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Preface
Sir Peter Petrie

A wise man once said that a nation which did not know its own history would be condemned to repeat its mistakes. Though the mission of the Franco-British Council to improve understanding between the two peoples is naturally focussed on the crucial issues of the present and the future, the presence in its membership of several eminent historians ensures that we are regularly reminded of the lessons that the past has for both our nations. 

The importance of Charles de Gaulle in Franco-British relations is as great as it has at times been controversial. It is appropriate that the 60th anniversary of his first great impact, the clarion call to France from London on 18 June 1940, should be the occasion to examine both the event and the lessons it might have for us today. The French Ambassador, in his Foreword, has cogently drawn attention to some of these. The British Section of the Franco-British Council is glad to be associated with the publication of this pamphlet, which underlines the community of interest and shared experience of our two countries – something unfortunately not often now given proper weight in media presentation of contemporary events.

The individual articles and the specific opinions expressed in them are, of course, those of the authors themselves.

Foreword

His Excellency Ambassador Daniel Bernard

Sixty years ago, in the wake of the worst defeat France had ever suffered in all her long history, a voice rang out over Britain's airwaves, telling French men and women that the war was not over, but had just started.

De Gaulle's broadcast on June 18 was the beginning of a long, painful  and glorious process which allowed France to recover its independence, its lost pride and its rank in the world.  Indeed, what might, at the time, have seemed an act of temerity proved to be not only an act of supreme bravery, but also a prophetic stroke of political wisdom.  As such, it still has lessons for us today.

The first is that, whatever the difficulties, whatever the threats, the fight for freedom is never lost.

The second is that we can have absolute confidence in the strength and constancy of the relationship between France and Britain.  When de Gaulle made his appeal on the BBC, Britain was the only country in the world continuing the fight against world tyranny.  As de Gaulle rightly pointed out, other allies would come to our rescue and, even before joining the battle, would make their immense resources available, but in June 1940, Britain stood alone.  Britain's endurance and commitment to victory is something my countrymen will never forget.  And the British-French alliance remains an essential component of the European landscape.  Since the end of World War II and the lifting of the Iron Curtain, challenges and requirements have changed and the overall threat has diminished.  But building an autonomous European defence, in close co-operation with our NATO allies, remains a historic objective.  Recent events, especially the Saint-Malo summit, have shown that Britain and France are the pillars of this endeavour.

The third lesson is that we need both vision and realism.  Like Churchill, with whom he maintained a stormy friendship and for whom he had a sometimes exasperated admiration, de Gaulle was used to looking far ahead while never neglecting to tackle day-to-day difficulties. This is exactly the approach we need to adopt with respect to Europe.  We have to pave the way for a wider Europe with stronger, more efficient institutions, while dealing with the numerous issues and occasional disagreements which inevitably arise in the everyday life of the Union.  We know that the road is sometimes bumpy, but we also know that we are going in the right direction. 

It is important for our young people to remember the key events that led to the founding of the European enterprise.  The 18 June broadcast is not only a prestigious episode of our common history.  It is also an ever-relevant inspiration to our two nations as, together, they face the future.

Introduction 

Anne Corbett  and Douglas Johnson 

All nations have memories.  Like old men, nations cultivate their emotions of the past.  But as with old gramophone records, the needle always sticks at the same moments. Both for Britain and for France, one of these moments is the year 1940. For both countries it is the crucial year.  In France, one speaks of 1940 as the first of the années noires when France suffered the worst military defeat in her history. In Britain it is ‘our finest hour’.

As always in national memories certain episodes are omitted.  The British have forgotten about the pessimism that existed in the early summer of 1940, which led some well-known and important figures to favour a peace agreement with Hitler. The French have too easily forgotten that some 100,000 of their soldiers died fighting in the 1940 campaign. 

The national memories of Britain and France come together when they recall 18 June 1940.  The agreement between Churchill and de Gaulle represents the unity of those who were determined to continue the war against Germany. It was the culmination of the co-operation between Churchill and de Gaulle, which had been growing as the pace of events had been accelerating. 

It is to commemorate this co-operation that the Franco-British Council is publishing this pamphlet on the 60th anniversary of 18 June 1940.  Too often both French and British historians have concentrated their attention on the episodes of conflict and confrontation that undoubtedly occurred between Churchill and de Gaulle in the course of their wartime alliance. They have not taken sufficient account of the emotional bondage between Britain and France that the two helped to create.  One must always remember that in June 1940 Churchill had been active in public life for some 40 years; had held office for the first time in 1910; and during the First World War had served as First Lord of the Admiralty and as Minister for Munitions, as well as commanding a Battalion in France. De Gaulle had served with great gallantry in the First World War and he had commanded the fourth armoured division in northern France with some success in 1940. But his promotion to the temporary rank of a junior General had been effective only since 1 June and it was on 5 June (the same day that the Germans crossed the Somme) that he had been appointed Under-Secretary of State for War by the Prime Minister, Paul Reynaud. There was thus a considerable difference between the two men in terms of their respective standings.

But they were united in their determination to save what they could from the catastrophe of the German victories in France.  De Gaulle knew that the Commander-in-Chief, Weygand, and Marshall Pétain, were in favour of requesting an armistice from the Germans, and he knew that other members of Reynaud’s government shared this attitude, although he still had some hope that Reynaud would stand firm.  He knew too that whilst the British government might well release the French government from the Anglo-French agreement (26 March 1940) not to make any separate peace, they wanted the 400 German air force pilots who were held prisoner by the French to be transferred to Britain and they insisted on guarantees that the French fleet would not be taken over by the Germans. For de Gaulle this meant that Britain would fight on and that even supposing that France’s military force could be transferred (with British help) to North Africa, Britain would be the centre of resistance to Hitler.

It was natural then that when he arrived in Britain, early on 16 June (with the mission of persuading the British government to assist the French in transporting their armies to North Africa) one of his first actions was to order the ship Pasteur, which was carrying arms supplies from America to France, to proceed to a British port. 

The other development of that Sunday morning had been more unexpected. As he was shaving in the Hyde Park Hotel he received a visit from the French ambassador in London, Corbin, and the President of the France-British co-ordination committee, Jean Monnet. They brought with them a project, drawn up by Monnet with the help of certain British advisers, including Arthur Salter and John Maynard Keynes, for a Franco-British Union. De Gaulle was asked to accept it and to persuade Churchill also to accept it.

De Gaulle realised that such a project would takes years to establish, but he hoped that it would shock the French government into believing that the war would still be fought, in the closest collaboration with Britain. There can be little doubt that Churchill shared this hope.  They therefore agreed on the Franco-British Union plan as an expedient. In the course of the afternoon the Cabinet gave its approval. Both de Gaulle and Churchill telephoned Reynaud and told him what had happened.  He sounded pleased and said he would make use of this proposal when meeting later with his Cabinet. Churchill put a plane at de Gaulle’s disposal and he returned to Bordeaux, where the French government had installed itself, Paris having been occupied by the Germans on 14 June.

After the war de Gaulle offended Monnet by mocking this plan for Franco-British Union, talking of the supposed integration of George VI with Lebrun, of the House of Lords with the Senate and the Home Guard with the Garde Républicaine. At the time certain British officials had expressed their alarm at the proposal, Lord Hankey speaking of the French as being ‘more responsible for our present troubles than anyone else’, and the Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, assuring him that the Union had only been designed for the period of war. In any case, he said, it is now completely dead ‘and I expect that many people will share your relief that this should be so’.

But when de Gaulle arrived back in Bordeaux on the evening of the 16th he learned that Reynaud had resigned.  He was no longer an Under-Secretary of State.  Later he learned that Marshal Pétain had been asked to form a government. This meant that the request for an armistice would shortly be made. He resolved to use the plane that Churchill had provided and return to London the next day.

On 19 June, after the broadcast, The Times published the speech on page 6, under the title ‘France is not lost’ and the Daily Telegraph recorded ‘Call by French General’. In the following days there was widespread condemnation of Pétain and the armistice with the Germans and an appreciation of the ally who had remained loyal to Britain, when Britain was alone. De Gaulle was described as having ‘great energy and boundless courage’ (The Times 24 June). The Daily Sketch, on the same day, printed in capital letters that France was not dead, ‘She lives and will live’, and most papers, expressing their admiration and support for de Gaulle, contrasted his actions with the weaknesses of Pétain’s government.

It is well known that when, on 14 July 1940, de Gaulle inspected Free French soldiers, they were a pitifully small contingent. One should not forget that when scenes of this were shown in the news films, the audiences in the cinemas enthusiastically applauded the Free French. The Daily Mirror carried the headline, ‘France celebrates “Liberty” (in London only).’

The aim in the following pages is to recreate for British readers some of the atmosphere around the appel du 18 juin and to show why de Gaulle’s followers, and modern historians see the June 18 speech as an event which is significant in the 20th century’s history. It is a way of recovering a bit of British history.

In the following pages, after the appel itself  there are chapters by contemporaries and historians which examine different aspects of 18 June 1940, and of General de Gaulle’s thoughts and actions connected with it. Pierre Lefranc, a member of Free France who later became one of de Gaulle’s closest advisers, gives us some of his own memories; François Bédarida explains how the Churchill - de Gaulle alliance came into being; Philip Bell tells the story of the 18 June; Jean-Louis Crémieux-Brilhac (a former member of La France Libre in London) and Maurice Vaïsse recount some of the mystique and the politics of different 18 Junes; Martyn Cornick examines the role of the BBC.  Helen Drake provides an assessment of de Gaulle’s legacy to modern French governments, as revealed in French strategy on the EU, Jane Marshall describes de Gaulle’s place today in the French school history curriculum, Anne Corbett queries his absence in the history curriculum of England and Wales.  We save for the finale the speech made by Maurice Druon, on receiving an honorary knighthood.  Druon,for many years Secretary-General of the Académie Française, was one of those French soldiers in London who responded to the appel.  Here are his thanks to Great Britain and the British.

Appel aux Français

le 18 juin  1940

Les chefs qui, depuis de nombreuses années, sont à la tête des armées françaises ont formé un gouvernement. 

Ce gouvernement, alléguant la défaite de nos armées, s’est mis en rapport avec l’ennemi pour cesser le combat. Certes nous avons été, nous sommes, submergés par la force mécanique, terrestre et aérienne de l'ennemi.

Infiniment plus que leur nombre, ce sont les chars, les avions, la tactique des Allemands qui nous font reculer.  Ce sont les chars, les avions, la tactique des Allemands qui ont surpris nos chefs au point de les amener là où ils en sont aujourd’hui.

Mais le dernier mot est-il dit ?  L’espérance doit-elle disparaître ? La défaite est-elle définitive ? Non ! 

Croyez-moi, moi qui vous parle en connaissance de cause et vous dis que rien n'est perdu pour la France.  Les mêmes moyens qui nous ont vaincus peuvent faire venir un jour la victoire.

Car la France n'est pas seule! Elle n'est pas seule! Elle n’est pas seule!  Elle a un vaste Empire derrière elle.  Elle peut faire bloc avec l’Empire britannique qui tient la mer et continue la lutte. Elle peut, comme l'Angleterre, utiliser sans limites l'immense industrie des Etats-Unis.

Cette guerre n'est pas limitée au territoire malheureux de notre pays.  Cette guerre n'est pas tranchée par la bataîlle de France. Cette guerre est une guerre mondiale. Toutes les défautes, tous les retards, toutes les souffrances, n'empêchent pas qu’il y a, dans l’univers, tous les moyens pour écraser un jour nos ennemis. Foudroyés aujourd’hui par la force mécanique, nous pourrons vaincre dans l’avenir par une force mécanique supérieure. Le destin du monde est là.

Moi, général de Gaulle, actuellement à Londres, j’invite les officiers et les soldats français qui se trouvent en territoire britannique ou qui viendraient à s’y trouver, avec leurs armes ou sans leurs armes, j’invite les ingénieurs et les ouvriers spécialistes des industries d’armement qui se trouvent en territoire britannique ou qui viendraient à s’y trouver, à se mettre en rapport avec moi.

Quoi qu'il arrive, la flamrne de la résistance française ne doit pas s'éteindre et ne s’éteindra pas.

 Demain comme aujourd'hui, je parlerai à la radio de Londres.

Translation by Patrick O’Brian  from De Gaulle - the Rebel 1890-1944 by Jean Lacouture, 1990

De Gaulle’s appel of 18 June 1940

The leaders who have been at the head of the French armies for many armies for many years have formed a government. 

This government, alleging the defeat of our armies, has entered into communication with the enemy to stop the fighting.  

To be sure, we have been submerged, we are submerged, by the enemy’s mechanised forces, on land and in the air. 

It is the Germans’ tanks, planes and tactics that have made us fall back, infinitely more than their numbers.  It is the Germans’ tanks, planes and tactics that have so taken our leaders by surprise as to bring them tot he point that they have reached today. 

But has the last word been said?  Must hope vanish?  Is the defeat final?  No!

Believe me, for I know what I am talking about and I tell you that nothing is lost for France. The same means that beat us may one day bring us victory.  

For France is not alone. She is not alone!  She is not alone! She has an immense Empire behind her.  She can unite with the British Empire, which commands the sea and which is carrying on with the struggle. Like England, she can make an unlimited use of the vast industries of the United States.

This war is not confined to the unhappy territory of our country.  This war has not been decided by the Battle of France.  This war is a worldwide war.  All the faults, all the delays, all the sufferings do not do away with the fact that in the world there are all the means for one day crushing our enemies.  Today we are struck down by the mechanised force; in the future we can conquer by greater mechanised force. The fate of the world lies there.

I, General de Gaulle, now in London, call upon the French officers and soldiers who are on British soil or who may be on it, with their arms or without them, I call upon the engineers and the specialised workers in the armaments industry who are or who may be on British soil, to get in contact with me. 

Whatever happens, the flame of French resistance must not and shall not go out.  

Tomorrow, as I have done today, I shall speak again from London.

A Member of the Free French bears witness

Pierre Lefranc

The truth is that de Gaulle's Speech of 18 June 1940 was not heard by many of the French: the population had been scattered by the war and radio reception was not easy.  The basic message of the broadcast was passed on by those few newspapers that were still appearing.  The news that a member of the last legitimate government of the Third Republic had taken this initiative soon spread, but few people were stirred by it.  Prance was in complete disarray and the prestige of Marshall Pétain was great.

It was the sight of the occupying forces everywhere in the streets and their flag on the public monuments that goaded the Parisian students to action.  On the 11 November they demonstrated on the Champs Elysées, declaring that they would not make common cause with the invader and acclaiming the name of de Gaulle.  They were met by a brutal German crackdown, but for the exiled General in London their gesture had been the first public sign of a response to his appeal.  In the icy cold of their prison cells these young patriots, some of whom had been wounded, hardened their resolve.  As soon as it became possible for them, they joined the resistance movement that was then only just beginning; the efforts of this small body of people, in the form of painted slogans, handbills and clandestine newspapers, were the first signs that in conquered France the spirit was not quite dead.

