Churchill believed he could charm anyone - even Stalin. Yet the dictator humiliated him with insults, lies and foul-mouthed jokes
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Winston Churchill led Britain through the most perilous years this country has ever faced. 
With his warrior's instinct, he galvanised a demoralised population and pushed our fighting forces to the limit to thwart Nazi Germany. 

Next week sees the 70th anniversary of the outbreak of World War II, and the Mail is commemorating the anniversary with a two-week series by Max Hastings. 

Here, in part eight, he tells the story of Churchill's long campaign to tame the Russian Bear.

Winston Churchill hated communism and distrusted Russians. He once told his Cabinet that trying to maintain good relations with a communist was like wooing a crocodile. 'You do not know whether to tickle it under the chin or beat it on the head. When it opens its mouth you cannot tell whether it is trying to smile, or preparing to eat you up.'

He had a history of implacable anti-Red attitudes all the way back to the Bolshevik revolution in 1917, and yet he saw more clearly than most of the British Establishment that, if Hitler was to be beaten, the Soviet Union and its tyrannical leader, Josef Stalin, must be embraced as an ally. 
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Winston Churchill and Josef Stalin at Yalta in 1945: Flattery got the PM nowhere

When, in 1941, Hitler pulled away from trying to invade Britain and instead attacked his erstwhile ally, the Soviet Union, Churchill drew on his very best oratory to explain his position to the British on the radio.

'No one has been a more consistent opponent of Communism than I have,' he declared, 'and I will unsay no word that I have spoken about it. But now the past, with its crimes, its follies, and its tragedies, flashes away.

'I see Russian soldiers guarding their homes. I see advancing upon them in hideous onslaught the Nazi war machine, with its clanking, heel-clicking Prussian officers and the dull, drilled, docile, brutish masses of the Hun soldiery plodding on like a swarm of crawling locusts.

'I see the German bombers and fighters in the sky, still smarting from many a British whipping, delighted to find what they believe is an easier and a safer prey.

'I have to declare the decision of His Majesty's Government that any man or state who fights on against Nazidom will have our aid. The Russian danger is therefore our danger, the cause of any Russian fighting for his hearth and home is the cause of free men and free people in every quarter of the globe.'

His words received the acclaim of most British people, but inspired doubts among some Tory MPs and senior officers. 

Repugnance towards the bloodstained Soviets ran deep through the upper echelons of British society. They recoiled from making common cause with communists.

One general thought it 'limp-wristed' to be having any truck with Moscow. A Tory MP warned that 'Russians need treating quite differently and far more roughly than ordinary people. They are not Old Etonians'.

'Any Russian fighting for his home is our cause too'

, and the public at large, enthusiasm for Churchill's declaration of support for Russia was overwhelming. Londoner Vere Hodgson thought that 'the Russians have not been too nice to us in the past, but now we have to be friends and help one another'.

With notable sagacity, she added: 'Stalin looks such an unpleasant kind of individual. Somehow I think he is more a match for Hitler than we are.'

She was entirely right. It was never plausible that, in order to defeat Hitler, British people would have been willing to eat each other. 

But the Russians did so during the siege of Leningrad. Indeed, they endured many worse things between 1941 and 1945, which spared the Western Allies from choices such as the British prime minister never flinched from, but his people did.

Neither the British nor the American public were willing to accept millions of casualties to match the attritional role of the Red Army at Stalingrad, Kursk, and in a hundred lesser bloodbaths.

Both Western countries sent aid and arms to the Russians, though the planes and tanks were often of inferior quality. The quantity of supplies from Britain, short of money and with its own war to fight, never lived up to Churchill's extravagant promises.

The principal reality of World War II was that Russians did most of the dying that was necessary to undo Nazism, while the Western powers advanced at their own measured pace towards a long-delayed confrontation with the German army in Europe.

The Americans and British flattered themselves that they were shaping the policies which would bring about the destruction of Nazism. Yet in truth, every option they considered and every operation they executed remained subordinate to the struggle on the Eastern Front.

The Western Allies were never responsible for the defeat of Germany's main armies. They merely assisted the Russians to accomplish this.

