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The Englishman's Englishman 
 

Pimpernel Smith 

 

The publication in 1981 of Ronald Howard's graceful and illuminating account of the last years of 

his father's life once again turned attention on the mystery surrounding his death.
1

 Leslie Howard died on 1 June 1943, when the civil aircraft in which he was travelling back to 

England from a lecture tour of Spain and Portugal was shot down over the Bay of Biscay by 

German fighter planes. Two principal views exist, neither of them conclusively provable, as to why 

the Germans should have singled out this particular plane for attack. One view is that they believed 

that Winston Churchill was aboard, a view Churchill himself accepted and which was argued by Ian 

Colvin in a book about the tragedy, published in 1957.
2
 The other view, advanced by the Howard 

family and developed at length by Ronald Howard, is that the Germans were actually after Leslie. 

Why? Ronald Howard says it was because his father was ' Britain's most powerful and effective 

propagandist.' The impressive and varied body of Leslie's propaganda work, the gloating 

prominence accorded to news of his death in Nazi newspapers, the threats made against him on the 

air by ' Lord Haw-Haw' ('We will make this pompous British actor repent his words'), and the 

known fact that he was under close enemy observation from the day he landed in Lisbon in April 

1943 all suggest that the Germans regarded him as being of especial significance.
3
 

 

Contemporary British newspapers were in no doubt of Leslie's propaganda importance. Hannen 

Swaffer wrote of him in the Daily Herald: 

 

Leslie Howard died as he would have wished it -- serving his country. Really good actor 

though he was, film star though he became, he was proudest of the propaganda work he did in 

the war, on screen, on the platform and on the air. His broadcasts to the States and Canada 

were admirable. They had in them not only eloquence but deep sincerity.
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Ernest Betts declared in the Daily Express: 

 

Howard used the screen as the voice of England speaking to the world. Since the war he had 

become one of the BBC's foremost commentators on the thoughts and ideals of England. His 

fans will mourn him as a personal friend, and British films as one of the most brilliant of 

leading men.
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The Star proclaimed him: 

 

undoubtedly one of the most effective propaganda agents that England has employed during 

the war, and the sincerity and force in all he said arose from an ardent patriotism.
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The Sydney Morning Herald said: 

 



If historians ever compile a list of Englishmen who helped to save their country from going 

under when the full force of Hitler's might weighed down upon her, they surely will include in 

it the name of Leslie Howard -- actor, writer and patriot.7
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This view was confirmed in immediate post-war assessments of the wartime propaganda effort. The 

British Film Yearbook for 1945 recorded: 

 

Leslie Howard, whose presence in England, as a producer, director and actor, constituted in 

itself one of the most valuable facets of British propaganda, was responsible for many fine 

British productions. This kindly, intelligent and cultured Englishman did much in his screen 

appearances to present to the rest of the world the embodiment of the finest qualities of the 

British people. His dignity, charm and tolerance, as apparent on the screen as off it, were 

indeed invaluable propaganda assets. He was representative of the finest type of Englishman 

and his loss . . . was one of the tragedies of the war.
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In the filmgoer's diary she contributed to Red Roses Every Night ( 1948), the Observer's film critic 

C. A. Lejeune, wrote: 

 

The death of Leslie Howard was a tragic loss to the British cinema: for Leslie Howard, both 

as actor and director, was something of a symbol to the British people. He came home from 

America to help us when times were bad; his Pimpernel Smith and The First of the Few were 

the right films at the right moment. The public liked and trusted his quiet voice and whimsical 

judgement; he had, and always will have, a very special place in his country's affections.
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It was perhaps because he was in a very real sense seen both at home and abroad as the 

Englishman's Englishman, the ideal and epitome of all that was best, noblest and most civilized in 

the embattled island race, that he was the object of so much affection on the one hand and of such 

Nazi animosity on the other. 

 

In its obituary of him, the Manchester Guardian specifically located his appeal in his Englishness: 

 

A frank, intensely English quality in Howard's voice, face and bearing must be taken as part 

explanation of his sustained popularity in New York. It was this same intensely English 

quality which made him popular everywhere in intensely English film parts like Sir Percy 

Blakeney, his modern contemporary Pimpernel Smith and the professor of phonetics in 

Pygmalion.
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The war brought into sharp focus the meaning of England and Englishness. There is in wartime a 

heightening of the emotions, a quickening of the pulse. It is a time for poetry and brave words. 

Sentiments can be uttered and felt and believed which in prosaic peace time seem inflated, 

exaggerated, unreal. Feelings come bubbling to the surface in people who face every day the 

prospect of death, feelings which in ordinary times are buried so deep that they may not even be 

known to exist, for there is a need to articulate why we fight and for what. 

 

The result of that need was a spate of books analysing and investigating England and the English; 

books with titles like The English People, The Character of England and God's Englishman. There 

were also anthologies of poetry and prose which sought to project an image of England. Over and 

over again in these works one finds recurring the ideas that together make up the concept ' England' 

-- a love of tradition, balance and order; a belief in tolerance and humanity; and above all, perhaps, 

a sense of humour, that redoubtable bulwark against tyranny. 

 



It is these values and virtues which were powerfully expressed and embodied by the two men who 

come first to mind as speaking for England in the darkest days of the war. It was Winston Churchill 

who, in the words of President Kennedy, 'mobilized the English language and sent it into battle'. It 

was Churchill who was the official voice of Britain, speaking with a deep consciousness of the 

weight of history, his language deliberately archaic and therefore timeless. When he said after 

Alamein 'a bright gleam has caught the helmets of our soldiers' he might have been talking of 

Caesar's army or that of Richard the Lionheart. The golden rhetoric, delivered in those distinctive 

rolling cadences, drew on the majestic imagery and language of a heroic past, of Shakespeare and 

Milton, of Tennyson and Kipling. When he said ' Hitler and his Nazi gang have sown the wind, let 

them reap the whirlwind,' he awoke memories of the King James' version of the Bible in all its 

majesty and splendour, while from the classic war commentaries of the Ancient World like Caesar 

and Thucydides came sentences like 'Even if the Nazi legions stood triumphant on the Black Sea, 

 

 
Pimpernel Smith celebrates the Englishman as committed idealist and romantic adventurer. Leslie 

Howard perfectly incarnated these qualities. His absent-minded professor conceals a courageous 

anti-Fascist (Howard with Hugh McDermott). 

 

or indeed upon the Caspian, and if Hitler was at the gates of India, it would profit him nothing.' He 

compared the young pilots of the RAF to the knights of the Round Table and the Crusaders, the 

Battle of Britain to the struggle against the Spanish Armada, Hitler's invasion plans to those of 

Napoleon, and talked of the danger of us sinking into the 'abyss of a new Dark Age'. He saw and 

depicted the war on an epic scale -- the conflict of the forces of light against the forces of darkness, 

the sea-girt islands of Britain as the last bastion of freedom against the hordes of 'ferocious pagan 



barbarians', the Huns, as he liked to call them. He saw the question 'Why we fight' on the broad 

canvas. He saw a nation walking with destiny. 

 

Like the man himself, it was an awe-inspiring vision, patriotic, passionate, romantic, huge. Yet with 

all this, it was still shot through with that Puckish humour which enabled him to call his arch-enemy 

'Corporal Hitler', to produce classic one-liners like the joke about England having its neck wrung 

like a chicken -- 'Some chicken, some neck' -- and the deliberate mispronunciation of words like 

Nazi and Luftwaffe, done with all the glee of a mischievous overgrown schoolboy. 