At that time it seemed to us that we were taking on a giant whom our derisory efforts would never manage to topple.

In any case, our actions under cover of darkness were not what we, as youngsters, wanted.  We yearned to do battle openly and, for this reason, to join forces with de Gaulle.  The journey via Spain to swell the ranks of the Free French was never going to be easy; in the end, even more of a problem than prison cells and camps, was the sheer length of time it took.

The moment of our arrival at the gates of a Great Britain at war has remained vivid in our memories.  Our ship entered the Clyde, which was the scene of intense activity, and threaded her way between cruisers, battle-ships, tugs, freight carriers and the like.  Some soldiers on home duty saluted us, WVS ladies smiled at us, handing out cake, chocolate - and cups of tea.  There was the train journey, then we arrived in a London full of people in uniform including many women, a fact which amazed us.  Much moved, we greeted the battered capital of Liberty - then we were taken into custody.  We had expected this, it was a natural precautionary measure designed to weed out enemy agents.  Then, after our time in limbo came our first contact with de Gaulle's headquarters at 4 Carlton Gardens.  There, people were interested to know about our efforts as resistants and the state of French public opinion: yet we had been away from France for six months already!

I was sent off to the officers' training school of the Free French where my instruction immediately began.  Many of our exercises were undertaken together with the old soldiers of the Home Guard, who played their role as defenders of their country while we impersonated the invaders.  Our youthful enthusiasm often got the better of their more rheumaticky activities, but the battle would end on a bank where we would share out our food supplies. Later, as a young officer, I was sent into occupied France to direct resistance Ccells who were trying to slow the progress of the German columns.  Coming up from the south to the battle zone where the Allies had landed, I ended the war at the headquarters of the First French Army and so entered Germany— the final reward after a long and circuitous journey.

The national solidarity in England as she coped with the wartime problems, with bombing raids, rationing and grief, and the quiet bravery of her undemonstrative people, impressed us deeply, The public spirit that was everywhere evident aroused in us both longing and jealousy.  There was no black market, no favouritism.  A small but significant detail was the line painted in the bath tubs urging the user not to use more than a certain amount of hot water, and advice was both given and scrupulously taken about using razor blades for as long as possible.

As to the welcome extended to us, exiled orphans as we were, it left us with warm and most grateful memories.  We spent our leave in the homes of families where the men were serving in the forces far away and were made to feel like sons of the house.  Surrounded with affectionate thoughts for our comfort, we tasted for a few days at a time the joys of home life.  During our training, we were only entitled to a token payment, which is to say almost nothing, so we could not pay for any amusements as even the simplest were beyond out means.  Proud paupers, we would order one beer between two or three, except that on many occasions a kindly fellow drinker would buy us a round.  Sometimes, even, cinema seats were paid for us.  What was more, the French badge on our battle-dress acted as a key to the hearts of many girls, dreaming perhaps of d'Artagnan and Verlaine.

On the 14 July 1943 we marched through London.  For Londoners it was a day like any other, when suddenly their streets resounded to French military music.  Passers-by stopped, windows opened, shopkeepers came out onto the pavements.  We were bearing our flag, which had never before seemed to us to symbolise such obligation and hope.  It was France herself that was going past, and the placid London crowds were suddenly all on fire.  There were cries of "Vive la France", men saluted, housewives waved their shopping bags or brooms, an old man let himself go so far as to honour us with a "Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité." We marched to the strains of En passant par la Lorraine towards the statue of Marshal Foch with tears in our eyes.

For us, de Gaulle was more than our commander, he was our example.  He had made the right choice and accepted no compromise; we wanted to remain on the same high level.  We did not know about his difficulties with the Allies and that was as it should be.  We did not often see him but he did visit us several times to enjoy again the atmosphere of his own youth.  He came for the last time before leaving for the bear garden that Algeria had become, and said to us then "Don't be afraid, 1 will only make an honourable treaty." We knew we could count on him not to betray what he and we had come to represent for our country, that was still enduring its humiliation.  Later he was to write of us, young volunteers that we were, "They comforted France in her time of sorrow."

All this is a long time ago now.  The interests of France and Great Britain have sometimes diverged, but no French citizen can forget that the fate of liberty was in the hands of the British nation, who carried it triumphantly through.  We, the former Free French, were rescued at the last gasp by our old ally England, and whatever may happen we will remain admiring and grateful.

Members of the Free French Navy had organised a holiday home for themselves at Petersfield.  Having handed his large country house over to the Government for the duration, Lord Ivor Churchill, cousin of the Prime Minister, was living nearby in a small cottage.  He was in the kindly habit of inviting assorted Frenchmen, who were on leave in the holiday home, to come in and have a drink with him to mark Franco-British friendship.

One Sunday afternoon, when several officers in training had been invited, to their great surprise they saw a large limousine arrive out of which got Winston Churchill, come to pay a little visit to his relative.  The young Frenchmen, stricken with shyness, could think of nothing to say.  However Churchill, jovial and on fine form, took one of them by the arm to confide, in his inimitable British accent:"You French people are too intelligent. In 1940 you realised at once that you were beaten, but we English, always slow, we didn’t notice and so we've continued the war.'

The last cohort of young officers from the Free French training school chose, as its code name "18th June".  On the day of the passing-out ceremony the English general in charge of the area was there.  He addressed the CO of the school: 
The General: What a nice thought to have chosen that date as your special designation.

The CO: The 18th June means a lot to us.

The General: Well, so it does for us, of course.  But we are touched, really touched, by your wish to blot out the past in this way and stress for keeps the brotherhood in arms of the French and the English.

The CO: That date symbolises our alliance.

The General: Gentleman, to decide to name a cohort of French officers trained in Great Britain after the date of the battle of Waterloo is really a splendid idea.

The CO, once he had recovered, nerved himself to explain politely that the date in question was that of 18 June 1940.

Translated by Gillian Tindall

The background to the 18 June broadcast

François Bédarida


The ’miracle‘ of the 18 June happened because two factors combined.  On the one hand, there was the implacable will to continue the war on the part of a visionary patriot convinced that his mission, at this most desperate time, was to save not only the French nation but also the spirit of France. On the other hand - and without this second factor nothing would have been possible - there was the meeting of two great historic figures with extraordinary personalities, and of their two convergent geopolitical visions. 

In fact for Churchill things had been clear since 28 May, even though a lot has been said about his hesitations at this particular time.  The die was cast: for Britain there was only one possible line to take, that of all-out resistance, despite the foreseeable lack of support from its French allies. As for General de Gaulle, on June 6, just after he had entered the government, he explained to Paul Reynaud that they had to admit defeat on French soil, but must continue the war in the French Empire.  In this sense, according to Jean-Louis Crémieux-Brilhac, the 18 June broadcast was ’both an act of reason and an act of faith.’

However, nothing would have been possible if, during the week of 10 – 17 June which preceded the broadcast, a new Franco-British axis had not replaced that of Churchill -Reynaud. This new and often stormy relationship with all its ups and downs, which was to last five years, was the Churchill -de Gaulle axis, then emerging amidst the French collapse and the confusion. Many studies have been made of the events leading up to the armistice, and the fruitless efforts of the new Under- Secretary for Defence (Junior Defence Minister) to oppose it.  But sufficient emphasis has not been placed on the key rôle played by General de Gaulle’s visit to London on Sunday 9 June.

When General de Gaulle landed in London on that day it was his first visit to England and his first meeting with Winston Churchill. He had been sent by the French Premier to ask the British government to send large numbers of both ground and air reinforcements to France.  He was accompanied by Roland de Margerie, Reynaud’s chief foreign policy adviser, who was one of the ’die-hard’ faction, and by his aide-de-camp, cavalry lieutenant Geoffroy de Courcel, a diplomat whom he had brought along so as to have an  ’English speaking’ right-hand man. De Gaulle’s first impression on arrival was of the contrast between his country in a state of collapse and the calm atmosphere of London. He wrote in his Mémoires: ’It was Sunday, and London seemed tranquil, almost indifferent. The streets and the parks full of peaceful strollers, the long queues outside the cinemas, the large number of cars, the dignified porters standing at the entrances of clubs and hotels, all this belonged to a different world and not to the world at war’. 

But contact was immediately established between the French general and the British Prime Minister.  Yet up until that time de Gaulle had been an unknown in England.  The first time that he was mentioned officially in British archives was on 5 April in a note addressed to the War Cabinet secretariat by Lieutenant Commander Coleridge of the British military mission in France. It explained that Paul Reynaud relied ’in military matters‘ on Colonel De Gaulle, ’avocat déterminé de l’attaque.’  (In fact Reynaud had wanted to appoint him as secretary of the War Committee but had met with the outright opposition of the War Minister, Daladier).

At Downing Street the general found Churchill in ebullient mood, speaking partly in French and partly in English, but although de Gaulle argued eloquently for reinforcements of RAF and ground troops, Churchill was adamant in his refusal. Did he share the point of view that it would be suicidal for the U.K. to sacrifice its troops in a battle which was already lost?  In his memoirs General Spears claims that de Gaulle said to Churchill:  ‘You are right.’  This is also what is suggested by a British War Cabinet minute according to which de Gaulle  ‘speaking for himself’ expressed his agreement with the British position.  On the other hand, de Margerie, who was present at all the discussions the General had in London, maintained that de Gaulle always completely upheld his government’s official position.(Reynaud’s envoy was, incidentally, struck by the confounded selfishness of the British, which he was to learn from for the future.) In fact it is likely that, even if he had his own opinions, he carried out his orders in a disciplined fashion.

In any case it is certain that each man made a very strong impression on the other.  If Jean Monnet is to be believed, de Gaulle said that Churchill was  ‘cut out for great work,’ while Churchill declared that de Gaulle was a match for him. However, we do have completely reliable documents.  The first is the account of the interview which Churchill gave immediately to the War Cabinet, in which he paints a very favourable portrait of a  ‘young and energetic general’ and pays him a glowing tribute. He even goes so far as to envisage the possibility of De Gaulle being given command of all the French forces.  More remarkably, he brings up the hypothesis of two future French governments, one in France signing peace terms with Germany, and the other overseas continuing the struggle.  Shortly afterwards, in a telegram to Roosevelt warning the American president about Marshal Pétain, who was already a  ‘defeatist’  in 1918, he explains the necessity of supporting Reynaud, who fortunately has at his side ’a young General de Gaulle’ full of vigour and fighting spirit.

The same verdict was reached in all the official circles.  In a despatch to the French Foreign Office, Corbin, the French Ambassador in London, underlines the excellent impression that the new Under-Secretary for Defence had made.  According to Oliver Harvey, a major Foreign Office figure, he was ‘the only intelligent soldier left’. General Spears confirms for his part that a favourable judgement had been made in London by describing him as cool-headed, focussed and without bluster. As for John Colville, Churchill’s secretary, he noted in his diary that there was by chance on the other side of the Channel ’a young French general called de Gaulle of whom Winston thinks highly and who  could organise the fighting in Brittany or on the Atlantic coast.’  So in the run-up to the 18 June broadcast, 5 June proved to be a decisive date.  Charles de Gaulle was desperately seeking a central focus from which it would be possible to stop the inexorable enemy advance, since everything was collapsing around him.  This journey to London not only brought him into contact with Winston Churchill, but also made him realise that from now on it would be London which would be the epicentre of the resistance to Hitler. This was due to a leader with an iron will who had made up his mind to fight at all costs. (At the Supreme War Council at Briare two days later the two men mutually felt their conviction upheld). It was also thanks to the presence in London of firm, Francophile allies like Anthony Eden, Duff Cooper, Lord Lloyd and General Spears and thanks to the resolution of a whole nation in the face of the enemy.

London would be without doubt the best platform from which to organise a phalanx of French volunteers determined to carry on the fight under their own flag. However, the strategic analysis of the general, as set out in the broadcast, concurs with that of Churchill in the speech he made on the same day in the House of Commons on  ‘the finest hour.’  Theirs was a vision of a world war and not purely a European war.  This is also evident in the remarkable speech discovered by Anne and Pierre Rouanet and quoted in their book on Charles de Gaulle.  The speech was made on 21 May at Savigny-sur- Ardres the day after the battle of Montcornet and broadcast on the radio a few days later. It is strikingly similar in inspiration to the text of the 18 June speech:  ‘We have already been victorious at one point on the battle line [….] One day we will gain total victory.’  Certainly  ‘the enemy has won an initial advantage over us,’  but with better tools one can predict  ‘our future success and our victory.’ . The 18 June broadcast says:  ‘the same ways and means that conquered us can one day bring about our victory.’ 

To both de Gaulle and Churchill the war that was being fought was a world war.  If the first battle had been lost, others could be won, and victory would gleam on the horizon.  On 13 June in Tours Churchill had spoken to Mandel, a prominent politician in the Third Republic. He had offered him the chance of going to London to form a French government in exile, which would carry on the struggle against Hitler’s Germany with the total support of the British. But Mandel did not accept. On that very evening, de Gaulle had sent the message to Mandel that he did not consider withdrawal to Algiers or Rabat to be a valid solution.  Thus destiny became clear.  For the general London gradually became the obvious choice – even if Churchill may have considered this Brigadier-General, an unknown with a temporary status, to be no great catch, whilst he was expecting to work with key figures like Reynaud or Mandel.

But in a leader like Charles de Gaulle reasons of patriotism came before everything else.  As he wrote in his book Mémoires de Guerre:  ‘I was a shipwrecked survivor of the devastation washed up on the shores of England, what could I have done without its help?’ Which did not prevent him from confiding later to someone close to him:  ‘It was terrible!’ 

      Translated by Jane Craine

De Gaulle's Broadcast of 18 June 1940: The British Perspective
Philip Bell

In retrospect, de Gaulle's wartime progression has assumed an air of inevitability.  De Gaulle became the man of 18 June 1940, and then the man of 18 June became in turn the leader of Free France, the head of the Committee of National Liberation, and thus the Premier in the Provisional Government of France, by a sort of irresistible force.  Churchill's description of events in his war memoirs gave weight and currency to this belief.  Churchill told the story of how, when he passed de Gaulle in a corridor in the prefecture at Tours on 13 June 1940 after a meeting of the Supreme War Council, he said to him in a low tone-.  'l'homme du destin'. (De Gaulle, twenty-five years on, said he did not hear the remark; but that has never spoiled the story.) Later, describing de Gaulle's air flight from Bordeaux to London on 17 June, Churchill wrote: 'De Gaulle carried with him, in this small aircraft, the honour of France.' Destiny and honour thus went hand in hand.

