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‘If Hitler invaded Hell, I would at least make a favourable reference to the Devil in the House of Commons.’ 
 

- Following the German invasion of the USSR, Churchill outlines his reasoning for 
backing Stalin  

 
 
 

Churchill and Stalin 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Background 
 
 
Churchill had been an outspoken critic of communism since the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. As 
Secretary of State for War, Churchill had sent British forces to fight against Lenin’s regime in the 
Russian Civil War (1918-21). He was also frequently critical of the Soviet Union in his writing.  
 
Stalin, leader of the USSR since Lenin’s death in 1924, naturally disliked Churchill (and the West 
more broadly). He believed – with reason – that one of the reasons Hitler had been appeased was 
in the hope that the forces of fascism would deal with the communist threat (or, ideally, cancel each 
other out).  
 
Nonetheless, the USSR would play a critical part in the Grand Alliance from June 1941.  
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The Nazi-Soviet Pact (August 1939) – and Operation Barbarossa (June 1941) 
 

On 23 August 1939, to the surprise of much of the world, Germany 
and the Soviet Union announced the Molotov-Ribbentrop (or Nazi-
Soviet) Pact.  This agreement stated that neither country would attack 
the other, and that Poland would be divided between the two powers.  
 
This was not an ideological marriage, but a convenient coming together. 
One of Hitler’s principal foreign policy aims remained to destroy 
communism. However, he feared fighting a war on two fronts. 
Securing the east freed him up to allocate most of his armed forces to 
his campaign in the west.  
 
Less than two years later, on 22 June 1941, Germany invaded the 
Soviet Union with Operation Barbarossa.  

 
 
Churchill offers support 
  
The German invasion potentially presented a 
problem for Churchill. He loathed communism – or 
Bolshevism, as he preferred calling it – and had 
bitterly resented the support the Soviets had 
provided to the Germans in the past eighteen 
months that, among other things, had rendered 
the British blockade ineffective.  
 
Yet Churchill made up his mind at once to try and 
form an alliance with the Soviet Union. His principal motivation was a desire to keep Germany’s 
armies occupied. He put aside his private loathing of Stalin’s ideology and instead in public praised 
him as a fellow fighter in the good cause. On the evening of the invasion, Churchill broadcast to 
the nation, informing the British public that ‘any man or State who fights against Nazism will 
have our aid. It follows, therefore, that we shall give whatever help we can to Russia and to the 
Russian people.’ 
 
Churchill was putting ideology aside. As he famously said, ‘If Hitler invaded Hell, I would at least 
make a favourable reference to the Devil in the House of Commons.’  
 
Churchill also believed, however, that communism had so weakened 
Russia that Hitler may well succeed. Nonetheless, as Churchill always 
aimed to do, he sought to ‘put himself in close personal 
relations’ with his new ally. Whilst he succeeded, the relationship 
with Stalin was challenging, not least because the latter seemed 
ungrateful for the considerable support provided by Britain - 
and later, America. Churchill found the Kremlin ‘surly, snarling, 
grasping, and so lately indifferent to our survival’.  
 
Stalin had two main demands: military supplies and the opening of a Second Front.  
 

1. Military Supplies – Stalin wanted everything Britain and America could send: tanks, planes, 
trucks, guns, rubber – and in vast quantities. In 1941, Britain was short of these and Lend-
Lease was still in its early stages. But Churchill worked hard to provide what he could, 
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fearing Russia might capitulate without them.1 Delivering these often came at enormous 
human cost as Allied sailors made the treacherous (and long) journey from Britain to 
Russia.  
 

2. A Second Front – Stalin demanded a Second Front as early as July 1941, but it was not 
until three years later, in June 1944, that it was finally delivered. Twice, in 1942 and 1943, 
an Allied landing in France seemed on the cards – and twice it was called off. Campaigns in 
North Africa, and then in Italy, seemed nothing but a sideshow to Stalin. Churchill 
repeatedly pointed out the bombing campaign the British were carrying out (as well 
as the vast quantities of vital supplies they were delivering), but this did little to win over Stalin.  
 

One thing that did make the relationship slightly smoother was the simple fact British troops did not 
have to fight alongside Russian troops (unlike the Americans, who flooded Britain). 
 