 

From the start, his broadcasts struck the right chords. Mass-Observation recorded of October 1939: 

 

October came with everyone still waiting for something to happen. There were months of 

waiting still ahead, but they were not to know that. All that happened for a time was a series 

of speeches. The first of these, Winston Churchill's broadcast on October 1, was different 

from anything that had come from our Government so far. People as they listened felt once 

again that this country really was at war; instead of uncertainty and bewilderment, here was 

plain speaking that anyone could understand. The effect was registered by the diaries: 

 

' Churchill gave us a good fruity speech this evening.' 

 

'Winston's wonderful talk.' 

 

'Hear Winston's speech. Very good. Think he ought to be Prime Minister . . . Thought his 

definition of what we are fighting for was put plainer than we had had it before.' 

 

Mass-Observation also recorded a conversation between two Bolton millworkers: 

 

A: Ah bet tha' heard Churchill. B: Aye, I did. A: He doesn't half give it them. I corn't go to 

sleep when he's on. He's best talker we have. B:He tells 'em straight. Everybody listens to him. 

We were talking about him at work today. He's the only gradely man we have.
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At the other end of the social scale, the broadcasts by Churchill helped to confirm doubters about 

his capacity to lead the nation at war. On 11 May 1940 the weekly magazine Time and Tide were 

declaring their unequivocal support for Lord Halifax 'as the man who at this moment stands out 

amongst all the possibilities as the one most fitted to be Prime Minister. He has that rare quality, 

absolute integrity.'
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 But by May 25, they were writing: 

 

Mr Churchill's broadcast last Sunday definitely registered a lift-up in the national morale. The 

nation, worried rather than dismayed, recognized in that speech, not a man reading from a 

departmentally prepared script, but its true national leader . . . He spoke from his heart and the 

clarion call from Judas Maccabeus was a perfect ending to his moving words. In these dread 

days England recognizes that she is governed by a great man whom the hour and opportunity 

are making greater Still. 
13

 

 

By June 22, they were calling him 'the essential Englishman, the descendant of Marlborough, the 

shaggy lion that never admits defeat.' 
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Another reaction to his broadcasts is recorded by the left-wing journalist Hamilton Fyfe in his 

wartime diary (9 February 1941): 

 



Churchill gave another of his really stirring radio talks this evening, stressing especially the 

probability of invasion. Richard Acland was right when he said in the House not long ago 'we 

literally love the Premier. It is odd that one who is half-American -- and that the better half -- 

should so completely embody the John Bullishness which the English like to consider their 

main characteristic. Baldwin tried to act the part and failed. Churchill does it instinctively. 

When he calls Mussolini'a crafty, cold-blooded, black-hearted Italian', and Hitler'that wicked 

man whose crime-stained system is now at bay', the phrases come from his inmost being. 

When he tells how he gave Wavell the word 'Go'in the language of the Gospel according to St 

Matthew: 'Ask and it shall be given, seek and ye shall find, knock and it shall be opened unto 

you,' and then exclaims triumphantly: 'The Army of the Nile has asked and it was given. They 

sought and they have found. They knocked and it has been opened unto them', he hits exactly 

that mixture of piety and profanity which the English learn from their earliest years.
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The BBC recorded that when Churchill spoke on the radio, 70 per cent of the population listened.
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But Churchill's was not the only voice to galvanize the listening public. As Aneurin Bevan wrote of 

him in 1940: 'His ear is so sensitively attuned to the bugle note of history that he is deaf to the 

raucous clamour of contemporary life.'
17

 At the same time as Churchill was speaking and 

broadcasting the 'official' message, setting the war in its historical context, another voice was 

focusing on the details of everyday life, the unofficial voice, the voice of Everyman as opposed to 

Superman -- J. B. Priestley, who in 1940 and 1941 broadcast postscripts to the BBC's Sunday 

evening news bulletins.
18

 Priestley's oft-repeated creed was that 'the true heroes and heroines of this 

war, whose courage, patience and good humour stand like a rock above the dark morass of 

treachery, cowardice and panic, are the ordinary British folk'. 

 

In his warming Yorkshire accent, he spoke of 'the simple, kindly, humorous, brave . . . ordinary 

British folk . . . a good people, who deep in their hearts only wish to do what they feel is God's will.' 

He rejoiced in the sense of community and the qualities sustaining it, kindness, humour and courage, 

qualities which he saw projected from the ordinary folk on to the nation as a whole ('the kindness of 

England, of Britain, of the wide Empire forever reaching out towards new expressions of freedom'). 

He proclaimed his faith in the Common Man at his greatest moment of truth: 

 

To oppose those men and their evil doctrine, we must not only summon our armed forces, wave our 

flags and sing our national anthem, but we must go deeper and, by an almost mystical act of will, 

hold to our faith and our hope. We have to fight this great battle not only with guns in daylight, but 

alone in the night, communing with our souls, strengthening our faith that in common men 

everywhere there is a spring of innocent aspiration and good will that shall not be sealed.
19

 

 

He spoke to his audience of things they could relate directly to -- of spring in his garden, of seaside 

holidays and family reunions, of the factory canteen and Home Guard duty, and they responded. As 

he was to say many years later: 

 

To this day middle-aged and elderly men shake my hand and tell me what a ten-minute talk 

about ducks on a pond or a pie in a shop window meant to them, as if I had given them King 

Lear or the Eroica.
20

 

 

But it was the tangible realities of the duckpond and the pieshop for which Britain was fighting as 

much as for the abstract concepts of freedom and democracy. 

 



Nothing perhaps encapsulates the difference of style between Churchill and Priestley so much as 

their response to Dunkirk. Where Churchill spoke in ringing heroic terms of the abstract qualities it 

demonstrated -- 

 

'valour, perseverance, perfect discipline, faultless service, resource, skill and unconquerable 

fidelity' -- Priestley eulogized the little seaside pleasure steamers pressed into service for the 

evacuation and evoking the world they represented, the world of 'pierrots and piers, ham and 

egg teas, palmists, automatic machines and crowded, sweating promenades.' 

 

Even more significantly, a difference emerged about the ultimate aim of the war. For Churchill it 

was simple: 'We have to gain the victory. That is our task'; and beyond the victory, the vague 

generalized statement that the world would move forward into 'broad sunlit uplands'. But for 

Priestley it was what came after the war that was vitally important. We were fighting, he said, 'not 

so that we can go back to anything. There's nothing that really worked that we can go back to'. So 

our aim must be 'new and better homes, real homes, a decent chance at last -- new life.' He had 

detected the radical shift in the national mood which the war had triggered: 

 

The war because it demands a huge collective effort, is compelling us to change not only our 

ordinary, social and economic habits but also our habits of thought. We've actually changed 

over from the property view to the sense of community, which simply means that we realize 

we're all in the same boat.
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Mass-Observation reported in November 1940: 'In the last few months it has been hard to find, even 

among women, many who do not unconsciously regard this war as in some way revolutionary and 

radical.'
22

 Foreign observers noted the shift in popular attitudes. Ralph Ingersoll, editor of the New 

York paper P.M., wrote in his Report on England (1941): 'In direct answer to the questions Do you 

believe there is a social revolution in England? And if so, in which direction? I would have no 

hesitancy in answering: Yes, to the left'.
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A new consensus was forming around the demand for full employment, social security, a national 

health service, forward planning and educational reform. The rapturous reception of the Beveridge 

Report in 1942, which according to Home Intelligence many regarded as'the ark of the Covenant', 

signalled the emotional and intellectual victory of this new consensus.
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Priestley's postscripts were one of the harbingers of the new consensus. Time and Tide talked of 

their impact and how they reflected the new spirit of Britain in October 1940: 

 

A significant mark of our awakening spirit is the way in which the Priestley broadcasts have 

been received, the sudden fame and immense popularity of these short Sunday evening 

postscripts. Somehow J. B. Priestley has succeeded in evoking for us -- for almost all of us -- 

the very spirit of the age we want to live in. A world of kindness, equality, justice, simplicity 

and fellowship. There are, of course, still a few people who mistrust the spirit of the Priestley 

broadcasts, people who have no wish whatever to listen to forecasts of a more just and equal 

society where their privileges will mean nothing and their chances be the same as those of 

their fellows. . . . Over the country as a whole the Priestley broadcasts have been accepted by 

the vast majority of the well-to-do, as well as by the vast majority of the less well-to-do and 

the badly-to-do, as the expression of their own desire for a new order of a very different stamp 

from the old order . . . The foundations of the new England must be laid to provide for 

immense improvements in such directions as housing, health and education.
25

 

 



The BBC credited Priestley with 'the biggest regular listening audience in the war' -- 30 per cent of 

the regular listeners, an unprecedentedly large figure for talks.
26

 

 

But a third name needs to be added to those of Churchill and Priestley, that of Leslie Howard. C. A. 

