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Mr. Ernest Thurtle, Parliamentary Secretary to
the Ministry of Information, speaking at Northampton this

afternoon said:

It is now more than two and a half years since the war started, and we are

bound to face the fact that as things are the struggle looks like lasting for some

time yet. We have already suffered grievously and as the war comes to a climax it

is, I fear, probable that our sufferings and sacrifices may be still greater, I

would rather like, therefore, to take the opportunity which this meeting provides
this afternoon to discuss with you the significance of this desperate struggle to

ourselves and our children. It is, I believe, well for us to have cleanly in our

minds why, long and difficult though the road has been along which we have already
travelled, long and difficult though it may be before victory is achieved, yet it is

nevertheless imperative for us to keep on, with undiminished vigour and determination,
until that goal is finally obtained.

To get a proper picture in our minds of what is at stake in this war it is, I

believe, necessary to look back a few years and recall how and why we decided the

war had to be fought. Let us consider the mood of the country in the years which

preceded the Munich crisis of 1938. The British people at that time regarded war

with abhorrence. The memories of the last war’s sufferings and miseries remained

too vivid for our attitude to be otherwise. As a nation we found, it difficult to

believe that any country with that memory of the past before it, would be ready to

provoke another war. It is true we were subjected to some alarming experiences.
Japan’s rape of China, Mussolini's outrage on Abyssinia, were real shocks to our

optimism. Then, too, we became more and more conscious of threats and bombast

of Hitler. These were disturbing, even alarming yet it still did not seem that war

was inevitable. Occasionally Hitler spoke almost like a reasonable man, with limited

objectives.

It is true that in his own country he and his associates were doing brutal,

tyrannical things, utterly repugnant to our way of life and our conceptions of

justice and fair play. Yet he also spoke as a man who wanted merely to restore

the honour of his country, to obtain adequate living space for his people and to

unite the German people under one flag. Constantly, too, he was posing as an ex-
soldier who hated war. Then came the Munich crisis. That was for our people a

period of mixed emotions.

Those who were old enough to remember vividly the eve of the great war which

began in 1914 knew that the feelings aroused in the Munich crisis were very different

from those aroused 22 years earlier. In 1914 we did not know what war on the grand

scale meant to us all. In 1938 we did know, and that background of knowledge made a

great deal of difference. And along with our memory of what had happened the last

time was our knowledge of what aerial bombardment had been doing in recent years in

Spain, China and Abyssinia, and this had been supplemented by our own A.R.P.

propaganda.

When, therefore, in the last few days of the crisis the distribution of gasmasks took place, and there began a feverish digging of protective trenches in

available open spaces, there came on our people a realisation of the horrors and

terrors of war such as had never existed before. In these circumstances it is not

to be wondered at that the sense of relief experienced when the threatened tragedy

had, as it seemed, been avoided, was overwhelming in character.

After that crisis events moved swiftly and tragically. Between September 1938

and the outbreak of war in September 1939, the British people went through a process

of education a.t the hands of Hitler, education in his technique of treachery and the

utter worthlessness of his word. At first they had been inclined, to some extent,
to give him the benefit of the doubt. But when outrages and broken promises
followed one another in steady succession, culminating in the brutal subjugation of

the Czechs in the Spring of 1939, the real nature of this threat to the principles
and decencies of civilisation became clear beyond misunderstanding . The educational

process was complete. T he Nazi leader had taught us that what we were faced with was

either submission to Totalitarianism, with all its brutalities and tyranny, or war.

And so, when the time finally, came in September 1939, the British people, in spite
of their hatred of war, and their knowledge of all the suffering it involved, were

firm and resolute in their choice.
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The fact is that when this war started, the British people were as nearly

unanimous as they are ever likely to be. They still hated war, hut they hated more

the evil things cf which Nazi Germany had become representative, and which constituted

a menace to the peace and liberty of the whole world. They knew that, even in the last

hours before war, peace could have been bought at a price, but it was a price they

were not prepared to pay, since it meant yet another surrender to brute force and

intolerance. I well remember a dramatic revelation of the strength of this feeling
in Parliament the night before war was declared.

A statement made by Mr. Chamberlain that evening created the impression - an
erroneous one, as subsequent events proved - that the British Government was weakening
in its determination to keep its pledge to Poland and stand firm against Nazi aggression.
The result was a Parliamentary manifestation of resentment almost unparalleled in its

fierceness. On a superficial view that demonstration might have seemed to indicate

that Parliament was eager for war. In fact it signified nothing of the kind. What

it represented was the deep conviction that, if we weakened then in our stand against

aggression, after having been so deeply sworn, the battle for freedom might be lost for

generations to come.

