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‘…And we’ll fight them with the butt ends of broken beer bottles because that’s bloody well all we’ve got.’ 
 

- An alleged aside from Churchill to a colleague after concluding his ‘We shall 
fight them’ speech in the Commons, illustrating Britain’s dire need for American 

help after the evacuation of Dunkirk in June 1940 
 

‘We had won the war’  
 

- Churchill, on hearing the news of Pearl Harbour in December 1941 
 

 
Churchill and Roosevelt 

 
Churchill had long believed in the importance of a strong relationship between Britain and America. 
He had visited and lectured in the country during the early 1930s and his History of the English 
Speaking Peoples – drafted if incomplete by 1939 – had at its core the notion of a share political 
culture.  
 
During the 1930s, as the gloomy clouds of war gathered over Europe, Churchill hammered away at 
two key themes:  
 

1. Britain and America shared common values and ideals – something particularly evident 
when contrasted with the rising tide of fascism in Italy, Germany and Spain 

2. If the USA hesitated too long about involvement in a conflict with these forces, it would 
become increasingly difficult – and increasingly expensive – for the USA to achieve.  

 
However, America during the 1920s and 1930s was 
firmly isolationist. The US Senate had, in 1919 and 
1920, twice rejected Woodrow Wilson’s attempts to 
take his country into the newly established League of 
Nations and thus America had stayed well-clear of the 
crises in Manchuria and Abyssinia that had eroded the 
League’s credibility.  
 
From 1937 President Roosevelt privately began to 
look to involve his country more actively in world 
affairs, but the appetite among the American public for 
pursuing such a path openly was limited. Nonetheless, 
the outbreak of war in 1939, and Churchill’s return to 
the Admiralty, provided a window of opportunity.  
 
 

1939 to Pearl Harbour (December 1941) 
 
Roosevelt wrote to Churchill in mid-September 1939 stressing his interest in 
the European situation and asked Churchill ‘to keep me in touch 
personally with anything you want me to know about’. Whilst the 
language was guarded, the message was clear, and Churchill took up the 
invitation with his normal gusto: over the course of the war, they had more 
than 2,000 written exchanges, numerous phone calls and met nine times 
in person.  
 

In October 1939 the USA declared a neutral zone along the coast of the USA and South America. It 
was patrolled by the US Navy which prevented the sinking of merchant shipping. In November, the 
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USA repealed the Neutrality Act which allowed Britain to purchase (at great expense) 
American arms.  
 
When Churchill became prime minister in May 1940, 
Roosevelt told a Cabinet meeting that ‘Churchill was the best 
man England had even if he is drunk half of his time’. 
The new premier continued to push hard for military 
assistance and was rewarded in September 1940 when 
America agreed to provide some 50 ageing but badly 
needed destroyers in return for 99-year leases on 8 
British military bases (‘Destroyers-for-bases deal).  
 
Roosevelt’s comfortable re-election in November 1940 gave him more – although still limited - 
freedom to express open support for Britain. Prior to this moment, however, the situation in 1940 
for Britain was bleak: the BEF had left most of their equipment on the beaches of Dunkirk, France 
had fallen, and Italy, on 10th June, had joined the war effort, putting the Mediterranean in peril.  
 
In December 1940, not long after Roosevelt’s victory, Churchill wrote a long letter to the 
president appealing for help. He argued that Britain could not only survive but win if the USA would 
provide the necessary armaments and the protection of shipping convoys. The Americans, Churchill 
argued, could practise ‘constructive non-belligerency’.  

 
Churchill later described his letter as ‘one of the most 
important I ever wrote’. He was right. From his appeals 
came increased American help: The Lend-Lease Act, first 
proposed in December 1941, was signed into law in March 
1941. It put at Britain’s disposal ‘the Arsenal of 
Democracy’ and would, over the next four years, amount 
to some $36.1 billion worth of equipment.1 
 
In April 1941, US troops occupied Greenland, and then 
in July occupied Iceland, to prevent the Germans 
using either as a military base.  

 
Following success in the Battle of Britain, and the subsequent German invasion of the Soviet Union in 
June 1941, Britain, bolstered by American support, seemed to have had its survival assured.  
 
In August 1941, Churchill and Roosevelt had their 
first meeting at Placentia Bay, Canada. Churchill 
made a positive impression and the leaders together 
issues a declaration of ‘certain common principles’ 
which was known as the Atlantic Charter.  
 
Nonetheless, Churchill knew that Roosevelt needed 
Congressional approval to declare war. As it 
stood, it looked improbable that Britain alone could 
free Europe from the yoke of fascist tyranny.  
 
And then Pearl Harbour happened.  
 
