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2.1 What was Churchill’s stance in 1940 and what was his leadership style? 

‘All I wanted was compliance with my wishes after reasonable discussion.’ 

Churchill – The Second World War 
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Key dates  

• 10 May 1940 – Churchill becomes Prime Minister; Germany launches an all-out offensive on 
Western Europe. The French especially are shocked by the speed and effectiveness of   

• 13 May 1940 – Churchill delivers ‘blood, toil, tears and sweat’ speech 
• 15 May 1940 – Holland surrenders  
• 23 May 1940 – Churchill orders the BEF to evacuate France 
• 26 May 1940 – In the utmost secrecy, discussions begin – led by Halifax - about whether or 

not to open peace talks with Hitler.  
• 27 May – 4 June 1940 – The evacuation of Dunkirk takes place. Over 300,000 men brought 

to Britain.  
• 4 June 1940 – Churchill delivers ‘we shall fight on the beaches’ speech 
• 10 June 1940 – Mussolini declares war on Britain  
• 22 June 1940 – France surrenders  
• 27 June 1940 – Churchill’s wife, Clementine, writes to him to tell him to be nicer to his staff 
• 3 July 1940 – Churchill tasks Sir James Somerville with sinking part of the French navy to 

prevent it falling into German hands. 1,300 French sailors are killed.  
• July 1940 – October 1940 – The Battle of Britain is fought out between the RAF and the 

Luftwaffe 
• 20 August 1940 – Churchill delivers ‘Never was so much owed by so many to so few’ speech 
• 7 September 1940 – 11 May 1941 – the Germans bomb British cities. The British press 

call it ‘the Blitz’. Churchill orders British bombers to retaliate 
• 12 October 1940 – Hitler announces Operation Sealion – the plan to invade Britain – is off 

for the winter.  

Churchill’s Leadership Style 

Churchill’s leadership style can be seen through his actions as prime minister, especially during the 
early years of the war. This section, however, offers some further detail on how Churchill operated 
as wartime prime minister.  

Astute  

Churchill kept Chamberlain in the War Cabinet and allowed him to remain as leader of the 
Conservative Party. This helped win over (or at least quiet the criticism of) the pro-Chamberlain 
MPs who still did not trust Churchill. Indeed, when Churchill went to Parliament to give his first speech 
on 13 May it was Chamberlain who was greeted with cheers when he entered. Churchill, 
following him into the Commons moments later, was greeted with a more muted reception.   

Making Chamberlain Lord President of the Council and giving him a seat in the five man War 
Cabinet bought Churchill time to win over his doubters.  

‘Action this Day’  

Churchill, within hours of taking office, requested a 
limitless supply of red labels bearing in capital letters 
the words ‘ACTION THIS DAY’. He attached them 
to minutes and messages around Whitehall, giving the 
machine a sense of purpose and urgency.  
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Similarly, he asked that any matter, no matter how complicated, could be summed up on a single 
sheet of A4. It worked in accelerating things. At Best writes, ‘The paper work whizzed from office to 
office as never before or, probably, since.’ 

There are numerous accounts of how Churchill increased the energy throughout Whitehall. Here are 
just three:  

Colonel Ian Jacobs, the military assistant secretary to the War Cabinet:  

Things began to hum, and they hummed until the end of the war. 
It is impossible to put into words the change that we felt. His power seemed 
to be turned on all the time. 

Jock Colville wrote:  

Government Departments 
which under Neville 
Chamberlain had continued 
to work at much the same 
speed as in peacetime awoke 
to the realities of war. A 
sense of urgency was 
created in the course of a 
very few days and 
respectable civil servants 
were actually to be seen running along the corridors. No delays were 
condoned; telephone switchboards quadrupled their efficiency; the Chiefs of 
Staff and the Joint Planning Staff were in almost constant session; regular 
office hours ceased to exist and weekend disappeared with them. 