And if Roosevelt and Churchill had the satisfaction of occupying higher moral ground than Stalin, it is hard to dispute the Soviet warlord's superior claim to be called the architect of victory. 
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Goodwill: Churchill (left), Franklin D. Roosevelt (centre) and Stalin (right) with their advisers at the Yalta Agreement talks which was instrumental to the partitioning of Germany and the inception of the United Nations

In informed British political and military circles, however, there was no scintilla of guilt about Soviet sacrifices.

From Churchill downwards, there was an overwhelming and not unreasonable perception that whatever miseries and losses fell upon the Russian people, the policies of their own government - above all the 1939 Nazi-Soviet Pact between Hitler and Stalin - were chiefly responsible.

The first time Churchill came face to face with Stalin was to give him the unwelcome news that there was no immediate prospect of Britain and the U.S. opening up a Second Front by landing in France.

In a massive conference room in the Kremlin, with a view over the Moscow river, he told the Soviet leader that any such venture must be on a small scale, and thus assuredly doomed. 

 

It could do no service to Russia's cause. He spoke about the RAF's campaign systematically to destroy Hitler's cities with a ruthlessness he assumed the Soviet leader would applaud.

But this was 1942, and Russia's predicament, with the Germans at the gates of Stalingrad, was desperate. Stalin could no more regard Britain and the U.S. as comradesin-arms than might a man thrashing in a sea of sharks look in fellowship upon spectators cheering him on from a boat.

The infinitely devious Stalin, clad in a lilac tunic and cotton trousers tucked into long boots, gazed blankly at the wall or the floor as he listened to Churchill. There were no immediate tantrums, just a mocking observation that 'a man who is not prepared to take risks cannot win a war'.

The two leaders parted in what Churchill perceived as 'an atmosphere of goodwill'. But he was fooling himself. At their second meeting, a glacial Stalin taunted and upbraided him. Churchill remembered him 'lying back puffing at his pipe, with his eyes half closed, emitting streams of insults'.

The prime minister was not to know that Stalin had an edge on him. Through spies in London - traitors such as Anthony Blunt and Kim Philby - the Kremlin had advance knowledge of the positions and policies the British would take and what they hoped to achieve. Stalin was able to orchestrate his performance precisely from start to finish, with every nicety of courtesy and insult adjusted accordingly.

Churchill left the meeting smarting and angry. In private, all his latent animosity towards the Soviets bubbled forth, revived by abuse from the leader who 18 months earlier had been content to collude in Hitler's rape of Europe.

That night the British attended a banquet, accompanied by an orgy of toasts. Even the Soviets were impressed by the quantities of alcohol consumed by both their own leader and Churchill, but neither gave anything away. 'When great affairs of state are at stake, alcohol tastes like water and one's head is always clear,' Stalin maintained.

Later on, he invited Churchill to his private quarters to relax and talk man to man. After several hours, Churchill, who always prided himself on his ability to win round doubters by sheer force of personality and woo them to his side, came away satisfied that he had established some sort of rapport.

He left Moscow feeling his visit had achieved as much as was possible, in bleak circumstances. He had displayed the highest gifts of statesmanship, placing a brave face upon bad tidings and never flinching when his host lashed out at him. One of his aides wrote: 'No one but the Prime Minister could have got so far with Stalin.'

With his spies in London, Stalin always had the edge

It was all delusion. Churchill's faith in the power of his personality to alter outcomes was occasionally justified in his dealings with the American President, Franklin D. Roosevelt, but he never managed it with Stalin. 

He kept telling himself otherwise. 'I have had very nice talks with the Old Bear,' he wrote to his wife, Clementine, after another face-to-face meeting with Stalin in Moscow two years later. 'I like him the more I see him. They respect us here and I am sure they wish to work with us.'

He couldn't have been more wrong. He was being played for a sucker. If Stalin was showing unaccustomed Russian civility and even warmth to the British prime minister it was because he no longer had any need for him.

The military situation had changed. It was late in 1944 and the German armies were on the retreat in both east and west. Stalin was in the ascendancy in the east.