 
Poland 
 
The fate of Poland was a key area of disagreement between Churchill and Stalin. Stalin wanted 
Russia’s post-war boundary to lie further west. Churchill was reluctant to agree and generally 
tried to evade the question. But by the Tehran Conference in November 1943, the tide of war 
had turned in favour of the Allies and the Polish question could no longer be avoided.  
 
It was agreed that the Russian border would return to the 
Curzon line, first proposed by Lord Curzon, the British foreign 
secretary, in 1919. To compensate for the loss of territory, 
Poland’s western border would be moved into Germany, 
along the line of the rivers Oder and Neisse. Churchill, 
albeit reluctantly, tried to make the case to the London Poles 
(the Polish government in exile) that this was a reasonable 
outcome. This example of traditional ‘Great Powers 
diplomacy’ may have been quick and efficient, but it was at odds 
with the principles of the Atlantic Charter and the promise of a 
freer post-war world.  
 
The other central question about Poland was the form its post-war government would take. Churchill 
was willing to accept border changes, but he was reluctant to condemn Poland to 
communism. Stalin’s attitude towards Poland and its people was revealed in two instances:  
 

1. The Katyn Massacre - In the spring of 1943, the Germans unearthed thousands (22,000 
officially) of graves of murdered Polish officers and dignitaries at Katyn. They alleged the 
killing had been carried out on Stalin’s orders in the early years of the war. When the London 
Poles publicised the massacre (against Churchill’s advice), Stalin broke off relations 
with them and began to organise a new provisional government in Lublin, Poland.  

 
2. Warsaw Uprising - In 1944, the Polish ‘Home Army’, loyal to the London Poles, fought 

to liberate Warsaw before the Red Army, now marching westwards, arrived. In the 
view of Churchill and the West, the Poles needed only minor assistance from the Russians to 
deliver victory. But Stalin refused to help. The German forces regrouped and, after intense 
urban fighting, defeated the Polish forces. Warsaw was then razed to the ground in 

                                                        
1 German victory in the east – which until the battle of Stalingrad in late 1942 and early 1943, seemed like a probable 
outcome – would have created a nightmare scenario. Hitler would have had access to the oil of the Caucuses, the raw 
materials of Ukraine, and a land route to India. He would also have been able to turn the full might of his army to an 
invasion of Britain.  
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retaliation. Some 150,000-200,000 Polish civilians were killed, mostly in mass executions 
as part of the German reprisal. 
 

 
 

At the Yalta Conference in February 1945, where Poland was the subject of seven of eight plenary 
meetings, the Big Three finally settled on the Declaration of Liberated Europe. This reaffirmed the 
promise of ‘free elections’ in all liberated countries, although Stalin and Churchill’s ideas of what 
constituted ‘free’ were sharply different. Stalin certainly would not tolerate a government in Warsaw 
that was ‘unfriendly’ to his interests. It was here, too, that the Curzon line was accepted as 
Poland’s new eastern border. It is worth highlighting that by 1945 the Red Army had 6 million 
soldiers in eastern Europe; Britain and America could do little to effectively challenge their 
demands.  
 
 
The Percentages Agreement 
 
In 1944, as the powers struggled to settle the Polish question, 
Churchill and Stalin also engaged in diplomacy about the level 
of influence Russia and Britain should have in the Balkans after 
the war. Churchill drew up what he called ‘a naughty document’ which 
read:  
 
Romania: Russia 90% the others 10% 
Greece: Great Britain in accord with USA 90%, Russia 10% 
Yugoslavia: 50/50% 
Hungary: 50/50% 
Bulgaria: Russia 75% the others 25% 
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Stalin read it and simply put a large tick next to it and gave it to Churchill to keep. The document was 
not included in the official British record.  
 
This was old-school, Victorian-era politics. None of the peoples of the affected countries were 
consulted, but Stalin – as evidenced by his ready signature – seemed to respect Churchill’s power play. 
They also were both imperialists in their own way, anxious to preserve their empire and held 
limited sympathy with the idea of self-rule.  
 
 
Personal relationship between Churchill and Stalin 
 
The relationship between Churchill and Stalin is difficult to characterise simply. Certainly, there was 
a lack of trust. Churchill was known for his outright hostility to communism, whilst Stalin believed 
Churchill was deliberately delaying the opening of a Second Front as a means of bleeding and weakening 
the Soviet Union.  
 