Air Marshall Sir Charles Portal said:  

When we took over from Neville Chamberlain he put a bomb under 
Whitehall. From then till the end of the war he was constantly urging, 
driving, probing, restless in his search for new ways for getting at 
the enemy. 

Controlling 

Churchill wanted to run the war. As he wrote in his diary shortly after he became prime minister:  

As I went to bed about 3 a.m., I was conscious of a profound sense of relief. 
At last I had the authority to give directions over the whole scene. 
I felt as I was walking with destiny, and that all my past life had been but a 
preparation for this hour and for this trial. 

Churchill, as Minister of Defence, would conduct the war. It was, in the words of Roberts, ‘the most 
important of all his appointments’ and a ‘clear statement about who was in charge’.  

Churchill could, however, be interfering. As Roberts writes:  
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Unless he was totally preoccupied with a pressing war problem, nothing that 
went on in any department of state was alien... he took an intermittent 
interest in even the most remote and petty matters, once they 
caught his attention, and he was liable to interfere with any minister’s 
business at the shortest notice. [Whilst this was initially tolerated 
by ministers, but came to be resented later in the war.]  

A Fighter 

When Churchill spoke of dying in the streets choking on his own blood, these weren’t empty words. 
He knew the costs of war and was also keen to not be taken alive.  

- He carried a pistol with him on trips to France, saying: ‘One never knows, I do not intend to 
be taken alive’ 

- He had a Bret gun (a light machine gun) in his government car  
 

Demanding (but fair?) 

Churchill worked relentlessly hard and with a ferocious energy. Those who failed to keep up would 
be replaced. In one memorandum he wrote that no hammering was to take place during working 
hours which ‘are between 7 a.m. and 3 a.m.  

He was so particularly strained during the first months of his premiership that Clementine felt 
compelled to write to him: 

 

10 Downing Street,  
Whitehall  
  
June 27, 1940  
  
My Darling,  
  
I hope you will forgive me if I tell you something that I feel you ought to 
know.  
  
One of the men in your entourage (a devoted friend) has been to me & 
told me that there is a danger of your being generally disliked by your 
colleagues and subordinates because of your rough sarcastic & overbearing 
manner — It seems your Private Secretaries have agreed to behave like 
school boys & 'take what's coming to them' & then escape out of your 
presence shrugging their shoulders — Higher up, if an idea is suggested 
(say at a conference) you are supposed to be so contemptuous that 
presently no ideas, good or bad, will be forthcoming. I was astonished & 
upset because in all these years I have been accustomed to all those who 
have worked with & under you, loving you — I said this & I was told 'No 
doubt it's the strain' —  
  
My Darling Winston — I must confess that I have noticed a deterioration 
in your manner; & you are not so kind as you used to be.  
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It is for you to give the Orders & if they are bungled — except for the 
King, the Archbishop of Canterbury & the Speaker, you can sack anyone & 
everyone — Therefore with this terrific power you must combine 
urbanity, kindness and if possible Olympic calm. You used to quote:— 'On 
ne règne sur les âmes que par le calme'1 — I cannot bear that those who 
serve the Country and yourself should not love as well as admire and 
respect you —  
  
Besides you won't get the best results by irascibility & rudeness. 
They will breed either dislike or a slave mentality — (Rebellion in War 
time being out of the question!)  
  
 Please forgive your loving devoted & watchful  
Clem  

 

However, according to Roberts, ‘Once the first desperate and perilous months were past, 
meetings were less often unpleasant until the last nine months or so, by when Churchill himself 
was visibly older and tireder, the Americans and Russians had clearly become the dominant partners, 
and Germany continued to spring nasty surprises.’  

Indeed, Colville after the war wrote:  

Never normally considerate, except to those in pain or in trouble, he was 
more than normally inconsiderate and demanding during the last months of 
1940... Churchill’s ill-tempered phase was a passing one, nor was it constant. 
What was constant was the respect, admiration and affection that 
almost all those with whom he was in touch felt for him despite his engaging 
but sometime infuriating idiosyncrasies. 