His Red Army, having already rolled up Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria, was about to pour into Poland and on into Germany.

None of the assurances he gave about not bending those countries to the Soviet will was being honoured.

What he wanted he would take, and there was nothing Churchill could do about it.

Stalin could always raise a laugh from his courtiers by saying, as he often did: 'We f***ed England!'

As battlefield victories marked out the shape of the post-war world, Churchill had one success - he persuaded Stalin not to set his sights on Greece. But his most notable failure was Poland.

Britain had gone to war in 1939 over Poland, after Hitler invaded it. Throughout the war there had been a Polish government in exile in London. A quarter of a million Polish soldiers and airmen fought on the Allied side. But Churchill had to concede that it was 'Moscow's Poles' who would rule in Warsaw. 
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Failure: Hitler's troops invade Poland, only for the country to be later taken by the Soviets - exactly what Churchill did not want

He was mortified by this outcome. It seemed to him unbearably tragic that impending Allied victory should merely offer a new servitude to the people on whose behalf Britain had declared war on Germany. Yet this was the case.

This October 1944 Moscow visit ended with the usual round of banquets. Churchill and Stalin talked freely. The Soviet leader even came to the airfield in the rain to see the prime minister off and the two men parted with every evidence of cordiality.

This inspired in Churchill another brief surge of illusion that he had forged an understanding with Stalin which might yield fruits. It was soon clear from Soviet actions on the ground, however, that Stalin had acted with complete and unembarrassed mendacity.

As the war entered its final months, the Yalta summit meeting in February 1945 was Churchill's last chance to try to get a grip of the Russian bear. Here the post-war settlement of Europe would be agreed once and for all, and the prime minister still had high hopes of having some influence on international affairs.

His arrival at the Black Sea resort with Roosevelt was inauspicious. The U.S. President was desperately ill and a wreck of his former self. He had to be assisted into a jeep to inspect a Russian guard of honour, with Churchill walking beside him.

There followed a nightmare sixhour drive along terrible roads. 'What a hole!' Churchill exclaimed. Later, he described the resort bleakly as 'the Riviera of Hades'.

With a paranoid Stalin surrounded by a phalanx of armed guards and a paralysed Roosevelt in a wheelchair, the lively and outgoing Churchill came over as something of a Renaissance figure. 'He combines more talents than either Stalin or Roosevelt,' an American reporter conceded.

Churchill was pleased with himself. As he saw it, here gathered together were the three most powerful men on earth, 'the world at our feet, some 25 million men marching at our orders by land and sea. We seemed to be friends'. Such romantic illusions were soon banished as, for the British, the Yalta experience became progressively more distressing.

The prime minister opened on an entirely false note, seeking to flatter the Russians by inviting their advice on large-scale river crossings such as the one the British and American forces were about to attempt over the Rhine to enter Germany's heartland.

Stalin, in his turn, asked Roosevelt and Churchill what they would like the Red Army to do - for all the world as if their answer might cause him to alter his deployments. Churchill replied that the Red Army should just keep going.

Winston was mortified by what happened to Poland


 

The Soviets always knew, however, that British dollops of flattery masked a fundamental hostility to their objectives. 'Our guards compared Churchill to a poodle wagging its tail to please Stalin,' wrote Sergo Beria, the son of Stalin's sinister and sadistic secret police chief, Lavrenti Beria.

Stalin was astonishingly amiable, as well he might be, as the most conspicuous profiteer from the war. The sick Roosevelt drifted in and out of consciousness of the proceedings. When he engaged, it was to accede to Soviet views. He seemed to be trying to distance himself from Churchill whenever he could as a way of reaching out to Stalin.

Again and again, the British found themselves isolated. Churchill opposed the ' dismemberment' of Germany, to which Stalin was committed, and also argued against imposing extravagant reparations on the vanquished. But the Americans and Russians had already settled on a provisional figure of $20 billion, of which the Soviet Union was to receive half.

In Churchill's eyes, the foremost business of Yalta was the future of Poland and whether he could snatch at least a shred of democratic freedom for its people. Stalin brushed him off with his usual serpentine skill, promising elections of a sort but nothing more.