At the time, events bore a very different aspect.  De Gaulle's path was determined by a slender chain of circumstances and accidents, which might have been broken at any point.  We may now see destiny at work, but in 1940 it appeared that chance was the arbiter, and chance was often moved by the actions and impressions of the British.  When we look at de Gaulle's broadcast on 18 June 1940 from the British perspective at the time, there is not much sign of inevitability.

Before the broadcast: How did de Gaulle become 'the man of 18 June'?  

How did de Gaulle come to be in London on 18 June, and why did the British government permit him to use the BBC to proclaim that the flame of French resistance (that fateful and famous word) must not and would not be put out?  De Gaulle was, after all, no more than one of the most junior Brigadier-Generals in the French Army.  He had been Under-Secretary for Defence for a mere ten days, in a government which by 18 June had resigned.  Why should the British government put him for-ward to invoke the spirit of French resistance?

The answer lay in a series of almost random events.  On 5 June Paul Reynaud, the French Premier, appointed de Gaulle as Under-Secretary for Defence, and sent him to London on the 9th to hasten the despatch of British reinforcements to France.  This mission brought de Gaulle his first contacts with British leaders - Eden (the Minister for War), General Dill (the Chief of the Imperial General Staff) and above all Churchill, on whom he made a strong impression of energy and determination.  Churchill met de Gaulle again at meetings of the Supreme War Council at Briare (11-12 June) and Tours (13 June), and was further struck by his vigour and fighting spirit.

As the battle of France drew to a close, Reynaud again despatched de Gaulle to London on 15 June, to arrange for war supplies ordered by France in the United States to be diverted to Britain to prevent them from falling into German hands.  De Gaulle arrived in London on this mission on 16 June, and was drawn into a group of French and British officials who were working on an idea for a declaration of 'indissoluble union' between Britain and France to continue the war against Germany.  The discussions on this remarkable concept, which emerged as the proposal for union between the two countries approved by the British War Cabinet on 16 June, brought de Gaulle into the centre of political affairs in London.  He was even present for part of a somewhat disorganised session of the War Cabinet itself John Colville, a member of the Cabinet Secretariat, noted in his diary that 'everybody has been slapping de Gaulle on the back and telling him that he shall be Commander-in-Chief (Winston muttering 'je l'arrangerai’).  Is he to be a new Napoleon?'  De Gaulle thus suddenly became known in the inmost circles of the British government, where his uniform and his tall, angular figure made him instantly recognisable and easily remembered.

But none of this would necessarily have brought de Gaulle to London on 18 June.  He flew from London to Bordeaux on the 17th, and found that Reynaud had resigned, Pétain had become Premier, and had asked Germany for an armistice.  De Gaulle refused to accept defeat, and determined to return to London without the sanction of the new government.  He was afforded the opportunity to do so on the British aircraft which was to take General Spears (formerly Churchill's personal liaison officer with Reynaud) to London.  Spears and de Gaulle later gave radically different accounts of the circumstances of their departure (high drama according to Spears, plain sailing according to de Gaulle); but in any case without Spears and the RAF Flamingo aircraft de Gaulle would not have been in London on 17 June, to meet Churchill again in the garden of 10 Downing Street.

Thus de Gaulle was in London on 18 June, when he asked the British government to allow him to use the BBC to broadcast to his fellow-countrymen.  The fate of his request hung by a thread.  The War Cabinet, meeting under the chairmanship of Neville Chamberlain in the temporary absence of Churchill, decided to reject it, on the ground that it was undesirable for de Gaulle, who was 'persona non grata' to the present French government,'  to broadcast at a time when it was still possible that Pétain’s government in Bordeaux would resume the fight.  Spears learned of this decision, and at once set out to reverse it.  Using the privilege of old friendship, he woke Churchill from his afternoon sleep.  Claiming that an appeal from de Gaulle could secure the despatch of French aircraft to England, Spears persuaded Churchill to permit the broadcast; though the Prime Minister insisted that all the members of the War Cabinet should agree to change their earlier decision.  Spears therefore scurried round Whitehall to secure the consent of other ministers.  He succeeded, and de Gaulle made his broadcast. (Nothing more appears to have been heard of the French aircraft.)

None of this was inevitable.  All turned on a series of chances and coincidences.  As it turned out, de Gaulle was indeed the man of destiny; but it was a destiny which turned, not even on one throw of the dice, but on several.  Historians have been wisely advised to write, in the constant awareness that events might have turned out otherwise, than they did. (One of the virtues of 'counter-factual history' is to remind us of this.)

There is at any rate no difficulty in understanding that de Gaulle's broadcast of 18 June 1940 might not have been made.

After the broadcast: British doubts and hesitations
The War Cabinet allowed de Gaulle to make his broadcast on 18 June, and we now know what followed in the next few years.  But in the next few days permission to make one broadcast did not mean that the British were committed to de Gaulle - far from it.  On 18 June, after he had agreed to let de Gaulle go ahead, Lord Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, drawing on his long experience as a Master of Foxhounds, used a hunting analogy: 'The whole thing is in such confusion that there seems to me no particular difficulty in hunting several lines at once.'

In fact, in the days following 18 June the British were following at least three lines at once, with support for de Gaulle by no means the top of the list.  Their main hope was that Marshal Pétain's government at Bordeaux would change its mind about an armistice, and resume the struggle from French North Africa.  Reports frequently reached London that all or part of the French government was preparing to take ship for Algiers; and on 20 June it seemed settled that the government was leaving that very afternoon for Perpignan, en route for North Africa.  The British also hoped that governors or military commanders in the French Empire would continue the war, if necessary in defiance of their government.  Support for de Gaulle as a rallying-point for Frenchmen who were determined to pursue the fight was no more than a third option, less attractive than the first two, which would have produced allies of much greater weight and authority than the little-known de Gaulle.  In the background lay the ominous possibility that the British might have to act, not with the French, but against them, to ensure that the French fleet did not fall into enemy hands - the possibility which actually came about at Mers-el-Kebir and elsewhere on 3 July.

In the event, the first two lines of policy led nowhere.  On 22 June Pétain’s government accepted the armistice terms presented by the Germans, which in the British view amounted to a complete surrender, placing France at Germany's mercy.

The armistice (together with a similar agreement with Italy) came into force at 12.35 a.m. on 25 June.  Meanwhile, authorities in the French colonies at first showed a widespread desire to continue the war, but gradually the appeal of loyalty and obedience to the central government (coupled with trust in Pétain) prevailed.  The key lay with General Noguès, the Commander-in-Chief in North Africa, who controlled by far the strongest French forces outside France itself. When Noguès announced, in a broadcast on 24 June, that he accepted the armistice, the issue was decided.

Governors and commanders in other colonies followed Noguès s example.  No-one broke away until Governor Eboué, in the isolated and apparently unimportant colony of Chad, changed sides in August 1940.

The British were thus left with de Gaulle faute de mieux; and they were by no means sure what he would be able to achieve.  On 23 June the War Cabinet agreed to a proposal by de Gaulle to form a French National Committee, but cautiously postponed official recognition of this body until it became clear who would join it.  The press mentioned Reynaud as a likely candidate, but he did not turn up, nor did any other significant French figure, political or military.  Corbin, the French Ambassador in London, told Halifax on 24 June that the members of the committee were unknown because they did not exist, and the committee itself was 'nothing more than a construction of the imagination.'  British ministers could only agree.  'The French still don't arrive here,'  wrote Hugh Dalton in his diary on 25 June.  The idea of a French National Committee had to be quietly dropped.  The British press, which had welcomed the original proposal, began to refer to the much less significant project of de Gaulle's forming a 'French Legion' of volunteers instead.

There was no committee, so the British government fell back on recognising de Gaulle himself, and that only in a limited and guarded fashion.  On 28 June the War Cabinet issued a brief statement.  'His Majesty's Government recognise General de Gaulle as the leader of all free Frenchmen, wherever they may be, who rally to him in support of the Allied cause.' The diplomatic correspondent of The Times offered, by way of explanation, that the government had recognised de Gaulle as a leader 'in the normal meaning of the word' - which scarcely made matters clearer.

The British government had not so much chosen de Gaulle as found themselves left with him.  After the broadcast of 18 June they kept their options open, hoping that Pétain’s government or parts of the French Empire would rally and continue the war.  When they failed to do so, the British hoped de Gaulle could form a National Committee.  When no-one of recognised stature arrived to join him, they were left with de Gaulle alone.  As Cadogan, the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, wrote in his diary on 28 June, '...he [de Gaulle] is the only hope - 1 see no other.'

What was this hope?  What did the British expect from de Gaulle?  Churchill impressed upon the Chiefs of Staff on 12 July: 'It is the settled policy of His Majesty's Government to make good strong French contingents for land, sea and air service ... as representatives of a France which is continuing the war.' The same principle applied to other foreign contingents in Britain - Poles, Dutch, Norwegians and so on.  'It is most necessary to give to the war which Great Britain is waging single-handed the broad, international character which will add greatly to our strength and prestige.' Churchill was ready for Britain to fight on alone, but he also sought to be the head of a coalition, however shadowy.  At the same stage, the considered view in the Foreign Office was that de Gaulle was a military leader, not to be recognised in any governmental capacity.  There were difficulties in these views.  As a military leader, de Gaulle was neither senior nor distinguished; and he had very few followers - on 12 August the total strength of his army stood at only 140 officers and 2,109 men.  Moreover, while other countries (Poland, Norway, and the Netherlands) were represented by governments in exile, France was represented only by a man of uncertain status.  It was a shaky start.

The British did their best to improve on it.  On Churchill's instructions, the Free French parade on 14 July 1940 was favourably reported in the press and displayed on newsreel films.  Through Halifax's intervention, King George VI visited de Gaulle's troops on 24 August.  The government commissioned a public relations firm to promote de Gaulle and make him better known.  In September this firm published a short book, De Gaulle's France and the Key to the Coming Invasion of Germany, in which de Gaulle was described as 'the Man of Destiny.'  The Times welcomed the book in a leading article; the Daily Telegraph declared that de Gaulle was 'the greatest living authority on mechanised warfare.' 

It was a brave show; but behind the scenes there were grave doubts.  General Dill said privately that French troops should be offered the opportunity to stay in Britain and fight on - ‘then I hope they will all go home.'  De Gaulle's headquarters in London was small and improvised, and sometimes drove British officials, however sympathetic, to despair by its internal quarrels.  It remained unclear what de Gaulle could actually achieve.  He might be the Man of Destiny, but exactly what destiny remained obscure.

There was no inevitability about de Gaulle's progress.  He owed much to chance.  The chain of circumstances which brought him to the knowledge of the British, and to London on 18 June, might have snapped at any one of a number of points - but it did not.  Even so, chance alone would not have sufficed.  Napoleon wanted his marshals to be lucky, but a man may have all the luck in the world and yet make nothing of it.  De Gaulle was sustained by his own character and courage, and by the support of Churchill, without whom at this stage he could have done nothing.  He gained the respect and admiration of the British people, who continued to regard him throughout the war (quite rightly) as 'the man who stood by us when things looked black', and also (less accurately) as pro-British.  He also won the faith of those Frenchmen who joined him in 1940, when there was almost nothing to commend him except courage they were truly 'les hommes partis de rien'.  Corbin's phrase about 'a creation of the imagination' proved true in a sense quite different from that which he intended.  There are times when imagination, like faith, can move mountains.

As for the British, politicians and people alike, they did not really know what they expected of de Gaulle.  In the event, they got much more than they bargained for, in all kinds of ways.  De Gaulle proved far more than a military leader - indeed, his military leadership proved less significant than his skill as a politician.  Churchill, who supported de Gaulle in 1940, later quarrelled with him repeatedly, denounced his Anglophobia, and in 1943 came near to breaking with him completely.  For both Britain and France, de Gaulle's broadcast on 18 June 1940 opened unexpected paths, and relations between the two countries were never quite the same again.
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From the 18 June to "the 18 June”.

Jean-Louis Crémieux-Brilhac

Jean Marin was a journalist in London with the Paris newspaper  ’Le Journal’in 1939-40.  He was to be one of the premiers compagnons of General de Gaulle and the first contributor to the news broadcasts in French started by the BBC in June 1940.  On 18 June, around 6.30pm, he was in Broadcasting House to do some recording with Jean Oberlé, a talented painter and occasional journalist. So it was that the two friends had the privilege of hearing General de Gaulle, in a nearby studio, making his famous ’appel.’  Oberlé was a witty man - it was he who was to invent the famous couplet: ‘Radio Paris ment, Radio Paris ment, Radio Paris est allemand;’ he liked  ’coining phrases.’ ‘Well now,’ he said, ‘here’s a chap who’s ‘ sorti de la discipline pour entrer dans le Petit Larousse.’ .
That’s the memory – true, or reconstructed-which Jean Marin shared with me soon after I arrived in London in 1941.

To be perfectly frank, I do not think any French person (and certainly no one in Britain) had any idea in 1940 that the 18 June would become the famous  ’18 June.’ Just as the Parisians who took the Bastille would never have expected the day to become the ‘14 July.’ There is ample evidence that the ‘appel’ on 18 June 1940 by this unknown general (with his name of destiny) certainly produced an effect, that it gave some people a breath of hope in the general atmosphere of collapse, and that it released energies. The ‘appel’ brought a glimmer of hope, it expressed a French determination which nothing had extinguished, which kept alive, through this one solitary voice, a national tradition, and integrated it into our whole history. For some people, and I know their names, it aroused an unshakeable sense of gratitude, even though they in no way shared the same ‘ idea of France‘ as the General. But, as with most great events in history, there were very few people who grasped their full significance.  Pierre Bourdan, the shrewdest of the French journalists in London, who was to be the most outstanding  member of the ’Les Français parlent aux Francais’  team with the BBC in London for four years, was one of those who, on the morning of 19 June, went to visit the rebel general in his little Seymour Grove flat. ‘I felt,’  he said, ’an intense nervous curiosity – a sensation which was actually rather comforting after the  moral confusion of the day before – but it was  not at all what one romantic writer has described as the ‘ thrill  of history‘which comes with great events or great meetings.’”.

And so it was that the ‘appel’ of 18 June (or rather all the ‘appels’ of General de Gaulle throughout June 1940) was like the rock which someone throws on a glacier. The snow scarcely trembles, then, very slowly, it moves and slips, and this movement spreads until it brings down a whole slope, and then there is an avalanche, and the first dull echo grows into a deafening noise.

The fact is that, if the 18 June 1940 became the ‘18 June,’ it did not happen overnight. How many Frenchmen, even among the early Resisters, even among the most fervent Gaullists, knew, four years later on the day of their Liberation, the actual date of the ‘appel’ and what it contained? Certainly they knew very quickly that de Gaulle had been the first to express his refusal to accept the situation, and, thanks to the miracle of radio, to publicise his refusal. And they would have known that he had apparently been alone in this stand since the brutality of the defeat had paralysed almost everyone, and Marshall Pétain’s government had silenced  the rare potential protestors. So, an understanding of what the gesture of General de Gaulle actually meant, doubtless existed quite widely early on among French people, even among those who were not Gaullist.  The student demonstration of 11th November 1940 at the Arc de Triomphe, led by the symbolic  ’deux gaulles’  is a striking first testimony to this.

