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Those who are interested in Anglo-French relations–
or Franco-British relations as P.M.H. Bell correctly
prefers to call them (p. viii)–probably already know
his France and Britain, 1900-1940 : Entente and Estrange-
ment.[1] For those who do not, it is perhaps fitting to
quote the concluding sentences of that earlier book: “In
June 1940 those British Francophiles whose affection ran
true and deep retained their admiration, but it had be-
come a matter of faith, relying on the evidence of things
not seen. French faith in Britain was for the most part
numbed, though it still lived in a few and was shortly
to revive in many. For the most part, and for a time,
the two countries turned in upon themselves, seeking
salvation in completely different ways. They had gone
fromententeto a profound estrangement. It remained to
be seen how permanent that estrangement would prove
to be” (p. 254).

These reflections indeed provide him with the central
theme in the introduction to France and Britain, 1940-
1994: The Long Separation, “The story thus begins with
the impact of the Second World War, whose effects had
still to work themselves out even half a century later” (p.
1). From then on, the discussion follows the chronology
of events, with a segmentation which reflects the ’high-
lights’ of Franco-British relations since 1940: the War
(1945-1945), the Reconstruction period (1945-1950), the

Schuman Plan years (1950-1955), the Suez crisis (1956),
the British applications formembership of the EEC (1957-
1974), the clashes inside the European institutions (1975-
1994)–some of these topics being covered by several
chapters. The only chapter which somehow escapes this
historical logic is chapter 13 : “Views Across the Chan-
nel, c.1970-1990,” as it undertakes to describe the image
of Britain in France and vice-versa–the least successful
part of the book. The discussion ends on “Some Snap-
shots by Way of a Conclusion” (pp. 289-97), followed
by a very copious “Bibliographical Essay” (pp. 298-309)
which usefully complements the Essay included in the
previous book. Taken together, these two essays provide
the interested newcomer with a comprehensive anno-
tated reading-list on Franco-British relations in the twen-
tieth century which will be found extremely convenient,
with numerous recent French books not often mentioned
in other publications.

The War is covered in three chapters, which reflect
three now classic themes, starting with “The Parting of
the Ways, 1940”. The lasting symbol of this ’parting of
the ways’ in 1940 is the destruction of the French Fleet at
Oran (Mers-el-Kebir for the French) by the British on July
3rd–a festering sore in the post-war Franco-British En-
tente which Bell illustrates with the anecdote of a British
naval officer astonished to be challenged on this by one
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of his French partners during the Suez operation in 1956
(p. 19). This French refusal to forget Mers-el-Kebir has
its parallel in an ’incident’ treated with humour in Bell’s
earlier book: “Fashodawas long remembered in France as
an example of British brutality and injustice. De Gaulle
referred to it near the beginning of his memoirs of the
Second World War. During that war, over forty years af-
ter the event, the BritishWar Cabinet’sMinister-Resident
in the Middle East, Richard Casey, remarked despairingly
that the FrenchGeneral Catrouxwas talking to him about
Fashoda, about which he had never heard” (France and
Britain, 1900-1940 : Entente and Estrangement, p. 3). It is
also worth noting that the two recent (1990) books on the
Oran affair, which Bell mentions in his notes, are French
ones: this constant interest in France and lack of inter-
est in Britain, like the fact that until recently all French
schoolchildren were taught about Fashoda in their his-
tory lessons, is in itself a useful indication of the com-
plicated conscious and subconscious relations between
the two countries. Curiously, Bell does not mention
Churchill’s ’split personality’ on this ’Greek tragedy,’ as
he calls it in his memoirs, for instance when he takes an
analogy derived from French history to justify his deci-
sion, “I thought of Danton in 1973: ’The coalesced Kings
threaten us, and we hurl at their feet as a gage of battle
the head of a King’ ”.[2]

De Gaulle seemed to suffer equally from a ’split per-
sonality’ on the subject, since, as a patriotic supporter of
the French navy he deplored the pitiful fate of some of its
best men and vessels, but as a realistic strategist he could
only approve of Britain’s move[3] and curiously again,
Bell does not mention this second aspect of de Gaulle’s
position after Oran. This is true though the speech he
gives to the BBC of 8 July 1940–reproduced in full in his
war memoirs–makes it clear that he accepts Churchill’s
reasons, a fact that Bell obviously knows very well.[4]