 

Inspirational and morale booster 

It is undoubtedly true that Churchill served as an inspirational force for the British people, both 
through his visits to bomb sites during the Blitz but also his stirring rhetoric. Both are included below 
in more detail.  

However, two quotes here are worth including:  

- Edward Murrow of CBS news said: Churchill ‘mobilised the English language and sent it 
into battle.’  

- Churchill speaking in 1954: ‘It was the nation… that had the lion’s heart: I had the luck to 
be called upon to give the roar.’ 
 

 

 

                                                             
1 Roughly: ‘One can reign over hearts only by keeping one's composure.’ 
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Ruthless 

Churchill also possessed a ruthless streak – vital in war to make the tough decisions. This was 
evident in July 1940.  
 
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.’ 
   
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 a number of ships and some 
1,297 French sailors being killed.   
 
He spoke to the Commons on 4 July 1940. Expecting attacks and acrimony, he calmly explained the 
situation and after about an hour, according to his daughter, ‘the House began to cheer – the cheering 
grew and grew, until the House was on its feet – Tories – Liberals – Labour’.  
 
Nicolson similarly recorded that ‘the grand finale ends in an ovation with Winston sitting there 
with tears pouring down his cheeks.’  
 
The attack on an ally nonetheless revealed Churchill’s ability to do almost anything to win the war.  
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Bravery (Recklessness?) 

Churchill was personally brave and arguably reckless. This can be seen both in his five flights to France 
as well as his actions during the Blitz. (More details below.) In 1944, it took a direct order from the 
king to prevent Churchill from joining the D-Day invasion.  

 

Structure of Government 

The key structural points of government during WWII are as follows:  

- Civilians in charge - Churchill told his ally 
Boothby: It took Armageddon to make me Prime 
Minister. But now I am determined that power shall 
be in no other hands but my own. There will be no 
more Kitcheners, Fishers or Haigs.  

- Small War Cabinet – The War Cabinet initially 
only contained five members. As Best puts it, ‘This 
was a War Cabinet of civilians free to give the whole 
of their minds to the highest questions of strategy 
and foreign policy, and to the overseeing of war 
management in general.’   

- Defence Committee (Operations) – Churchill 
created a power Defence Committee, with himself as Minister of Defence, through which the 
Chiefs of Staff would funnel their recommendations to the War Cabinet.  

- General Hastings Ismay, Chief of Staff to the Minister of Defence (i.e. Churchill) – 
Ismay described his job was to ‘express, and if necessary explain, Churchill’s views to the Chief 
of Staff Committee, and to inform him of their reactions… I had to be not only an interpreter 
but a mediator.’ The benefit, however, was that: ‘For the fisrt time in their history the Chiefs 
of Staff were in direct and continuous communication with the Head of Government, and 
were able to act as a combined Battle Headquarters.’ 

- Chiefs of General Staff (COGS) – 
The Chiefs of General Staff were the 
heads of the three sections of the armed 
forces: the army, navy and air force.  
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In a biography of Averell Harriman, an envoy of Roosevelt’s in London at the time, a good summary 
of how government worked was given:  

All important decisions were made in Churchill’s War Cabinet, a 
coalition of the Conservative and Labour parties. This assured both tight 
coordination and parliamentary approval when necessary... The British 
Chiefs of Staff were simply advisers to the War Cabinet, which in 
turn represented the political leadership of the country. It was the 
politicians who ran the war... not the generals or admirals. 

Some historians have argued Churchill acquired too much power. Roberts responds:  

This accretion of power did not mean that Churchill had become 
a dictator, as his detractors then and subsequently tried to make out. He 
needed to secure the agreement of the Chiefs of Staff and vice versa, and 
crucially he never once rejected their unanimous professional advice 
on an operational matter in the entire course of the war. 

