His Majesty may be engaged, or for maintaining
supplies or services essential to the life of the community."

In regard to persons, the Mimster of Labour was empowered to
direct anyone to perform any service required. The regulation
giving him this power included a Fair Wages clause, which was
inserted in the Act to regulate wage conditions. Labour supply
committees were to be set up in important centres. The control
of property in the widest sense was imposed in equal manner.
Control of all establishments, including banks, was imposed under
the authority of Government orders. Employers could be
required to produce their books, and Excess Profits were to be
taxed at 100 per cent. A Production Council, to be presided over
by Mr. Greenwood, wasto be formed, and a Director of Labour
Supply to be appointed.
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This Bill was accordingly presented to Parliament on the after-
noon of the 22nd by Mr. Chamberlain and Mr. Attlee, the latter
himself moving the Second Reading. Both the Commons and the
Lords with their immense Conservative majorities passed it
unanimously through all its stages in a single afternoon, and it
received the Royal Assent that night.

For Romans in Rome's quarrel
Spared neither land nor gold,

Nor son nor wife, nor limb nor life,
In the brave days of old.

Such was the temper of the hour.
* ¥ k * *

When | arrived in Paris on May 22 there was a new setting.
Gamelin was gone; Daladier was gone from the war scene. Rey-
naud was both Prime Minister and Minister of War. As the
German thrust had definitely turned seaward, Paris was not
immediately threatened. Grand Quartier General (G.Q.G.) was
still at Vincennes. M. Reynaud drove me down there about noon.
In the garden some of those figures | had seen round Gamelin—
one a very tall cavalry officer—were pacing moodily up and
down. "Cest Vancien regime" remarked the aide-de-camp.
Reynaud and | were brought into Weygand's room, and after-
wards to the map room where we had the great maps of the
Supreme Command. Weygand met us. In spite of his physical
exertions and a night of travel, he was brisk, buoyant, and in-
cisive. He made an excellent impression upon all. He unfolded
his plan of war. He was not content with a southward march or
retreat for the Northern Armies. They should strike south-east
from around Cambrai and Arras in the general direction of St.
Quentin, thus taking in flank the German armoured divisions at
present engaged in what he called the St. Quentin-Amiens
pocket. Their rear, he thought, would be protected by the Bel-
gian Army, which would cover them towards the east, and if
necessary towards the north. Meanwhile a new French army
under General Frere, composed of eighteen to twenty divisions
drawn from Alsace, from the Maginot Line, from Africa, and
from every other quarter, were to form a front along the Sommc.
Their left hand would pash forward through Amiens to Arras.
and thus by their utmost efforts establish contact with the armies
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of the north. The enemy armour must be kept under constant
pressure. "The Panzer divisions must not/' said Weygand, "be
allowed to keep the initiative." A1l necessary orders had been
given so far asit was possible to give orders at all. We were now
told that General Billotte, to whom he had imparted his whole
plan, hadjust been killed in the motor accident. Dill and | were
agreed that we had no choice, and indeed no inclination, except
to welcome the plan. | emphasised that "it was indispensable to
reopen communications between the armies of the north and
those of the south by way of Arras". | explained that Lord Gort,
while striking south-west, must also guard his path to the coast.
To make sure there was no mistake about what was settled, |
myself dictated a resumi of the decision and showed it to Wey-
gand, who agreed. | reported accordingly to the Cabinet, and
sent the following telegram to Lord Gort:

22.V.40

| flew to Paris this morning with Dill and others. The conclusions

which were reached between Reynaud, Weygand, and ourselves are

summarised below. They accord exactly with general directions you

have received from the War Office. Y ou have our best wishes in the
vital battle now opening towards Bapaume and Cambrai.

It was agreed—

1. That the Belgian Army should withdraw to the line of the Y ser
and stand there, the duices being opened.

2. That the British Army and the French First Army should attack
south-west towards Bapaume and Cambrai at the earliest moment,
certainly to-morrow, with about eight divisions, and with the Belgian
Cavalry Corps on the right of the British.

3. That as this battle is vital to both armies and the British com-
munications depend upon freeing Amiens, the British Air Force should
give the utmost possible help, both by day and by night, while it is
going on.

4. That the new French Army Group which is advancing upon
Amiens and forming a line along the Somme should strike northwards
and j oi n hands with the British divisions who are attacking southwards
in the general direction of Bapaume.

It will be seen that Weygand's new plan did not differ except
in emphasis from the cancelled Instruction No. 12 of General
Gamelin. Nor wasit out of harmony with the vehement opinion
which the War Cabinet had expressed on the 19th. The Northern
Armies were to shoulder their way southwards by offensive
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action, destroying, if possible, the armoured incursion. They
were to be met by a helpful thrust through Amiens by the new
French Army Group under General Frere. This would be most
important if it came true. In private 1 complained to M. Reynaud
that Gort had been left entirely without orders tor four consecu-
tive days. Even since Wcygand had assumed command three days
had been lost in taking decisions. The change in the Supreme
Command was right. The resultant delay was evil.

| slept the night at the Embassy. The air raids were trivial; the
guns were noisy, but one never heard a bomb. Very different
indeed were the experiences of Paris from the ordeal which
London was soon to endure. 1 had a keen desire to go to sse my
friend General Georges at his headquarters at Compiegne. Our
liaison officer with him, Brigadier Swayne, waswith mefor some
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time and gave me the picture of the French armies so far as he
knew it, which was only part of the way. | was persuaded that it
would be better not to intrude at this time, when this vast and
complicated operation was being attempted in the teeth of every
form of administrative difficulty and frequent breakdowns in
communication.

In the absence of any supreme war direction events and the
enemy had taken control. On the 17th Gort had begun to direct
troops to the line Ruyaul court-Arleux and to garrison Arras, and
was constantly strengthening his southern flank. The French
Seventh Army, less the X V | Corps, which had suffered heavily
in the Walcheren fighting, had moved south to join the First
French Army. It had traversed the British rear without serious
disturbance. On the 20th Gort had informed both Generas
Billotte and Blanchard that he proposed to attack southwards
from Arras on May 21st with two divisions and an armoured
brigade, and Billottc had agreed to co-operate with two French
divisions from the First French Army. This army of thirteen
divisions was gathered in an oblong some nineteen miles by ten:
Maulde-Valenciennes-Denain-Douai. The enemy had crossed
the Scheldt on the 20th around Oudenarde, and the three British
corps, which still faced east, withdrew on the 23rd to the defences
we had erected in the winter along the Belgian frontier, from
which they had advanced so eagerly twelve days before. On this
day the B.E.F. were put on half rations. The impression of French
helplessness derived from many sources led me to protest to
Reynaud.