 

                                                        
1 Approx. $585 billion in 2018. Note: not all the support went to Britain. Some went to Free France and China 
and, later, a sizeable portion was allocated to the Soviet Union.  
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Pearl Harbour (7 December 1941)  
 
On 7 December 1941, Japan launched 
a devastating surprise attack on the US 
Navy at Pearl Harbour. Over 2,000 
Americans were killed and all eight US 
battleships damaged. President 
Roosevelt declared that it was a ‘date 
that would live in infamy’ and 
America declared war on Japan. Italy and 
Germany, in consequence of their 
Tripartite Pact with Japan, 
subsequently declared war on America, 
and so the scope of the war dramatically 
expanded.  
 
On hearing the news of Pearl Harbour, Churchill immediately called Roosevelt. ‘Mr President, 
what’s this about Japan?’ he enquired. ‘It’s quite true,’ the president replied. ‘They have 
attacked us at Pearl Harbour. We are all in the same boat now.’ 
 
Writing later, Churchill confessed of his profound relief, observing, ‘We had won the war.’ That 
night, ‘being saturated and satiated with emotion and sensation, I went to bed and slept the sleep of 
the saved and thankful.’  

 
Although Roosevelt wanted to wait before 
seeing Churchill, the prime minister went to 
Washington in December where he made 
a much more positive impression than their 
previous meeting. America supported the 
policy of fighting in the Mediterranean and of 
‘Europe First’, aiming to defeat Germany 
before Japan. Having fought alone, Britain was 
now a member of a Grand Alliance of 26 
nations.  
 
 

 
The Working Relationship  
 
The relationship between the two countries was imperfect but had, at its core, a bond of trust 
between its two leaders which Churchill worked hard to maintain. This allowed it to overcome 
the many strains which the struggles of war inevitably created.  
 
Roosevelt could be a difficult person to work alongside. Whilst on the surface he appeared 
sympathetic, he was also non-committal. As his biographer wrote, ‘Churchill would not have noticed 
the conditions and qualifications and nuances with which Roosevelt clouded almost 
everything he said’.  
 
Their relationship had started badly. The two had first met in 1918 and Roosevelt had disliked 
Churchill. He described how Churchill was ‘a stinker’ and complained that he had ‘lorded it’ over 
him. Churchill made similar remarks about Roosevelt in 1937, which were used against him in his 1940 
re-election campaign. 
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During the war, their correspondence revealed an imbalance, with Churchill far the keener to maintain 
the friendship. One typical telegram from 1942 read: ‘You know how I treasure the friendship 
with which you have honoured me and how profoundly I feel we might together do something 
really fine and lasting for our two countries.’  
 
Churchill was an imperialist and had promised whilst prime minister not to ‘preside over the 
liquidation of the British Empire’. America, on the other hand, had no desire to preserve the British 
Empire which ran counter to its founding principles. In these disagreements it became clear who held 
the power. America demanded as a condition of support (such as in Lend Lease) that British colonies 
be opened after the war to free (read: American) trade. Moreover, they insisted that the 
process of self-government in India be accelerated. On these issues Churchill and Roosevelt 
had the good sense to agree to disagree.  
 
Two key appointments helped make the relationship work:  
 

1. The first was Sir John Dill (‘Dilly-Dally’) who had had a miserable time as Churchill’s Chief 
of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS – replaced by Alan Brooke) but flourished as the British 
representative on the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee. His status and importance 
in United States is exemplified by the fact he was later awarded the rare honour of being 
buried along America’s heroes in Arlington cemetery.  
 

2. The second was General Dwight Eisenhower. Roosevelt appointed him Supreme Commander 
of the Allied forces in Europe.2 Eisenhower, or ‘Ike’ as he became known, put good Anglo-
American relations at the forefront of his aims. He famously said: ‘I don’t care who calls 
who a son-of-a-bitch, but I will not have them called an American son-of-a-bitch 
or a British son-of-a-bitch.’  
 

 
Strategy in Europe 
 

The shape of the grand strategy naturally posed questions. 
The Americans had justifiable reason for being drawn to 
fighting in the Pacific, but Roosevelt and his advisers, 
concluding that Nazi Germany posed a greater threat 
to American security and prosperity, adopted a 
‘Europe First’ policy.  
 
This, however, posed its own problems. The Americans’ 
desire to launch a full-frontal assault on German-occupied 
France in 1942 (‘Operation Sledgehammer’) was simply 

unrealistic. But Churchill also realised that if the American soldiers were left idle in Europe then calls 
would grow for them to be reassigned to fight Japan. To compound the situation, Stalin – who was 
suffering enormous losses on the eastern front – was agitating for action from Britain and 
America.  
 
At a meeting in New York in June 1942, Churchill persuaded the Americans to side-line Sledgehammer 
and focus elsewhere. The solution was Operation Torch in North Africa. The British had been 
wrestling for control of Egypt and Libya since Italian entry into the war in June 1940 but since early 
1941 and the arrival of Rommel’s Afrika Korps, had mostly been met with defeat. The Americans 
agreed to land along the coasts of Morocco and Algeria and thus ultimately squeeze Rommel from 

                                                        
2 Churchill would have preferred Alan Brooke – and had earlier given him assurances he would be given the 
role - but had to bow to the political reality that the job required an American. Alan Brooke was bitterly 
disappointed.  
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both sides. Torch was duly launched in November 1942 and the Germans and Italians were finally 
expelled from North Africa in May 1943. From here the Allies invaded first Sicily (July 1943) and 
then Italy’s mainland (September 1943) and began a long, hard, slog northwards towards 
Germany.  
 