Lejeune wrote of him that he had 'a passion for England and the English idea that was almost 

Shakespearean'.
27

 He had returned to England as the war loomed, burning with a desire to 

contribute to the war effort. His activities were prodigious. He broadcast regularly, particularly to 

the United States and the Empire. He joined the ideas committee of the Ministry of Information. He 

acted in the Mol's first full-length feature film 49th Parallel (1941), playing an aesthete roused to 

action when fugitive Nazi submariners destroy his books and pictures, and in the documentary short 

From the Four Corners (1941), in which he showed three Commonwealth soldiers round London 

and talked about the ideals they were all fighting for. He spoke the final epilogue for Noël Coward's 

tribute to the Navy In Which We Serve (1942) and spoke the commentary for The White Eagle 

(1941), a documentary about exiled Poles in Britain striving to preserve their culture. He produced a 

film about nurses, The Lamp Still Burns ( 1943) and directed and narrated a memorable film tribute 

to the ATS, The Gentle Sex ( 1943). He made his final public appearance as Nelson on the steps of 

St Paul's reciting the last prayer before Trafalgar. C.A. Lejeune recalled it when writing his obituary: 

 

 
Pimpernel Smith send up the humourless Nazi's (Howard with Francis L. Sullivan and Raymond 

Huntley). 

 



The public really loved him. I shall never forget the electric thrill that ran through the crowd 

outside St Paul's Cathedral when he appeared as Nelson in the pageant of the Cathedral Steps. 

That brief moment stopped the show.
28

 

 

But above all, he directed and starred in two of the finest British wartime films, Pimpernel Smith 

(1941) and The First of the Few (1942). Their humanity and their humour, their sensitivity and 

idealism, and above all their quiet and abiding Englishness make them masterworks of the British 

cinema. 

 

It is in these films that we see that aspect of Englishness that Leslie Howard particularly incarnated. 

He had always been unique in the galaxy of film stars. For while the other star types -- tough guy, 

'honest Joe,’ 'Latin lover' -- had many exponents, there had only ever been one intellectual star, 

Leslie Howard, the thinking man as hero. He managed to sidestep the deep rooted mistrust of 

intellectuals, the idea that they are all 'too clever by half', by romanticizing and humanizing them. 

He made acceptable, even attractive to the general public, the man of brains rather than brawn. It 

was partly his looks and partly his manner. 'Frankly and intensely English' they may have been, 

despite the fact that his father was a Hungarian Jew, but the sensitive features and blond good looks, 

the cultured speaking voice, the slightly absent-minded air, offset by the dry, donnish wit, all 

combined to give the appearance of the 'absent minded professor'. He returned again and again to 

the role of the intellectual humanized, brought down from the heights of academe to discover 

personal commitment and the real world -- in The Petrified Forest, Stand-In and most notably as 

Henry Higgins in Pygmalion. His wartime roles were similarly intellectual and it is worth noting in 

this context that it was a war in which Oxbridge dons became code-breakers, history lecturers 

turned into experts in black propaganda and the affectionate term 'boffin' was invented for scientists 

working with the forces. Scientists and intellectuals were never to occupy the same place in public 

esteem again.
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But there was another dimension to the Howard persona and it is perhaps in this that his appeal truly 

lay. It was that dreamy, other-worldly air which enabled him to play some of the most memorable 

roles of his film career. In Outward Bound, he was a drunken intellectual on a ship of dead souls 

drifting towards their last judgement. In Smilin' Through, he was the old baronet communing with 

the spirit of his dead sweetheart and eventually joining her on 'the other side'. In Berkeley Square he 

was a young American, obsessed with the past, who is transported back to the 18th century and 

there falls in love with a woman whom he knows he can never have. All three films were 

subsequently remade but no one ever equalled the understanding and subtlety that Howard brought 

to the roles. 

 

In the light of this, it seems reasonable to assume that what he represented to wartime audiences 

was that visionary aspect of Englishness, that fey, mystical quality, that striving after the secrets of 

the eternal, that crops out periodically in English writing and English thought. It is there in the 

music of Elgar and Vaughan Williams, in the writings of Kipling and Haggard, in the poetry of 

Henry Newbolt and Rupert Brooke. It has a peculiarly potent linkage with war, and it can be seen in 

the lifestyle and ideas of a remarkable succession of soldier-mystics, who sought out deserts and 

high places in order to commune with the Almighty -- Lawrence of Arabia, Gordon of Khartoum, 

Younghusband of Tibet, Orde Wingate of the Chindits. It runs parallel with a visionary Imperialism 

which emerged at the end of the 19th century, transcending mere national origin and compounded 

of the ideas of destiny, duty and the British as the elect whose God-given mission it was to bring 

peace, order and good government to the world. 

 

As Kipling put it: 

 



Came the whisper, came the vision, came the power with the need, Till the soul that is not 

Man's soul was lent us to lead. 

 

It is curious to observe in a whole gallery of Victorian and Edwardian worthies almost a double life. 

There is the surface image of the bluff and hearty clubman and public servant, the pipe smoke and 

the tweeds, the bracing early morning walks and the rigours of the full English breakfast. But 

behind this, there is a powerful inner spirit -- beliefs in reincarnation and communication across the 

void, the desire to peer through 'the gap in the curtain', to make contact with 'the people of the mist'. 

It is no coincidence that it should revive powerfully in wartime, when nation and empire were as 

one, when the old Imperialist Winston Churchill was at the helm and when death was all around. 

 

Leslie Howard reflected this blend of nation, empire, mysticism and war in his very first broadcast 

to the United States, when he said: 

 

I can't explain the mystery of the call that comes to people from the land of their birth -- I 

don't have to explain it to you anyway. The call of Britain seems particularly potent, doesn't it 

-- look at the way they've come hurrying in response from the four corners of the earth, 

especially as that call comes at what must be the most critical moment of our whole long 

history. Most of you, I'm sure, will know what I mean when I speak of the curious elation 

which comes from sharing in a high and mysterious destiny. The destiny of Britain we cannot 

know for certain, but we can guess at it and pray for it and work towards it as we find 

ourselves singled out of all the nations in the world for the rare honour of fighting alone 

against the huge and ruthless forces of tyranny.
30

 

 

It caught a particular mood in people, a mood also expressed in the last verse of Rupert Brooke The 

Soldier, which enjoyed renewed popularity during the Second World War. He talks of a fallen 

combatant buried in some corner of a foreign field that is forever England' and ends: 

 

And think, this heart, all evil shed away, 

A pulse in the eternal mind, no less 

Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given; 

Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day; 

And laughter learnt of friends; and gentleness 

In hearts at peace, under an English heaven 

 

That this is not just poetic fancy is confirmed by this passage from the last letter of a Fleet Air Arm 

officer to his parents: 

 

My life has been given and taken in company with so many others for the preservation of 

things by nature spiritual. I believe in these things for which I have joined the fight. I believe 

in them with all my being. They are so much bigger, so infinitely more important, so much 

worthier than I am. But those spiritual things are a part of me and I a part, minute though it 

may be, of them.
31

 

 

In Leslie Howard's two great wartime films this sense of spirituality was added to the other 

ingredients, the Englishness, the sense of humour -- gentle, ironic, understated and witty -- and the 

sense of proportion -- the restraint, compassion and sensitivity. In that sense the war was his 

apotheosis. 