In a ‘glorious understatement’ Churchill wrote: ‘I cannot say that we never differed 
among ourselves 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.’   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

Andrew Roberts’ offers a summary:  

[Churchill’s] style of management was striking and peculiar, the most 
remarkable no doubt of any Prime Minister’s, and although it undoubtedly 
had abrasive and time-wasting aspects, overall and in the long run it did 
much more good than harm. [Indeed] no matter how irritating, bullying 
and wearing people found him Churchill at times, their negative reactions 
were in the end outweighed by the long-term positive one.  



Key Topic 2: Churchill as wartime Prime Minister 
 

9 
 

Churchill’s stance in 1940 

Churchill struck a defiant stance in 1940. His positions when he became prime minister can be 
summarised thus:  

- Never surrender (including a refusal to ever talk peace terms with Hitler) 
- The French must fight and we will give what support we can, although this support ebbs 

as the French cause looks increasingly hopeless  
- Start to work on President Roosevelt to convince him to join the war on the Allied side – 

or at the very least provide military supplies 
 

‘Never give in’  

In his first speech as prime minister on 13 May, Churchill set out his position. It is considered by many 
as one of the finest speeches of all time and a substantial section is worth reproducing here:  

In this crisis I hope I may be pardoned if I do not address the House at any 
length today. I hope that any of my friends and colleagues, or former 
colleagues, who are affected by the political reconstruction, will make 
allowance, all allowance, for any lack of ceremony with which it has been 
necessary to act. I would say to the House, as I said to those who 
have joined this government: “I have nothing to offer but blood, 
toil, tears and sweat.”  
 
We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have 
before us many, many long months of struggle and of suffering. You ask, 
what is our policy? I can say: It is to wage war, by sea, land and air, 
with all our might and with all the strength that God can give us; 
to wage war against a monstrous tyranny, 
never surpassed in the dark, lamentable 
catalogue of human crime. That is our 
policy.  
 
You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in 
one word: It is victory, victory 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 I take up my task with buoyancy and 
hope. I feel sure that our cause will not be suffered 
to fail among men. At this time I feel entitled 
to claim the aid of all, and I say, “come 
then, let us go forward together with our 
united strength.2 

 

                                                             
2 When he left the Chamber Churchill reportedly said, ‘That got the sods, didn’t it?’ Chips Channon MP, however, wrote 
‘The new PM spoke well, even dramatically, but he was not well received.’   
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This dogged refusal to ever give in was to be embodied in Churchill’s premiership.  

‘A Certain Eventuality’ – Dunkirk and the Collapse of France 

Hitler’s attack on Western Europe coming on the same day as Churchill became prime minister is one 
of history’s great coincidences. It also presented an enormous and immediate challenge for Churchill. 
German advances were swift, forcing Holland to surrender within a week, and the French were quickly 
on the back foot.  

As Churchill described it in a telegram to Roosevelt: ‘The small countries are simply smashed 
up, one by one, like matchwood.’ 

Churchill was determined, however, that the French should fight, and they 
should be supported, particularly by the RAF. Sir Hugh ‘Stuffy’ Dowding, Head 
of Fighter Command, was a consistent critic of this policy. He told the Defence 
Committee shortly after the collapse of Holland: ‘If the present rate of 
wastage continues for another fortnight we shall not have a single 
Hurricane left in France or in this country.’ In time, Churchill would take his 
advice, although initially he overrode him.  

Between coming prime minister on 10 May and the French surrender on 22 
June, Churchill flew to France in person no fewer than five times to visit the 
French premier, Paul Reynaud. Frequently, these trips required his plane to 

deviate its intended course to avoid the Luftwaffe.  

On his first visit to France Churchill arrived, as one diplomat described 
it, ‘full of fire and fury, saying the French were lily-livered (cowardly) 
and must fight’. But following a meeting with the French generals, he 
telegraphed the War Cabinet in London to tell them to meet 
immediately, saying simply: ‘Situation grave in the last degree.’ 

On return to London, Churchill ordered the Admiralty to begin 
planning the evacuation of British troops from France in anticipation of 
a French surrender. The collapse was euphemistically termed ‘a 
certain eventuality’.   

