The Bore War to Dunkirk
Introduction

· When war broke out in 1939 it was not a shock and the government had been making preparations for a Ministry of Information for some time

· Explain difficulties of planning and belief that the press would have to be managed

· Chamberlain govt generally obsessive about the control of information and felt propaganda was a dirty word meaning excessive exaggeration and lies, which was very unBritish. In May 1940 the New Statesman and Nation condemned the German practice of having writers formally attached to military companies as propaganda units.

Establishing MOI news policy

· The biggest difficulty the MOI would have to face would be that of news management. The problem was how could a government in a nation which prided itself on freedom of speech and information become an overbearing censor, particularly if and when it chose to fight in the name of freedom?

· The government decided not take-over the press or suppress editorial freedom, it would allow free debate and interpretation, but it would control the flow of all information to the press.

· The press got its news from press agencies, particularly Reuters, and so by controlling the great press agencies, essentially newsgathering organisations, the government gained the ability to filter, edit and censor information before passing it on to the press. 

· The big problem was whether the MOI could filter and handled the information quickly enough before passing it on to the press. In addition, it was obvious that the best and most relevant information was bound to come from the branches of the armed forces. The MOI therefore needed some sort of policy linking it with the War Office, Air Ministry and Admiralty. However, the services were incredibly secretive and did not want to let any information out. The infant MOI needed the government to make up its mind and provide firm policy direction.

· The newsreel companies felt the censorship issue most strongly. They had to shoot, develop, edit and distribute film rapidly. The system needed to provide them with good material quickly and then pass it fit for distribution. 

· The newsreel companies themselves were keen to be co-operative, they had followed a broadly conservative and non-radical line in the 1930s and were keen to help the state in wartime, but they did need the MOI to pass its material quickly and efficiently. In the first few months of the war the confused MOI was unable to do this and newsreels often appeared very dated by the time they reached the cinema. Eventually a special section was set up to deal with the rapid turn-round demanded by the newsreels. 

· BBC was left independent

The First Days

· BBC news scored its first great news coup through Chamberlain’s declaration of war long before the newspapers could respond 
· BBC reached 43-50 per cent of the population with its 9 o’clock news far outstripping any newspaper
· MOI chaotic in its early days and no real liaison with armed forces.

· The sending of the BEF to France For instance, when the BEF landed in France the British censor strongly denied it, but the French papers were carrying the story. 

· Press up in arms

· Not much to report – Bore War rather than Phoney War

· The winter of 1939-1940 brought heavy snowfalls and was the coldest for forty-five years, public transport ground to a halt, and the Channel froze at Folkestone and Dungeness. But, what was blindingly obvious to everyone was made an official secret, and the press was banned from commenting on it.
· It often had to rely on silly-season stories such as this classic from Dec 1939. The Daily Express in December 1939 in which Fred Emmett, an upholsterer with a toothbrush moustache and a heavy parting in his hair, told of his dismay at being confused with Hitler. Emmett commented, ‘It’s a nuisance, a blooming nuisance’; and he longed for the days of the Great War in which he served with the Royal Naval Air Service, ‘I was all right then. I wasn’t anything like the Kaiser.’

Case Studies

1) Hore-Belisha

· Explain Hore-Belisha

· Picture Post [EXPLAIN], 20 January 1940: war diary says Mr Hore-Belisha's exit (Jan 5th) is very probably due to clash with influential army officers who didn't like his reforms. 
· The Times was sneered at for defending Chamberlain's decision to sack him. The News Chronicle clearly saw it as a scandal. It is noted that the press spent much of 6th and 7th discussing the sacking. Sir Walter Citrine expressed his alarm to the TUC. Capt Liddell Hart, writing in the Sunday Chronicle, believed it was the culmination of a plot. Sunday Pictorial blamed a small clique of disaffected brass hats. January 8, there is talk of the TUC and Labour party demanding an immediate recall of Parliament over the issue. 
· Picture Post, 3 February: Says debate on Hore-Belisha on 16 Jan was a bit of a let down. Chamberlain stonewalled and Hore-Belisha said little. Attlee is criticised for turning his address into an attack on Hore-Belisha, thus undermining the exercise. The Times and Telegraph said it had all been dealt with now and it was time to move on, while the popular press saw it as an anti-climax with little clarified.
2) Battle of the River Plate

· EXPLAIN Churchill and attitude to MoI while at Admiralty.