Prime Minister to M. Reynaud 23.V.40

(Copy to Lord Gort)

Communications of Northern Armies have been cut by strong
enemy armoured forces. Salvation of these armies can only be obtained
by immediate execution of Weygand's plan. | demand the issue to
the French commanders in north and south and Belgian G.H.Q. of
the most stringent orders to carry this out and turn defeat into victory.
Timeisvital as supplies are short.

| reported this message to the War Cabinet when they met at
11.30 a.m., pointing out that the whole success of the Weygand
plan was dependent on the French taking the initiative, which
they showed no signs of doing. We met again at 7 p.m.
And the next day:
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Prime Minister to M. Reynaud, for General Weygand 24.V .40
General Gort wires that co-ordination of northern front is essentid
with armies of three different nations. He says he cannot undertake
this co-ordination, as he is already fighting north and south and is
threatened on his lines of communications. At the same time Sir Roger
Keycs tells me that up to 3 p.m. to-day (23rd) Belgian Headquarters
ana King had received no directive. How docs this agree with your
statement that Blanchard and Gort are main dans la main? Appreciate
fully difficulties of communication, but fed no effective concert of
operations in northern area, against which enemy are concentrating.
Trust you will be able to rectify this. Gort further says that any advance
by him must be in the nature of sortie, and that relief must come from
south, as he has not (repeat not) ammunition for serious attack. Never-
theless, we are instructing him to persevere in carrying out your
planin. We have not here even seen your own directive, and have no
knowledge of the details of your northern operations. Will you kindly
have this sent through French Mission at earliet? All good wishes.

Some account of the small battle fought by the British around
Arras must be given here. General Franklyn, who commanded,
intended to occupy the area Arras-Cambrai-Bapaume. He had
the 5thand 50th British Divisions and the 1¢ Army Tank Brigade.
His plan was to attack with this armour and one brigade of each
division, the whole under General Martel, round the western and
southern sides of Arras, with an immediate objective on the river
Sensed. The French were to co-operate with two divisions on the
cast to the Cambrai-Arras road. The British divisions consisted
of only two brigades each, and the tanks numbered sixty-five
Mark | and eighteen Mark | 1, all of whose tracks, the life of which
was short, were wearing out. The attack began at 2 p.m. on
May 21, and soon found itself engaged with much stronger
opposition than was expected. French support on the eastern flank
did not materialise, and on the western was limited to one light
mechanised division. The enemy armour actually consisted of
about four hundred tanks of the Seventh and Eighth Armoured
Divisions, a general named Rommel commanding the former.
At first the attack prospered, and four hundred prisoners were
taken, but the line of the river Sensed was not reached, and the
German counter-attack, in overwhelming numbers, with full air
support, caused heavy casualties. The 12th Lancers presently
reported strong enemy columns moving towards St. Pol and
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threatening to turn the western flank. During the night the Army
Tank Brigade, the 13th Brigade of the 5th Division, and the 151st
Brigade of the 50th Division gradually withdrew to the river
Scarpe. Here three British brigades stood until the afternoon of
the 22nd, and in this neighbourhood repulsed various attacks.
We still held Arras, but the enemy gradually tended to swing
round towards Bethune. The French light mechanised division
guarding our western flank was forced from Mont St. Eloi, and
the enemy tanks soon after approached Souchez. By 7 p.m. on the
23rd the British eastern flank was under heavy pressure, and the
enemy reaching Lens had encircled the western flank. Thus
the position was precarious. We were hopelessly outnumbered,
beset by masses of armour, and almost surrounded. At 10 p.m.
General Franklyn informed G.H.Q. that unless his force was
withdrawn during the night its retirement would become im-
possible. He was told that orders to withdraw had been sent him
three hours before. The operation had some temporary effect
on the enemy; they recorded at the time "heavy British counter-
attacks with armour”, which caused them considerable anxiety.

In pursuance of the Weygand plan Gort proposed to General
Blanchard, who now commanded the northern group, that two
British divisions, one French division, and the French Cavalry
Corps should attack southwards between the Canal du Nord and
the Scheldt Canal. Two French divisions had in fact twice pre-
viously reached the outskirts of Cambrai, but on each occasion
they were bombed and withdrew. In all these days this was the
only offensive action of the French First Army.

* * * * *

In London we had no knowledge of the progress of this forlorn
attempt at Arras to break the encircling line. However, during
the 24th very reproachful telegrams arrived from Reynaud. The
shorter of his two messages tells the story.

Y ouwired me [he said] this morning that you had instructed General
Gort to continue to carry out the Weygand plan. Genera Weygand
now informs me that, according to atelegram from General Blanchard,
the British Army had carried out, on its own initiative, a retreat of
twenty-five miles towards the ports at a time when our troops moving
up from the south arc gaining ground towards die north, where they
were to meet their alies.
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BATTLE OF ARRAS May 21/22

This action of the British Army isin direct opposition to the formal
orders renewed this morning by Genera Weygand. This retreat hes
naturally obliged Generd Weygand to change all his arrangements,
and he is compelled to give up the idea of closing the gap and restoring
a continuous front. | need not lay any sress upon the gravity of the
possible consaquences

Up to this time Generd Weygand had been counting on
General Frcre's army advancing northwards on Amiens, Albert,
and Peronne. They had, in fact, made no noticeable progress, and
were still forming and assembling. The following are my replies
to M. Reynaud:

25V 4C

My telegram lagt night told you al we knew over here, and we
have still heard nothing from Lord Gort to contradict it. But | must
tell you that a Starl officer hes reported to the War Office confirming
the withdrawal of the two divisions from the Arras region, winch your
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telegram to me mentioned. General Dill, who should be with Lor<
Gort, has been told to send a Staff officer by air at the earliest moment
As soon as we know what has happened | will report fully. Itisclea
however that the Northern Army is practically surrounded and that al
its communications are cut except through Dunkirk and Ostend.

25.V.4

We have every reason to believe that Gort is still persevering in
southward move. All we know is that he has been forced by the
pressure on his western flank, and to keep communication with
Dunkirk for indispensable supplies, to place parts of two division
between himself and the increasing pressure of the German armoured
forces, which in apparendy irresistible strength have successively cap-
tured Abbeville and Boulogne, are menacing Caais and Dunkirk, and
have taken St. Omer. How can he move southward and disengage hi
northern front unless he throws out this shield on his right hand
Nothing in the movements of the B.E.F. of which we are aware can
be any excuse for the abandonment of the strong pressure of you
northward move across the Somme, which we trust will develop.

Secondly, you complained of heavy materials being moved from
Havre. Only materials moved away were gas shells, which it was
indiscreet to leave. Also some of the stores have been moved from the
north to the south side of the river at Havre.

