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Five days in London May 1940 was a pivotal moment in the history of World War II,
setting the stage for the United Kingdom's resolve against Nazi Germany. During this time,
the British government faced immense pressure as the war intensified across Europe. The
period from May 10 to May 14, 1940, was particularly significant, marked by a series of
events that would shape the future of Britain and its allies.

The Political Landscape in Early May 1940

As May 1940 unfolded, Europe was engulfed in turmoil. Germany had launched a rapid
invasion of Belgium, the Netherlands, and France, executing the Blitzkrieg strategy that had
proven effective in previous conflicts. The British government, led by Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain, was under significant strain due to mounting military losses and public
anxiety.

On May 10, 1940, Chamberlain resigned following a loss of support in the House of
Commons. His leadership had been challenged, and the urgency of the situation called for a
more decisive figure. Winston Churchill, a staunch critic of Chamberlain and an advocate for
a stronger military response, was appointed as Prime Minister.

Winston Churchill Takes Charge

Churchill's ascent to power came at a critical juncture. With the fall of France looming, he
understood that the British people needed a leader who could inspire confidence and
resilience. Churchill's speeches, particularly his famous "We shall fight on the beaches"
address, would soon galvanize the nation. In his first days in office, he focused on several
key areas:

1. Rallying the Public: Churchill recognized the importance of public morale. He began to
articulate a vision of resistance against Nazi aggression, emphasizing that Britain would not
surrender.

2. Military Strategy: He convened military leaders to assess the situation in France and
Belgium. The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was already engaged in combat, and the
urgency to devise an effective strategy was paramount.

3. International Alliances: Churchill sought to strengthen ties with France and other allies.
He understood that the survival of Britain depended heavily on cooperation and solidarity
among the Allies.

Military Developments in May 1940



During the first days of Churchill's premiership, military events unfolded rapidly. The
German Army's advance through Belgium and France was swift and brutal. The British
forces found themselves in a precarious position, facing the prospect of encirclement.

The Battle of France Begins

As German forces invaded Belgium on May 10, they executed a plan that had been in the
making for years. The following points outline the military situation:

- Blitzkrieg Tactics: The German military employed speed and surprise as their key
strategies, overwhelming the Allies with fast-moving armored divisions supported by air
power.

- Evacuation Plans: Recognizing the impending crisis, British military leaders began to
formulate plans for the evacuation of troops from the continent. The urgency of the
situation necessitated quick thinking and decisive action.

- Allied Cooperation: The British and French forces coordinated their responses to the
German invasion, but their efforts were hampered by communication issues and the speed
of the enemy's advance.

The Dunkirk Evacuation Begins to Take Shape

By May 14, the situation for the BEF became increasingly dire. As German forces pushed
deeper into France, the possibility of a large-scale evacuation from Dunkirk began to take
shape. The following points highlight the key factors influencing this operation:

1. Strategic Location: Dunkirk, located on the French coast, became the focal point for the
evacuation of British and Allied troops. Its proximity to Britain made it the most viable
option for retreat.

2. Military Leadership: Churchill's confidence in military leaders like General Lord Gort, who
commanded the BEF, was crucial. Gort and his officers worked tirelessly to organize a
retreat while still engaging the enemy.

3. Civilian Involvement: The British government called upon civilian vessels to assist in the
evacuation, leading to the famous "Little Ships" operation. This grassroots response
showcased the determination of the British people in the face of adversity.

Public Reaction and Morale

As events unfolded in May 1940, public sentiment in Britain was marked by fear,
uncertainty, and a growing realization of the grave situation. Churchill's leadership played a
crucial role in shaping public morale.



Churchill's Rhetoric and Public Speeches

Churchill's speeches became a rallying cry for the nation. Some key elements of his oratory
included:

- Defiance: Churchill emphasized that Britain would never accept defeat. His words inspired
a sense of resilience among the populace.

- Unity: He called for national unity, urging citizens to stand together regardless of political
affiliations or social standing.