How right this country was to make a stand at that point has been proved by
what has since come to light. Hitler was out to trick us once again. We were

faced then with a real conspiracy to destroy our freedom and civilisation, by trickery

and fraud if possible: failing that, by force. We have only to read the published
diplomatic documents of our own and of the French to see the cunning tactics Hitler

employed. There were schemes to get us to break our word to Poland, there were

schemes to create a division between ourselves and the French. Last, and by no means

least, there was Von Ribbentrop’s masterpiece of the utterly insincere and hypocritical
Pact of Friendship with Soviet Russia. This last was deliberately designed to frighten
France and ourselves into submission. Happily for the cause of liberty it did not

succeed.

Well, so much for what brought us once again into the horrors of war. What

has happened since? We have had many hard blows, and have suffered grievous

disappointments and tragedies. There was the terrible shock of the collapse of France.

There was the tragic yet glorious epic of the retreat from Dunkirk. There was the

retreat from Norway, the retreat from Greece, and the loss of Crete. There was the

fierce and reckless bombing of our cities and towns. Still more recently we have

suffered and are suffering hard blows in the Far East from Japan.

These things are indeed a sad catalogue of misfortunes, and it would be foolish

to minimise them, but don't let us get into the habit of thinking that so far the war

has been one long series of setbacks. This is far from the case. We have had our

triumphs on land, on sea, and in the air. The battle of Britain, in which our

glorious young airmen undoubtedly saved this country from the horrors of invasion, was

a truly magnificent triumph of courage and skill. The smashing up of Mussolini’s

African Empire, and the restoration of ravaged Abyssinia - the first great act of

restitution in this war - was a notable military achievement. As for our great Navy,

it has achieved many spectacular triumphs, in addition to the unspectacular but

nevertheless vitally important triumph of keeping open our life lines across the

oceans. These are great achievements in which we may well take pride, and I have

no doubt there will be many more such reasons for pride in our fighting men as time

goes on.

But leaving aside this tale of triumphs and disasters, what is the position of

the British people today? As I see it, we are still faced with the choice which

confronted us when the war began - either we fight hard or go down into slavery. The

menace is still what it was. Defeat for us would mean the same kind of brutalities,

cruelties, hardships and humiliations which the Nazis have inflicted on the peoples

they have already conquered. They would smash our system of national and local

government. All our liberties, political and civil, would disappear. Institutions

like trade unions and co-operative societies would be destroyed. Freedom of speech

and assembly would disappear. The workers would pass into a kind of industrial

serfdom, and the concentration camp or worse would be the lot of many. These,

without exaggeration, are some of the horrors which would come upon us if we went down

in this struggle.

And let us bear in mind there is no escape from this fate in compromise.
Hitler and his gang would no doubt be glad to arrange a compromise peace. But you

cannot compromise with perjurers and betrayers, whose avowed objective is to bring
about your ruin and subjection. /A
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A compromise peace would only mean for Hitlerite Germany a short breathing space,
while they were getting ready to achieve their purpose of domination thoroughly
and finally. And so, unless we are prepared to forfeit all those things we cherish,
all the things for which our forefathers fought and struggled and sacrificed, and

forfeit them not only for ourselves, but also for our children and generations yet
to come - unless we are prepared for this, we have got to see this war through to

a victorious finish. Let me not be misunderstood. There is no sign of faltering
or wavering on the part of the British people, and I do not think there ever will

be, but it is well that we should be crystal clear as to what is involved in this

struggle.

And now lot me, without any pretensions to being a prophet, turn for a short

time to the future. We are undoubtedly passing through a bleak period of setbacks

and disappointments, and it may well be that things will go worse before they go
better. Yet I submit that if we look at the war as a whole it presents some very

heartening features. What is happening in the Pacific is gravely disturbing, end

we can well understand the anxieties - anxieties which we share - of Australia, and

India, and New Zealand. The plain fact is, however, that in spite of Japan’s

spectacular successes, Hitlerite Germany remains the most formidable centre of the

Totalitarian Powers, and that when Germany’s power is broken Japan will become a

problem not difficult to deal with. This, I submit, is not wishful thinking, but

plain fact.