Thirdly, should | become aware that extreme pressure of events ha
compelled any departure from the plan agreed | shall immediately
inform you. Dill, who was this morning wholly convinced that the
sole hope of any effective extrication of our Army liesin the south ware
move and in the active advance of Genera Frere, is now with Gort
Y ou must understand that, having waited for the southward move for
a week after it became obvious[ly necessary], we find ourselves nov
ripped from the coast by the mass of the enemy's armoured vehicles
We therefore have no choice but to continue the southward move
using such flank guard protection to the westward as is necessary.

General Spears will be with you to-morrow morning, and it will
probably be quickest to send him back when the position is clear.

* * * * *

There was a very strong feeling in Cabinet and high military
circles that the abilities and strategic knowledge of Sir John Dill
who had been since April 23 Vice-Chief of the Imperial Genera
Staff, should find their full scope in his appointment as out
principal Army adviser. No one could doubt that his professional
standing was in many ways superior to that of Ironside.

64



THE BATTLE OF FRANCE: THE SECOND WEEK.. WEYCAND

As the adverse battle drew to its climax | and my colleagues
greatly desired that Sir John Dill should become C.I.G.S. We
had also to choose a Commander-in-Chief for the British Island,
if we were invaded. Late at night on May 25 Ironside, Dill,
Ismay, myself, and one or two others in my room at Admiralty
House were trying to measure the position. Genera Ironside
volunteered the proposal that he should cease to be C.I.G.S., but
declared himself quite willing to command the British Home
Forces. Considering the unpromising task that such a command
was at the time thought to involve, this was a spirited and sdfless
offer. | therefore accepted General Ironside's proposal; and the
high dignities and honours which were later conferred upon him
arose from my appreciation of his bearing at this moment in our
affairs.  Sir John Dill became C.1.G.S. on May 27. The changes
were generally judged appropriate for the time being.
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THE MARCH TO THE SEA
May 24-May 31

Review of the Battle - General Haider's Account of Hitler s Personal
Intervention - Halt of the German Armour - The Truth from the
German Staff Diaries - A Separate Cause for the Halt at the Decisive
Point - The Defence of Boulogne - The Drama of Calais - The
Consequences of Prolonged Defence - Gort Abandons the Weygand
Plan - HisDecision of May 25 - Filling the Belgian Gap - With-
drawal of the British Army to the Dunkirk Bridgeheads - Extrication
of the Four British Divisions from Lille - A Question to the Chiefs of
Staff- Their Answer - My Message to Lord Gort - And to Admiral
Keyes - General Pownalfs Account of the Gort-Blanchard Meeting on
the Morning of the 28th - Surrender of the Belgian Army, May 28
Decisive Battle Fought by General Brooke and the Il Corps, May
28 - Withdrawal to the Bridgehead - Escape by Sea of Half the
French First Army.

may now review up to this point the course of this
memorable battle.

Only Hitler was prepared to violate the neutrality of
Belgium and Holland. Belgium would not invite the Allies in
until she was hersdf attacked. Therefore the military initiative
rested with Hitler. On May 10 he struck his blow. The First
Army Group, with the British in the centre, instead of standing
behind their fortifications, leaped forward into Belgium onavain,
because belated, mission of rescue. The French had left the gap
opposite the Ardennes ill fortified and weakly guarded. An
armoured inroad on a scae never known 111 war broke the centre
of the French line of armies, and in forty-eight hours threatened
to cut ail the Northern Armies alike from their southern com-
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munications and from the sea. By the 14th at the latest the French
High Command should have given imperative orders to these
armies to make a general retreat at full speed, accepting not only
risks but heavy losses of materiel. This issue was not faced in its
brutal reahsm by General Gamehn. The French commander of
the northern group, Billotte, was incapable of taking the necessary
decisions himself. Confusion reigned throughout the armies of
the threatened left wing.

As the superior power of the enemy was felt they fell back. As
the turning movement swung round their right they formed a
defensive flank. If they had started back on the 14th they could
have been on their old line by the 17th and woul d have had a good
chance of fighting their way out. At least three mortal days were
lost. From the 17th onwards the British War Cabinet saw clearly
that an immediate fighting march southwards would alone save
the British Army. They were resolved to press their view upon
the French Government and General Gamelin, but their own
commander, Lord Gort, was doubtful whether it was possible to
disengage the fighting fronts, and still more to break through at
the same time. On the 19th General Gamelin was dismissed, and
Weygand reigned in his stead. Gamelin's "'Instruction No. 12", his
last order, though five days late, was soundin principle, and asoin
conformity with the main conclusions of the British War Cabinet
and Chiefs of Staff. The change in the Supreme Command, or
want of command, led to another three days delay. The spirited
plan which General Weygand proposed after visiting the Northern
Armies was never more than a paper scheme. In the main it was
the Gamehn plan, rendered still more hopeless by further delay.

In the hideous dilemma which now presented itself we accepted
the Weygand plan, and made loyal and persistent, though now
ineffectual, effortsto carry it out until the 25th, when, all thecom-
munications being cut, our weak counter-attack being repulsed,
with the loss of Arras, the Belgian front breaking and King
Leopold about to capitulate, all hope ot escape to the southward
vanished. There remained only the sesa Could we reach it, or
must we be surrounded and broken up in the open field? In any
case the whole artillery and equipment of our army, irreplaceable
for many months, must be lost. But what was that compared
with saving the army, the nucleus and structure upon which alone
Britain could build her armies of the future? Lord Gort, who
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had from the 25th onwards felt that evacuation by sea was our
only chance, now proceeded to form a bridgehead around Dun-
kirk andtofight hisway into itwith what strength remained. All
the discipline of the British, and the qualities of their commanders,
who included Brooke, Alexander, and Montgomery, were to be
needed. Much more was to be needed. All that man could do
was done. Would it be enough?

* * * * *

A much-disputed episode must now be examined. General
Haider, Chief of the German General Staff, has declared that at
this moment Hitler made his only effective direct personal inter-
vention in the battle. He became, according to this authority,
"alarmed about the armoured formations, because they were in
considerable danger in a difficult country, honeycombed with
canals, without being able to attain any vital results". He felt he
could not sacrifice armoured formations uselessly, as they were
essential to the second stage of the campaign. He believed, no
doubt, that his air superiority would be sufficient to prevent a
large-scale evacuation by sea  He therefore, according to Haider,
sent a message to him through Brauchitsch ordering "the
armoured formations to be stopped, the points even taken back".
Thus, says Haider, the way to Dunkirk was cleared for the British
Army. At any rate we intercepted a German message sent in
clear at 1142 a.m. on May 24, to the effect that the attack on the
line Dunkirk-Hazebrouck-Merville was to be discontinued for
the present. Haider states that he refused, on behalf of Supreme
Army Headquarters (O.K.H.), to interfere in the movement of
Army Group Rundstedt, which had clear orders to prevent the
enemy from reaching the coast. The quicker and more complete
the success here, he argued, the easier it would be later to repair
the loss of some tanks. The next day he was ordered to go with
Brauchitsch to a conference.