 

Howard had already been planning to move from acting into writing and directing. In spite of his 

success as an actor, he had always secretly desired to be a writer. He wrote prodigiously and 



continuously but almost wholly unsuccessfully. He had several thriller stories accepted by boys' 

papers when a teenager. He wrote articles for the New Yorker and Vanity Fair. Of the plays he 

wrote, only two were produced (Murray Hill and Alias Mrs Jones) and both flopped. But as a 

director he found a role in which all his talents could be blended together. He could contribute to 

screenplays, shape film projects, play the leading roles and create the visual realization of his ideas 

himself. Adrian Brunel, who worked with him on several wartime projects, left this record of 

working with Howard: 

 

Leslie had a first class brain and, in spite of his inclination to roam, he had great concentrative 

ability. Before he began to direct a scene, we would usually discuss its shape; he would 

outline his plan, using me as a sounding board and getting my technical reactions. Then he 

would either go from his dressing room where our discussions often took place or he would 

break away from our huddle in a corner of the studio, and take charge on the floor. Finally he 

would go over his own lines, if it was a scene in which he appeared, and by a tremendous 

power of concentration, would speak the lines without fault. When he came to photograph a 

scene, the lines came from him with such apparent naturalness and effortlessness, with such 

clarity, sincerity and mastery of meaning that it was a revelation. He was a really great artist.
32

 

 

He liked a relaxed atmosphere in which to work, rarely did much before 10.30am, improvised freely 

within the bounds of narrative development and brought to his films that creative enthusiasm which 

made them so much his own. Harold Nicolson experienced this enthusiasm when he dined on 2 

April 1940 with Kenneth Clark, then director of the Films Division of the Mol and Leslie Howard 

was among the guests: 

 

We have an agreeable dinner and talk mostly about films. Leslie Howard is doing a big 

propaganda film and is frightfully keen about it . . . I come back with Leslie Howard and he 

continues to talk excitedly about his new film. He seems to enter into such things with the zest 

of a schoolboy and that is part of his charm.
33

33 

 

Howard had been steadily gathering experience in the late thirties. He had co-directed Pygmalion 

with Anthony Asquith and had acted as associate producer on Intermezzo, part of the deal by which 

producer David O. Selznick persuaded him to take the role of Ashley Wilkes, which he hated, in 

Gone With the Wind. He had taken a skiing holiday in Austria shortly before the Anschluss in 1938 

and his discussions with Austrians, including the painter Alfons Walde, about the hated and feared 

prospect of a Nazi takeover made an indelible impression on him. He began to develop the idea of a 

film story based on the rescue of a famous painter from Nazi-occupied Austria. Early in 1940, he 

worked with the refugee writer Wolfgang Wilhelm developing a treatment for a feature film 'in 

which the cause of freedom and Britain's part in it would be clearly defined'. The work was 

interrupted by a trip to Paris in April 1940 to make arrangements for an Anglo-French propaganda 

film to star himself and Danielle Darrieux and to be directed by René Clair, but the fall of France 

put a stop to that.
34

 

 

Howard enlisted the novelist A. G. Macdonell, author of England, their England, to help turn his 

treatment into a scenario. It was Macdonell who suggested making the hero a modern Pimpernel 

figure and he came up with the idea of an archaeology professor with a secret life as adventurer and 

freedom-fighter. They envisaged the role as a combination of Henry Higgins and Raffles, but 

Howard did not want his hero to be an aristocrat and deliberately chose the surname Smith to 

suggest his oneness with the people. 

 

Macdonell was not a professional scriptwriter and so to turn the scenario into a shooting script, 

Howard brought in the prolific screenwriter Anatole de Grunwald. It was de Grunwald who 



suggested switching the university from Oxford to Cambridge, his own alma mater, and Howard 

fell in with this as it allowed him to quote from Rupert Brooke Grantchester. In all Howard worked 

for eight months on the script, finally recruiting Roland Pertwee to do a polishing job, reshaping 

some scenes, adding others and supplying additional dialogue. Howard's habit of making script 

changes just before shooting kept Pertwee busy throughout the filming and he was present on the 

set, not only rewriting but also playing the small role of Professor Smith's diplomat brother. 

 

 
Smith managed, even in extreme situations, to outwit the Nazis. 

 

 

Howard had from the first planned the film as a commercially backed project, but he found 

difficulty in getting a backer. Eventually Lewis Jackson of British National agreed to finance it and 

contracts were signed on 31 October 1940. The film was shot at Denham Studios between January 

and April 1941. The editing of Pimpernel Smith was supervised by Sidney Cole, whom Howard 

insisted should be present throughout the filming. Interviewed in 1985, Cole recalled: 'He wanted 

me on the floor, so that if there was anything I spotted as an editor about any shot I wanted, or any 

comment like that, I could say at the time instead of waiting for the rushes.' Cole thought Howard 'a 

very good director. He had a great sense of style, which came from his acting, and I found that the 

rhythm of his acting which then went over into his directing . . . was a guideline for the way I edited 

the film so as to preserve that very smooth, elegant flow of the picture.' The finished film was 

released in July 1941. 

 



The film declares itself 'a fantasy but . . . based on the exploits of a number of courageous men who 

were and still are risking their lives daily to help those unfortunate people of many nationalities who 

are being persecuted and exterminated by the Nazis'. The picture is dedicated to them. They are 

epitomized by Pimpernel Smith, the committed intellectual, the dreamer with a cause. 

 

The twin facets of his character are established at the outset. In Berlin in the spring of 1939 the anti-

Nazi research scientist Dr Benckendorff is rescued within minutes of the Gestapo arriving to arrest 

him. His rescuer is a mysterious figure known as 'The Shadow', who sends the doctor a message to 

alert him -- 'the mind of man is bounded only by the universe.' The familiar silhouette of Leslie 

Howard on the wall, a few whispered words, the tune 'there is a tavern in the town' whistled, and 

they are away. The Propaganda Ministry hasten to deny the activities of the rescuer: 'In Nazi 

Germany no one can hope to be saved by anybody.' The film then cuts to the Museum of 

Antiquities in Cambridge, where vague, absentminded, bespectacled Professor Horatio Smith is 

complaining about the dust on his favourite statue of Aphrodite. He delivers an impromptu lecture 

on the goddess to an astonished crocodile of schoolgirls and then is reminded that he is half an hour 

late for his lecture. Arriving to deliver it, he drives out the female students by making disparaging 

remarks about the presence of women in the university and then announces his intention of taking a 

small party of students with him to Germany to investigate the question of whether or not there was 

an ancient Aryan civilization in Germany. After this, he dashes off for tea and crumpets, reciting 

Lewis Carroll as he strides through the college cloisters. 

 

He departs for Germany with his student party, putting up at an inn near the Swiss frontier, from 

where, unknown to his students, he makes forays to rescue the artists and intellectuals he is pledged 

to save. On one such expedition, he disguises as a scarecrow and is shot in the arm. Next day, 

travelling by train to Berlin, the students read an account of the 'Shadow's' latest exploit, including 

the arm wound. They see that Smith is similarly wounded, put two and two together and insist on 

joining his rescue mission. 