The subsequent stages are well known. The engagement of Free French forces in all the theatres of war, the glory of Bir Hakeim, the creation of a National Committee, all news which was relayed and publicised by the BBC, and then, after 1942, the support of the Resistance movements, all this succeeded in making General de Gaulle into a symbol: a symbol of the Resistance spirit, and, as he said himself, a symbol of  ‘honour,  reason and  national interest.’ With the occupation of the whole of France, which transformed the country into a de facto protectorate, and with compulsory labour in Germany, there was a vast avalanche of objectors.  As the chances of an Allied victory grew ever greater, so the prognosis of 18 June (even if the grounds for this were not well known) came to be seen as a self-fulfilling prophecy.  June 1940 had been the lowest point of French history since the wars of religion, if not since the Hundred Years War.  Now the perspective changed.  June 1940 seemed like the beginning of the recovery. The liberation of Paris, and de Gaulle’s ‘coronation’ by the people, as he walked down the Champs Elysées to Notre Dame, gave the final meaning to the 18 June. The adventure started in the ‘appel’ had become an epic. The epic, rounded off with the ’national insurrection,’ was integrated into the French past, with a sort of historical perfection.  It was the triumph of intelligence and energy over the forces of destiny.  Shame was washed away, and the jubilation at the end was heightened by the contrast between the humiliation and suffering endured, and the final national apotheosis.

But there is more to the 18 June than this liberating gesture ,which would make its hero a symbol.

The ‘appel’ of 18 June was a source of legitimacy for de Gaulle.  It has often been a cause of some surprise that, when he returned to power, de Gaulle could assert so confidently that he had been embodying French legitimacy for thirty years.  Is it really true, as Dewavrin (alias Passy) claimed in the first draft of his Memoirs, written in 1946-7, that de Gaulle confided in him as early as July 1940 that he had a vocation to represent and govern France because of the national honour, of which he had become the champion, and the unworthiness of everyone else?  Even if this conversation is, like so many others, a reconstruction of memory – and it is incidentally rather more plausible in 1942 when political Gaullism was developing than in July 1940, or in 1943-44 when he was opposing Roosevelt with the legitimacy of the Conseil Français– it is now clear that, right from the London period, de Gaulle had a very particular theory of legitimacy which gives its ideological justification to his vocation to govern liberated France. The political scientist, Odile Rudelle, has discovered the sources for this in a deft and highly apposite study.

What makes a regime or a government legitimate?  Surprisingly, this question has haunted a number of rulers of France all through the 19th century.  It was not an issue at all in the France of the Ancien Regime, where legitimacy was identified with an age-old tradition of monarchy, just as it is not an issue in Anglo-Saxon countries, where an  age- old constitutional stability ensures that a change of government is legitimate merely as a result of periodical decisions at the ballot box.

It was however an issue in France with the break in the continuity of the monarchy in 1792, when regimes changed every 15 or 20 years up to 1875, and when none of these regimes, coming as they did from a coup d’Etat or a revolution, benefited from unanimous consent.  Naturally in this situation, there were in each generation political leaders who were unsure of the bases of legitimacy of the newly instituted regime. These issues, forgotten by most people, were very present to General de Gaulle who came from a family in which there had long been fierce debates about the legitimacy of the Republic.  The collapse of the Third Republic in the shock of defeat and through the machinations of a clique gave these debates a particular resonance in 1940.

For de Gaulle as for most of the early volunteers, the Third Republic was completely dead, condemned by its faults, its confusions and its incompetence. The Vichy regime, guilty of the crime of the armistice and coming to power as it did in highly suspicious circumstances, was worth even less.  So it was that de Gaulle proclaimed in the Declaration of 16th November 1940 that the de facto government of the ’so-called French State’  was illegal and unconstitutional.  At the same time, faced with the vacuum of legitimacy in France, the Declaration affirmed the validity of the provisional power instituted by de Gaulle in a portion of the French Empire, a validity which was based on the freely given support of  ‘millions of French people across the world.’ He stated clearly, however, that he was nothing more than the bearer of French sovereignty and that he would be accountable to the French people, who alone, once they were free, were responsible for choosing their institutions and rulers.

De Gaulle would not rest until he had obtained recognition from the Allies for his self-proclaimed vocation to represent France, even though this was a tardily given and niggardly recognition . He asserted this vocation to General Giraud, on the grounds that ‘la France Combattante had received a moral mandate from the metropole to bring together and direct all the French in the war and defend France’s interests against the Allies.’  Thus, it was because of support from the Resistance, massively increasing but still difficult to quantify, that de Gaulle as a symbol openly claimed, from 1942 onwards, that he was the leader in the struggle, and that he had the legitimate right to represent national sovereignty in liberated territory.

This legitimacy, on which de Gaulle prided himself , gradually replaced that of his first two years – namely that of sole representative on free soil of the last legal government of the Third Republic. It was a legitimacy which would be confirmed, as Chateaubriand (with whom de Gaulle was very familiar) would have said, by   ‘the sovereignty of glory,’ and then subsequently by that of the people, and, finally, by that of history itself.

But it was the ‘appel’ of 18 June which would be the origin of all this.  By the actions of its author, and through the growing authority which it acquired, the ‘appel’ was a founding act, in fact a founding act in two ways. Firstly, it founded the Resistance, since, in the Gaullist vision, all the Resistance movements and all the acts of the indigenous Resistance flowed from the 18 June.  Secondly, the ‘appel’ founded a regime, even if this regime would not actually come into being for another twenty years.  Such was the General’s political talent, and such would be the force of the myth which he created and embodied, that for many French people in the year 2000, the Fifth Republic, unanimously accepted as legitimate, is a product not of the May 1958 ‘2 décembre sans coup d’Etat,’ but rather of the 18 June 1940.

The power of the act of 18 June, and the numerous implications that it had, serve to explain why this day has become in France, if not a national public holiday like the 8th May, the 14th July and the 11th November, at least a day of national veneration. It is remarkable that the elevation of this day, which implies that collective memory has fastened onto a symbolic act and moment, was not as spontaneous as it was immediate.  It was not the result of legislation, like the three national public days. It was in fact the result of de Gaulle himself, acting purposefully and methodically.  The elevation of the 18 June was something constructed by General de Gaulle, a very consciously created part of the Gaullist myth.

First of all, he managed to make the Appel itself into an inviolable monument. If the text of the Appel was actually written on 18 June 1940, it has been known in just the last ten years that it was not broadcast in this form, since the British government insisted on appreciable amendments. As for the Appel of 19 June which went with it (“ In the name of France, I officially declare the following…”) we have evidence even more recently that this was never actually spoken and that it was furthermore not written down before 22 or 23 of June.  None of this matters. General de Gaulle still managed to ensure that it was the original text of the 18 June which the British press published on the 19th. It is this original text of the 18th as well as the never-broadcast text of the 19th, which were subsequently placed in the collection of copies of the General’s speeches preserved in Carlton Gardens, and then in all the editions of the Speeches and Messages of General de Gaulle from 1941.  It is only in the written archives of the BBC that the two initial speeches are missing. As for the celebrations of the 18 June, these started from 1941. On the 18 June 1941, General de Gaulle was in Cairo.  Here he gave a speech before the Egyptian French National Committee, which was broadcast by the radio in London. He started with the words: ‘On the 17 June 1940, the last legal government of France disappeared in Bordeaux. ..The next day Free France was born.’ 

In addition, a ritual was established in London.  On the 18 June 1941, at the invitation of the Association des Français de Grande-Bretagne, an event was held to commemorate the first ‘appel’ of General de Gaulle: ’France has lost a battle. She has not lost the war.’  The event was held in the Cambridge Theatre, under the chairmanship of Admiral Muselier, who gave the inaugural address.  The pièce de résistance was a speech given by Professor René Cassin, permanent secretary of the Comité de Défense de L’Empire: “La France Libre au combat.’ After this a film was shown and General de Gaulle’s ‘appel’ was read.  The ceremony finished with the ‘Marseillaise’ and ‘God Save the King.’In 1942, there were two big gatherings of the Français de Grande-Bretagne in the Albert Hall, the largest hall in London, on the 18 June and the 11 November. Both were occasions for de Gaulle to give superb speeches.  The 11 November speech was particularly important in that it was three days after the Allied landings in North Africa, from which the Free French had been excluded.

On the 18 June 1943, the General was in Algiers, where he had just set up the CFLN with Giraud.  That 18 June, he made sure that he went to the war memorial to lay a wreath. Here he gave a great speech ‘on this third anniversary of the Free French Movement.’ This reminder of the precedence of the ‘appel’ was even more effective given that Algiers had been pro-Pétain for some considerable time. It was also on this day that he inaugurated Radio Brazzaville as an international radio station, giving him yet another opportunity for a speech. The same day, in London where it was now an established ritual, Pierre Brossolette and Pierre Bloch gave speeches before the Français de Grande Bretagne, commemorating the past, and proclaiming the future victory.

On the 18 June 1944, with the landing only twelve days past, de Gaulle had just got back to Algiers, having stepped onto French soil at Bayeux on the 14.  In Algiers on the 18 June, he spoke before the Consultative Assembly in terms which are worth examining in detail as a key stage in the construction of the myth: 

‘Gentlemen, I will definitely not allow myself, in this great meeting, to mention anything personal.  The ‘appel’ of the 18 June 1940 only took on its significance because the Nation decided to listen to it and respond…

But since it was proved after, by so many combats-  humble or glorious – since it is, gentlemen, proved today by the magnificent testimony of your assembly and by the immense support of the people, that the path laid down by the 18 June 1940 was indeed the one by which the Nation intended to be liberated and renewed, it behoves all those who serve the Nation, and primordially its government,  to do one thing  - to keep faith with what the country actually wants.’ 

 Once again de Gaulle reconsidered  the meaning of this founding act. Whilst effacing himself behind the ‘instinctive will of the Nation,’ he celebrated the coming together of the nation ‘for war, liberty and greatness which the French started on the 18 June 1940, and which they then, gradually, step by step, brought to fruition.’.

 In 1945, the 18 June fell 40 days after the end of hostilities in Europe. It was the occasion of an immense two-day celebration which could  really only be compared to the victory parade of 1919.  Maurice Agulhon has recalled the splendour and  jubilation  of the event in a recent book: ‘A triumph in its very ambiguity, and in the popular expectations aroused …a celebration both of the Free French and the Forces Françaises de l’Intérieure…an entirely new type of commemorative event in Paris…an essentially Gaullist commemoration: the Cross of Lorraine traced in the sky over the Champs Elysées to crown the whole parade”.

In 1946 General de Gaulle left power. Two days after his Bayeux speech, he  inaugurated a new ritual. The previous year he had signed a decree to build a monument dedicated to the ‘War dead of France’ at Mount Valérien. On the 11th November 1945 , the  bodies  of  15 Free French and Resisters were laid in a crypt which had been transformed into a temporary vault.  It was before this crypt on 18 June 1946, and each year thereafter, that de Gaulle would come to rekindle  the flame. And, when he returned to power, it was on the 18 June 1960,  at Mount Valérien , where the bodies of the martyrs had been transferred, that he inaugurated the Méemorial to la France combattante. And from then on, each year, the commemoration of the ‘appel’ has taken place at this Memorial.

This year, 2000, the 60th anniversary of the ’appel,’ and the 30th anniversary of the death of the ‘man of the 18 June, is rightly the date chosen to inaugurate in the Invalides, the Musée de la Deuxième Guerre Mondiale et du Général de Gaulle.

For the historian of collective memory and representation, the history of the 18 June is an extraordinary illustration of the skill with which General de Gaulle built his own memorial at the same time as he was upholding the pride and unity of the nation. The 18 June 1940 is now an established part of our national heritage. By evoking its  memory, we downplay ,and virtually destroy the message and indeed the very image of Marshall Pétain in the documentaries. The ‘appel’ is seen in all our history schoolbooks as the point of reference for honour, courage and hope.  It is indelibly inscribed in the memory of French people as one of the greatest of dates in aNillustrious past.

Translated by Hilary Footitt

June 18: a political occasion

Maurice Vaïsse 

Everyone knows about Genera1 de Gaulle’s broadcast to the French people on 18 June 1940 and its subsequent celebration. Soon after the liberation  de Gaulle made it clear that he intended to mark the anniversary, and he did so regularly from 1945 to 1970 at an annual ceremony at the fort of Mont Valerien, on the outskirts of Paris. The first of these ceremonies was organised on 17 and 18 June 1945.

After he relinquished office in 1946, the General entrusted the organising of the commemoration to the chancellery of the Order of Liberation, and this invariably involved a ceremony at the Mont Valerien, the place which most symbolised the de Gaulle legend.

The circumstances which surrounded de Gaulle’s wartime public utterances varied a great deal. On 18 June 1941 he was in Cairo, where he addressed the local French national committee. The situation in Syria and Lebanon had taken a turn for the worse following two important developments. The first was the Vichy government’s decision to grant the Luftwaffe the right to use Syrian aerodromes. The second was the Paris Franco-German protocoles of 27 and 28 May 1941, which strengthened military co-operation between Vichy and the Germans. From 13 to 17 June de Gaulle moved to Jerusalem in order to be close to the Free French forces which were moving forward against the Vichy troops in Syria. On 21 June the 1st Free French Division entered Damascus, where de Gaulle himself arrived from Cairo on 24 June. After denouncing ‘the defeatist and treacherous Vichy crew’, de Gaulle emphasised the aims of Free France. They were ‘to bring back the French Empire and France itself into the war’. He recalled ‘the hard and bloody road’ experienced on account of the armed confrontation of Frenchmen against Frenchmen, and he ended with words of the warmest praise for ‘the admirable British Empire’, personified by Winston Churchill, and for ‘the righteous United States’, led by ‘the great’ Roosevelt – terms which he had hardly been accustomed to use in the past.

On 18 June 1942 de Gaulle was once again in London. The Soviet Union and the United States were now caught up in the war, which had developed into a global conflict. A Free French brigade under General Koenig had fought heroically at Bir Hakeim in the Western Desert (June 1942). Throughout the preceding months the key debate had focused on the French overseas territories: the islands of Saint Pierre and Miquelon, Madagascar, Syria and Lebanon. De Gaulle struggles hard to persuade the British and Americans to recognise the authority of Free France (soon to be renamed ‘Fighting France’ on 14 July 1942) over all French territories. Contacts had been made between the internal resistance in occupied France and the Free French in London, and de Gaulle found himself acknowledged by almost all those involved as the undisputed leader of French resistance.