- Realism: While he instilled hope, Churchill did not shy away from the harsh realities of
war. His honesty about the challenges ahead resonated with the public.

Media Coverage and Propaganda

The media played a significant role in shaping public perceptions during these turbulent
days:

- Newspapers: Publications reported on the war efforts and government decisions, often
highlighting the heroism of British soldiers.

- Radio Broadcasts: Churchill's speeches were broadcasted widely, allowing his message of
defiance to reach audiences across the nation.

- Posters and Pamphlets: The government utilized propaganda to encourage enlistment and
bolster support for the war effort.

The Legacy of May 1940

The five days in London during May 1940 were marked by significant political, military, and
social developments that would reverberate throughout the war.

Historical Significance

1. Change in Leadership: Churchill's appointment as Prime Minister marked a pivotal shift in
British war strategy and morale, laying the groundwork for the resilience that would
characterize the British response to the war.

2. Preparation for Dunkirk: The planning for the Dunkirk evacuation began during this time,
leading to one of the most famous retreats in military history, known as Operation Dynamo.

3. Public Unity: The events of these days fostered a sense of unity among the British
populace, reinforcing the idea that everyone had a role to play in the war effort.



Long-Term Implications

The decisions made and the morale cultivated during these crucial days would have long-
lasting effects:

- Strengthened Alliances: The urgency of the situation necessitated strengthened ties
between Britain and its allies, paving the way for future cooperation.

- War Preparation: The British government began to ramp up war preparations, increasing
enlistment and production of war materials.

- Cultural Impact: Churchill's speeches and the events of May 1940 left an indelible mark on
British culture and identity, shaping national narratives around resilience and defiance.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the five days in London in May 1940 were a transformative time in British
history. The political leadership of Winston Churchill, the military developments on the
continent, and the public's response all coalesced to create a moment that defined the
early years of World War II. As Britain faced unprecedented challenges, the spirit of
resilience and unity emerged, laying the foundation for its eventual triumph in the war. The
legacy of these days continues to resonate, reminding us of the strength that can be found
in adversity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What significant event does 'Five Days in London, May
1940' focus on?
The book focuses on the critical five-day period in May 1940 when Winston Churchill and his
government faced the decision of whether to negotiate with Nazi Germany or continue
fighting.

Who is the author of 'Five Days in London, May 1940'?
The book is authored by John Lukacs, a renowned historian known for his works on World
War II and the history of Europe.

What was the strategic situation in Europe during May
1940?
In May 1940, Nazi Germany had launched a rapid and successful invasion of France and the
Low Countries, leading to a precarious situation for Britain.



How did Churchill's leadership influence the events of
May 1940?
Churchill's resolute leadership and refusal to consider peace negotiations with Hitler rallied
the British people and reinforced the commitment to resist German aggression.

What role did the British military play during the events
covered in the book?
The British military was in a defensive position, coordinating the evacuation of troops from
Dunkirk while preparing for potential invasion and determining their strategic response to
Germany's advances.

What was the significance of the Dunkirk evacuation
during this period?
The Dunkirk evacuation, which began in late May 1940, was crucial as it allowed the British
Expeditionary Force to escape from France and regroup, ultimately preserving a core of the
British Army for future battles.

How does Lukacs portray the political atmosphere in
Britain during these five days?
Lukacs portrays a tense political atmosphere filled with uncertainty, as key figures debated
the merits of fighting versus negotiating with the Nazis amidst public pressure and military
setbacks.

What lessons does 'Five Days in London, May 1940'
offer regarding leadership in crises?
The book illustrates the importance of decisive leadership, the impact of public morale, and
the necessity of making tough choices in the face of overwhelming odds.

In what ways has 'Five Days in London, May 1940'
influenced modern interpretations of World War II?
The book has influenced modern interpretations by highlighting the complexities of
decision-making during wartime and the pivotal role of leadership in shaping historical
outcomes.
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