· The Daily Express editorial on 18 December ridiculed the spirit of the Nazi navy after the Graf Spee had bolted for Montevideo and had then refused to meet its foes. A similar line was taken by British Movietone News, which castigated the Germans: ‘Ignominious end of the pocket battleship, sunk by Hitler, rather than face again the British naval squadron.’ While the Daily Mirror sarcastically pointed out the hypocrisy of Nazi protests at Britain’s violation of Norwegian neutrality. The paper also carried photographs of children giving ironic Nazi salutes to the British sailors, their faces bathed with grins. British children seemed to be proof of the stuff of the race and had had their conceptions of British power and Nazi inferiority proven.
· Picture Post issued a special souvenir issue commemorating the battle, packed with exciting photographs of the combat and grinning sailors giving the thumbs up.

· The cartoonist of the Daily Express encapsulated it in a vision of Nelson coming down from his column to buy a newspaper telling of the victory. A few weeks later, celebrating Philip Vian’s cocky signal to the men on the Altmark, it carried a cartoon of Drake, Collingwood, Frobisher, Nelson and ‘The Navy is Here’ spelt out in flag signals with the headline ‘‘Island race has not lost its daring.’
3) Evacuation

· The public image: It is not hard to find the evidence; that is how it was reported in the newsreels, Daily Express, and the Daily Mirror: ‘they packed up their troubles in their old kit bags and smiled, smiled, smiled’.
· The Daily Express reported ‘Florence, of EC1, sees first village’, and Hilde Marchant added: ‘no sandbags, no air raid shelters – just the warmth and peace of an English country village. Their wit and Cockney imaginations will flourish in this gentle setting.’

· THE INTENSITY OF THE ENSUING PUBLIC DEBATE

4) BEF and news coverage

· War reporting had a low profile. Stories about the BEF were to concentrate on the camaraderie spirit which prevailed with the French. The objective of the government was to use the press to provide home front and soldiers with stories designed to boost their morale.

· The BEF therefore left without one formally attached war correspondent and it was not until October that a formal Directorate of Public Relations was created at BEF HQ.

· The BEF HQ was in Arras, and a Press Centre was established for accredited journalists. Following Great War practice, the press was deemed a subsection of the work of military intelligence.

· The DMI BEF was Major-General Noel Mason-Macfarlane. He had numerous war, sporting and hunting wounds, had served as military attaché in quite a few embassies, had once offered personally to shoot Hitler, and suffered from recurring bouts of pain from his injuries which he mitigated with brandy. As one of his staff officers remarked, ‘his relations with the Press were particularly cordial’. 

· Mason-Mac got on well with the correspondents, particularly Charles Graves of the Daily Mail and Bernard Gray of the Daily Mirror. Along with Gort, he also helped the BBC to establish a forces service. 

· War correspondents at Arras were given the honorary title of captain and provided with a batman. They were officer’s uniform without rank insignia and a ‘C’ badge for ‘correspondent’; some suggested it should be War Correspondent.
· The regulations binding with correspondents were still based on those drawn up by the War Office in 1918. Many of the senior ranking BEF officers remembered the press from the Great War, and for some it was an old boys’ reunion. Major-General John Beith Hay, better known as Ian Hay, was the Chief Censor at the War Office. Sir Philip Gibbs returned as war correspondent for the Daily Sketch and C.E. Montague’s son, Evelyn, took on the task for the Manchester Guardian.

· There were usually about 20 correspondents at Arras at any one time, although about 60 came and went in total including American and Dominion correspondents. US correspondents were allowed the same privileges as British and Dominion press, unlike the more restricted access of other foreign correspondents. The BBC had a team which included Charles Gardner and there were also newsreel teams.