That speech, delivered on 18 June 1942, was one of de Gaulle’s finest performances, uniting as it did both passion and reason. His passion was France. Reason dictated what had become the unyielding policy of Free France ever since the dark days of June 1940. He used the occasion to dispose of the criticisms which had been made of his uncompromising attitude and he sought to redefine his objectives: they were to rebuild national unity by fighting the enemy everywhere and by bringing all French forces and territories back into the fight. He reminded his audience that what had taken place on 18 June 1940 was an act of faith. He sent a fraternal greeting to the resistance movements and called on ‘the great people of France to remain great’. In his view, the Empire had revealed itself to the French nation as ‘essential to its future, for France is thus a belligerent in its capacity as an undisputed sovereign nation’. In retrospect it is worth highlighting the visionary aspect of the call to arms of June 1940, for de Gaulle had stressed even then that France had its Empire, on which it could place its trust. And in a solemn appeal directed at the Allies, rather than at the French people, de Gaulle proclaimed himself the guarantor of the integrity of the Empire ‘on behalf of the nation’. This was not intended to mean that France was fighting for itself alone. France, de Gaulle said, proclaimed its solidarity in the war effort, as it did also in the peace to come. In passing, de Gaulle threw in his support for Roosevelt’s ‘magnificent’ programme concerning the four human freedoms – freedom of speech and expression, religious freedom, freedom from want and freedom from fear – and declared his faith in final victory: ‘Invincibly, Fighting France is emerging from the ocean’. In this context de Gaulle was asserting himself as the equal of his great allies.

On 18 June 1943 de Gaulle was now in Algiers. In January, at Casablanca, he had met General Giraud in the presence of Roosevelt and Churchill. The way seemed open to the unification of Fighting France. The French Committee of National Liberation was brought into being in Algiers, where de Gaulle arrived on 30 May. He shared its presidency with General Giraud. The entire speech which he then delivered in Algiers was centred on the theme of union and of the rallying of all the forces fighting for freedom, this at a point when conflicts between the two joint presidents ran the risk of undermining de Gaulle’s authority. In order to disperse ‘the fog’ which weighed on the development of events and to dispose of ‘the mess of related intrigues, trivial quarrels and damaging propaganda’ (typical examples of de Gaulle’s style of oratory) he stated his intention to ‘think at the highest level and to speak loud and clear’. The dissension created by Vichy must be overcome, he said, and the French masses brought together ‘in a great gathering of our spirits’. This union, the General went on, must be seen as ‘reinforcement for the United Nations’. At no point did de Gaulle make any reference to the French Committee of National Liberation, let alone to General Giraud. Not only was the ultimate object of that speech to promote union and the rallying of the forces of resistance, it was also a fighting speech.

By June 1944 the situation had become altogether clearer. Giraud had been pushed aside and on 3 June the French Committee of National Liberation changed its name to Provisional Government of the French Republic, of which de Gaulle became the president. On the military front the German defences on the Garigliano were overwhelmed and on 4 June allied troops entered Rome. The Allies landed in Normandy on the 6th and de Gaulle set foot there soon after. His first speech on liberated French soil was delivered at Bayeux in the bridgehead. On the 16th he returned to Algiers to deliver another speech, this time to the Consultative Assembly, in which he paid tribute to the French will to resist. Once again he chose to speak on 18 June.

This speech was shorter than the previous ones. In it he referred to the French nation’s response to his broadcast of 18 June 1940, to the unrivalled example set by France, and to the rallying of all the forces of resistance. But he also alluded to ‘the others’ on whose ‘understanding’ he was not always able to rely, whose support had often been hesitant, and whose co-operation was not always ‘immediate and whole hearted’. In short the hope of renewal ushered in by the impending victory was marred by question marks over the international context and the formal recognition of the provisional government.

There were no speeches on 18 June 1945. After attending a march past of the French army in the company of the Sultan of Morocco, de Gaulle presided for the first time over the commemorative ceremony of the appeal to the French people of 18 June 1940 at Mont Valérien, but he remained silent. After the German capitulation signed on 8 May, his presence at the ceremony appeared as a sufficient justification of all he had done over the previous five years. In any case that the ceremony should be held on the 18 June was its own justification: it was the dead, and the companions of the Liberation, who were being honoured.

After the war, the only 18 June speeches given by the General took place in 1949, 1952 and 1959. The question can be asked whether they have any connection with the original broadcast. 

In 1949 de Gaulle was invited by the Paris municipality to preside over the naming ceremony of the Avenue du General Leclerc, at the Porte d'Orléans. 18 June 1949 is thus the first symbolic commemoration in that it was planned by a municipality, albeit one with an RPF majority.  De Gaulle had been out of office since January 1946; the Fourth Republic had come into being; in April 1947 he had created the Rassemblement du Peuple Français (RPF), which became a powerful political movement, much feared by the parties in power at the time.  meanwhile the Soviet menace had led to the formation first of the Western European Union, then of the Atlantic Alliance, which France had joined. 

In his 1949 speech de Gaulle made no reference to the current domestic political strife or to the RPF. He recalled the cohesion of France in response to his call in the interest of 'a single objective and in support of a single undertaking'. He reminded his audience of the hard road which had been travelled to achieve victory and of the divergences of interests with the Allies. And he confessed at that point that he had frequently feared that the whole enterprise would crumble, and had anxiously measured the ' awful disproportion between the ends and the pathetically inadequate means'. He seized the occasion to highlight the epic adventure of Philippe Leclerc, whose achievements were exemplary and would serve to feed the hopes of peoples who were in need of it at a time when new threats were looming.  This was the only reference to the domestic and international context. However this Parisian demonstration hardly reflected any kind of consensus. The RPF had organised a huge patriotic gathering at the Porte d'Orléans to celebrate Leclerc and the liberation of Paris.  The Communist Party,  for its part, chose to make out that this Gaullist crowd at the gates of Paris might well harbour the intention to stage a putsch and itself staged a counter-demonstration. The government, made up of a group of parties representing a third force, was itself fearful of the possible outcome.  Jules Moch, the Interior Minister, refused to ban the two demonstrations but, perched at the top of the church of St Pierre de Montrouge, he directed in person the 12,000 police which had been deployed to prevent the militants of the two camps, separated only by a few hundred metres, from clashing. 

On 18 June 1952 de Gaulle sent a brief message to those who had fought in the Free French air force.  AT that point he was still the head of the RPF, but the movement was in steep decline due to a lack of cohesion. 27 RPF deputies had supported the investiture of Antoine Pinay as prime Minister in March 1952 and had resigned from the RPF shortly after.  The agreement creating the European Defence Community was duly signed in spite of the opposition of de Gaulle.  In truth Gaullism was in complete disarray.  In his address, in a very formal style, de Gaulle praise the airmen's decision to continue the fight.  He contrasted the selflessness of those men who had answered his call with  'the current widespread mediocrity and the different preoccupations'.

Finally, on 18 June 1959, de Gaulle spoke at the Paris Hotel de Ville, where he had returned for the first time as President of the Republic following his return to power on 1 June 1958 and his election as President on 21 December 1958. It was at the same time a homage to Paris and a political speech. Homage to Paris, he said, because it was Paris which inspired what took place on 18 June.  He could not bear the thought that Paris had been 'uncrowned, humiliated, abandoned'.  The greatness of France was indissolubly linked to that of Paris.  Therefore it was impossible for him to fail to take up the challenge. he also paid homage to the sufferings of Paris.

But it was also a political speech, with its references to 'the prolonged period of uncertainty', to the recovery achieved through the reform of institutions, and to a genuine programme of general policy summed up in a few sentences (social progress, the community, Algeria, European unity, aid for underdeveloped countries) which set out the broad outline of a movement of national renewal and action, for which de Gaulle expressed the wish that Paris should once again give the lead. 

The wartime speeches are the only ones that are the pure product of de Gaulle's will.  The others are calculated to suit the occasion.  There is a shift from acts of military and political policy to the celebration of memory.  It is true that it is Paris, the city and the nation's capital which lies behind this shift, but de Gaulle does not seek to avoid it nor to provoke it.  All these speeches have in common the urge to continue the fight for the unity and the honour of France and for victory. The postwar context gives them a more political connotation. The speeches respond to circumstances; they are not purely commemorative. De Gaulle is not seeking to revive French memories for their own sake.  It is in the present that he wants them to fight for the same causes: for honour, for independence and for greatness. 

Translated by Gerard  Mansell

Mers-el-Kebir, 1940

by Alistair Horne

July 3 1940 was one of those sultry days on the coast of Algeria when tempers fray and judgements suffer.  At Mers-el-Kebir, imperial France still held one of the great naval bases in the southern Mediterranean.  Inside its secure harbour was anchored the major units of the proud navy which had survived the fall of Metropolitan France at the hands of Hitler’s Panzers less than two weeks earlier.

Suddenly that afternoon British shells each weighing as much as a car screamed down on the anchored, immobile fleet of their former ally.  It was the first time since Trafalgar that ships of the Royal Navy and the French Navy found themselves locked in bitter warfare.  Near misses hurled up great geysers of water from the tranquil blue Mediterranean, which after a few grim minutes was cloaked with the oily black smoke of battle.

Within ten minutes 1,200 French officers and men had been killed; the pride of the French fleet either destroyed or put out of action; the battleship Bretagne capsized with a loss of a thousand men.

In Germany, Adolf Hitler was jubilant at this rift between his two former enemies, which had brought them to the brink of declared war.  In London, the leader of the Free French, General Charles de Gaulle, came within an inch of breaking off relations with Churchill.  To a silent House of Commons, Winston Churchill designated this melancholy action as 'a Greek Tragedy.'   As he took his seat the tears streamed down his cheeks.

This ‘melancholy action', Operation Catapult as it was called, was to embitter Franco-British relations for more than a generation, its scars still traceable in France today.

How had it ever come to pass?

Compounded by the terrible stresses and strains of that cataclysmic summer of 1940, the disaster at Mers originated in part from a series of tragic misunderstandings, failures of communication, and of translation of key phrases - such as bedevil Franco-British relations through the ages.

In Churchill's eyes, in capitulating to the Germans on June 22, France was bound by her alliance with Britain to ensure that her fleet would never be permitted to fall into Hitler's hands.  To Britain, this was a matter of sheer survival.

As of 1940 the Royal Navy was still the biggest in the world.

But in the North Atlantic, in the disastrous Norwegian campaign of April, and the evacuation from Dunkirk, it had suffered telling losses.  With the entry into the war, on June 10, of the 'Italian Jackal,' Mussolini, the naval balance had gravely tilted.  At least six of Britain's 14 capital ships now had to be kept in the Mediterranean to watch Italy's modern and fast fleet (though, in the event, its speed was to be largely deployed full steam astern).

Nothing was left over for the Pacific, where Japan was looking increasingly aggressive - and Roosevelt’s America was stolidly neutral.

With what was still the fourth largest navy in the world, the loss of Admiral Marcel Gensoul's powerful Force de Raid at Mers to the Germans would have spelled total disaster for Britain.  She would be forced to abandon the Mediterranean, and the vital oil fields of the Middle East.  Hitler would be able to turn all his weight to invading England.

The war would be lost; it was just as simple as that.

We now know that the essentially land-bound Wehrmacht had no plans for taking over the French fleet; and nor did France have any intention of handing it over.  But the noises coming out of Marshal Pétain's Vichy France were not encouraging.

Four hundred British pilots shot down during the French campaign - and invaluable to the coming Battle of Britain- were handed over to the Germans.  Though regarded in Britain as a great victory, to Frenchmen the evacuation of Dunkirk was seen as a defeat — and a betrayal.  General Weygand, the defeatist C-in-C of the French Army had declared that Britain would have her neck wrung like a chicken (a memorable line which enabled Churchill to make his famous defiant riposte: 'Some chicken, some neck!)

Most menacing was the fact that the French naval chief, Admiral Jean Louis-Xavier François Darlan, aged 58, was seen by Churchill as one of those good Frenchmen who hate England.' This view had been reinforced since the signing of the armistice by Darlan making no effort to remove the French fleet 'beyond the reach of the swiftly approaching German power.'

Moreover, as either a deliberate oversight or one of the chain of unfortunate misjudgments, a signal to Darlan's liaison officer in London failed to mention the one proposal which could have averted disaster: namely, that the French fleet should sail to neutral US ports — an action that would have settled British fears.

Meanwhile Hitler was expected to stage an invasion of England on July 8. Churchill had to take action, in a hurry.  On July 2 Gensoul was offered the choice of four options:

1. Sail his ships to British harbours, and continue to fight with Britain

2. Sail to a British port, from which the crews would then be repatriated

3. Sail with reduced crews to the West Indies, whence they could be entrusted to US jurisdiction for the duration

4. Scuttle his ships

In the event of Gensoul refusing all four, the Royal Navy was instructed to sink his ships, particularly the powerful battlecruisers Dunkerque and Strasbourg.
The key warship in Operation Catapult was the biggest afloat, the battlecruisers HMS Hood, 42,000 tons, and two battleships, Resolution and Valiant, plus some eleven destroyers and the aircraft carrier, Ark Royal--all under the command of one of the Royal Navy's toughest and most flamboyant characters, Vice-Admiral Sir James (nicknamed 'Naughty James' because of his racy language) Somerville.  But even Somerville was appalled at the action facing his 'Force H' - expressing a reluctance which drew Churchill's lasting displeasure.

For Winston Churchill with his abiding love of France, these were agonising orders for him to have to give.  But to add to what was one of the most poignant tragedies of the entire war, 59 year old Gensoul, unlike his boss Darlan, could claim to be '100 percent pro-English.'  So too, vice versa, was the British emissary sent by Somerville to negotiate with Gensoul, Captain Cedric ('Hooky') Holland.

An ardent francophile, Holland had lately been Naval Attaché in Paris, spoke excellent French - and had been emotionally involved with an attractive Frenchwoman.  A highly-strung man, he, too, had gravest misgivings about his mission.

With considerable daring, on the afternoon 'Hooky' Holland set off from the assembled British flotilla for Mers in a tiny motorboat.  In the stifling heat of Gensoul's cabin, one more crucial error and omission occurred; Gensoul omitted to signal back to Darlan the key option of sailing to US custody in the West Indies. Darlan then ordered all French ships in the Mediterranean to rally to Gensoul -an order intercepted by Somerville via Enigma.
There was no time to be lost in further negotiation.  After a second and final meeting with Holland, Gensoul ordered the fleet's boilers to be lit, and prepared for a hopeless action.

At 5.15 pm on the 3rd, Somerville issued an ultimatum: if the Force HI proposals were not accepted within 15 minutes 'I must sink your ships.'