 

Meanwhile General von Graum heads the search for the 'Shadow'. His investigations lead him to a 

reception at the British Embassy but he makes no headway. He blackmails a Polish girl, Ludmilla 

Koslowski, into helping him trap the 'Shadow' by offering her the life of her imprisoned editor 

father, Sidimir Koslowski. She discovers that Smith is the 'Shadow' and enlists his aid to save her 

father. Smith and his student assistants rescue Koslowski and four others from a concentration camp 

and get them across the frontier. Smith himself goes back for Ludmilla with whom he has fallen in 

love, and gets her safely across the border. But he is himself trapped by von Graum at the frontier 

station. Nevertheless Smith outwits him and slips across the frontier to safety. 

 

The keynote of the film's attitude to Germany is set by a shot of a poster of a buxom German wench, 

saying 'Come to Romantic Germany', accompanied on the soundtrack by the sound of Hitler ranting, 

jackboots crunching and gunfire. Thereafter the film proceeds to ridicule the Germans as uncultured, 

humourless, ungentlemanly and uncivilized. There is a succession of very funny, beautifully 

constructed scenes in which this is done. General von Graum, the Gestapo chief, investigates the 

English secret weapon -- their sense of humour. He ploughs through P. G. Wodehouse, Edward 

Lear, Lewis Carroll and Punch, reading extracts to his bemused assistants, without raising a laugh 

and concludes that the English sense of humour is a myth. But the point of this sequence is in a 

sense the justification of the film. The film demonstrates unequivocally that a sense of humour is 

the English secret weapon: it is the essential quality which separates a civilized society from an 

uncivilized one. It is also one of the best means of transmitting propaganda and maintaining morale, 

something the Germans in reality never understood. But the fact that George Formby was, 

according to the Motion Picture Herald, the top British box office star from 1939 to 1943, 

demonstrates the importance of humour to the British in the darkest days of the war. 



 

Equally funny are the scenes in which acrimonious high level discussions are held with a string 

quartet to try to identify the tune which the 'Shadow' whistles. It is eventually identified correctly as 

'There is a tavern in the town' by a minor, music-hating clerk called Wagner. Smith himself 

mercilessly sends up von Graum at the Embassy reception, particularly when von Graum insists that 

Shakespeare is a German. Later Smith does a hilarious impersonation of a hectoring Nazi official in 

pinstriped suit, with rolled umbrella, constantly threatening to telephone Dr Goebbels. 

 

But the humour was solidly underpinned by an exposition of Leslie Howard's philosophy, which he 

had already developed in his radio broadcasts. First, there is the glowing love of England. It had 

been his suggestion to add John of Gaunt's 'This England' speech from Shakespeare Richard II to 

the finale of The Scarlet Pimpernel ( 1935). In Pimpernel Smith, sitting in a railway carriage with 

Ludmilla and heading for the border, he recites lines from Rupert Brooke's Grantchester:  

 

God, I will pack and take a train, And get me to England once again,  

For England is one land I know Where men with splendid hearts may go. 

 

There is the hatred of violence and war, and even stronger, the detestation of those responsible for 

such horrors. He had declared in one broadcast: 

 

Most civilized people are . . . by nature pacific. Good men have always dreaded the horror of 

war, and, since the dawn of human intelligence, have tried to devise ways of preventing it . . . 

a nation which thinks only of war and aggression, which plots and plans to achieve its ends 

and its destiny by brute force, is exhibiting the symptoms of retrogression and uncivilization, 

and has become a criminal member of the society of nations.
35

 

 

But he coupled this with a need to fight for these beliefs, for peace, freedom and democracy. 

Praising President Roosevelt for his brave, outward-looking concept of American democracy, he 

had said on the wireless: 

 

Democracy, to survive at all, must be as militant as autocracy, and what the world is 

desperately in need of now is not the gentle, philosophic democracy of Jefferson, but the 

outspoken, militant and ringing democracy of Roosevelt, representing the righteous anger of 

the free people of the world aroused against the cynical arrogance of the totalitarian 

feudalists.
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This righteous wrath suffuses the climactic sequence of Pimpernel Smith. In an early scene Smith 

tells Benckendorff: 'I hate violence. It seems such a paradox to kill a man before you can persuade 

him what's right. So uncivilized.' His philosophy comes into direct confrontation with von Graum's 

in the station on the frontier. Smith tells von Graum he despises violence, the new German god. 

Von Graum replies: 'Violence means power and power crushes opposition. The epoch of the council 

chamber is over. I tell you that power and strength and violence will rule the world.' Tomorrow, he 

goes on, the Nazis invade Poland and will go on to make a German Empire of the world. As the 

camera slowly tracks in to close-up and his eyes begin to glow with wrath, Horatio Smith tells him: 

 

You will never rule the world because you are doomed, all of you who have demoralized and 

corrupted a nation are doomed. Tonight you will take the first step along a dark road from 

which there is no turning back. You will have to go on from one madness to another, leaving 

behind you a wilderness of misery and hatred, and still you will have to go on because you 

will find no horizon and see no dawn until at last you are lost and destroyed. You are doomed, 

captain of murderers, and one day sooner or later, you will remember my words. 



 

Von Graum takes Smith on to the platform, intending to shoot him 'while trying to escape'. Smith 

lights a last cigarette and stands wreathed in smoke beneath a lamp, a strange, ethereal figure, more 

spirit than substance. Smith continues to taunt von Graurn until the German drops the vase he is 

holding, the proof that no ancient Aryan civilization existed in Germany. Von Graum's aides rush 

forward and in the confusion, Smith vanishes across the frontier, his voice mockingly echoing from 

the shadows: 'Don't worry, I'll be back. We'll all be back.' For all the humour of the preceding 

passages, the final sequence makes clear that while violence brings its own inevitable destruction, 

the battle against it will be long and hard, the necessary counterpart to an exposure of the 

uncivilized and humourless nature of the Hun. 

 

It has been suggested that Smith's concentration on the rescue of artists, intellectuals and scientists 

is elitist, but it is central to Howard's interpretation of the war that it is a struggle for civilization, a 

word that recurs constantly in his films and his broadcasts. The Huns herald the new dark age of 

barbarism and ignorance, but Howard, like Professor Smith, clearly believes that 'progress and 

civilization depend in every age upon the hands and brains of a few exceptional spirits.' The 

preservation of those exceptional spirits ensures the survival of civilization after the war and that is 

surely one of the war's objectives. This stance was also in line with official policy, as embodied in 

an Mol policy committee memorandum, which noted that it was important for British propaganda to 

stress the difference between the first and second World Wars, 'pointing out how in the last war all 

the best elements of German culture and science were still in Germany and were supporting the 

German cause, whereas now they were outside Germany and are supporting us'.
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 Pimpernel Smith 

demonstrated just that. 

 

As a director, Howard showed to the full his very English sense of humour and of restraint, telling 

his story with economy, sensitivity and skill. A notable instance is the scarecrow scene. A group of 

prisoners working on a road find a note left for them by the 'Shadow' in a heap of rubble. A brutal 

German guard breaks up their discussion and moves on. Howard cuts to the head of the scarecrow 

near the road turning to follow him. To give the prisoners a lesson about the talking, the German 

jocularly fires his rifle at the scarecrow, telling the prisoners they will be next if they are not careful. 

Cut to close-up of the scarecrow's hand with blood dripping down it. As an actor, Howard's 

performance is brilliant. He combines the decisiveness, quick-wittedness and self-possession of the 

adventurer, with the professorial appearance of vague, shambling, pipe-smoking, bespectacled 

absent-mindedness, as in the sequence of his ambling apparently aimlessly round the embassy 

reception in an ill-fitting dinner jacket, hands in pockets and cigarette dangling from between lips, 

constantly seeking to engage the increasingly irritated von Graum in conversation. To this the third 

and essential element which so endeared Howard to his public is added, the humanization and 

romanticization of the intellectual. A misogynist, whose love has been hitherto reserved for a statue 

of Aphrodite, his ideal of perfect womanhood, he falls in love with the courageous Ludmilla and in 

a telling moment of wordless declaration he shows her his ideal woman in a photograph of 

Aphrodite and then tears it up. 