· Journalists had to have a liaison officer conducting them on any trip and a daily press conference was given by Mason-Mac in one of the hotels. 
· As the months passed each correspondent was usually granted at least one interview with Gort, and nothing was published until it had been through the WO censor.
· Relations were generally good, but there were problems with anything involving liaison with the French army, which remained notoriously suspicious of the press.
· However, the journalists did feel the pressure to produce a constant stream of good news stories.
· Richard Dimbleby largely abandoned serious news for light entertainment, and eventually asked for a transfer such was the lack of scope.
·  On 10 May, the day the German assault in the west commenced, Philip Gibbs and the British United Press correspondent, Richard Macmillan, were away, and Kim Philby, already a Soviet spy and Times correspondent was probably in Paris. A bomb dropped near the Hotel L’Univers that morning, and the press corps were told of the BEF’s advance into Belgium.

· The press corps did not go forward with the frontline troops but went with the BEF HQ to Lille. Most of the Intelligence Section was left behind, however, by Mason-Mac did come forward.

· Much of the BEF’s high command did not expect much in the way of resistance from the Belgians, but at first the press was given a stream of good news stories about the advance of the BEF, which was true, as the BEF ploughed on into the German trap meeting remarkably little resistance.
· Details of what the correspondents were actually allowed to do are sketchy, but they seem to kept up visits with liaison officers and travelled back to Arras each day to file them, but they rarely got anywhere near the real front line.
· But on 13 May Mason-Mac did start dribbling in the bad news of the BEF and French check in Belgium. It was a clear breach of the MoI’s rules, however, none of it reached final copy in the papers.
· Certainly by 15 May he had informed the press of the very serious position now that the Germans had crossed the Meuse. The small team of reporters attached to the RAF’s Advanced Air Striking Force at Reims were certainly getting the impression of a distinct threat to Sedan.
· Mason-Mac gave another pessimistic conference on 17 May before being pressed into action as a frontline commander. Some of this information was reported on that evening’s midnight news on the BBC.
· As the BEF’s HQ became more and more directed to fighting the desperate battle at hand, news about it dried up and the British media carried few stories about it from 17 May, and they were ordered back to Arras.
· On 18 May the chief liaison officer told them they no longer had a function – showing that the BEF’s main concern was always good news stories – and that they should prepare to be evacuated and the Arras teleprinter was destroyed.
· They were going to be moved to Boulogne, but on 19 May German bombers destroyed the newly opened press centre and the only means of communication with London was now via King’s Messenger. 
· In the meantime the British journalists attached to the French army were basically getting nothing at all.
· On 21 May the press corps was loaded onto evacuation ships, the conducting officers burnt all of their archive files on the quayside and then went off in search of drink. Ronnie Noble of Universal complained in his autobiography that he was virtually flung out of France. He lamented the lack of newsreel-men because it deprived Britain of a film record of an extremely important event in its history.
· Once back in Britain, Charles Martin of Pathe managed to get passage on a warship bound for Dunkirk on 23 May and he took the now famous and only existing newsreel footage of the scenes on the beaches. 
· Although presenting a good public image was fairly low down Churchill’s priorities in this the first few, and amazingly dramatic, days of his premiership, he began to realise that he was losing the international news and propaganda campaign as almost the only source of rolling news was coming from the Germans. The BBC monitoring service was overwhelmed trying to track German communiqués and broadcasts.
· From 13 May, but especially from 19 May, Churchill was ratcheting up the rhetorical spin in the Commons, but all of it was sombre and hinted at the coming disaster. 
· On 23 May Duff Cooper requested a new brief for the press, but was given very little to go on.
· At the same time, Mason-Mac’s independent command was crumbling and on 25 May he was ordered to GHQ and told to go home and prepare the ground for the fact that Gort was going to evacuate the BEF. 
· Mason-Mac was in London on 27 and began a round of meetings explaining the dire situation of the BEF. He also told both Harold Nicolson, Parliamentary Under-Secretary at the MoI and Duff Cooper that blame should be put firmly on the Belgians for collapsing and opening the BEF’s flank.
· Duff Cooper met Churchill and expressed his concerns that the public would be stupefied by the announcement of evacuation and defeat given the fact that so much of the news had been anodyne over the last week or so despite the odd hint at very heavy fighting. Churchill told him that the Belgians were going to sign an armistice the next day and this would give them their public get-out.
· Duff Cooper insisted that something had to be said immediately, and that evening he made a broadcast on the BBC:

· ‘The news is grave. There is no pretending it is not. But there is no cause for serious alarm, still less for panic.’