At 5.54 fire was opened by Hood at a close range of 17,500 yards (ten miles), followed by Valiant and Resolution.   A total of 144 15" shells, each weighing three-quarters of a ton, were fired.  The first salvo fell short; the second hit the breakwater, showering the French decks with lumps of concrete.  The third hit the magazine of the old battleship, Bretagne, causing it to capsize with huge loss of life.  The same salvo blew off the stern of the destroyer Mogador, and a vast pall of smoke rose above the harbour.

The battleship Provence got 500 hundred yards before she was hit and grounded; Dunkerque was hit and disabled.  But in the smoke and confusion the modern battlecruiser Strasbourg with five attendant destroyers escaped the massacre and got away clear to France.  Thus, at best 'Catapult' had been a half success.

Within ten minutes it was all over, though planes from the Ark Royal were sent into to mop up the following day.  Over 1,300 Frenchmen had died -more than the total of Germans the Royal Navy had killed in any action since the war began.  Not a single British life was lost.

Somerville was sickened by what he described in a letter to his wife as ‘an absolutely bloody business ... the biggest political blunder of modern times.'  He was relegated from high command.

Holland asked to be relieved of his command of Ark Royal, and -according to his family - never recovered from the heart-breaking role that had forced upon him.  To his death he always reckoned that the negotiating gap between him and Gensoul had become so small that another few hours of talk might have brought success.

The following year Hood was sunk by a single, unlucky shot from the German super-battleship Bismarck, with only six of her crew surviving.

Of the French side, Admiral Gensoul survived, but disappeared from the scene; Darlan was assassinated in Algiers under unresolved circumstances by a young Frenchman in December 1942.

Both in Germany and Vichy France virulent posters depicting the innocent matelots drowned at Mers made the maximum mileage; one showed a giant Churchill with evil face and swollen belly gloating over the rows of crosses to the French sailors.

Unoccupied Vichy France broke off relations with Britain; and, only by showing immense statesmanship did de Gaulle and his Free French avert a definitive break with Churchill.

Was this ‘deadly stroke', as Churchill dubbed it, justified?  In his tearful ‘statement of sincere sorrow' to the Commons, he declared: 

‘I leave it to the nation, and I leave it to the United States.  I leave it to the world and to History.'

Through what followed in course of the war History has largely vindicated him.  In the judicious words of the great American naval historian, A. J. Marder:     

'The British case must stand on how the situation looked to their responsible leaders at the time.... on 3 July 1940, with the information available to the Government [their] action is both intelligible and defensible.'

The most important consequence of Catapult was its impact on Franklin D. Roosevelt and US public opinion.  By taking the ruthless action he did against his former ally, Churchill dispelled once and for all any doubts about Britain's determination to fight Hitler to the bitter end.  Clear too, to the US, was the fact that Britain— even if defeated— would never let her navy fall into Hitler's hands.

This changed the whole course of the war.  Without the 'deadly stroke’ at Mers, the history of Britain, and of the world, would have taken a very different course.

But, understandably, it has never been quite so easy for France to come to terms with that day in July 1940.  In conferences with French military historians over recent years, I have found a growing tendency to accept the historic inevitability of Catapult.  Even sixty years later, not all Frenchmen agree however.

What was the reaction of General de Gaulle to these tragic events?  There was no doubt that Churchill was apprehensive. When he showed Sir Edward Spears the ultimatum that was to be addressed to Admiral Gensoul on 2 July, he recommended that Spears, in his capacity as head of the British Government’s mission to de Gaulle, should not tell de Gaulle about this until the next day.

On 3 July Spears told de Gaulle.  After some silence, de Gaulle expressed the belief that Gensoul would accept one of the four alternatives. In the evening de Gaulle learned what had happened.  In conversation with Spears he was calm but sad. He suggested that whilst the action might have been inevitable from the British point of view, he was uncertain about himself.  Could he continue to work with the British government? Perhaps he would withdraw from public life, go to Canada and live as an ordinary citizen.  Spears reported back to Churchill and spoke of de Gaulle’s ‘magnificent dignity.’.

The next morning Spears saw de Gaulle by arrangement.  He had decided that he would not resign.  He accepted that the British had been forced to do this. On 8 July he broadcast to the French people telling them that what had happened was ‘deplorable and detestable.’  But he made it clear that it was better for their great ships to go to the bottom of the sea rather than be used by the enemy against the cause of freedom.

Thus de Gaulle proved himself to be a firm ally.  He recognised that Mers-el Kebir had affected his own personal position (and there are still some French historians who suggest that Pétain’s relations to Hitler at this time were paralleled by de Gaulle’s dependence on Churchill).  At the same time that the battle took place in the Mediterranean, French warships in British harbours had been invaded by British forces.  De Gaulle recognised that this action would prevent French sailors from joining Free France.  But he also recognised that the German could do the same to French warships in French harbours.

For de Gaulle winning the war was the absolute priority and in July 1940 this could only be done by the alliance between Britain and Free France.  In accepting this he showed immense statesmanship.

A version of this article was first published in the Daily Mail, 25 November 1999

Free France and the BBC

Martyn Cornick

Out of the chaotic darkness into which France fell in 1940, on 18 June—Waterloo Day—there shone a ray of hope.  This glimmer of hope would help to establish the transcending myth of “la France libre”, or Free France.  That summer evening, General de Gaulle’s broadcast—which had been approved by Winston Churchill against the initial advice of the War Cabinet—marked the beginning of a special wartime relationship between the French in London and the BBC which would survive fruitfully for the next four years until the D-Day landings; indeed, it endured well beyond.  From the Fall of France until the Liberation, the BBC prosecuted a war of the airwaves which, in no small measure and despite many vicissitudes, contributed to the turning of French public opinion away from the waiting game supposedly being played by Marshal Pétain’s Vichy regime, toward support for the Allies and Free French.  The BBC would also play its part in nurturing and sustaining the forces of Resistance, particularly inside France.  As it had at the beginning of the Occupation, the BBC played a determining role at the end, for it would broadcast the many coded ‘personal messages’ alerting Resistance forces of the imminent landings in Normandy.

When de Gaulle spoke on 18 June, it was almost impossible in London to evaluate the impact of the broadcast.  Today historians agree that very few French people heard the transmission itself.  However, by word of mouth, through German and Swiss radio and French provincial newspaper reports, and by reinforcement in subsequent broadcasts, the news gradually spread that there existed in London the beginnings of a Free French ‘dissidence’ claiming that France was not alone.  She was backed by the French empire, the British empire with its invincible sea power, and the industrial might of the USA.  De Gaulle’s ‘appel’ ended by establishing the myth that he and his associates needed to cultivate: “Whatever happens, the flame of French resistance must not and will not be put out”.  

From the beginning of the Occupation, it was recognized that radio would play a vital part in the combatants’ propaganda effort.  Ten days after de Gaulle’s broadcast, Churchill discussed the ‘collapse of France’ with his guests at Chequers.  Alexis Léger (some time head of the Quai d’Orsay, the French foreign ministry) was present and offered advice as to how his people might be influenced: ‘By clever use of the press and wireless.  English broadcasting was heard in France more than was French broadcasting, and now it alone could be expected to provide news from untainted sources.’  This reputation for impartiality which the BBC had already gained from its broadcasts during the ‘Phoney War’ would be fundamental, given that the press and radio in the Occupied and Unoccupied Zones in France was increasingly distrusted.  

After the conclusion of the Franco-German armistice, from 1 July 1940 onwards 45 minutes of programming were allocated to the BBC French Service, beginning with a news bulletin from 8.15 to 8.30pm.  The news was scripted by the British and read by French speakers.  This was followed by “Ici la France” until 9pm.  Thereafter, more time and more wavelengths were added, until in September 1940 there were three and a half hours per day, over five hours in 1942, and six in May 1944.  On Churchill’s request this included five minutes for the Free French to use as they saw fit, without interference from the censor: this section was entitled “Honneur et Patrie”.  De Gaulle spoke on major occasions, in all 67 times, but he appointed a Havas news agency journalist, Maurice Schumann, to take charge for the duration.  Schumann was a gifted scriptwriter and an impressive speaker, and between 18 July 1940 and 30 May 1944 he made over one thousand broadcasts.  

Then came the main part of the French broadcast, renamed after 6 September 1940 more famously as “Les Français parlent aux Français”.  This team, contracted to the BBC,  was headed by Jacques Duchesne, the alias of Michel Saint-Denis, a theatre director.  He was assisted by Jean Marin (a journalist), Maurice Van Moppès (a singer and artist), Jean Oberlé (a painter), Pierre Bourdan (another Havas journalist), Jacques Brunius (a poet), and Pierre Lefèvre (a pupil of Duchesne’s).  As their scripts show, they put together a programme whose originality lay in its inventive blend of serious political commentary with sometimes witty and humorous quips, slogans and songs.  They introduced short features which the audience could recognise and identify with, such as the “Petite Académie” and “Les Trois Amis”.  Although apparently impromptu, these were skilfully scripted and carefully balanced.  Among their most celebrated achievements were the jingles, such the one invented by Oberlé set to the tune of “La Cucuracha”, and aimed at the main collaborationist  radio station in Paris: “Radio-Paris ment, Radio-Paris ment, Radio-Paris est allemand”.  Van Moppès showed great talent as a lyricist, and wrote new words for popular songs in favour of the Allied and Free French cause, using tunes such as Charles Trenet’s hit “Boums”.  Another popular feature was the “Courrier de France”, a slot commenting on listeners’ letters.  These were of great importance since they provided a tangible means for the BBC both to assess and advertise its impact.  

Audience feedback was fundamental for the information it accumulated about reception quality, listener reaction and the general state of public morale. This part of the operation was co-ordinated by the BBC’s European Intelligence Department.  The French section was headed by Emile Delavenay, a former Havas journalist and full-time employee of the BBC.  His department’s functions were to maintain contact with the audience by all possible means; to analyse all forms of evidence on listening conditions and reactions from listeners in France; and to inform interested parties in London of their findings.  There were different channels for gathering this intelligence material: apart from the supply of microfilmed French newspapers via the British embassy in Lisbon and the monitoring at Caversham and Evesham of French radio broadcasts, the Intelligence Department relied on listeners’ letters and (eventually) over 500 interviews with people returning from France.  The letters not only contained information about reception, they were also a means of assessing the state of public opinion; moreover, many were acknowledged during programmes in order to encourage people to continue tuning in.  Once information from all sources had been processed, extracts were used in monthly and bi-monthly reports which were distributed to senior members of the BBC’s various services.  They also went to the Ministry of Information and (later) to the Political Warfare Executive (PWE) with which both the BBC’s Intelligence Department and the Free French were closely associated.  

Listener comments, when cross-referenced with other sources, showed consistently that the BBC was the voice the French public most trusted for news about the conduct of the war, because it was known that the BBC and the Free French team were not shy of reporting Allied reverses.  Shifts of public opinion in Britain’s favour could be related directly to the unfolding of events outside France.  At the beginning of the Occupation, the Battle of Britain was crucial in this process because eventually its relatively successful prosecution restored French people’s faith and hopes in British efforts.  Indeed, British tenacity in the face of the Blitz proved exemplary: as early as September 1940 BBC reports began to record what the broadcasters had hoped for.  “Reaction against the invader is expressing itself in the form of passive resistance and sabotage.  Here are opportunities for us to make the French conscious of their participation in the struggle…  The BBC is expected to play its part in this movement.  It can do so by keeping Frenchmen informed of what other Frenchmen and other people under German rule are doing; by guiding passive resistance and sabotage so as to make them most effective without endangering lives unnecessarily… All emblems, gestures and slogans which can add to the reading of the news, the impetus of visual appeal and of repetition can find a place in our programmes, can contribute to the strengthening of resistance and fulfil the psychological need for a sense of solidarity of disarmed resistance”.  

As the war went on, despite German and Vichy sanctions against listening to London—sanctions leading to the confiscation of radio sets or even arrest—it became clear that the BBC had begun to win the hearts and minds of the French people.  At the time, Gaullist André Philip acknowledged that “the underground resistance was built up by the BBC”; the resister Raymond Aubrac believed that it was the “cement” of the BBC which held the “pebbles” of the resistance together; and resistance leader Georges Bidault later wrote that it was the BBC which had “made” de Gaulle.  All in all, the BBC’s part in ensuring the success of Free France—in transforming myth into reality—is a remarkable story of Franco-British co-operation.  

Examples of the coded ‘personal messages’ broadcast by the BBC

The broadcast ‘Les Français parlent aux Français ‘ often began thus (as on 25 December 1943): 

--Ici Londres-voici quelques messages personnels: 

--Le petit lapin blanc envoie tous ses vœux à ses amis et au père lapin.

--Elise va donc à  la fontaine.

--Le Loing est une rivière rapide.  Nous disons: Le Loing est une rivière rapide.

--Maurice, né le 28 février 1916, est à  Londres, embrasse oncle Roger, tante Marcelle et cousins.

--Bouzi souhaite bon Nöel à  Bouza, Mickey et Pips.

Such messages were indeed personal ones: through nicknames, or through previously agreed phrases, individual French people could let their families know they were safe in London.  

The most famous messages came later, at the time of the D-Day landings in 1944.  By this time Resistance networks were in place and aware that sooner or later the landings would come.  On 1 June 1944, a batch of 160 ‘warning messages’ (messages d’alerte) were broadcast to put all Resistance networks on standby.  One of the most memorable if not the most famous of these was the one broadcast to the ‘Ventriloquist’ network in the Indre.  This was based on a line from a poem by Paul Verlaine:

Les sanglots longs des violons d’automne 

The Resisters then prepared their sabotage (in this case, to disrupt rail traffic).

And on 5 June, another corresponding batch of action messages (messages d’exécution) was broadcast to the groups.  ‘Ventriloquist’ received a further line from Verlaine:

Bercent mon cœur d’une langueur monotone 

De Gaulle, France and the European Union

Helen Drake

An underlying political dilemma of the Fifth French Republic is how to manage de Gaulle’s legacy in a France that is, by definition, post-Gaullist.  Nowhere is this felt more keenly by France’s current leadership than in the area of France’s relations with the European Union. It is here that that the memory and myth of de Gaulle have most recently been invoked by Gaullist politicians now seeking to oppose, if not reverse, France’s ever deepening commitment to European integration. Such opposition represents a serious challenge to the task facing President Chirac and Prime Minister Jospin, namely to reinvent French national identity in the international system of the twenty-first century. The Eurosceptic lists jointly scored the second highest vote in the 1999 European elections in France, after the Socialist Party; and self-proclaimed ‘true’ Gaullists such as former government minister Charles Pasqua, couch their calls for a French withdrawal from the Euro in terms of de Gaulle’s credo of national sovereignty and independence. 