The excited discussion finished with a definite order by Hitler,
to which he added that he woul d ensure execution of his order by
sending personal liaison officers to the front. Keitel was sent by
plane to Army Group Rundstedt, and other officers to the front
command posts. "I have never been able," says General Haider,
"tofigure, how Hitler conceived the idea of the usdess endanger-
ing of the armoured formations. It is most likely that Keitel, who
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was for a considerable time in Flanders in the first World War,
had originated these ideas by his tales."

Other German generals have told much the same story, and
have even suggested that Hitler's order was inspired by a political
motive, to improve the chances of peace with England after
France was beaten. Authentic documentary evidence has now
come to light in the shape of the actual diary of Rundstedt's
headquarters written at the time. This tells a different tale. At
midnight on the 23rd orders came from Brauchitsch at O.K.H.,
placing the Fourth Army under Rundstedt for "the last act" of
"the encirclement battle\ Next morning Hitler visited Rund-
stedt, who represented to him that his armour, which had come
so far and so fast, was much reduced in strength and needed a
pause wherein to reorganise and regain its balance for the final
blow against an enemy who, his staff diary says, was "fighting
with extraordinary tenacity". Moreover, Rundstedt foresaw the
possibility of attacks on his widely-dispersed forces from north
and south; in fact, the Weygand Plan, which, if it had been
feasible, was the obvious Allied counter-stroke. Hidcr "agreed
entirely" that the attack east of Arras should be carried out by
infantry and that the mobile formations should continue to hold
the line Lens-Bethune-Aire-St. Omer-Gravelines in order to
intercept the enemy forces under pressure from Army Group B
in the north-east. He also dwelt on the paramount necessity of
conserving the armoured forces for further operations. However,
very early on the 25th a fresh directive was sent from Brauchitsch
as the Commander-in-Chief ordermg the continuation of the
advance by the armour. Rundstedt, fortified by Hitler's verbal
agreement, would have none of it. He did not pass on the order
to the Fourth Army Commander, Kluge, who was told to con-
tinue to husband the Panzer divisions. Kluge protested at the
delay, but it was not till next day, the 26th, that Rundstedt
released them, although even then he enjoined that Dunkirk
was not yet itselfto be directly assaulted. The diary records that
the Fourth Army protested at this restriction, and its Chief of
Staff telephoned on the 27th:

The picture in the Channel ports is as follows. Big ships come
up the quayside, boards are put down, and the men crowd on the ships.
All material is left behind. But we are not keen on finding these men,
newly equipped, up against us later.
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It is therefore certain that the armour was halted; that this was
done on the initiative not of Hitler but of Rundstedt. Rundstedt
no doubt had reasons for his view both in the condition of the
armour and in the general battle, but he ought to have obeyed
the formal orders of the Army Command, or at least told them
what Hitler had said in conversation. There is general agreement
among the German commanders that a great opportunity was lost.

o * L3 * *

There was however a separate cause which affected the move-
ments of the German armour at the decisive point.

After reaching the sa beyond Abbeville on the night of the
20th, the leading German armoured and motorised columns had
moved northward along the coast by Etaples towards Boulogne,
Calais, and Dunkirk, with the evident intention of cutting off all
escape by sea This region was lighted in my mind from the pre-
vious war, when | had maintained the mobile Marine Brigade
operating from Dunkirk against theflanksand rear of the German
armies marching on Paris. | did not therefore have to learn about
the inundation system between Calais and Dunkirk, or the signi-
ficance of the Gravclincs waterhne. The dluices had already been
opened, and with every day the floods were spreading, thus giv-
ing southerly protection to our line of retreat. The defence of
Boulogne, but still more of Calais, to the latest hour, stood forth
upon the confused scene, and garrisons were immediately sent
there from England. Boulogne, isolated and attacked on M ay 22,
was defended by two battalions of the Guards and one of our few
anti-tank batteries, with some French troops. After thirty-six
hours* resistance it was reported to be untenable, and | consented
to the remainder of the garrison, including the French, being
taken off by ssa  This was effected by eight destroyers on the
night of May 23-24 with a loss of only two hundred men. |
regretted this decision.

Some days earlier | had placed the conduct of the defence of
the Channel ports directly under the Chief of the Imperial
General Staff, withwhom | wasin constant touch. | now resolved
that Calais should be fought to the death, and that no evacuation
by sea could be allowed to the garrison, which consisted of one
battalion of the Rifle Brigade, one of the 60th Rifles, the Queen
Victoria Rifles, and a battalion of the Royal Tank Regiment,
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with twenty-one light and twenty-seven cruiser tanks, and an
equal number of Frenchmen. It was painful thus to sacrifice these
splendid, trained troops, of which we had so few, for the doubtful
advantage of gaining two or perhaps three days, and the unknown
usss that could be made of these days. The Secretary of State for
War and the C.1.G.S. agreed to this hard measure. The telegrams
and minutes tell the tale.

Prime Minister to General hmay,for C.I.G.S 23.V.40

Apart from the general order issued, | trust, last night by Weygand,
for assuring the southward movement of the armies via Amiens, it is
imperative diat a clear line of supply should be opened up at the
earliet moment to Gort's army by Dunkirk, Calais, or Boulogne.
Gort cannot remain insensible to the peril in which he is now placed,
and he must detach even a division, or whatever lesser force is necessary,
to meet our force pushing through from the coast. |f the regiment of
armoured vehicles, including cruiser tanks, hes actually landed at
Cdais, this should improve the situation, and should encourage us to
send the rest of the Second Brigade of that Armoured Division in
there. This coastal area must be cleaned up if the major operation of
withdrawal is to have any chance. The intruders behind the line must
be struck at and brought to bay. The refugees should be driven into
the fields and parked there, as proposed by General Weygand, so that
the roads can be kept clear. Are you in touch with Gort by telephone
and telegraph, and how long does it take to send him a ciphered
messsge?  Will you kindly tell one of your Staff officers to send a
map to Downing Street with the position, so far asit is known to-day,
of the nine British divisions. Do not reply to this yourself.

Prime Minister to General Ismay 24V .40

| cannot understand the situation around Calais. The Germans are
blocking all exits, and our regiment of tanks is boxed up in the town
because it cannot face the field guns planted on the outskirts. Yet |
expect the forces achieving this are very modest. Why, then, are they
not atacked? Why does not Lord Gort attack them from the rear
at the same time that we make a sortie from Cdais? Surely Gort can
spare a brigade or two to clear his communications and to secure the
supplies vital to his army. Here is a general with nine divisions about
to be starved out, and yet he cannot send a force to clear his com-
munications. What dse can be so important as tins? Where could a
reserve be better employed?