 

The film also brought excellent supporting performances from Francis L. Sullivan, the fat, 

chocolate-guzzling, bombastic but cunning Gestapo chief, clearly modelled on Goering; from 

Raymond Huntley, as his sneering, acidulous assistant, significantly called Marx; and from Mary 

Morris as the Polish patriot's daughter who charms Professor Smith. It is worth noting too that one 

of Howard's student assistants is a brash American, David Maxwell, who after initial reluctance 

joins the expedition and becomes a key member, a timely reminder of the identity of interest 

between Britain and the USA. 

 



The Swedish scholars Furhammer and Isaksson suggest that part of the appeal of Pimpernel Smith 

lies in the fact that it draws on fundamental mythic sources, consciously or unconsciously. Firstly 

and most obviously, it recalls Howard's earlier film success, The Scarlet Pimpernel ( 1935), in 

which he had played the English gentleman who risks all to spirit doomed French aristocrats from 

the grip of 'the Terror' in revolutionary France. Indeed the plot outline of Pimpernel Smith follows 

that of The Scarlet Pimpernel with remarkable fidelity. Baroness Orczy's novel sequence reached 

back for its inspiration to Dickens' A Tale of Two Cities and according to Furhammer and Isaksson, 

back even beyond that to the primal myth of the hero and the monster, St George and the dragon, 

Perseus and Andromeda. 

 

 
Professor Smith is established at the outset of the film as a donnish misogynist (Howard with Joan 

Kemp-Welch). 

 

 

But even more resonant is the interpretation of the film as Christian allegory: 

 

Pimpernel Smith is a saviour in the literal sense, who has arrived in an evil world where his 

origins seem very mysterious and the authorities go all out to destroy him. No one else has his 

ability to pass from this evil world to the ideal one. He is a teacher, surrounded by a small 

group of disciples who first do not understand his greatness and his mission -- even if they are 

unconsciously speaking of him when they talk about 'the greatest man in the universe'. They 

are not convinced of his identity until, at a later stage, they see his 'Pierced' hands. These 

wounds have been explained, with perfect consistency, in a scene in which Smith, disguised 



as a scarecrow, erected in a concentration camp, is on a cross, hanging with arms outstretched 

and head falling forward as if in a Passion painting, his hand is gorily pierced by a guard. The 

film ends with Smith announcing that he will soon be back.
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It may be that both these aspects of the character are what appealed to the Swedish diplomat Raoul 

Wallenberg, who, after seeing the film at the British Embassy in Stockholm, told his half-sister that 

he would like to do the same thing.
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 He subsequently saved the lives of thousands of Hungarian 

Jews before being arrested by the Russians in 1945 and disappearing from history. 

 

The critics liked the film. The Daily Express called it 'war entertainment of the finest possible 

calibre' and the New Statesman declared 'the mingling of excitement and the battle for freedom has 

been done with admirable tact . . . Pimpernel Smith is a success all round.'
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 The Monthly Film 

Bulletin thought it 'a most attractive and exciting production even though the propaganda is laid on 

with a somewhat heavy hand'.
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 The Times expressed its appreciation of Howard both as actor and 

director: 

 

Mr Leslie Howard as a director has several qualities in common with Mr Leslie Howard the 

actor. He believes, that is, in the oblique rather than the direct approach, in the value of 

understatement and in the charm of the casual. He is also adept at the art of appearing to flick 

sentiment and feeling away from him at the same time as he is cunningly arranging them in 

his buttonhole. In Pimpernel Smith he is happy in both his choice of hero and in his method of 

directing.
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The trade paper Kinematograph Weekly enthused: 

 

Exciting, fascinating, human and humorous story, neat twists, effective undercurrent of 

suspense, smooth dialogue, brilliant performance by Leslie Howard, first-rate supporting team, 

topicality, strong feminine angle, great title values and greater star. 

 

It proclaimed the film 'excellent general booking for all classes, both sexes and all ages'
43

. 

 

The box office returns confirmed this judgement. The film broke all box office records at the 

Granada Group's London cinemas and went on to be one of the top box office successes of the 

year.
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 It was narrowly beaten only by 49th Parallel (in which Howard also starred) and The Great 

Dictator as a money-earner in British cinemas.
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Howard followed Pimpernel Smith by directing and starring in The First of the Few ( 1942). The 

film drew on some potent propaganda sources: inspiring passages from Churchill's speeches, a 

montage sequence of the building of the Spitfire to William Walton's heroic music, and a framing 

sequence of the Battle of Britain. But Leslie was less concerned with the Few than with R. J. 

Mitchell, the first of the Few, the man who designed the Spitfire and died in 1936. His story is told 

in flashback to the Battle of Britain pilots now flying his plane. The film is a deeply felt, loving 

portrait of a man with whom Howard seems to have felt an instinctive rapport -- the solitary 

visionary battling against government indifference, commercial pressure and ill-health to produce 

the plane that will be his country's salvation. 

 

The mood is set when the film dissolves from the tumult of the Battle of Britain to the 

quintessentially peaceful scene of Mitchell lying on his back on top of the cliffs, looking through 

his binoculars at the sea birds wheeling gracefully in the sky and determining to design a plane that 

will fly like them. It establishes him at once as the dedicated dreamer, whose life is planes and 

plane-making. He seeks to win the Schneider Trophy for Britain and when he does, he regards his 



work as completed. But all this is changed by a trip to Germany, when he learns the nature of 

German plans for rearmament and world domination. He returns to England, determined to build 

'the fastest and deadliest fighter in the world' so that his country can defend itself. Although warned 

by a specialist of the consequences if he does not rest, he works on and finally dies after learning 

that the government has accepted his plane -- the Spitfire. 

 

It is hard to make a successful film about a lone pioneer devoted to research and animated by pure 

love of his subject, but Leslie Howard succeeded brilliantly and he did so for several reasons. First, 

he himself was perfectly cast as R. J. Mitchell, the sort of part he had been born to play -- the shy, 

absent-minded, pipe-smoking visionary. He captivates us with the sincerity of the pioneer as he 

explains with bubbling enthusiasm the plans for his new plane. He moves us with the serene self-

confidence of the martyr when the government tell him: 'You've got a year to produce the plans. It's 

all the time we can give you' and, recalling the specialist's advice, he replies: 'You can have them in 

eight months. It's all the time I can give you.' Noël Coward called his performance 'Acting that 

transcended acting'.
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Secondly, there is a full measure of humour, much of it handled in his inimitable style by a 

cheerfully insouciant David Niven as the test pilot, Geoffrey Crisp. The enemy, of course, come in 

for plenty of satire. The Italians are personified by the self-important Mayor (played by film 

producer Filippo del Giudice) at the Schneider Trophy races. He is constantly announcing: 'Silencio! 

A telegram from Il Duce' and proceeding to read out a bombastic message from Mussolini. The 

Germans are portrayed as loud, humourless, arrogant, fanatical and infinitely dangerous. The 

essential difference between them and the English is brought out in a scene in which Mitchell and 

some German aviators watch gliders. 'Efficiency' say the Germans, 'Poetry' responds Mitchell.' Ach, 

you English, you sentimentalize everything' is the German reply. 

