AS A LEADER CAN YOU MAKE THE TOUGH DECISIONS?

Sir Winston Churchill, in World War Two, was forced to make many difficult decisions.
British Intelligence, had secretly cracked the Nazi Enigma code, a programme the British called
“Ultra”, which allowed them to listen in on much of the secret Nazi communication.
On November 12, 1940, British Intelligence interrupted Nazi messages outlining Operation
Moonlight Sonata, a heavy air bombing raid for the night of November 14/15, 1940 on the city of
Coventry, England.
The information is passed to Sir Winston Churchill. Imagine if it was you. You are given the
information with only days to act. You know anything you do will alert the Nazis that you had been
forewarned of the impending raid and resulting death and destruction, through breaking their
Enigma code. The Nazis will then most probably change the code system that will eliminate any
future information being retrieved.
It was a very difficult set of circumstances. As a leader, what would you do?

Some possible options for you:




Increase air defence around Coventry or over the Channel, and evacuate as much of the city
as possible even though it will most likely alert the Nazis;
Allow the air raid to take place, thereby protecting the secret that you have broken the Nazi
code. Thousands of people will be killed in the bombing; or,
Evacuate key people for the war effort and hope that Nazi agents do not detect the
evacuation and report it to the Nazi high command.

So what would you do as the leader?
Sir Winston Churchill made the difficult decision not to warn the city of Coventry about the
impending air raid. He believed that the panic that might ensue could cause more casualties than the
actual bombing. Churchill felt “Ultra” had to be protected at all costs. The ability to read the Nazi
codes had largely saved England during the Battle of Britain over the summer of 1940 and was
crucial to the British and Allies.
On the night November 14/15 the air raid happened just as the “Ultra” messages had indicated. The
city’s gas mains and railroad connections were destroyed. Twelve aircraft industry factories were
badly damaged. Five hundred and fifty four people were killed and four thousand eight hundred and
sixty-five people were wounded. However, “Ultra” had been protected and the allies continued to
benefit throughout the rest of the war by being able to decode Nazi communications.
Gregory Robinson, Managing Partner, “The disastrous actions of Dunkirk had been only six months
earlier, the Battle of Britain was almost lost and that night over Coventry, four-hundred-and-fortynine Nazi bombers descended and returned to base, safely leaving a tangled mass of humanity.
Britain was in its darkest hours. There are arguments that Churchill may have not known about this
and actually thought the target was London and stayed there deliberately, so as not to run away
from danger. However, there is a belief that he was informed and his decision was to sacrifice the
few to save the many. No matter whether it is fact or fiction, the theory puts forward a set of
circumstances that would require a very difficult decision and great leadership.
What would you do as the leader?”
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