After another visit to France on 22 May 1940, it became clear that 
French morale was very low. The following day at a meeting of the War 
Cabinet in London, Churchill said:  

We cannot leave our Army to be slaughtered or to surrender. No, 
never that! We must get them out. If the whole Regular Army and half of its 
equipment were lost, we would replace the latter, but if we lose the men 
then we lose the war. Our men must battle through to Dunkirk. When 
they get there, the Navy will get them out. 

The King wrote after meeting Churchill that day:  

He [Churchill] told me that... he would have to order the B.E.F back to 
England. This operation would mean the loss of all guns, tanks, ammunition, 
and all stores in France. The question was whether we could get the troops 
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back from Calais and Dunkirk. The thought of having to order this 
movement is appalling, as the loss of life will probably be immense. 

Dunkirk turned out to be a surprising success – as far as any evacuation can be considered a success. 
Nonetheless, it was not without cost. Between 27 May and 4 June approximately:  

- 338,000 troops were evacuated   
- 68,000 BEF soldiers were killed or captured  
- 40,000 French troops were taken into captivity  
- 2,000 guns were left behind 
- 75,000 tonnes of ammunition were left behind 
- 60,000 vehicles were left behind 

Dunkirk involved many great acts of bravery, not least from those who were ordered to defend 
Dunkirk to allow others to escape. Churchill told Brigadier Claude Nicholson, the man in charge of 
the 30th Brigade, to defend Calais to allow for evacuation: ‘The eyes of the Empire are upon 
the defence of Calais, and His Majesty’s Government are confident that you and your gallant regime 
will perform an exploit worthy of the British name.’  

Nicholson and his men fought bravely – he later died in captivity.  

Towards the end of the evacuation, on 3 June, Dowding demanded that the 331 fighters he had left 
should remain in Britain – and not give France support in the Somme. Finally, his advice was taken.  

On the last day of the evacuation, Churchill gave another astonishing speech. Without varnishing the 
truth, he managed nonetheless to rouse the nation once more:  

Nevertheless, our thankfulness at the escape of our Army and so many men, 
whose loved ones have passed through an agonizing week, must not blind us 
to the fact that what has happened in France and Belgium is a colossal military 
disaster...  
 
 
I have, myself, full confidence that if all do their duty, if nothing is neglected, 
and if the best arrangements are made, as they are being made, we shall 
prove ourselves once again able to defend our Island home, to ride out the 
storm of war, and to outlive the menace of tyranny, if necessary for years, if 
necessary alone.  
 
At any rate, that is what we are going to try to do. That is the resolve of His 
Majesty’s Government-every man of them. That is the will of Parliament and 
the nation. The British Empire and the French Republic, linked together in 
their cause and in their need, will defend to the death their native soil, aiding 
each other like good comrades to the utmost of their strength. Even though 
large tracts of Europe and many old and famous States have fallen or may fall 
into the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule, we 
shall not flag or fail.  
 
We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight 
on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and 
growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island, whatever 
the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the 
landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we 
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shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender, and even if, which I do 
not for a moment believe, this Island or a large part of it were subjugated 
and starving, then our Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the 
British Fleet, would carry on the struggle, until, in God’s good time, the New 
World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the 
liberation of the old.  

 

Harold Nicolson wrote to his wife: ‘This afternoon Winston made the finest speech that I have 
ever heard. The House was deeply moved.’ One RAF squadron leader in 1940 recalled: ‘After those 
speeches, we wanted the Germans to come.’ 
 
The challenge facing Britain grew on 10 June 1940 when Mussolini declared war on Britain. When Jock 
Colville woke Churchill from his afternoon nap to tell him the news, Churchill growled: ‘People who 
go to Italy to look at ruins won’t have to go as far as Naples and Pompeii in the future.’  
 
On the same day, the French government were forced to flee France. Churchill flew out to meet them 
on 11 and 12 June in Briare, south of Paris. Most of the French commanders warned that France was 
about to collapse and argued that an 
armistice with Hitler must be sought. The 
new minister of war, Charles de Gaulle, 
was the sole French voice demanding that 
the French fight on.  
 