 

Finally, there is Leslie Howard's special talent as a director. As one would expect, he handles the 

actors very well, but he also reveals an instinctive grasp of mood and nuance, imbuing his films 

with a quality of controlled gentleness and evoking the maximum emotional response from the 

audience by a characteristically English and wholly effective technique of underplaying. This 

mastery of mood can be seen, for instance, in the chilling scene in Germany at a party which is 

initially played for comedy with a drunken David Niven insulting the Hun but in which the mood 

gradually darkens, as from their urbane insinuations and fanatical rantings Mitchell realizes that the 

Germans are planning to rearm. The technique of underplaying is perfectly demonstrated in 

Mitchell's scenes with his wife, understandingly played by Rosamund John. There is the scene 

where he tells her of his illness, she reads out a letter from their son at school and he agrees to take 

a holiday but then catches sight of the newspaper headline 'German bombers destroy Spanish town'. 

No more needs to be said. We know and he knows that he must go on with his work. Finally when 

news arrives that the government have accepted the Spitfire, Mitchell is lying on a couch in the 

garden, worn out by his exertions. He says he will sleep for a while and his wife goes towards the 

house. Suddenly she stops and shudders and a shadow passes over Mitchell's face. On the 

soundtrack we hear the screech of a sea-bird -- Mitchell's soul departing. 

 

The First of the Few, along with Pimpernel Smith, became Leslie Howard's cinematic testament. 

They gave him roles in which he could demonstrate to perfection the qualities which had made him 

a unique screen star. They showed him possessed of a blossoming directorial talent which the film 

industry could ill-afford to lose. But above all they captured something of the spirit of the nation at 

war -- and the nation responded. They made The First of the Few the top British money-maker of 

1942 and they made Leslie Howard one of the most popular of British stars. According to the 

Motion Picture Herald's rankings of box office popularity, Leslie Howard rose from 19th most 

popular British star in 1940 to second in 1942. Kinematograph Weekly made him the most popular 



British star in 1941 and 1942. At the time of his death he was planning a film version of Hamlet to 

star himself. It was to be set in the present day and to evoke parallels with the war, depicting 

Claudius as a Quisling and Hamlet as a Danish resistance leader. 

 

He was never one to under-estimate his audience, either in film-making or in broadcasting. 

Speaking about his appearances on the popular Brains Trust series, he said: 

 

I am a tremendous believer in the power of broadcasting . . . I don't believe anything is too 

good for the public . . . In my own experience I have proved that the cinema public is as ready 

to patronize the work of Bernard Shaw, the music of William Walton and film technique at its 

most subtle.
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He believed that the regular listening audience of 10-12 million attracted by the Brains Trust 

confirmed his view of the high level of intelligent appreciation in British audiences. 

 

What is perhaps forgotten today is that Leslie Howard was almost as important for his wartime 

broadcasting as he was for his films. Many of his obituaries stressed this aspect of his work. A BBC 

spokesman declared: 'His calm, steady confidence and quiet patriotism did much to keep our people 

overseas in good heart. The services he rendered the Empire and indeed the world cannot be too 

highly assessed.'
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 This was not mere rhetoric: writing of his overseas broadcasts in July 1940, the 

Daily Mail proclaimed him the 'Number 2 public speaker to J. B. Priestley in the overseas service'.
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The Manchester Daily Despatch recalled in 1943: 

 

BBC 'feature tests' showed that Howard was one of the most successful of the overseas 

speakers. His 'fan mail' from all parts of the British Empire and outside it showed that he had 

struck chords that had wide appeal. This was especially so in the dark days which Dunkirk 

ushered in.
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Smith misogynism is transformed into love by his encounter with a Polish heroine (Howard with 

Mary Morris). 

 

His importance in this area is confirmed by an internal BBC memorandum, dated 5 November 1940: 

Leslie Howard has been having a great success in the American Transmission. We are 

anxious that he should continue, and it would seem particularly important that he should in 

view of Priestley's absence for the time being. I hear the Home Programmes are also trying to 

make use of him. The trouble is that he is uncertain as to how much he can do and he has 

already been saying that with the film that he is engaged on he may have to give up the talk 

for us. So far we have persuaded him not to, but it would be rather sad if he chose between the 

Home Programme and the North American Transmission in favour of the Home 

Programme.
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Apart from his Brains Trust appearances and two radio plays (The Petrified Forest and Nelson), 

Howard delivered several talks on the Home Service and one postscript ( 10 November 1940) in the 

slot which Priestley had made so much his own. BBC Audience Research reported that general 

reaction was favourable, though much less than for Priestley. There was enthusiasm for his voice 

and general approval for his topic (Creatures of Habit), though 'great enthusiasm seemed almost 

entirely absent'.
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 A sample of 135 people was questioned about whether he should have a regular 

postscript slot: 84 said yes, 43 no and 8 gave no reply. Approval of him was significantly higher 



among the working class respondents than among the middle-class ones, suggesting perhaps a 

degree of intellectual snobbery about film stars appearing in 'serious talks' slots. 

 

But it was his influence in America and Canada that was most highly valued. Between 16 July 1940 

and 7 August 1941 he delivered some 22 talks in the North American Service in a regular Monday 

evening slot.
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 Thereafter, between 26 October 1941 and 14 February 1943, he made 9 appearances 

on the Answering You programme, 3 as compere. This was a programme in which questions from 

transatlantic listeners were answered by a resident panel. He narrated the 13 shows in the Britain to 

America series, a star-studded series of impressions of life in wartime Britain. The co-editor of the 

series, D. G. Bridson, recalled Leslie Howard as 'not merely a gifted actor and sincere narrator, but 

also quite one of the most likeable people I ever met'. The series provoked a 'deluge of ecstatic 

cables . . . from New York'.53 Howard was also chosen to host the BBC's birthday tribute to 

President Roosevelt on 30 January 1943.
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It is interesting to observe that Howard fulfilled almost exactly the criteria laid down by Professor F. 

C. Bartlett in 1940 for the ideal qualifications and the ideal material for broadcasting to neutral 

countries, like the United States, and to the Commonwealth. Bartlett said that the BBC should use 

people representative of the wider national culture rather than the more narrow and immediate areas 

of politics or diplomacy. He declared that the basis of all good democratic propaganda was news 

and news delivered in the idiom of the people to whom you are speaking. He said that neutral 

countries should be treated as friends, with a community of interest aside from the war. As far as the 

Commonwealth was concerned: 

 

The primary aim is to keep alive and vital faith and friendship for the home country and for its 

policy, and at the same time to leave each member of the Commonwealth unimpaired freedom of 

decision . . . In distant communities there will always be an army of people who are most moved to 

friendship when they can see or hear how the common life is going on at home.
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In his regular Monday talks, Howard declared his aim to be 'to give you a contemporary picture of 

this island fortress of England and some of the people both civil and military who are taking part in 

our defence'. He explained to his overseas listeners that he realized on returning to Britain that he 

was a dual personality -- an Englishman and an American: 

 

I am an Englishman because I was born and raised one, and an American because I have lived 

the greater part of my adult life in the United States, during which time I lived among 

Americans, earned my living from them and came into close contact with great masses of 

them in private and public . . . I believe that I understand thoroughly the American way of life 

and attitude of mind; in fact, to a large extent, I have made them my own.
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He stressed the community of interest between Britain and the United States: 

 

You are very much in our minds nowadays, probably more than you hay ever been since the 

Declaration of Independence aroused the conscience and admiration of all liberal Englishmen. 

Though more than 40 million free people in this island are again involved in the eternal fight 

against European continental domination, their eyes are towards the West, their thoughts and 

instincts follow the sun as their forefathers followed it upon the sea for many centuries. For 

there, across thousands of miles of dangerous waters, there on your great continent, lives the 

biggest group of democratic peoples in the world today. And although we and you have many 

superficial differences, when the world goes mad the English-speaking peoples come very 

close together. So much so that there are many Americans serving with the British forces 

today -- more than is realized.
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He provided news but always with a human interest angle. He interviewed a US soldier, serving 

with the British forces, and a serving British seaman, his son, Ronald. He visited Portsmouth and 

described the effects of and the heroic resistance to the Blitz. He recounted his meetings with a Free 

French soldier and other foreign nationals. He visited an airfield and described the work of the 

pilots, taking time to give a reasoned defence of the British estimates of enemy losses in the Battle 

of Britain. He described the vital but unsung work of the Observer Corps. He painted a picture of 

'business as usual' in war-torn London. 