Churchill professed satisfaction. An agreement had been reached about Poland, which, if Stalin kept his word, might sustain some fig leaf of democracy.

Back in Britain, he was welcomed home as if he were a hero. 'You now appear to your countrymen to be the greatest statesman as well as the greatest warrior,' proclaimed his friend Lord Beaverbrook with accustomed extravagance. But in the House of Commons there was profound anxiety about the outcome of Yalta, and its implications for the Poles.

Churchill told the Cabinet that he was 'quite sure' Stalin 'meant well to the world and to Poland'. He told the Commons: 'I repudiate any suggestion that we are making a questionable compromise or yielding to force or fear.

'The Poles will have their future in their own hands, with the single limitation that they must honestly follow a policy friendly to Russia. That is surely reasonable. I know of no government which stands to its obligations more solidly than the Russian Soviet Government.'

Over a drink in the smoking room afterwards with friends, he said that he did not see what else he could have done at Yalta. He had had no choice but to accept Stalin's assurances. 
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Allies: Churchill drafted a fierce cable to Roosevelt (left) over Soviet oppression in Poland, but it was vetoed

No course short of war with Russia could have saved Polish democracy in 1945, and only a compound of vanity and despair could have caused Churchill to pretend otherwise.

The Soviet Union believed that, having paid overwhelmingly the heaviest price to achieve the defeat of Hitler, it had thus purchased the right to determine the future of Eastern Europe in accordance with its own security interests. And the Western Allies lacked power to contrive any different outcome.

In the last months of Churchill's war premiership, his satisfaction about the defeat of Germany and the Nazis' imminent downfall was almost entirely over-shadowed by his dismay at the triumph of Soviet tyranny in Eastern Europe.

Stalin flouted Yalta in both its spirit and its letter. Almost daily, news reached Downing Street of savage Soviet oppression in Poland and the deportation to labour camps of thousands of non-communists. Churchill drafted a fierce cable to Stalin, for which he invited American approval. The dying Roosevelt vetoed it.

A stream of messages followed from Churchill, emphasising the urgency and gravity of the Polish situation. Most went unanswered.

For years Churchill had danced around the Russian bear, but in the end it had caught him and cuffed him out of the ring. When it came to determining the shape of postwar Europe, he was irrelevant.

But perhaps he would have one last snap at the bear's heels. He told Jock Colville, his private secretary, that he would refuse to be cheated over Poland, 'even if we go to the verge of war with Russia'. And, as we will see tomorrow, that is precisely what he drew up plans to do. 

He held court in his bath-tub
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They were dubbed the 'knights of the bath' in recognition of the strange way they often met Churchill. Sitting around him as he soaked in the tub, Lord Beaverbrook and Brendan Bracken would discuss with him matters great and small.

It was often asserted that these 'cronies' were unsuitable intimates. The press tycoon Beaverbrook in particular was wilful and intrusive, occupying an astonishing amount of the PM's precious time and attention.

He exercised notable power as minister of aircraft production, then as minister of supply. He made much mischief and often urged the PM to do the wrong thing.

Oddly, Churchill never appeared to notice his friend's cowardice. During the Blitz, Beaverbrook would retire to the country as often as possible, or go abroad for long trips.

Bracken, Churchill's familiar for a decade before the war, enjoyed ready access as well, much resented by rivals. Ministers and officials were sometimes shocked by the casual way he called the PM 'Winston'.

Nonetheless, this clever, elusive Irishman provided Churchill with a useful source of intelligence and gossip and served as a successful minister of information.

The 'cronies' were viewed by Churchill's critics as charlatans who led him astray. But the truth is that most of Churchill's wilder schemes derived from his own supremely fertile imagination, not from mischief-makers in his inner circle.

As Jock Colville, his private secretary, wrote: 'He approached a problem as he himself saw it and of all the men I have ever known he was the least liable to be swayed by the views of even his most intimate counsellors.'

• Extracted from Finest Years: Churchill As Warlord published by HarperPress on September 3, 2009, at £25. To order a copy for £22.50 (inc p&p) call 0845 155 0720.
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