And when we think of the struggle against Germany these days we think in

particular of the truly magnificent resistance which Soviet Russia has put up

against Hitler’s onslaught. The way Russia has fought back against the treacherous

attack of last June has been an inspiration to us all. Because of the treachery of

that attack the Russians were taken by surprise and they lost a great deal of

territory and endured great sacrifices. We watched the German war machine

advancing in spite of the heroic courage and sacrifices of the Russians. We heard

Hitler bombastically boasting that the Russian armies were about to be finally
crushed and that Moscow and Leningrad would soon be in his hands. The weeks passed,
but Moscow did not fall; Leningrad did not fall. Then came the miracle of the

Rostov counterattack, and from that time the Russian armies have been delivering

blow after blow against the Fascist invader, regaining great areas of territory and

inflicting enormous losses on the enemy in men and materials. It has been a

truly wonderful performance, and our people have watched it with intense admiration

and gratitude.

Now the Spring and Summer are coming and this titanic struggle is likely to

increase to a new intensity. The Germans are again beginning to boast of what

they are going to do to our Russian Ally. Well, we shall see. It is always

foolish to prophesy in war, but in view of what has happened so far I find it

difficult to believe that the Russians will be worsted in this new struggle. Our

duty is clear. We must do everything in our power, both directly and indirectly,

to help our great Ally to resist this now German offensive. There is, indeed, a

great issue at stake in this struggle on the Russian front, for if Hitler’s hordes

break themselves against the rock of Russian resistance, then for a certainty

Hitler himself and all that he stands for will be broken. And so, as I have said,

Britain and America must do everything possible to help Russia in the months that

lie before us. I understand this is the closing day of the Northampton Russia

Week. I hope this has been a great success and hope you will all continue to do

everything in your power to help our great and gallant Ally.

If we look West instead of East we see the great U.S.A. marshalling its nighty

strength against the Totalitarian aggressors. The peace and security of America

are now completely involved in this struggle. If she is to live her life as she

wishes then the enemy both in the East and the West must be subdued. As we all

know, America’s material resources and productive powers are enormous. She has

been slow in mobilising them, but now the process is in full swing and in the end

her armaments and her man power will prove a decisive influence on the course of

the war. As for ourselves, we have already done great things. But the enemy

had a long start in preparations for war, and, as we know, in this modern

mechanical long start counts for much. Now, however, with every month

that passes our power tostrike hard grows, and there is no doubt that in the battles

yet to be fought on land, sea and in the air our forces will play a very great

part.

/Allow



4

Allow me now to turn from a consideration of the resources of the Allies

to consider the present position of Germany. How are things looking for our

main enemy? Be sure that Germany has her troubles and anxieties. Sometimes

in thinking of our own difficulties and shortcomings we are apt to overlook

those of the enemy. Comparisons with the last war may be misleading, but it

is nevertheless a fact that through a period between 1917 and the middle of

1918, when things were looking black for us, there was, although we were

unaware of it at the time, deep anxiety and gloom in Germany. Histories

written from the German side, including the Memoirs of German military leaders,
and of people like Prince Max of Baden (German Chancellor at the time of the

Armistice) make this clear. In the first half of 1918 Germany was carrying out

great offensives and apparently winning great victories, yet all the time

anxiety was gnawing at the hearts of the German leaders. And, as we know,
before the end of that year Germany had collapsed.

Far be it from me to say anything to encourage optimism which leads to

slackness. These are not days for taking things easy, but rather days of crisis

which call forth from each one of us every ounce of energy and sacrifice of

which we are capable. Yet I cannot help feeling that the outlook seen through
German eyes is not too bright. It may indeed even be black. The shadow of

unconquered, mighty Russia, is in the East, while in the West is the looming

menace of America’s colossal resources, and our own overgrowing power on land,
and sea, and above all in the air. On top of this is the sullen anger and

resentment of the great masses of people in the conquered territories, likely,
whenever the conditions become favourable, to be transformed into a flame of

open revolt. No, assuredly all is not well from the standpoint of Hitlerite

Germany even today, and a recognition of this fact should serve to hearten

and strengthen us in carrying on the fight.

Well, in this survey of what we are fighting for and the outlook which

confronts us, I fear I have put your patience to a rather hard test, and I

thank you for having endured it with so much courtesy and fortitude. It now

only remains for me to say once again, in conclusion, that all that we value

for ourselves and our children is at stake in this war, and to affirm my belief

that the people of Northampton, together with the rest of the British people,
are resolutely determined to see it through to a victorious end.
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