· The next day, 28, Mason-Mac gave the press a conference and told them that it was their job to prepare the British public for a shock.
· ‘I am afraid that there is going to be a considerable shock for the British public. It is your duty to act as shock absorbers and I have prepared, with my counterpart at the War Office, a statement which can be published, subject to censorship.’
· Mason-Mac then proceeded to break all MoI rules, as he had done in France, but stressing that full-gone disaster loomed, but the fault lay with inter-war politicians who had not equipped the army properly, the French, Dutch and Belgians, who had let Britain down:
· ‘The BEF has fought what has amounted to almost a lone fight against the massed spearhead of the German attack [UNTRUE], in the shape of vast motorized formations… It is now no secret that on several fronts, the French failed to withstand the assault. Let there be no recriminations [!].’ 
· Next morning the papers were full of blame for the French army causing the French Ambassador to complain passionately to Nicolson. 
· The next evening Mason-Mac gave a speech in the popular Postscript slot following the 9 o’clock news giving much the same line, but toning down the direct incrimination of the French.
· Unfortunately, the WO did not tell the MoI about this plan and Duff Cooper summoned Mason-Mac to give him a telling off. The two men had a real ding-dong, and Mason-Mac stormed out.
· On 29 May KGVI sent a telegram to Gort which was made public. Basically, it was a good luck and God bless message. The British public could be in no doubt now.
· 30 May the BBC began the stories of the evacuation.
· Duff Cooper flew to Paris on 2 June and requested the French to calm down their ludicrously optimistic public statements as it was making the allies look foolish.
· The correspondents certainly did their job churning out a range of articles about the splendid BEF, the brilliance of its intrepid evacuation and its desire to have another crack at the Hun. 
· On 31 May, Hilde Marchant, the Daily Express's correspondent at Dover reported the arrival of British soldiers evacuated from Dunkirk. She wrote, 'tired, dirty, hungry they came back - unbeatable.' A similar sentiment was expressed in the Daily Mirror, 'And still they came back - Gort's unbreakables.'

· On 5 June J.B. Priestley gave his famous Postscript on Dunkirk. For Priestley, only the British could have come up with Dunkirk, when triumph was snatched from defeat. 'This is not the German way', he explained, for the Germans would never make such mistakes because they are machines without souls.
· In fact, the heroism of the BEF set a benchmark for the British people, according to the press they had to emulate their example, which would be stressed when the Blitz commenced. 

· Such was the level of jubilation, Churchill himself pointed out that ‘we must be very careful not to assign to this deliverance the attributes of victory. Wars are not won by evacuations.’

· In response, the British people gave the BEF an extremely warm welcome. As the evacuated men landed in the ports of south east England, particularly Dover, it was the people of Kent who greeted them first. Mass-Observation noted that volunteers turned out day and night to meet the trains in the stations, providing soldiers with drinks and refreshments.

· Much of the left and centre-left press also needed no second invitation to condemn inter-war politicians. The New Statesman and Nation fulminated against those famously dubbed ‘Guilty Men’ by Michael Foot, Frank Owen (also Standard) and Peter Howard (Sunday Express) in their hurriedly produced book of the same name under the pseudonym, Cato.
· Of course, the Battle of France was not actually over. On 11 June a small contingent including Bernard Gray, Kim Philby and Ronnie Noble, a newsreel cameraman, set off with conducting officers for France. They were attached to the 51 Highland Division, the only unit of the British army still in France, and they reported what they saw, a fairly discipline withdrawal of the division towards St Valery, refugees everywhere and no sign of the French army.
· The combination of guilty men at home and dodgy foreigners abroad helped saved the reputation of the British army, and it was a stab in the back myth very carefully constructed by Mason-Mac which fell on fertile ground. Senior army commanders if they did not actually connive with Mason-Mac, certainly turned a blind eye to it, and did not complain about his version of events. However, for those wishing to see a bigger conspiracy, it could be argued that Gort had decided the battle was hopeless very early on and the BEF’s high command used Mason-Mac to spread its version first. Mason-Mac became a Labour MP in 1945.
Conclusion

· The Bore War gave way to real war and along the way pointed out all of the problems inherent in the govt’s information policy and the dire need to establish a better mechanism, particularly with the service ministries.