The Americans had never lost sight of the main goal: the storming of Hitler’s fortress. To them Italy 
was a sideshow. Stalin also agreed and pressured Churchill at the Tehran Conference in 1943 to 
deliver on his promise of a Second Front that had been agreed in January 1943 at the Casablanca 
Conference. In a meeting in Washington in 1943 the Americans finally forced an agreement to set 
the date for the invasion in May of the following year (a month earlier than the actual date).  
 
In 1943 and 1944, Roosevelt increasingly focused US diplomacy on Stalin, rather than Churchill, 
as the USSR and the USA were by far the biggest contributors to the fighting forces. By August 1943, 
at a meeting in Quebec, splits were apparent, and by the Tehran Conference in November 1943, 
Roosevelt was deliberately snubbing Churchill. Evidence for this includes:  
 

• FDR refused to meet Churchill privately to discuss policy before the conference 
• FDR met Chinese leader Jiang Jieshi without Churchill knowing 
• FDR made it clear he wanted British attacks in Burma at the expense of more attacks in the 

Mediterranean 
• There were bitter exchanges between the two over the invasion of northern France 
• FDR at Tehran clearly favoured Stalin over Churchill 
• Churchill’s plans to bring Turkey into the war and establish a Balkan front were 

rejected  
• The USA, not Britain, would supply the commander for Overlord 

 
Nonetheless, on 6 June 1944, D-Day was finally launched.3 The Allies hurled every sinew of their 
strength across the English Channel and, having gained a toehold in Europe, began the arduous and 
bloody journey towards Berlin.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                        
3 Churchill was so keen to be involved in the action that the king had to intervene to tell him to stay home.  
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China, India and Empire 
 
Whilst disagreement over Mediterranean strategy was important, so too were the disagreements 
about world further east, where British and American aims simply did not align. The key areas of 
internal conflict are as follows: 
 

1. China – Roosevelt and the Americans held the Chinese leader, Chiang Kai-Shek, in high 
regard, and argued that China was frequently treated unfairly by the European powers. 
Roosevelt would frequently bring Chiang to summits and insisted China should be considered 
as a ‘Great Power’. This infuriated Churchill.  
 

2. India – Churchill’s position on India is well-established but, in the eyes of most Americans, 
including Roosevelt, bizarre, backwards and antediluvian. The price for Indian entry into the 
war was effectively the promise of independence afterwards. Hence by the end of the war, 
even Churchill realised that India ‘was lost’.  
 

3. Far East Colonies – Britain was anxious to maintain (or, in many instances, regain) its Far 
Eastern colonies of Singapore, Burma and Malaya. America, by contrast, wanted to allow 
American-style democracy to flourish in the Far East. As British hold on its empire weakened 
after the war, inevitably America’s vision broadly won out.  

 
 
Post war planning 
 
In September 1944, Churchill got no commitment from Roosevelt of post-war assistance. Churchill 
concluded the Americans were less concerned about Soviet influence in Europe after the war. 
Roosevelt also refused to back an Anglo-American race to Berlin.  
 
At Yalta in February 1945, Roosevelt finally agreed that there should be free elections in Europe, 
although he doubted it would be achieved in the colonies of the British Empire. 
 
 
Death and Reflection 
 

In April 1945 Roosevelt died in office. Churchill 
wrote that it was ‘cruel that he will not see the 
Victory which he did so much to achieve’. Later, 
in his eulogy to the Commons, Churchill praised 
Roosevelt as ‘the greatest American friend 
we have ever known, and the greatest 
champion of freedom who has ever 
brought help and comfort from the new 
world to the old.’    
 
Privately, however, Churchill criticised US 
policy, noting that ‘they played a dominating 
part in the destiny of Europe, but may 
well have denied us all the lasting peace 
for which we had fought long and hard’ by 
not taking a stronger line against the USSR.  
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The Atom Bomb 
 
As a postscript to American intervention in the war, it is worth saying that Churchill never doubted 
that Truman’s decision to drop the atomic bomb was right, but he also understood the awful 
implications it held. He issued a statement on 6 August 1945 that outlined his views:  
 

This revelation of the secrets of nature, long mercifully withheld from 
man, should arouse the most solemn reflections in the mind and 
conscience of every human being capable of comprehension. We 
must indeed pray that these awful agencies will be made to 
conduce to peace among the nations, and that instead of wreaking 
measureless havoc upon the entire globe they may become 
a perennial fountain of world prosperity. 

 
 

 