The French begged for British air support, 
arguing this was the ‘decisive moment’. 
Churchill, despite being a lifelong 
Francophile, refused, replying: ‘This is not 
the decisive moment. The decisive 
moment will come when Hitler hurls 
his Luftwaffe against Britain.’  
 
On his return to London, Churchill told 
the King: ‘The invasion of this country 
comes next in the German programme.’   
 
Churchill flew out the next day (13 June) for another meeting with French leaders. He told them they 
should fight on:  
 

I know the British people, their endless capacity for enduring and persisting 
and for striking back... You must give us time. We ask you to fight on as 
long as possible, if not in Paris, at least behind Paris, in the provinces, down 
to the sea, then, if need be, in North Africa.  
 

Only de Gaulle gave Churchill’s ideas any support and the French collapse soon came:  
 

- On 14 June the Germans entered Paris.  
- On 16 June, Marshall Petain replaced Paul Reynaud as French premier and instructed the 

French army to lay down their arms.3  

                                                             
3 At a meeting that afternoon a plan was presented to fuse Britain and France together as a single country to justify the 
wholesale evacuation of the French army. Colville joked that the new country might be called ‘Frangland’. This wild idea 
indicates just how desperate the British were to avoid the French fleet falling into German hands.   
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- On 22 June, Reynaud formally signed an armistice with the Germans. The country was divided 
in two. Paris, the north and the western seaboard were ruled by the Germans. The rest was 
ruled by Petain, from Vichy.  

 
Now, as Churchill observed, ‘the Battle of France is over. The Battle of Britain is about to 
begin.’ 
 
The Battle of Britain and the Blitz 
 
It is not necessary to know the Battle of Britain or the Blitz in enormous detail, but rather to know 
how Churchill dealt with both. Below is a summary of both. 
 
The Battle of Britain 
 

• Following the evacuation at 
Dunkirk, Hitler issued a directive on 
16 July 1940 for the preparation 
and, if necessary, the execution of a 
plan to invade Britain. It was 
codenamed Operation Sealion.  

• Britain’s naval superiority 
meant an immediate invasion was 
unrealistic. The Germans planned 
first to secure aerial superiority. If 
this was achieved, the Luftwaffe 
could attack the Royal Navy more 
effectively and pave the way for a full 
German invasion. 

• The numbers were in Germany’s 
favour: 1,300 bombers and a further 1,200 fighters – significantly more than the RAF’s 600 
planes.  

• However, radar gave Fighter Command early warning where to send their fighters.  
• The Spitfire was extremely effective against slower German bombers. German fighter cover 

was only partially available because of fuel limits.  
• Initially, the Luftwaffe targeted British shipping, ports and airfields along the Channel. 
• From 8 August 1940, the Luftwaffe’s focus shifted to bombing air fields and radar stations.  
• An enormous bombing raid on Berlin in September provoked Hitler to retaliate in kind, 

diverting the Luftwaffe to bomb British cities rather than RAF airfields. This gave the RAF 
a much-needed breather.  

• On 15 September the Luftwaffe attempted an enormous bombing raid on London and other 
cities. However, the RAF met the Luftwaffe with full force and scored a decisive victory. It 
became clear the Luftwaffe’s tactics had failed.  

• On 17 September, Hitler postponed Operation Sealion until further notice.  
 
The Blitz 
 

• The Blitz – the sustained bombing of London and other major British cities – began in 
September, towards the end of the Battle of Britain.  
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• The aim of the Blitz was to damage 
Britain’s ability to fight the war 
(factories etc.) and destroy morale.  

• On 7 September some 950 German 
aircraft attacked London. It was the first 
and last mass daylight raid on London, 
but it heralded the first of 57 
consecutive nights of bombing. 

• In early November, Herman Göring, 
head of the Luftwaffe, ordered that the 
air offensive against cities, industry and 
ports had to be conducted entirely 
under cover of darkness.   