This force blockading Calais should be attacked at once by Gort, by
the Canadians from Dunkirk, and by a sortie of our boxed-up tanks.
Apparently the Germans can go anywhere and do anything, and their
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tanks can act in twos and threes all over our rear, and even when they
are located they are not attacked. Also our tanks recail before their
field guns, but our field guns do not like to take on their tanks, If their
motorised artillery, far from its basg can block us why cannot we,
with the artillery of a great army, block them? . . . The responsbility
for cdeansng the communications with Calais and keeping them open
retsprimarily with theB.E.F.

Thisdid lesthanjustice to our troops. But | printit as| wrote
it at the time.

Prime Minister to General |smay 24.v.40

Vice-Chief of the Naval Staff informs methat [an] order was sent at
2 a.m. to Calais saying that evacuation was decided on in principle, but
this is surely madness. The only effect of evacuating Calais would be
to transfer dieforcesnow blocking it to Dunkirk. Calais must be held
for many reasons but specially to hold the enemy on its front. The
Admiralty say they are preparing twenty-four naval 12-pounders,
which with S A.P.* will pierce any tank. Some of these will be ready
this evening.

Prime Minister to C.I.G.S. 25V.40

I must know at earliet why Gort gaveup Arras, and what actually he
isdoing with the rest of hisarmy. Is he till persevering in Wcygand's
plan, or has he become largely stationary? If the latter, what do you
consider the probable course of events in the next few days and what
course do you recommend? Clearly, he must not allow himself to be en-
circled without fighting a battle. Should he [not] do this by fighting his
way to the coast and destroying the armoured troops which standf be-
tween him and the sa with overwhelming force of artillery, while
covering himself and the Belgian front, which would aso curl back, by
strong rearguards? To-morrow at latest this decison must be taken.

It should surely be possble for Dill to fly home from any aerodrome
rr?omentarily clear, and R.A.F. should send a whole squadron to escort

Im.

Prime Minister to Secretary of State for War and C.I.G.S. 25.V.40

Pray find out who was the officer responsible for sending the order
to evacuate Calais yesterday, and by whom this very lukewarm tele-
gram | saw this morning was drafted, in which mention is made of
'for the sske of Allied solidarity". This is not the way to encourage
men to fight to the end. Are you sure there is no streak of defeatist
opinion in the General Staff?

* Semi-armour-piercing shell
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Prime Minister to C.I.G.S 25V.40

Something like this should be said to the Brigadier defending Calais:
Defence of Calais to the utmost is of the highest importance to our
country and our Army now. First, it occupies a large part of the
enemy s armoured forces, and keeps them from attacking our line of
communications.  Secondly, it preserves a sally-port from which
portions of the British Army may make their way home. Lord Gort
hes already sent troops to your aid, and the Navy will do all possible
to keep you supplied. The eyes of the Empire are upon the defence of
Cdais, and His Magjesty's Government are confident that you and your
gallant regiment will perform an exploit worthy of the British name.

This message was sent to Brigadier Nicholson at about 2 p.m.
on May 25.

The final decision not to relieve the garrison was taken on the
evening of May 26. Till then the destroyers were held ready.
Eden and Ironside were with me at the Admiralty. We three
came out from dinner and at 9 p.m. did the deed. It involved
Eden's own regiment, in which he had lone served and fought
in the previous struggle. One has to eat and drink in war, but |
could not help feeling physically sick as we afterwards sat silent
at the table.

Here was the message to the Brigadier:

Every hour you continue to exist is of the greatest help to the B.E.F.
Government has therefore decided you must continue to fight. Have
grestest possible admiration for your splendid stand. Evacuation will
not (repeat not) take place, and craft required for above purpose are
to return to Dover. Verity and Windsor to cover Commander Mine-
sweeping and his retirement.

Calais was the crux. Many other causes might have prevented
the deliverance of Dunkirk, but it is certain that the three days
gained by the defence of Calais enabled the Gravelines waterline
to be held, and that without this, even in spite of Hitler's vacilla-
tions and Rundstedt's orders, all would have been cut off and lost.

Upon all this there now descended a simplifying catastrophe.
The Germans, who had hitherto not pressed the Belgian front
severely, on May 24 broke the Belgian line on either side of
Courtrai, which is but thirty miles from Ostend and Dunkirk.
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Hie King of die Belgians soon considered the situation hopeless,
and prepared himselrfor capitul ation.

By May 23 the |l and Il Corps of the B.E.F., withdrawn by
gages from Belgium, were back again on the frontier defences
north and eegt of Lille, which they had built for themsdves during
thewinter. The German scythe-cut round our southern flank had
reached the ssa, and we had to shield oursdves from this. Asthe
facts forced themsdves upon Gort and his headquarters, troops
had successvely been sent to positions along the cand line La
Bassee-Bethune--Aire-St. Omer-Watten. These, with dements
of the French X V | Corps, touched the sea at the Gravelincs water-
line. TheBritish |11 Corps was responsible in the main for this
curled-in flank facing south. There was no continuous line, but
only a series of defended "stops' at the main crossngs, some of
which, like . Omer and Watten, had already fallen to the
enemy. The indispensable roads northwards from Cassel were
threatened. Gort's reserve consisted only of the two British
divisions, the 5th and 50th, which had, as we have seen, just been
so narrowly extricated from their southerly counter-attack made
at Arrasin forlorn fulfilment of the Weygand plan. At this date
the total frontage of the B.E.F. was about ninety miles, every-
where in close contact with the enemy.

To the south of the B.E.F. Jay the First French Army, having
two divisions in the frontier defences and the remainder, com-
prising eleven divisions in no good shgpe, cramped in the area
north and ees of Douai. This army was under attack from the
south-eest claw of the German encirclement. On our left the
Belgian Army was being driven back from the Lys canal at many
places, and with their retirement northwards a gap was develop-
ing north of Menin.

In the evening of the 25th L ord Gort took avital decision. His
ordersstill wereto pursue the Weygand plan of a southerly attack
towards Cambrai, in which the 5th and 50th Divisions, in con-
junction with the French, were to be employed. The promised
French attack northwards from the Somme showed no sign of
reality. The last defenders of Boulogne had been evacuated. Caais
still held out. Gort now abandoned the Weygand plan. There
was in his view no longer hope of a march to the south and to
the Somme. Moreover, at the same time the crumbling of the
Belgian defence and the gap opening to the north created a new
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peril, dominating in itself. A captured order of the German
Sixth Army showed that one corps was to march north-west-
wads towards Ypres and another corps weswards towards
Wytschaete. How could the Begianswithstand this double thrugt?