Now, during the debates held at a recent interna-
tional conference “ ‘1898 And All That’ : Anglo-French
Relations since Fashoda,“[5] the point was made that no-
one can begin to understand Franco-British attitudes in
the twentieth century if one major outsider, Germany,
is omitted from the equation. In July 1940, de Gaulle’s
approval of Churchill’s decision to sink the French fleet
at Oran, reluctant though it was, can only be explained
in the light of the ’worse evil’ of the permanent German
threat of seizure (contrary to the British Government,
de Gaulle of course refused to believe that French offi-
cers would ever infringe their code of honour). Again,
one is surprised that Bell, whose older publications evi-
dently show he is fully aware of this third factor in the

equation,[6] does not try to integrate it in his reasoning.
De Gaulle himself would have added a fourth parame-
ter: the so-called ’special relationship’ (and for him, it
was not ’so-called’–he was convinced of its existence and
strength as a one-way, subservient relationship in which
Churchill invariably espoused Roosevelt’s cause). If we
then add Vichy, as Bell correctly does in his Chapter Two,
”A Complicated War: (i) Britain, Vichy and de Gaulle,
1940-1942,“ we can indeed agree that it was a ’compli-
cated war’ for Franco-British relations. It is arguable, as
Bell himself suggests, that the complexities did not dis-
appear with the approach of victory and the return of
peace.

In his next chapter, “A Complicated War: (ii) Britain
and de Gaulle, 1943-1944,” Bell has the ultimate answer
to the French Anglophobes who only see Churchill as
’Roosevelt’s poodle,’ “Churchill was to secure for France
a zone of occupation in Germany and a permanent seat
on the Security Council of the United Nations. With-
out Churchill’s advocacy, France would never have been
granted these great assets in the post-war world” (p. 59).
The irony, of course, is that these ’great assets’ were to
make French relations with Britain even more ’compli-
cated’ on many occasions. One such occasion was the
creation of the Anglo-American ’Bizonia’ in Germany in
1946. As Bell explains, the French, who “still could not
follow the Americans and British in a policy of recon-
structing Germany,” kept aloof (p. 77). And one more
irony is that the rapprochement between West Germany
and France a few years later was to catch the British
wrong-footed: their ’policy of reconstructing Germany’
had been all too successful, so successful, in fact, that
the French, on the excellent English principle that ’if you
can’t beat them, join them’, effected an about-turn in
their attitude to German recovery which eventually led
to the creation of the ’Common Market’, as it was then
called–a development officially supported by the ’Anglo-
Saxons,’ as de Gaulle liked to call the British and Amer-
icans when they acted in concert, but viewed with the
greatest suspicion from the start, as Bell very convinc-
ingly explains in his chapter on “Separation: Schuman
Plan and After, 1950-1955.”

The number of books on the genesis of the European
Union is of course extremely impressive,[7] but what
makes Bell’s specificity in the treatment of the subject
is his ’two-sided’ approach: every major French move
towards increased cooperation with Germany is com-
mented on with reference to Britain’s suspicious reac-
tions and to French suspicions of the motives behind
these British reactions, which made France all the more
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eager to ’push’ partnership with Germany, and Britain to
retard the process–a self-feedingmechanism of estrange-
ment, in fact. Bell’s conclusion is that the winner in this
absurd escalation was evidently France (p. 121), and that
the Entente, after the ambiguous celebrations of its fifti-
eth anniversary (especially in the British press, in 1954)
was only rescued by the Suez crisis. Yet it was to be only
a Pyrrhic victory for the Entente in the old style, as Bell
explains by citing the despatches of the British Ambas-
sador in Paris in January 1957. The French had found
a new scapegoat, which was good news, “For the fail-
ure of the operation, they tended to blame the Ameri-
cans (rather than the British)” (p. 152), but, the Ambas-
sador, Gladwyn Jebb (Lord Gladwyn), later reflected in
his memoirs, “ ’From now on it must be obvious that the
French would turn more and more towards the Western
Germans. The days of the Entente based on British lead-
ership were over’ ” (p. 155)–which was the bad news.

This reflection by the British Ambassador is dou-
bly interesting, as 1) it confirms constant earlier French
suspicions that for British Diplomacy, ’some were more
equal than others’ in the Anglo-French ’equal’ partner-
ship, and 2) because it throws light on the post-Suez,
post-Treaty of Rome foundations on the Entente. Bell
magnificently explains how Eden and his Cabinet dis-
cussed “surrealist” possibilities of France joining the
British Commonwealth in October 1956 after the French
Prime Minister, Guy Mollet, had revived the ill-fated idea
of Franco-British union. As he concludes, this “now al-
most defies belief; but it is a salutary reminder of the as-
sumptions of the time” (p. 158). Now, who among the
younger generations remembers the Treaty of Dunkirk (4
March 1947), “the only formal treaty of alliance between
France and Britain in the twentieth century … an anti-
German alliance” (p. 80), “valid for 50 years” (p. 296)?
Bell, writing before 4March 1997, was full of expectation,
“The occasion will surely provoke some reflection on the
state of Franco-British relations” (p. 296). But the present
reviewer can tell him that to the best of his knowledge, no
such reflection was seen in France–if there was, it must
have been restricted to confidential circles. Why so? The
answer is in the title of his Chapter Eight, “A New France
Confronts an Uncertain Britain, 1957-1960,” whose pe-
riod of reference could easily be extended to 1997. “Self-
confidence” (p. 178) was now on the wrong side of the
Channel –and so was “self-doubt” (p. 183). As Bell puts
it, “Confronted by the EEC, the British were left floun-
dering and uncertain. Much the same was true of their
relations with the new France of General de Gaulle. The
image of the old France was too strongly established to

be easily changed” (p. 170).