 

He was particularly good at taking on contentious issues and discussing them freely, humorously 

but always effectively: for instance, to what extent were his talks propaganda. He described how the 

English were shy of and bad at propaganda, and when compelled by war to take it up, they did so 'to 

a degree which has been the despair of their friends and the astonishment of their foes, cautiously, 

politely and with a painstaking rectitude. 'By contrast, the German propaganda machine had 

overdone it. Americans, he thought, have: 

 

A deep and instinctive understanding of the state of the world and of the supreme danger in which 

human freedom stands. It was indeed German propaganda that largely brought this about and the 

virtual non-existence of British propaganda was thereby justified.
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His own talks were not propaganda, for he was just saying what he felt without calculation, simply 

chatting to friends as if on the transatlantic telephone. 

 

One of the things he 'chatted' about regularly and was concerned to correct was negative American 

perceptions of Britain and the British. He had discovered in America 'a fundamental distrust of the 

democratic character of the British constitution.' He sought to play this down: 

 

I was confronted with solid republican objections to our whole system of titles, privileges and 

the ruling class. First of all we were a monarchy, then we had too many lords (who were 

regarded as either comic or sinister), too much Harrow and Eton, and Oxford and Cambridge, 

too much class distinction, no real equality. I interposed the usual arguments about class 

distinction in the United States and the autocracy of the dollar, but that didn't prove British 

democracy. I defy anyone to prove it in words, for it is a paradox and our constitution is not a 

document like that of the United States, it is simply an instinct in the minds of the English, an 

instinct which governs their laws, their institutions and their behaviour. But I soon began to 

understand and be understood by my American friends and to discover how much we had in 

common.
59

 

 

He also carefully set up a description of the archetypal upper class English youth now serving in the 

RAF and quoted the views on such men of the padre, a self-styled 'fighting Irishman'with a Dublin 

accent: 

 

Decadence, we used to hear a lot about the decadence of modern English youths. They were 

supposed to be precious, high-brow, artistic, didn't believe in fighting; they said the 

universities were full of them . . . I used to wonder myself, but then I am Irish, I know now. 

They never made them so tough, with such powers of resistance. 16 hours a day means 

nothing to them. I've never seen such a case of nerves, they haven't got any nerves. With cubs 

like these, the Lion is invincible. That's what I say -- and I am an Irishman.
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In explaining the English to the Americans, Howard characteristically highlights their idealism. He 

notes the qualities which have emerged during the war: 



 

qualities which seem to me to represent the best there is in human nature; the qualities of 

courage, devotion to duty, kindliness, humour, coolheadedness, balance, common sense, 

singleness of purpose. But there is a master quality which motivates and shines through all 

these-that of idealism. Mind you, you have to be smart to spot it. The English do their best to 

conceal it and they succeed pretty well. They are awfully afraid of idealism, very shy of it, 

almost ashamed of it, and they go to great lengths to conceal and deny it, for they believe it 

becomes them very ill. Only in rare cases are foreigners able to spot it at all. In my case it is 

the Englishman in me that is able to unearth it and the American in me that is able to stand off 

and marvel at it.
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What are the ideals that inspire British resistance? These are illustrated in Howard's account of a 

visit to the House of Commons, still in session despite the war, 'the living expression of human 

liberty, of Common Man's social and political progress, the natural foe of oppression, the eternal 

guardian of individual freedom'. It is, he reminds his listeners, 'a vital part of the newest and most 

progressive concept that the human race has been able to evolve for the management of its affairs -- 

a government of the people, by the people, for the people.'
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62 This apposite deployment of the 

words of President Lincoln to describe the British democratic system was followed up in a later talk 

by a ringing declaration in a shared belief in the principles underlying the very foundation of the 

United States. He talked feelingly about British interest in the American Presidential elections and 

the enormous popularity in Britain of President Roosevelt: 

 

There is something in the foundations of American liberty and in the birth of the American 

nation, to which every British soul must by its very nature respond. 

 

He quoted the words of the Declaration of Independence: 

 

I make no apology for repeating them, for, if the world needed them in 1776, it needs them 

infinitely more today. They should be heralded far and wide, for they are the simple creed of 

Democracy and contain the germs of the only collective happiness possible to mankind. They 

were written for the oppressed. Let the oppressed take comfort in them, and particularly let 

the oppressors take heed of them. Listen, Hitler, listen to these words -- 'We hold these truths 

to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with 

certain inalienable rights, that among these rights are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.' 

Today more than ever they belong to the whole world of free men and those who hope for 

freedom.
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He had words of praise too for Canada ('In sending your sons you have given the ultimate and 

perfect evidence of your faith in our great unity'). He sees Canada as living proof of the democratic 

and tolerant traditions of the Commonwealth and also as a valuable bridge between Britain and the 

United States. He devoted one of his talks to discussing the making of his documentary film From 

the Four Corners, in which he shows three Commonwealth soldiers, from Australia, New Zealand 

and Canada, the sights of London, which symbolize a shared heritage, culminating in Westminster, 

the mother of parliaments, where in the 18th century Englishmen cheered the victories of the 

American colonists over the German troops of George III, where equal rights were conceded to the 

Maoris in New Zealand, the Boers in South Africa and the French in Canada. Once again, he quotes 

the Declaration of Independence as summarizing the ideals they are fighting for: 

 

Those words and that spirit were born and nourished here and your fathers carried them to the 

four corners of the earth. They are our inheritance from the past, our legacy for the future.
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His final summation of what Britain was fighting for, what the Commonwealth was fighting for and 

what the United States would in due course join the fight for, came in a talk where he contrasted the 

Nazi New Order with the achievements of the English-speaking peoples. They had peopled five 

continents, spread the English language, spread the Roman idea of codified law and the Greek ideal 

of democracy, accepted the French idea of the family unit as the basis of settled society, and 

preserved the Christian ethic inherited from Judaism: 

 

one thing we have contributed to the civilization of the world which was new and our own; 

something of which the Germans have never known the meaning; something called tolerance. 

All the English-speaking nations have planted that flower of civilization wherever they have 

taken up their governments. It is one form of that freedom for which the Greeks fought at 

Marathon, and Bruce's Scots at Bannockburn, and Elizabeth's English in the Channel and the 

French at Valmy, and the American colonists at Saratoga. That the worship of God shall be 

free; that speech and writing shall be free; that national assemblies may contain oppositions; 

that racial or political minorities shall live in peace; that neither creed nor colour nor class 

shall bar a man from the privileges of a citizen; we believe all these things to be good and 

right and just. That faith we English-speaking peoples will maintain as long as we are free 

nations; and to teach that faith to the world has been, above all, our destiny.
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This resounding declaration encapsulates all that Leslie Howard stood for in his films and his 

broadcasts -- a mystical belief in the spiritual values, the ideals, the civilization of the English-

speaking peoples. Where Winston Churchill, orator, warlord, historian, looked to the past to evoke 

the epic and historic nature of Britain's struggle, and where J. B. Priestley, the bluff, common-sense, 

plain-speaking Yorkshireman, talked of the heroism of ordinary folk and their hopes for the future, 

Leslie Howard spoke for another England, an inner England, an England of the soul, the spirit of a 

quiet, thoughtful, tolerant, humorous, idealistic nation, roused to action by an evil more monstrous 

than any the world had yet known. It was a mystic England, but it was one for which, in the end, he 

gave his life. 
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