The two men first met in August 1942 in Moscow. Clementine described it a ‘visit to the Ogre in 
his den’. Churchill, who was bearing the news a Second Front could not be opened that year, 
suggested it was ‘like carrying a large lump of ice to the North Pole’.  
 
During the second day of their Moscow meeting, after being told the news about the Second Front, 
Stalin sought to provoke Churchill with thinly veiled accusations of cowardice. One of the British party 
who was there described Churchill dealing with Stalin’s insults as like ‘a bull in the ring maddened 
by the pricks of a picador’. Churchill tried in vain to explain the Anglo-American strategy was to 
attack ‘the soft underbelly of the crocodile as the Russians attacked the hard snout’.  
 
At the end of the second day, Churchill cabled Roosevelt and the War Cabinet to say he had had a 
‘most unpleasant discussion’ and that Stalin had said ‘a great many insulting things’. Returning 
to the State Villa that evening, Churchill called Stalin ‘a terrible man…evil and dreadful’. At this point 
he had to be reminded that the villa was undoubtedly bugged. Archibald Clark Kerr, the British 
Ambassador to the Soviet Union, told him not to take Stalin’s insults personally. Stalin was, in Kerr’s 

view, only ‘a peasant who didn’t know any better’.  
 
Over the four days of talks in Moscow, however, Churchill and 
Stalin managed to find an understanding and some common 
ground. Ultimately, both needed each other: Russia needed 
British supplies and Churchill needed Russia to keep fighting.  
 
Churchill’s capacity for food and drink also helped. After 
the final day of talks they enjoyed a long dinner at Stalin’s flat in 
the Kremlin, consuming vast quantities of vodka and 
discussing the merits of various military leaders from history.2 
Early the next morning, Churchill called Stalin ‘that great man’ 
and then asked that he be found some aspirin. Back in London, 
he told a colleague that ‘although he regarded him as an 
uncouth and bear-like individual, he nevertheless rather 
liked Stalin and that he had many things in common.’ He 
also praised Stalin in the Commons, saying that he ‘left upon me 
the impression of a deep, cool wisdom and a complete absence 
of illusions of any kind’.  
 

                                                        
2 Churchill later boasted to a friend: ‘As for all this talk about Russian drinking – there is nothing in it. I drank twice 
as much as they.’ 
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Stalin did not feel the same way about Churchill. He told Maisky (the 
Soviet Union’s Ambassador to London - right) that ‘all of us in Moscow 
have gained the impression that Churchill is aiming at the defeat 
of the USSR’. In short, Stalin did not trust Churchill (although he did not 
trust anyone). Churchill did not discover Stalin’s true opinion during the 
war as after June 1941 he directed Britain’s intelligence services to 
discontinue their spying on Britain’s new ally.  
 
Even on 5 June 1944, with the Allies poised to finally launch Operation 
Overlord, Stalin was making his true thoughts clear about Roosevelt and 
Churchill to the Yugoslav Communist leader, Milovan Djilas:  
 

There’s nothing they like more than to trick their allies… and Churchill? 
Churchill is the kind of man who will pick your pocket of a kopeck3, 
if you didn’t watch him. By God, pick your pocket of a kopeck! And 
Roosevelt? Roosevelt is not like that. He dips his hand only for bigger 
coins. But Churchill? Churchill will do it for a kopeck. 

 
Churchill, for his part, was concerned by 1944 that the Americans were not sufficiently serious 
about containing the threat of the Red Army that was consuming more and more of eastern 
Europe. Churchill’s fear was that they would eradicate fascism from the continent to only have it 
replaced by an equally repugnant ideology.  
 
In Britain, the success of the Soviets was heralded in some corners of society as evidence that state 
planning and socialism could bring about national unity and success. This may have strengthened 
the support for Labour going into the 1945 General Election.  
 
 
The End of the War 
 
Despite Churchill’s fears, there was little 
he could do. The Red Army dominated 
eastern Europe, guaranteeing that Stalin 
would dominate it after the war’s end. At 
Yalta in 1945 Churchill had to accept 
that Poland’s eastern territories 
would be taken by the Soviets.  
 
As one historian has argued, one must 
conclude in the end that Churchill 
needed Stalin more than Stalin 
needed Churchill. Some historians posit 
that Stalin’s demands for a Second Front 
were a bargaining chip rather than a 
deeply-held grievance, particularly after 
the comprehensive defeat of the Germans 
at Stalingrad.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
3 A Russian coin of little value. 