The chapter on “The General Says No, 1961-1963” il-
lustrates the reversal of positions in Franco-British rela-
tions, “For the first time in the twentieth century, at any
rate in peacetime, the success or failure of a vital British
policy was to be decided by France” (p. 180), with an
entertaining discussion ofMacmillan’s disastrous schem-
ing, “If Britain could manage to join the EEC, Macmillan
persuaded himself that she would somehow be able to
lead it as a means of extending British influence in the
world–not instead of the Commonwealth and the spe-
cial relationship with the United States, but in addition
to them” (p. 182). An equally entertaining sub-chapter
on “Macmillan and de Gaulle” (pp. 189-97), very clearly
explains why this could only be a dialogue of the deaf.
And of course when “The General” finally says ’No’ (pp.
197-203), Bell does not fail to quote Nora Beloff’s cel-
ebrated remark, “ ‘How could we have presented him
with such an exposed posterior’¿‘ (p. 201). Bell then
concludes his discussion of what is now generally called
’Britain’s first application for membership of the Com-
mon Market’ with a remark which goes a long way to-
wards explaining future difficulties, ”Yet, as the indig-
nation subsided, there were signs that the British were
relieved rather than dismayed by the substance of de
Gaulle’s action, whatever they thought of his manner“ (p.
201). The task was of course resumed by Harold Wilson,
with the same Gaullian obstruction. The circumstances
were equally inauspicious. Bell reminds us that ”The new
Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, was uncertain about Eu-
ropean policy“ and that ”He had no liking for travel on
the continent, and always took his holidays in the Scilly
Isles.[8] He genuinely liked meat and two veg. and HP
sauce“ (p. 207). This implicit Little England parochial-
ism is of course in contrast to the frequent contacts with
Continental–mostly French, in fact–culture and gastron-
omy of his more flamboyant predecessors, like Churchill,
Eden and Macmillan, and invited the accusation that he
was not a ’good European’. Rejection was announced
by General de Gaulle in due course–just over a week af-
ter the humiliating devaluation of sterling, in November
1967.[9]

In the wake of the Soames Affair (February 1969),
for which Bell gives a balanced description of the two
points of view, “Relations between French and British
governments were in a grievous state” (p. 217). They
were rescued by the arrival of Pompidou (June 1969)
and Heath (June 1970), but only “for a short period” (p.
218). Chapter Eleven, “Britain Joins the Club - With Sec-
ond Thoughts, 1969-1975,” gives a good idea of the hag-
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gling that took place during the new negotiations for
EEC membership–haggling between Britain and France,
mostly. This enables Bell to write that “Britain’s posi-
tion within the EEC was seen very largely in terms of
Franco-British relations” (p. 223). And we are back to the
three-cornered relationship with Germany, since Bell ex-
plains that Pompidou’s conciliatory attitude was “largely
in order to counterbalance the growing influence of West
Germany” (p. 218). But the British had more low-key
preoccupations: In 1974, Callaghan, then Foreign Secre-
tary, said over the terms of membership, “ ‘The touch-
stone was what would please the British housewife’ ” (p.
236). The French, who has ’European’ ambitions, could
not be satisfied with such pusillanimous preoccupations,
we are given to understand, and Bell has a sub-chapter on
the revival of “The Franco-German Axis” followed by an-
other one on “France and Britain: An Incompatible Cou-
ple?” (pp. 243-47). P.M.H. Bell of course reminds us of
the personal empathy between Giscard and Schmidt, fol-
lowed by the Mitterand-Kohl duet. This contrasted with
the contempt which Giscard felt towards Callaghan, who
reminded him of “a politician of the Fourth Republic”
(p. 245), and the notorious discord between M. Thatcher
and Giscard, and to a more ambiguous extent, Mitterand.
Then, in matters of personal relations, there was also
the ’fourth partner’ in the background, and Bell aptly re-
minds us of the Transatlantic love-affair between ’Mag-
gie and Ronnie,’ while “The genial, apparently simple-
minded former film actor, with his homespun talk and
his habit of making a political point by means of an anec-
dote, and the subtle, cultivated Renaissance prince found
it hard to meet on common ground” (p. 252).