Confident in his military virtue, and convinced of the com-
plete breakdown of all control, ether by the British and French
Governments or by the French Supreme Command, Gort re-
solved to abandon the atack to the southward, to plug the gap
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which aBelgian capitul ation was about to open in thenorth, and
to march to the ssa At this moment here was the only hope of
saving anything from destruction or surrender. At 6 p.m. he
ordered the 5th and 50th Divisionsto join the Il British Corpsto
fill the impending Belgian gap. Heinformed Genera Blanchard,
who had succeeded Biflottein command of the First Army Group,
of his action; and this officer, acknowledging the force of events,
gave orders at 11.30 p.m. for awithdrawal on the 26th to aline
behind the Lys cana west of Lille, with a view to forming a
bridgehead around Dunkirk.

Early on May 26 Gort and Blanchard drew up their plan for
withdrawal to the coast. As the First French Army had farther
to go, the first movements of the B.E.F. on the night of the
26th-27th were to be preparatory, and rearguards of the British
| and Il Corps remained on the frontier defences till the night of
the 27th-28th. In all this Lord Gort had acted upon his own
responsibility. But by now we at home, with a somewhat
different angle of information, had aready reached the same
conclusions. On the 26th a telegram from the War Office ap-
proved his conduct, and authorised him "to operate towards the
coagt forthwith in conjunction with the French and Belgian
armies'. The emergency gathering on a vest scde of naval vesds
of al kinds and szes was already in full swing.

The reader must now look at the diagram which shows the
aess held on the night of the 25th-26th by the British divisions.

On the western flank of the corridor to the sa the position
remained largely unchanged during the 26th. The localities held
by the 48 th and 44th Divisions came under relatively little pres-
aure. The 2nd Division however had heavy fighting onthe Aire
and La Basee candls, and they held their ground. Farther to the
exd a strong German attack developed around Carvin, jointly
defended by British and French troops. The situation was restored
by the counter-attack of two battalions of the 50th Division,
which were in bivouac close by. On the left of the British line
the 5th Division, with the 143rd Brigade of the 48th Division
under command, had travelled through the night, and at dawn
took over the defence of the Ypres-Comines cand to close the
gap which had opened between the British and Belgian armies.
They were onlyjust in time. Soon &fter they arrived the enemy
attacked, and the fighting was heavy all day. Three battalions of
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the 14 Division in reserve were drawn in. The 50th Division, after
bivouacking south of Lille, moved northwards to prolong the flank
of the 5th Division around Ypres. The Belgian Army, heavily
attacked throughout the day and with their right flank drivenin,
reported that they had no forceswith which to regain touchwith
the British, and that they were unable to fall back to the line of
the Yser canal in conformity with the British movement.

M eanwhil e the organisation of the bridgeheads around Dunkirk
was proceeding. Tne French were to hold from Gravelines to
Bergues, and the British thence along the cana by Fumesto Nieu-
port and the sea. The various groups and parties of all armswhich
were arriving from both directions were woven into thisline
Confirming the orders of the 26th, L ord Gort received from the
War Office a telegram, dispatched at 1 p.m. on the 27th* telling
him that his task henceforward was "to evacuate the maximum
force possible’. | had informed M. Reynaud the day before that
the policy was to evacuate the British Expeditionary Force, and
had requested him to issue corresponding orders. Such was the
breakdown in communicationsthat at 2 p.m. onthe 27th the com-
mander of the First French Army issued an order to his corps:
"La bataille sera Vxvrie sans esprit de read sur la positiondelaLys."

Four British divisions and the whol e of the First French Army
were now in dire peril of being cut off around Lille. The two
arms of the German encircling movement strove to close the
pincers upon them. Although we had not in those days the
admirable map rooms of more coherent periods, and although no
control of the battle from London was possible, | had for three
days pest been harrowed by the position of the mass of Allied
troopsaround Lille, including our four finedivisions. Thishow-
ever was one of those rare but decisive moments when mechanical
transport exercises its rights. When Gort gave the order all these
four divisions came back with surprising rapidity amost in a
night. Meanwhile, by fierce battles on either side of the corridor,
the regt, of the British army kept the path'open to the ssa The
pinccr-claws, which were delayed by the 2nd Division, and
checked for three days by the 5 th Division, eventually met on the
night of May 29 in a manner similar to the great Russian opera-
tion round Stalingrad in 1942. Thetrap had taken two and ahalf
days to close, and in that time four British divisions and a great
part of the First French Army, except the V Corps, which was
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lost, withdrew in good order through the gap, in spite of the
French having only hone transport, and the main road to Dunkirk
being already Cut and the secondary roads filled with retiring
troops, long trains of transport, and many thousands of refugees.

w* * L. * *

The question about our ability to go on aone, which | had
asked Mr. Chamberlain to examine with other Ministers ten days
before, was now put formally by me to our military advisers. |
drafted the reference purposely in terms which, while giving a
lead, left freedom to the Chiefs of Staff to express their view,
whatever it might be. | knew beforehand that they were abso-
lutely determined; but it is wise to have written records of such
decisions. | wished moreover to be able to assure Parliament that
our resolve was backed by professional opinion. Hereitis, with
the answer:

1. We have reviewed our report on "British Strategy in a Certain
Eventuality" in the light of the following terms of reference remitted
to us by the Prime Minister.

"In die event of France being unable to continue in the war and
becoming neutral, with the Germans holding their present position
and the Belgian Army being forced to capitulate after assisting the
British Expeditionary Force to reach the coast; in the event of terms
being offered to Britain which would place her entirely at the mercy
of Germany through disarmament, cesson of naval bass in the
Orkneys, etc.; what are the prospects of our continuing the war aone
against Germany and probably Italy? Can the Navy and the Air Force
hold out reasonable hopes of preventing serious invasion, and could
the forces gathered in this Island cope with raids from the air involving
detachments not greater than 10,000 men; it being observed that a
prolongation of British resisance might be very dangerous for
Germany, engaged in holding down the greater part of Europe?"

2. Our conclusions are contained in the following paragraphs:

3. Whileour Air Forceisinbeing, our Navy and Air Force together
should be able to prevent Germany carrying out a serious sea-borne
invasion of this country.

4. Supposing Germany gained complete air superiority, we consider
that the Navy could hold up an invasion for a time, but not for an
indefinite period.

5. If, with our Navy unable to prevent it, and our Air Force gone,
Germany attempted an invasion, our coast and beach defences could
not prevent German tanks and infantry getting a firm footing on our
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shores. In the circumstances envisaged above our land forceswould be
insufficient to deal with aseriousinvasion.

6. The crux of the matter is air superiority. Once Germany had
attained this she might attempt to subjugate this country by air attack
aone.

7. Germany could not gain complete air superiority unless she could
knock out our Air Force, and the aircraft industries, somevital portions
of which are concentrated at Coventry and Birmingham.