• On 29 December, a major raid on 
London destroyed much of the City, but 
poor winter weather then led to a drop 
in attacks until March. The two months 
from March until May 1941 saw a series 
of heavy attacks, culminating in a very 
damaging raid on London on 10 May. The Blitz ended on 16 May, when most of the 
Luftwaffe was re-assigned east for the imminent invasion of Russia. 

• In total, approximately 58,000 Britons died from aerial bombardment.  
 
 
Churchill dealt with the Battle of Britain and Blitz with characteristic defiance – and not a little 
recklessness.  
 
During the Battle of Britain, Churchill visited the Battle of 
Britain Bunker at RAF Uxbridge on 16 August when a battle 
raged above in the skies. He was apparently so affected by 
what he saw that in the car on the way back to Downing 
Street he told General Hastings Ismay, ‘Don’t speak to 
me, I have never been so moved.’ After several minutes 
of silence he said, ‘Never in the history of mankind has 
so much been owed by so many to so few.’ That line 
would form the basis of his speech four days later, on 20 

August: 
 

The gratitude of every home in our Island, in our Empire, and indeed 
throughout the world, except in the abodes of the guilty, goes out to the 
British airmen who, undaunted by odds, unwearied in their constant 
challenge and mortal danger, are turning the tide of the World War by their 
prowess and by their devotion. Never in the field of human conflict 
was so much owed by so many to so few.  
 

During the Blitz, Churchill personally visited places that had been bombed, travelling to 60 towns in 
total. Seeing the damage first hand he became increasingly angry. He told one member of the public 
that he would pay back the Germans with ‘compound interest’. Indeed, the 58,000 Britons who 
died from aerial bombardment is far fewer than the 500,000 Germans that were killed from British 
bombing raids.  
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After seeing the damage caused by a land-mine parachuted into Wandsworth, Churchill talked about 
‘castrating the whole lot’ of Germans.  
 
As bombs rained down, the King recorded in his diary: ‘I cannot afford to lose him nor can the country 
at this moment.’  
 
Despite his importance to the country, Churchill used to take unnecessary risks. He loved standing 
on the roof top during air raids to see for himself what was happening. When Clementine and others 
protested, Churchill replied: ‘I take refuge under the impenetrable arch of probability.’  
 
Walter Thompson, the prime minister’s bodyguard, recalls how he once had to jump on Churchill to 
save him from a bomb blast. He recalled: ‘That was only one of the many incidents I remember 
of Winston Churchill taking deliberate risks during the Blitz. He insisted on seeing for himself what 
was going on.’  
 
On a separate occasion, a 1,000 bomb landed on the spot where he had been standing one minute 
earlier.  

 
 

An ‘unreal, academic issue’ – was peace with Hitler ever on the table? 

On 26 May 1940, just before the beginning of the evacuation of Dunkirk, secret discussions begun 
about whether to seek peace terms with Hitler. Churchill was implacably opposed from the outset 
for two reasons:  

1. He did not think Hitler would ever offer any peace terms that could be acceptable to Britain  
2. If the news got out that the government was even contemplating peace terms, the effect on 

the morale of the British public would be devastating  

Churchill later claimed in his memoirs that ‘the supreme question of whether we should fight on alone 
never found a place on the War Cabinet agenda… we were much too busy to waste time upon 
such unreal, academic issues’. 
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As Roberts argues, this was ‘blatantly untrue’ and 
Churchill probably wrote it to protect the reputation of 
Britain (and possibly Halifax) after the war. Indeed, the 
subject was discussed eight times in the subsequent 
four days with Halifax leading the charge to enter into 
negotiations via Mussolini. Indeed, on 27 May Halifax 
threatened to resign if he was not allowed to pursue talks.  

On 28 May Churchill felt compelled to circulate a note to 
his colleagues:  

In these dark days the Prime Minister would be 
grateful if all his colleagues... would maintain 
a high morale in their circles; not minimizing 
the gravity of events, but showing confidence 
in our ability and inflexible resolve to 
continue the war until we have broken the 
will of the enemy. 