During the 1980s, with the British Prime Minister
looking across the Atlantic and the French President
looking across the Rhine, cross-Channel relations were
at a low ebb. During the 1989 celebrations of the French
Revolution, M. Thatcher’s tactless suggestion that the
British had had their ’democratic’ Revolution exactly a
century before (a fracaswhich, again, one is surprised not
to find in the book) did nothing to improve the situation.
The chapter “Unhappy Partners, 1975-1990” is therefore
founded on the central idea that France and Britain’s dual
memberships in the EEC created new causes for friction.
The book ends in 1994 apparently because that year saw
the opening of the Channel Tunnel and the ceremonies
of the fiftieth anniversary of the Normandy landings–
both of which are adequately treated. But the years 1990-
1994 do not seem to have benefited from the same depth
of treatment as the years 1940-1990. Poor John Major
is only mentioned for his rejection of Dehaene as Presi-

dent of the European Commission (p. 280), and the vehe-
ment Conservative Eurosceptics and their constant den-
igration of anything French (or German) do not receive
the attention which they undoubtedly deserve in any dis-
cussion of the period 1990-1994. Indeed, one is puzzled
not to find in the book at least a footnote referring to
Nicholas Ridley’s offensive “poodle” declarations of July
1990, which arguably were a contributory factor to M.
Thatcher’s downfall a few months later.[10]

But, as I suggested at the beginning, my principal
reservations over Bell’s approach have to do with his
Chapter Thirteen, “Views Across the Channel, c.1970-
1990.” His analysis of the books and declarations from in-
tellectuals and journalists on both sides of the Channel is
extremely superficial. I would suggest that “the immense
success of Peter Mayle’s books, A Year in Provence and
Toujours Provence” is not, as P.M.H. Bell indicates, “a sign
of the interest that already existed” (p. 269). The books
simply reinforce a hackneyed, spurious, patronising view
of French rural life encouraged by the specialised es-
tate agents; moreover this type of book is read only by
the upper- and middle-classes–the working-classes go to
the ’Costas’[11] anyway. How representative are Fran-
cophiles like John Ardagh[12] or Theodore Zeldin?[13]
And Anglophile academics like Bedarida?[14] Why was
Zeldin so popular when he appeared on the French vogue
literary television programme ’Apostrophes’?: Because
he told his French middlebrow audience what it wanted
to hear. Why was the Editor of The Sun never invited?
Because, as the French graphically say, when you are in-
vited you are not expected to ’spit in the soup.’ Zeldin
formulated benign, harmless criticism–as a French un-
sophisticated reader or viewer, you do not expect an En-
glishman to approve 100 percent of anything French, you
would feel short-changed! My point here is that all these
’dual perspectives’ are extremely conventional and never
reflect true popular feelings. For that, you have to go to
the ’gutter’ press. Why does Bell never mention it, let
alone quote it? If you are a British political leader who
depends on the popular vote for survival, what sort of
Franco-British relations can you establish when a news-
paper with an “Audited sale of 3,979,330”[15] writes in
banner headlines, “Up Yours Delors”, with the title “At
midday tomorrow Sun readers are urged to tell the French
fool where to stuff his ECU?”[16] No doubt, equivalents
could be found in French publications–simply my pro-
fessional duties do not require that I should read them,
and anyway conversations with some of the less enlight-
ened French people always reveal a horrifying degree of
ignorance of the realities of Britain and the British.[17]
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This seems to me to be the central problem in Franco-
British–or for that matter in any country-to-country–
relations: how to eliminate or at least reduce prejudice
and fear. Obviously, the highly educated and intellectu-
ally sophisticated authors whom Bell quotes give ’mea-
sured’ criticism–but they are one per cent of the popula-
tion in each country. The great difficulty is ascertaining
the real state of ’popular opinion’, and this Bell does not
even try to do.[18]

I would therefore say that the factual content of the
book–most of it, in fact–is extremely useful. As a chrono-
logical account of Franco-British relations since 1940, as
a record of the declarations of the main political lead-
ers and diplomats, at the time or in their memoirs, it is
invaluable. P.M.H. Bell’s narrative very clearly indicates
how andwhy the various statesmen and decision-makers
shaped this evolution in the way they did according to
the available evidence and possible conjectures. But the
continued estrangement of the ’popular classes’, which
shows no sign of abating in spite of all the Shuttles[19]
and twinned towns[20] receives scant treatment–in spite
of the fact that itmust influence decision-making in high
places in our democratic countries. Trevelyan famously
defined Social History as “the history of a people with
the politics left out.”[21] You cannot write a satisfactory
history of Franco-British relations with only the politics
left in. Readers of this review might be tempted by the
challenge.
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