8. Air attacks on the aircraft factories would be made by day or by
night. We consider that we should be able to inflict such casudties
on the enemy by day as to prevent serious damage. Whatever we do
however by way of defensive measures—and we are pressing on with
these with all dispatch—we cannot be sure of protecting the large
industrial centres, upon which our aircraft industries depend, from
serious material damage by night attack. The enemy would not have
to employ precision bombing to achieve this effect.

9. Whether the attacks succeed in eliminating the aircraft industry
depends not only on the material damage by bombs, but on the moral
effect on the workpeople and their determination to carry onin the face
of wholesale havoc and destruction.

10. If therefore the enemy preses home night attacks on our aircraft
industry, heislikely to achieve such material and moral damage within
the industrial area concerned asto bring all work to a standstill.

11. It must be remembered that numerically the Germans have a
superiority of four to one. Moreover, the German aircraft factories are
well dispersed and relatively inaccessible.

12. On the other hand, so long as we have a counter-offensive
bomber force we can carry out similar attacks on German industrial
centres and by moral and material effect bring a proportion of them to
astandstill.

13. To sum up, our conclusion is that prima facie Germany has most
of the cards; but the rea test is whether the morale of our fighting
personnel and civil population will counterbalance the numerical and
material advantages which Germany enjoys. We believe it will.

Thisreport, which of course waswritten at the darkest moment
before the Dunkirk Deliverance, was signed not only by the
three Chiefs of Staff Newall, Pound, and Ironside, but by the
three Vice-Chiefs, Dill, Phillips, and Peirse. Reading it in after
years, | must admit that it was grave and grim. But the War
Cabinet and the few other Mmistcrs who saw it were all of one
mind. There was no discussion. Heart and soul We were together.

* - - . »
4 79



THE FALL OP FRANCE

| now addressed myselfto Lord Gort:

27.V.40

1. At this solemn moment | cannot help sending you my good
wishes. No one can tell how it will go. But anything is better than
being cooped up and starved out. | venture these few remarks. First,
cannon ought to kil l tanks, and they may as well be lost doing that as
any other way. Second, | fedl very anxious about Ostend till it is occu-
pied by abrigade with artillery. Third, very likely the enemy tanks
attacking Cdlais are tired, and, anyhow, busy on Caais. A column
directed upon Caais while it is still holding out might have a good
chance. Perhaps they will be less formidable when attacked themselves.

2. Itisnow necessary to tell the Belgians. | am sending following
telegram to Keyes, but your personal contact withthe Kingisdesirable.
Keyes will help. We are asking them to sacrifice themselves for us.

3. Presume [our] troops know they are cutting their way home to
Blighty. Never was there such aspur for fighting. We shall giveyou
all that the Navy and Air Force can do. Anthony Eden is with me
now andjoins his good wishes to mine.

Enclosure

Prime Minister to Admiral Keyes

Impart followingto your friend [the King of the Belgians]. Presume
he knows that British and French are fighting their way to coast
between Gravelines and Ostend inclusive, and that we propose to give
fullest support from Navy and Air Force during hazardous embarka-
tion. What can we do for him? Certainly we cannot serve Belgium's
cause by being hemmed in and starved out. Our only hope isvictory,
and England will never quit the war whatever happens till Hider is
beat or we ceege to be a State. Trust you will make sure he leaves with
you by aeroplane before too late. Should our operation prosper and
we establish [an] effective bridgehead, wewouldtry, if desired, to carry
some Belgian divisions to France by sea Vitally important Belgium
should continue in war, and safety [of] King's person essential.

My telegram did not reach Admiral Keyes until after hisreturn
to England on the 28th. In consequence this particular message
was not delivered to King Leopold. The fact isnot howeverim-
portant because on the afternoon of the 27th between 5 and
6 o'clock Admiral Keyes spoke to me on the telephone. The fol-
lowing passage is taken from his report.

At about 5 p.m., on the 27th when the King told me his Army had
collapsed and he was asking for a cessation of hostilities, a cipher
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telegram was sent to Gort and to the War Office by wireless. The War
Office received it at 554 p.m. | motored at once to La Panne and
telephoned to the Prime Minister. The Prime Minister was npt at all
surprised, in view of the repeated warnings, but he told me that | must
make every endeavour to persuade the King and Queen [Mother] to
come to England with me, and dictated a message which he sad |
ought to have received that afternoon:

27.V .40

"Belgian Embassy here assumes from King's decision to remain that
he regards the war as lost and contemplates separate peace.

It is in order to dissociate itself from this, that the constitutional
Belgian Government hes reassembled on foreign soil. Even if present
Belgian Army hes to lay down its arms there are 200,000 Belgians of
military age in France, and greater resources than Belgium had in 1914,
on which to fight back. By present decision the King is dividing the
nation and delivering it into Hitler's protection. Pease convey these
considerations to the King, and impress upon him the disastrous conse-
quences to the Allies and to Belgium of his present choice."

| gave King Leopold the Prime Minister's message, but he said that
he had made up his mind that he must stay with his Army and
people. . ..

* * * * *

At home | issued the following general injunction:

(Strictly Confidential) 28.V.40

In these dark days the Prime Minister would be grateful if all his
colleagues in the Government, as well as important officials, would
maintain a high morale in their circles; not minimising the gravity of
events, but showing confidence in our ability and inflexible resolve to
continue die war till we have broken the will of the enemy to bring all
Europe under his domination.

No tolerance should be given to the idea that France will make a
separate peace; but whatever may happen on the Continent, we cannot
doubt our duty, and we shall certainly use all our power to defend the
Island, the Empire, and our Cause.

During the morning of the 28th L ord Gort met General Blan-
chard again. | amindebted to General Pownall, L ord Gort's Chief
of Staff, for this record made by him at the time:

Blanchard's enthusiasm at the Cassel meeting had evaporated when
he visited us to-day. He had no constructive suggestions or plans.
We read to him the telegram ordering us to proceed to the coast with
aview to embarkation. He was horrified. And that was strange; for
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what other reason did he think that he and Gort had been ordered to
form bridgeheads? To what ese could such a preliminary move lead?
We pointed out that we had both received similar instructions regard-
ing the bridgeheads. What had. happened now was that we had got
from our Government the next and logical step (which had no doubt
been communicated to the French Government), whereas he had
received as yet no such corresponding order. This pacified him some-
what, but by no means entirely. Then we sad that we too, like
him, wanted to keep the British and the First French Army together
in this their last phase. Presumably therefore the First French Army
would continue the retirement to-night, keeping aligned with us.
Whereat he went completely off the deep end—it was impossible, he
declared. We explained to him as clearly as the human tongue can
explain the factors in the situation. The threat from the Germans on
our north-eastern flank would probably not develop in strength for
the next twenty-four hours (though when it did come it would be
serious indeed). What was of immediate importance was the threat
to our long south-western flank. There, as he well knew, advance-
guards of German infantry divisions, supported by artillery, had made
attacks yesterday at various points. Though the main points Worm-
hould, Cassel, Hazebrouck had held, there had been some penetration.
The Germans might be relied upon to press these advantages, and we
could be sure that the main bodies of the divisions would soon deploy
and force themselves right across our line of withdrawal to the sa
(awithdrawal which had been ordered for us, if not for him). There
was therefore not a moment to be lost in getting back from the Lys,
and we must get back to-night at least to the line Y pres-Poperinghe-
Cassel. To wait till to-morrow night was to give two days to the
Germans to get behind us, an act of madness. We thought it unlikely
that we could get even 30 per cent, of our forces away even if we
reached the seg many indeed in forward positions would never reach
it. But even if we could only save a small proportion of highly-
trained officers and men it would be something useful to the continu-
ance of the war. Everything possible must therefore be done, and the
one thing that was possible, it only in part, was to get back some way
to-night. . . .