While de Gaulle’s European policy can be and often is defined solely by its objectives – national autonomy, sovereignty and independence – it is the case that in practice de Gaulle’s relations with the nascent European Communities were complex. De Gaulle, after all, is known to have advocated a strong Europe, in the sense of a strategic alliance of European nations, encouraged by France to seal by treaty their shared will to act as an independent bloc in the international system. This constructive, if wilful, conception of Europe accounted for de Gaulle’s personal stamp on Franco-German reconciliation, his initiation of Community policy in areas of national interest, such as agriculture, his vision of a post-Cold War reunification of European nation-states, and his love-hate relationship with the UK. De Gaulle simultaneously, went to considerable lengths to undermine the institutions of the European Communities, which he inherited in 1958, and which in 1961-62 he openly attempted to replace t by means of his own treaty for a ‘Union of States.’  De Gaulle publicly derided the Community institutions. His solemn outbursts against the atlanticism and lack of patriotism of the likes of Jean Monnet, or Walter Hallstein, are well known, as is his role in sabotaging their ongoing business.

Yet from today’s standpoint de Gaulle was remarkably prescient in understanding the limitations of the so-called Community method in constructing a European-wide political entity.  He can even be seen as having demonstrated a viable alternative to the supranationalism of the founding fathers, this alternative taking the form of high-level international cooperation leading, where appropriate, to joint decisions to take common action in areas of overlapping strategic interest. In the 1960s, France’s partner member states saw such a departure from the new norms of European cooperation as too risky a venture.  But from the mid-1980s onwards, the Community, and then Union, has been entertaining just such alternatives to the approved method, for the purpose of sustaining an enlarged and strengthened Europe. De Gaulle would surely have approved, for example, of the rise in significance, from the mid-1980s on, of the European Council as a forum for setting the EU’s political orientations, and taking its major political decisions.  He might also have favoured the ‘closer cooperation’ between member states provided for in the Amsterdam Treaty, a procedure designed to allow willing member states to move faster than their neighbours in given policy areas. Such innovations in joint European policy-making are currently high amongst the French leadership’s priorities for the forthcoming French presidency of the EU (July-December 2000) as a possible means of facilitating and managing enlargement. They featured in a very similar form in de Gaulle’s draft treaty for a Union of States, and have perhaps today finally come of age.

Indeed, in so far as de Gaulle’s idea of France can be defined as a mechanism enabling the French nation to re-invent itself in new and troubled times – June 1940,May 1958 – then France’s current leaders are in tune with the spirit of Gaullism.  Chirac’s insistence that ‘Europe’ be considered an integral dimension of French politics, rather than an external problem; Jospin’s public determination to balance the constraints and opportunities of the European public policy-making arena as a means of re-building a national consensus around France’s commitment to the EU, these too reflect a certain idea of France. 

François Mitterrand, during his fourteen-year presidency between 1981 and 1995, did as much, if not more, than de Gaulle to shape the agenda of European integration in accordance with what he defined as the French national interest.  His route to deepening France’s commitment to an integrated Europe began with his role in the drafting of the Single European Act in 1985, and culminated in the Maastricht treaty deal between France and Germany, whereby European Union in the shape of EMU and a common European foreign policy was brought into being. Mitterrand was indeed frequently described as more Gaullist than de Gaulle in the style of his European policy-making: presidential and influential. and dominant in a strong Franco-German relationship. But it was also Mitterrand who presided over transfers of French sovereignty and autonomy in the form of amendments to de Gaulle’s constitution. This was a largely perceived as a break with the Gaullist tradition in European affairs, and stimulated the resistance of those who perceived themselves as losers of the European integration process. 

The great strength of de Gaulle’s policy in Europe came from his reserves of authority and legitimacy at home to negotiate the French interest, as he defined it, on behalf of the French nation. Mitterrand’s own presidency ended in a sharp decline in his personal prestige, and French influence in Europe waned accordingly, while scepticism to the European project grew at home. From being a mobilising myth, the project of French greatness in Europe became a source of division in Mitterrand’s France, and proved fertile ground in which a sense of betrayal of de Gaulle’s ideals could take root.

Managing change and diffusing resistance to change by means of authoritative leadership was the essence of Gaullism in de Gaulle’s time. The challenge of the cohabiting Chirac-Jospin couple is to provide a leadership in European affairs that is credible at home, and influential in Brussels, and which successfully manages the changes wrought by the Europeanisation of French life. In this respect, the power-sharing between President and Prime Minister need not be seen as negative per se, but rather as a departure from de Gaulle’s hyper-presidentialism and welcomed by a population less willing in recent years to put blind faith or concentrated power into their leaders.  Similarly, the government’s public willingness to import new ideas when formulating its European policy can be read as signs of an attempt to renew the national consensus around France’s future in Europe. Examples are the explicit commitment to subsidiarity; the fostering of domestic debate on concepts such as a ‘Federation of nation states’ when envisaging the future of an enlarged Europe; and the recalibrating of the Franco-German relationship.  

Gaullism in the abstract – as an inspiration for leaders seeking to adjust France’s self-image in changed international circumstances while sustaining the national sense of self – is as relevant in post-Gaullist France as it was in 1940.

A turning point in history: le 18 juin in the French national curriculum    

Jane Marshall

General de Gaulle's appeal of June 18 1940 continues to resonate in France from generation to generation.  Every young person passing through the French education system has learnt about this turning-point in the nation's history at least once, if not three times.  

It is common for teachers of pupils aged between nine and eleven, in the last two years of primary schooling, to include the broadcast when they are teaching the most important French historical events and dates, along with Verdun, November 11 1918, and May 8 1945.  

Twentieth-century history, including the second world war and the appel, is covered during troisième – the final year of collège (lower secondary school) and of compulsory education, when pupils are usually 15 or 16 years old. The approximately 70 percent of young people who continue their education into lycée study the event again in terminale, the last lycée year, as part of the history course taken by all pupils for the baccalauréat school-leaving examination.

Every year 50,000 secondary pupils interested in de Gaulle and the second world war enter the national Resistance and Deportations competition, which is officially supported by the education ministry.  Indviduals write a three-hour essay in exam conditions on a different theme each year; and groups or whole classes can submit collective entries consisting of exhibitions, interviews or videos.

As with all subjects taught in the French education system, teachers of history are bound by the national curriculum, a particular constraint in troisième and terminale which both end with national exams – the brevet de collège and the bac.  

But even so history teachers have a wide degree of freedom in their teaching methods.  Textbooks are usually written by teachers and academics but produced by independent publishers, a system which offers individual teachers and schools a choice.  Options which can bring the subject alive include the showing of films such as those produced by the CNDP, the national teachers' resource centre, with themes including Nazism, the resistance, de Gaulle and his appel, the Allies; and war witnesses –  old soldiers, resistants or one of the liberators of the Paris City Hall –  describing their first-hand experiences.

‘In troisième, the image of de Gaulle is as a strong man, the one who said 'Non!', the resistant,’ says Dominique Borne, senior inspector of history and geography at the French education ministry: ‘The appel is often presented as a contrast with Pétain.’  

A typical textbook shows the two men on facing pages –  a poster of Pétain assuring the nation it has not been sold out, betrayed or abandoned, alongside extracts of his speeches of June 17 and 20; with, opposite, the famous photo of de Gaulle speaking into the BBC radio microphone in London launching the French resistance, with the text of his appel.  Together they illustrate the choice between resignation and defeat on the one hand, continuing the fight on the other.  

‘Even for 15-year-olds we must pay particular attention to this event,’ says Hubert Tison, general secretary of the 11,000-strong Association des Professeurs d'Histoire et de Géographie (APHG) and Paris lycée teacher: ‘In French history it is a date that explains the importance of de Gaulle for France; he wasn't the only resistant, but he undeniably embodied a certain idea of France.’

In terminale, the approach is deeper and more analytic.  ‘We must stress the two faces of France," says Tison: "Vichy, arrival of Pétain, the rapid acceptance of the armistice, the defeat, official collaboration and its consequences.  But also there was daily life –  the big majority of the French were coping, and at first had faith in Pétain who was very popular as victor over the Germans at Verdun; he wasn't regarded as a traitor.  Gradually the French came to distrust the occupation, and the reputation of de Gaulle grew.  He was unknown by the mass of French people; with censorship of the papers they didn't even know what his face looked like, they only knew his voice.  He was revealed to them in 1944.’

History including coverage of the second world war is compulsory for all lycée pupils, whatever their specialities.  In general lycées (the most academic), the subject has a slightly higher weighting factor for the literature and economics/sociology baccalauréat streams than for science, but all candidates  answer the same exam questions.  Pupils at vocational lycées, whose courses are more geared to job skills, spend less time studying history but still cover the war.

‘June 18 is a starting point for another France, a hope for freedom,’ said Tison.  To explain the Fifth Republic and de Gaulle's emergence as a European leader, ‘we must first explain his arrival. The appeal was his first act in his construction as a statesman who was different from others, who resisted from the beginning.’

Despite ‘later differences’ between Britain and France, the vital role of the British for de Gaulle's success is emphasised. ‘Winston Churchill gave him the radio opportunity; if he hadn't welcomed him de Gaulle wouldn't have been able to act,’ said Tisot.  ‘Churchill had a very clear awareness of the importance of de Gaulle in Britain against the Nazis, and needed the French who could contribute to his war effort.  In terminale we have the chance to explain Britain's lone resistance.’  More coverage is given to the British during the war than, for instance, to the Americans.

The second world war, including the appeal, became part of the syllabus in the early 1960s – - before that, history ended in 1939.  But, said Dominique Borne, though ‘we talked of free French, resistance and collaboration, there was then no mention of the Jews or of genocide; these were not added until around the end of the 1970s.’

The national curriculum is constantly evolving, with changes about every five years.  While the education minister holds ultimate authority, it is the Conseil national des programmes which carries out curriculum assessment, taking account of continuing academic research and in consultation with such bodies as the Groupe Technique Disciplinaire for Histoire-Géographie, on which the APHG is represented.  Lobby groups such as resistance associations make their views known.

Hubert Tison is in favour of a national curriculum which teaches the same to all children whatever their backgrounds and is, he believes, important for instilling a common culture.  He does not believe that teaching a uniform programme to all need create tensions in a country where many citizens come from immigrant backgrounds; history teachers can explain the contribution of North Africans, for example, who made up half the contingents that liberated Alsace, he says.   But ‘there remains a place for local history too, which can be integrated: the maquis in Grenoble; the Bretons who joined de Gaulle in England; de Gaulle's birthplace in Lille; the provincial museums, such as Besançon's.’ 

The memory of de Gaulle and his historic broadcast is now about to receive renewed impetus.  On the sixtieth anniversary of the appeal, President Jacques Chirac will inaugurate a vast new space in the Army Museum at the Invalides in Paris devoted to de Gaulle, the Second World War, Free France and France at arms.  Among exhibits is the BBC microphone used by the general to speak to the French nation.

 Further information about de Gaulle can be obtained from the website of the Fondation et l’Institut Charles-de-Gaulle: www;charles-de-gaulle.org

Le grand absent: de Gaulle and the British history curriculum

Anne Corbett

In England and Wales, history teachers in secondary schools must ensure that all pupils leave school having studied ‘some of the significant individuals, events and developments in the 20th century world.’  This is a requirement of the national curriculum.  Teachers have around a term and a half for the course.  The events they must present to pupils are the two World Wars, the Holocaust, and the Cold War. The ideas for personalities teachers may wish to study with their pupils include Churchill, Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin and Roosevelt, but not de Gaulle – let alone Adenauer and the founding figures of the European Community.  Textbooks on this period, picked at random, do not mention de Gaulle.

De Gaulle should be much in mind as we approach the 60th anniversary of June 18, 1940.  But it is a fair guess that very few pupils in England and Wales will know that, in that brief period of the dark summer of 1940, between the ‘victory’ of the evacuation of Dunkirk and the triumph of the Battle of Britain, which the British are getting ready to celebrate, Churchill made the judgement which he hoped would keep France and its Empire on the Allied side.  

Because history has not been judged by recent British governments to be a core subject up to the age of 16 –the minimum school leaving age –the compulsory history syllabus as outlined above is taught when pupils who are only 13 or 14 (Key Stage Three to the professionals).  Some pupils will learn about the causes and the consequences of the Second World War for the public examinations at around 16 (the GCSE – General Certificate of Secondary Education) and GCE- A level at around 18.  But it is not sure that their knowledge of de Gaulle and France will be extensive. It was the Occupation, not Free France and the Liberation which was cited by one teacher as a ‘popular’ subject. 

On this 60th anniversary, isn’t it time to reclaim for British history something of ‘l’homme du 18 juin?’  There are issues connected with le 18 juin which are relevant for all time, and have a special relevance for Britain’s relations with France today.  As a biographer of de Gaulle puts it, Churchill’s predator’s eye recognised the man of destiny. Churchill’s judgement on de Gaulle in June 1940 helped set in motion a process which, de Gaulle himself and historians agree, was to lead to de Gaulle striding down the Champs Elysées four years later, to celebrate the liberation of Paris and the renascence of democratic France. And that was a prelude to de Gaulle’s dominance in French life for a quarter of a century, a major figure on the national and the world stage.  

The process of Churchill coming to the judgement that a junior and unknown, albeit bold and obstinate, French general, should be recognised as the leader of a group of French people who supported the Allied cause, involved incidents which must seem astonishing to today’s generation of pupils.

At a meeting on June 16, Churchill held discussions with de Gaulle on the possibility of union of France and Britain – a single government, a single parliament, a single citizenship. It is one of the great ‘what if’ questions lost in the pressure of events.  On June 18, Churchill handed de Gaulle a weapon which was far more immediately valuable.  De Gaulle was allowed to use the BBC to deliver his message to the French who could get to England, that, despite defeat in the Battle of France, and despite the armistice sought by Marshall Pétain, France was neither defeated nor alone.  Churchill had played a role in de Gaulle’s transformation at a stage few political leaders would have dared.

How do the professionals who design the curriculum in England and Wales, and those who teach it, react to the idea that de Gaulle and his call from London for a Free France might be expected to be feature in their teaching?  If the curriculum is to met its objective  to equip every young citizen setting out on adult life with a basic knowledge of the 20th century wars and diplomacy in which Britain has been involved oughtn’t de Gaulle and Churchill in June 1940 to be included?

The answer to the question illustrates the Britishness of the British system.  The principal history officer of the Qualifications and Curriculum Agency, the QCA, which devises the curriculum in consultation with teachers’associations, under the control of the Department for Education and Employment, explains that because de Gaulle’s name is not listed that does not mean he is not featured in actual history lessons in classrooms.  The national curriculum – a relatively recent innovation in the UK –has been devised ‘to give professionally competent teachers maximum discretion,’ says Jerome Freeman. ‘The programme defines the skills pupils are expected to achieve. The teacher chooses the content within a very general frame.’