To finish off Halifax, Churchill called a Cabinet meeting for that afternoon – but without 
the War Cabinet (e.g. without Halifax). Churchill was recorded as giving this speech:  

I have thought carefully in these last days whether it was part of my duty to 
consider entering into negotiations with That Man [Hitler]. But it was idle to 
think that, if we tried to make peace now, we should get better terms from 
Germany than if we went on and fought it out. The Germans would demand 
our fleet – that would be called ‘disarmament’ – our naval bases, and much 
else. We should become a slave state, though a British Government 
which would be Hitler’s puppet would be set up – ‘under Mosley [Sir Oswald 
Mosley, British fascist] or some such person’. And where should we be at 
the end of all that? On the other side, we had immense reserves and 
advantages. And I am convinced that every one of you would rise 
up and tear me down from my place if I were for one moment to 
contemplate parley or surrender. Therefore, he said, ‘We shall go on 
and we shall fight it out, here or elsewhere, and if this long island 
story of ours is to end at last, let it end only when each one of us 
lies choking in his own blood upon the ground.  

At the end of his speech his Cabinet colleagues rose to applaud him. One Cabinet member, Hugh 
Dalton, a socialist and generally an opponent of Churchill, recorded: ‘He was quite magnificent. 
The man, and the only man we have, for this hour.’   

When Churchill told the War Cabinet what had happened, Halifax knew he had been 
outmanoeuvred and dropped the idea of parlaying with Hitler.  
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Persuading President Roosevelt  

Churchill saw America’s involvement in the war as being vital to eventual Allied victory. Indeed, the 
prime minister wrote to him some 2,000 times during the course of the war. He begun the process 
of persuading Roosevelt at once, writing to the president on 15 May:  

We expect to be attacked here ourselves, both from the air and by 
parachute and airborne troops in the near future, and we are getting ready 
for that. If necessary, we shall continue the war alone, and we are not 
afraid of that. But I trust you realise Mr. President that the voice and force 
of the United States may count for nothing if they are withheld too long. You 
may have a completely subjugated Nazified Europe established with 
astonishing swiftness, and the weight may be more than we can bear. 

Churchill asked – and would continue asking - Roosevelt for military 
supplies. He requested, amongst other things, older destroyers, 
aircraft and anti-aircraft guns. Roosevelt only acceded to the anti-
aircraft guns immediately.  

Returning from a trip to France on 16 May 1940, where Churchill 
found situation to be dire, he again wrote to Roosevelt, warning 
him of a potential German invasion of Britain and describing how, 
in such a scenario, ‘members of the present Administration would 
likely go down during this process should it result adversely’. 
Churchill also pointed out that should the Royal Navy be captured 
it would, once combined with the German Navy, dwarf that 
of America’s and would have the power to savage America’s 
eastern seaboard. Once drafted, Churchill told Jock Colville: 
‘Here’s a telegram for those bloody Yankees. Send it off tonight.’  

On 3 September 1940, the first anniversary of the war, Churchill announced the ‘destroyers for bases’ 
deal with the USA. America gave Britain some 50 destroyers (many obsolete) in return for long leases 
on land in various British territories. Materially, the deal benefitted the Americans, but the 
propaganda value of American support was enormous.  

 

The Final Act of 1940 – Sending Halifax Away 

As Christmas approached in 1940, Churchill sent Halifax to Washington as ambassador. Halifax was 
somewhat unpopular because of his links with Chamberlain.  

Churchill, ever the persuader, pointed out that ‘he had a glorious opportunity in America because we 
could not win a really satisfactory peace’ without the Americans.  

Halifax threatened to resign and Lady Halifax upbraided the PM for exiling them. Eventually, 
however, they went.  

The King sweetened the deal by telling the Holy Fox that he could always be recalled if anything 
happened to Churchill.  