Then came a liaison officer from General Prioux, now commanding
the First Army. The liaison officer told Blanchard that Prioux had
decided that he could not withdraw any farther to-night, and therefore
intended to remain in the quadrangle of cands whose north-eastern
corner is Armentieres and south-western corner Bethune. This seemed
to decide Blanchard against withdrawal. We begged him for the ske
of the First Army and of the Allied cause to order Prioux to bring back
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at least some of hisarmy in linewith us. Not all of them could be so
tired or so far away that it was impossible. For every man brought
back there was at least some chance ox embarkation, whereas every man
who remained behind would certainly be eaten up. Why not try then?
There was nothing to be gained by not trying: for those who did try
there was at least some hope. But there was no shaking him. He
declared that evacuation from the beach was impossible—no doubt
the British Admiralty had arranged it for the B.E.F., but the French
Marine would never be able to do it for French soldiers. It was there-
foreidleto try—the chance wasn't worth the effort involved; he agreed
with Prioux.

He then asked, in terms, whether it was therefore Gore's intention to
withdraw to-night to the line Y pres-Poperinghe-Cassel or not, know-
ing that in doing so Gort would be going without the French First
Army. To which Gort replied that he was going. In thefirst place
he had been ordered to re-embark, and to do so necessitated immediate
withdrawal. To wait another twenty-four hours would mean that he
would not be able to carry out his orders, for the troops would be cut
off. In the second place, and apart from the formal aspect of obeying
orders, it was madness to leave the troops forward in their present
exposed positions. There they would certainly be overwhelmed very
soon. For these reasons, therefore, and with great regret, it was
necessary for the B.E.F. to withdraw even if the First French Army

didnotdoso. . . .
* * * * *

In the early hours of the 28th the Belgian Army surrendered.
Lord Gort received the formal intimation of this only one hour
before the event, but the collapse had been foreseen three days
earlier, and in one fashion or another the gap was plugged. |
announced this event to the House in far more moderate terms
than those M. Reynaud had thought it right to use.

The House will be aware that the King of the Belgians yesterday
sent aplenipotentiary to the German Command asking for a suspension
of arms on the Belgian front. The British and French Governments
instructed their generals immediately to dissociate themselves from this
procedure and to persevere in the operations in which they are now
engaged. However, the German Command has agreed to the Belgian
proposals and the Belgian Army ceased to resist the enemy's will at
four o'clock this morning.

| have no intention of suggesting to the House that we should
attempt at this moment to passjudgment upon the action of the King
of the Belgians in his capacity as Commander-in-Chief of the Belgian
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Army. This army has fought very bravely and has both suffered and
inflicted heavy losses The Belgian Government has dissociated itself
from the action of the King, and, declaring itself to be the only legal
Government of Belgium, has formally announced its resolve to con-
tinue the war at the sde of the Allies.

Concern was expressed by the French Government that my
reference to King Leopold's action was in sharp contrast to that of
M. Reynaud. | thought it my duty, when speaking in the House
onJune 4, after a careful examination of the fuller facts then avail-
able, and injustice not only to our French Ally but aso to the
Belgian Government now in London to state the truth in plain
terms.

At the lat moment when Belgium was aready invaded, King
Leopold called upon us to come to his aid, and even at the last moment
we came. He and his brave, efficient Army, nearly half amillion strong,
guarded our left flank and thus kept open our only line of retreat to
the s|a Suddenly, without prior consultation, with the least possible
notice, without the advice of his Ministers and upon his own personal
act, he sent a plenipotentiary to the German Command, surrendered his
Army and exposed our whole flank and means of retreat.

Al this day of the 28 th the escape of the British Army hungin
the balance. On the front from Comines to Y pres and thence to
the sea, facing east and attempting to fill the Belgian gap, General
Brooke and his Il Corps fought a magnificent battle. For two
days past the 5 th Division had held Comines against all attacks,
but as the Belgians withdrew northwards, and then capitulated,
the gap widened beyond repair. The protection of the flank of
the B.E.F. was now their task. First the 50th Division came in
to prolong the line; then the 4th and 3rd Divisions, newly with-
drawn from east of Lille, hastened in motor transport to extend
the wall of the vital corridor that led to Dunkirk. The German
thrust between the British and Belgian Armies was not to be
prevented, but its fatal consequence, an inward turn across the
Yser, which would have brought the enemy on to the beaches
behind our fighting troops, was foreseen and everywhere fore-
stalled.

The Germans sustained a bloody repulse. Orders were given
tothe British artillery, both field and medium, to fire off all their
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ammunition at the enemy, and the tremendous fire did much to
quell the German assault.  All the time, only about four miles
behind Brooke's struggling front, vest messs of transport and
troops poured back into the developing bridgehead of Dunkirk,
and were fitted with skilful improvisation into its defences More-
over, within the perimeter itself the main esst-west road wes at
one time completely blocked by vehicles, and a one-way track
&
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was cleared only by bulldozers hurling them into the ditches on
either Sde.

In the afternoon of the 28 th Gort ordered agenera withdrawal
to the bridgehead, which now ran Gravelines-Bergues-Furnes-
Nieuport. On this front the British divisions stood from right to
left, and from Bergues to the ssa by Nieuport, in the following
order: 46th, 42nd, 1, 50th, 3rd, and 4th. By the 29th a large
part of the B.E.F. had arrived within the perimeter, and by this
time the naval measures for evacuation were beginning to attain
their full effect. On May 30 G.H.Q. reported that all British
divisions, or the remains of them, had come in.

M ore than half the First French army found their way to Dun-
kirk, where the great majority were safdly embarked. But theline
of retreat of at least five divisions was cut by the German pincer
movement west of Lille. On the 28th they attempted to break
out westwards, but in vain; the enemy closed in upon them from
all sdes. All through the next three days the French in Lille
fought on gradually contracting fronts against increasing press