A history inspector who enjoys a good reputation in the profession, Tony McAleavy of the Gloucestershire local education authority, says that it would have to be a pretty ‘duff’ teacher who did not mention the Fall of France and the Liberation of France when teaching the 20th century world.  Madeleine Stiles, chief executive of the Historical Association, the professional voice of history teachers, happens to be organising a teachers’ visit to de Gaulle’s birthplace in Lille when I ring, and is looking for a lecturer.  She, too, takes the line that the maximum freedom should be accorded to the professional teacher. 

Her association, commenting on new curriculum regulations, which will come into effect in September 2000, is happy with the pedagogical framework set by the DfEE and the QCA requiring teachers to balance ‘skills, knowledge and understanding.’  The association’s criticisms are directed at proposals that lay too much stress ‘on what the child should know, rather than developing historical understanding.’

Sean Lang, a sixth form teacher in Cambridge, who has been a regular rapporteur for the Council of Europe, says he mostly feels upbeat about British history teaching.  He says he meets teachers from France and Italy whose textbooks run to several tomes. Like so many British teachers, he regards this as over-didactic. 

A precise question on de Gaulle uncovers a range of general criticisms of the history programme in secondary schools.  Inspector McAleavy is happy to be quoted on the view that ‘History in our schools stops far too soon and it is not international enough.’  Others deplore the lack of compulsory post-war history to explain the modern (and European) world.  There is too much Hitler, too much Holocaust, too much of the violence of war, too little of our European neighbours.  Lang, author of a GCSE textbook which, he was embarrassed to admit, does not mention de Gaulle, believes that in the compulsory curriculum and at GCSE, France in general loses out. The French revolution is quite popular but 19th century France is now scarcely studied. France is not seen as an important country on a par with the US, Russia and Germany.

The UK shares its policy choice to stop compulsory history at 14 with Albania and Liechtenstein, but no other known European countries.  There are consequences to this neglect of history teaching, and the knowledge and critical skills it should impart.  In England and Wales, the holes in the history curriculum leave a space which is occupied by the media, led by the tabloid press. The beef wars, French lorry drivers, you name it, the caricatures are brought out, as if we are still fighting Napoleon.  

British children, and de Gaulle, deserve better. 

Conclusion

Anne Corbett and Douglas Johnson

The agreement between Churchill and de Gaulle in 1940 is not past history. It remains alive 60 years later.

Following the bi-centenary celebrations of the French Revolution, the following year saw the centenary celebrations of the birth of General de Gaulle in 1890. The representatives of some 60 different countries presented some 497 different contributions on the theme of ‘De Gaulle and his century’. The principal organiser of this conference, which subsequently published its work in seven volumes, attempted to assess the conclusions of the participants as to the importance of de Gaulle’s work.  There was General agreement that in any classification, it was the speech of 18 June that came first, together with its rôle in the Liberation of France.

There are many great moments in the history of de Gaulle subsequent to the Liberation.  Notable was that, with the collaboration of Britain, France was accepted as one of the powers that occupied Germany and had a permanent seat on the Security Council of the United Nations.  This was in accordance with the principle that throughout the twentieth century it had been a British national interest that there should exist a strong and united France. Another achievement of de Gaulle’s was the reconciliation between France and Germany. This too was a British national interest.  The first stage in that reconciliation took place on Sunday 14 September 1958 when Konrad Adenauer, Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany visited de Gaulle at Colombey-les-Deux-Eglises. As Lord Williams of Elvel, de Gaulle’s English biographer, has put it: ‘for the first and last time of this life, Charles de Gaulle had invited another statesman – and a German at that –  to share the intimacy of his own, very private home.’

De Gaulle created the Fifth Republic; he gave France a system of stable and effective government that has lasted for more than 40 years; this government contributed to the modernisation of France.  De Gaulle ended the war in Algeria and brought about a full de-colonisation process.  He did this determinedly, even whilst confessing a certain nostalgia for the past, as he regretted the days of oil lamps and the sight of the French fleet under full sail.  He made France a nuclear power.  He accepted the Treaty of Rome and whilst his vision of the future of a united Europe did not coincide with that of many of Europe’s founders, his comparison of the building of Europe and the building of a mediaeval cathedral deserves  recognition.

In recent weeks another achievement of de Gaulle’s has been recognised.  His Mémoires, both the account of the war years and the unfinished account of his return to power in 1958, have been re-published in the famous Pléiade edition (Gallimard).  This is the accolade of French literature.  He always depended upon the word, both written and spoken, and he had a great sense of style.  Now he stands in the same collection as the writers whom he most admired, such as Bossuet and Chateaubriand. 

Yet, with many, so many achievements, it is the 18 June that stands out.  And it was the 18 June to which he himself looked back.  Writing to Jean Marin, just before his death (Jean-Louis Crémieux-Brilhac refers to him in his contribution to this pamphlet) de Gaulle said, ‘La France Libre was the finest thing we did’.

Events in 1940, far from receding in the French national consciousness as the years pass, remain more firmly embedded than ever before.  And what is striking is what a solitary figure de Gaulle remained in the weeks and months following his 18 June broadcast.  The entire French élite, the prefects, civil servants, diplomats, politicians, members of the Academy, members of the episcopate, all ignored him.  And in many ways de Gaulle always remained an isolated figure.  He was a politician, but he never belonged to any political party.  He did not belong to the army or to the Church. He never sought to publicise his private life or his family.  As his manuscripts show, his speeches were written by himself, often laboriously, always with great care.

All his life, he faced opposition and criticism. From early days in London, when he was accused of being a Fascist, to 1958, when his return to power was described as a ‘coup d’état’, to the reform of 1962 when the President of the Republic was to be elected by universal suffrage, and he was compared to Napoleon III, opposition existed. He has recently been accused of lacking in ideology, although documents have been found showing that he declared his hostility to Vichy’s anti-semitic policy in 1940 and in 1941.  He has been accused of making political mistakes, for example in his Algerian policy.  This is inevitable, for any public figure.

De Gaulle was alone in 1940, in his conviction the he was France; in his belief that, at moments of crisis in French history, some individual has always emerged who has personified France.  But he was not alone in practice. All the ministers in the British government wanted to deal directly with de Gaulle, and not with any delegate or spokesman.  And whilst in their private exchanges there were civil servants who mocked de Gaulle, there were many who alerted the Prime Minister and other ministers to the importance of de Gaulle within France.  Any proposal to get rid of de Gaulle, as came via President Roosevelt, met a chorus of disapproval from British ministers and civil servants.  The contribution made by Free France to the war was seen to be important.  The rallying of the French colonies; General Leclerc’s remarkable expedition in Africa; the rôle of the French army in the liberation of the south of France; the unification of the Resistance; the liberation of Paris; General Leclerc’s progress eastwards to Berchtesgaden. All this was remarkable.

When de Gaulle was defeated on 27 April 1969 in the referendum which he had called, he issued a simple statement in two sentences, announcing that his resignation would take effect at mid-day the following day.  He received many letters of sympathy. One of them that he prized particularly came from the Queen Mother. He had written a private letter to her on every anniversary of King George VI’s death.  On this occasion she wrote to him. 

Commemorations, like this commemoration of 18 June, are not only about the past.  They are also about the present and the future.  They reveal the essential.  The French and the British were allied.  They sought to survive together; they sought to overcome an evil enemy.  Disagreements were trivial; co-operation and friendship were fundamental and permanent.   

Shortly before he died, de Gaulle said to a friend  ‘the country is tired of Gaullism.  But you’ll see.  The myth of Gaullism will grow.’  This may be so. The myth is certainly there, with its believers and its critics.  But 1940 was no myth. Fortunately for the histories of Britain and France, it was reality.

Saving our honour: extracts from a speech on receiving his knighthood 
Maurice Druon

…je prie les Ambassadeurs amis, ici présents, qui m’ont fait l’honneur, infiniment apprecié, de me décorer d’un ordre de leur pays, me prouvant qu’on m’y tenait en estime, de comprendre pourquoi celui-ci revêt pour moi une signification toute particulière.

C’est le symbole d’une histoire d’amour et de dignité qui remonte à près de soixante ans.  Les témoins se rarefient de cette époque-là…

J'étais alors un jeune officier de cavalerie, défait et désolé, qui s'était battu le long des routes  de France, du nord au sud, jusqu’à finir, plein d'une fureur impuissante, sur les bords de la Dordogne.  L’humiliation autant que le chagrin me submergeaient le coeur, une humiliation dont je me demandais si elle pourrai jamais être lavée.

C'est la Grande-Bretagne, c'est ce British Empire, dont aujourd'hui je deviens Knight, qui m'ont permis de restaurer mon honneur d'homme et de soldat.  Ma honte a disparu le jour où j'ai endossé un battle-dress, mais avec le mot FRANCE brodé sur l'épaule.

Je fus de ces quelques milliers d'orphelins, arpentant les rues de Londres et auxquels les Anglais donnèrent le sentiment qu'ils avaient retrouvé une famille, celle du courage.  Mon honneur, oui, ce fut de partager l'héroïsme quotidien et discret des Londoniens.

La plaque qui s'accroche aujourd'hui à ma poitrine, elle est comme un miroir ou je vois se refléter des demi-maisons fendues par une bombe, mais qui portaient cette pancarte : Business as usual.  J'y vois aussi les grandes affiches appelant au civisme, dans les gares : ‘ Is your journey really necessary ?’ ou d'autres encore ‘Take a five inch bath’.  Cela ne fait pas beaucoup d'eau, cinq inches; et il n'y avait pas un bobby dans chaque salle de bains pour constater qu'on respectait cette prescription.

Alors que nous nous étions échappés d'un pays où tout ce qu'on pouvait accomplir contre les lois - lois de l'occupant - était patriotique, en quelques jours, à l'exemple de nos hôtes, nous étions devenus des citoyens parfaits.

Je revois les nuits de blitz ponctuées de brasiers, et j'entends sous mes pas crisser les éclats de verre qui jonchaient les rues obscures. Je revois ces messieurs un peu bedonnants, habitués des clubs du quartier Saint James, la moustache rise en brosse et coiffés de leur casque plat, qui montaient sur les toits pour assurer leur tour de fire watching, alors que les projecteurs se croisaient et se décroisaient dans le ciel ; comme je revois ces jeunes femmes, en uniforme strict, souvent belles, qui conduisaient les voitures des headquarters, et ces jeunes filles aux joues roses et en culottes beiges qui constituaient la land army.  Il n'était personne qui ne prît part au combat.

Vous comprenez peut-être comment s'est formé l'étrange idiome que je parle quand je suis en territoire britannique, half French and half wartime English. Laissez que dans mon miroir pectoral, je contemple l'image du roi George et de toute la famille royale, admirable d'active sérénité, et symbolique parfaitement d'une nation admirable.

Laissez-moi rendre hommage à la Reine Elizabeth, aujourd'hui the Queen Mother, qui montrait une affection particulière aux Free French, venait souvent leur apporter le cadeau de son sourire, et portait une petite croix de Lorraine, en or, sur son corsage.  Remercions Dieu de nous l'avoir gardée, et qu'elle ait pu franchir le siècle, avec nous.

Oh ! je n'ai pas accompli de prouesses.  Je ne fus ni à Bir Hakeim, ni à Koufra.  Volontaire souvent contrarié, j’ai fait ce que j'ai pu, là où je me trouvais et avec les moyens que la nature m'avait donnés ! Je fus une des voix de la France libre, l’une des voix qui pouvaient parler pour la France prisonnière.

Les mots d'honneur et de patrie ne prennent la totalité de leur sens que pour les hommes qui ont été privés de ce qu’ils désignent.

On dit que les générations nouvelles n'y accordent aucun prix.  C'est qu'elles se croient sans menaces!

J'ai connu en France des hommes pour qui, avant la guerre, le drapeau, la nation n'avaient nulle importance, et qui même en professaient le mépris.  Ils se sont retrouvés chefs de réseau dans la Résistance.  Le traducteur de mes ouvrages en Grande-Bretagne, un cadet d'une très noble famille qui remontait, je crois, à Guillaume le Conquérant, commença, au sortir de l'adolescence, par être objecteur de conscience.  Puis il alla s'engager dans les Brigades internationales, durant la guerre d'Espagne, et il finit officier des Guards, aide de camp d'un field marshal.

Il est habituel d'entendre aussi les gens sans mémoire dire, bien légèrement, que, de toute manière, les Alliés auraient remporté la victoire.  Est-ce si sûr?

La Grande-Bretagne comptait quelques personnages peu nombreux, mais non des moindres, que séduisait l'ordre hitlérien, et d'autres, qui, devant la disproportion des forces en présence, et au nom d'un pragmatisme suicidaire, auraient été prêts à traiter avec l'ennemi, quel qu'en fût le prix.

La France, hélas, comptait davantage de représentants de ces deux catégories.  Le désastre de mai 40 leur permit de se saisir d'un faux pouvoir, d'un pouvoir vassal.

Les États-Unis, en dépit des efforts de quelques warmongers , étaient loin d'envoyer leurs fils du Texas ou du Wyoming mourir pour la liberté de leurs arrière-cousins, de l'autre côté de l'Océan.  Devant une Europe entièrement soumise et à l'armée allemande et à la contagion du nazisme, n'auraient-ils pas hésité plus encore à intervenir ? Car, là-bas aussi, il y avait des adeptes de l'hitlérisme dont les triomphes, à leurs yeux, justifiaient les atroces principes. 

S'il n'y avait pas eu Churchill, et sa formidable énergie pour soulever, inspirer, organiser toute l'énergie latente du peuple britannique, s'il n’ y avait pas eu Churchill pour rassembler toutes les forces et les ressources des dominions, pour héberger ou constituer des gouvernements européens en exil, s'il n'y avait pas eu Churchill pour inviter à Londres le Général De Gaulle, ne l'oublions jamais, afin qu'il y incarnât la France, avec ses exigences nécessaires mais parfois un peu irritantes, s'il n'y avait pas eu de juin 40 à juin 41 cette lonely year de la Grande-Bretagne, de ses aviateurs, de ses marins, de ses soldats, où elle fut l'unique et dernier bastion de nos libertés, les choses ne se fussent pas terminées de la même façon.

Peut-être les deux totalitarismes, le brun et le rouge, dont les principes et les méthodes procédaient de la même filiation hégélienne et marxiste, se seraient-ils entendus pour établir sur toute l'Europe des régimes, sans Dieu ni humanité, qui dureraient encore.  Le totalitarisme rouge a bien duré soixante-dix ans ! Le mur de Berlin n'est tombé que parce que de l'autre côté il y avait l'exemple du libéralisme.  Peut-être vivrions-nous tous sous une longue oppression qui, génération après génération, aurait fini par nous priver de notre âme…

..C’est bien ici pour moi le lieu et le jour d’affirmer que, en termes d’amitiés et d’union franco-britanniques, mes espérances sont illimitées.

Thank you from the very depth of my heart.

On January 11 2000, Maurice Druon was made Knight Commander of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire, at the British Embassy in Paris
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