
‘Carrying with him, in this small aeroplane, the honour of France’ 

- Churchill on de Gaulle’s flight to Britain on 17 June 1940 

 

3.3 Churchill and de Gaulle 

 

 

  



Background 

Churchill was a Francophile who spoke fluent (if heavily 
accented) French. In the first months of his premiership he had 
been in constant contact with the French, flying to meet his 
friend, the French Prime Minister Paul Reynaud, on five 
separate occasions and considered sending precious RAF 
fighters across the Channel even after the evacuation of Dunkirk. 
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Even once the government had evacuated Paris, Churchill tried 
to persuade Reynaud to carry on fighting - from across the Mediterranean if necessary. Most of 
France’s navy and 400,000 troops were sheltered in its immense African territories.  

Indeed, Churchill was even willing to contemplate an ‘indissoluble union’ of France and Britain in a 
desperate attempt to keep France in the war. (Jock Colville joked that 
it could be called ‘Frangland’.) In short, he was desperate that France 
did not surrender. 

However, on 22 June 1940, France signed an armistice with the 
Germans. The terms meant Hitler would control northern and 
western France (including the coastline), whilst a pro-Nazi state 
– known as Vichy France – would control the south of the country.  

France was now irrelevant in Europe virtually irrelevant in a Hitler-
dominated Europe. Nonetheless, its empire meant that it remained a 
player in world politics on the international stage.  

 

‘The Hateful Decision’  

The issue that dominated the rest of June 1940 was Churchill’s fear was the fate of the French navy, 
the fourth largest in the world. The prospect of it falling into the hands of the Germans and ceding 
naval dominance was too awful to contemplate. As Best writes, ‘nothing in his whole life seems ever to 
have worried him more’.  
 
On 1 July Churchill ordered the destruction of a key part of the French fleet at Oran, Algeria, fearing 
it was to fall into German hands. (It had, it turned out, been ordered to sail to the USA – but 
that message was not intercepted by British codebreakers.)   
  
Churchill hated having to do it. He told Vice Admiral Sir James Somerville, ‘You are charged with one 
of the most disagreeable and difficult tasks that a British admiral has even been faced with, but we 
have complete confidence in you and rely on you to carry it out relentlessly.’  
    

                                                             
1 Sir Hugh Dowding, head of Fighter Command at the time, pleaded with the prime minister to keep the planes at home, 
arguing that Britain could ill afford the losses. On 3 June 1940, towards the end of the evacuation of Dunkirk, Churchill 
eventually listened to him – much to the fury of the French. 

 



Churchill later described it as a ‘hateful decision, the most unnatural and painful in which I have ever 
been concerned’. Operation Catapult on 3 July resulted in sinking of several ships and some 1,297 
French sailors being killed.    

 
The consequences for de Gaulle, now in 
Britain, were severe. The British attack made 
it easy for those who had sided with Vichy 
France to convince themselves they were 
right, and that Britain remained ‘perfide 
Albion’.2 Many French soldiers, repulsed by 
Churchill’s decision, were now reluctant to 
answer de Gaulle’s call to fight for the Free 
French.  
 

 

The Spirit of Resistance 

The French saw the British retreat across the Channel as a betrayal. Only one senior French leader was 
keen to fight on: Colonel Charles de Gaulle. He saw himself as the spirit of a free France and led the 
Free French from Britain where Churchill had provided him with refuge.  

De Gaulle flew to Britain in dramatic fashion on 17 June 1940. 
As Churchill later wrote, de Gaulle was ‘carrying with him, 
in this small aeroplane, the honour of France’. The 
following day Churchill used his authority to enable de Gaulle 
to broadcast to the French people. Churchill admired de 
Gaulle but found him difficult, too.  

Throughout the war his relationship with Churchill was 
stormy and the prime minister had to fight to control his 
temper. Some of the issues included: 

- Despite being uncompromising and un-
cooperative, de Gaulle could be sensitive to criticism 
 

- Unlike the other governments-in-exile, all of which 
were grateful for a safe haven, de Gaulle did not feel 
beholden to the British. (The government lent him 
a house in Hampstead.) 
 

- De Gaulle was generally disliked by the 
Americans and loathed by Roosevelt for 
prioritising French interests over Allied concerns and 

                                                             
2 ‘Perfidious Albion’ – the untrustworthy British  
 



for his various attempts to sabotage US-Vichy relations.3 Roosevelt said to his son of de Gaulle: ‘I 
can’t imagine a man I distrust more.’4 
 

- De Gaulle himself as the natural leader of post-war France – something that Churchill and 
Roosevelt did not accept.  
 

- De Gaulle refused to work closely with former-Vichy leaders in North Africa. This 
annoyed Roosevelt and embarrassed Churchill.  

At times, Churchill came close to cutting his support for de Gaulle, preferring instead Henri Giraud 
(who he – and Roosevelt – found less chauvinistic).  

Giraud had been captured in May 1940 but escaped two years later. He worked with the Allies in 
secret from within Vichy France and assumed command of the French troops in North Africa after 
Operation Torch in November 1942. In 1943, he was made co-president with de Gaulle of the 
French Committee of National Liberation but retired from the position in 1944 because of constant 
disagreements with de Gaulle. 5 

On 22 February 1943, Churchill had written to the king telling him that ‘de Gaulle is hostile to this country, 
and I put far more confidence in Giraud than in him’ although the prime minister acknowledged 
that it was from ‘stupidity rather than malice’ that de Gaulle’s attitude derived. However, the two men 
never absolutely fell out with one another. 

But as Churchill wrote after the war:  

He had to be rude to the British to prove to French eyes that he was 
not a British puppet. He certainly carried out this policy with perseverance. 
He even one day explained this technique to me, and I fully comprehend the 
extraordinary difficulties of his problem. I always admired his massive 
strength.  

Ultimately, both men respected the other’s patriotism and despite frequent rows they knew they had to 
remain on working terms. Their arguments, therefore, were generally followed by reconciliations.  

A good example of this is D-Day.  Churchill and de Gaulle 
had one of their worst rows was on the eve of Operation 
Overlord. De Gaulle had been kept in the dark about the 
planning of the operation as everyone in the Supreme 
Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) 
believed the people around de Gaulle would have leaked. 
Although de Gaulle remained angry for weeks, he sought 
peace in November 1944 when, as the leader of the new 
provisional government in France, he invited Churchill and 
Clementine to visit Paris in style.  

                                                             
3 The USA regarded the Vichy government as the proper government of France 
4 Churchill had sympathy for Roosevelt’s position. He told the president: ‘I am no more enamoured of him than you are, but I 
would rather have him on the Committee than strutting about as a combination of Joan of Arc and Clemenceau.’ 

5 The French Committee of National Liberation was the provisional government of Free France.  



As Vichy France declined, de Gaulle’s reputation rose. It culminated in the Frenchman, General Leclerc, 
being given the task of leading the Allied entry into Paris on 24 August 1944. De Gaulle then marched 
triumphantly along the Champs Elysees two days later.  

Their mutual regard (friendship is too strong a word) continued until Churchill’s death. In 1958, de 
Gaulle, the newly-elected President of France, awarded Churchill the Croix de la Liberation – a rare 
honour for a foreigner. The Frenchman also attended Churchill’s funeral seven years later and wrote 
a letter to Clementine on the anniversary of her husband’s death every year until de Gaulle 
too passed away.  

When de Gaulle first heard of Churchill’s passing, he commented: ‘Now Britain is no longer a Great 
Power’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


