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There is perhaps no period of British foreign policy that more readily
whets the appetite than the Second World War. For those unable to make
use of the Public Record Office in Kew, there is also no modern period
more poorly covered in terms of published documentation. The origins
of the war — and the British role during the period from 1919 to 1939 -
can be examined in considerable detail in the fifty-nine volumes of the
four series of Documents on British Foreign Policy 1919-1939 published by
HMSO between the late 1940s and the 1980s. However, a combination of
security and financial considerations prevented the publication of an
equivalent series of volumes for the Second World War. Instead, there
were commissioned a large number of volumes of an official history of
the war, with series devoted to many aspects of the war effort — grand
strategy, intelligence, foreign policy, economic policy and so on. The
historians invited to write these volumes had unlimited access to the
relevant official documentation, as a result of which, in a few cases, their
publication was delayed for many years. Nevertheless, despite individual
variations, the volumes of the official history are of uniformly high quality.
Moreover, through both their quotations from official documents and
their footnotes to others, they provide an introduction to the extant
documentation but, for many historians, a far from satisfactory substitute
for it.
It is precisely for this reason that the third and later parts of the BRITISH

DOCUMENTS ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS assume a greater importance even
than that of their predecessors. Unlike the earlier parts which
represented a selection of the Foreign Office Confidential Print, Part 3. 4
and 5 publish the confidential prints in their entirety. Parts 1 and 2 were
invaluable and, for many historians unable to visit the Public Record
Office, provided an essential supplement to the published documents.
Given the vacuum which they now fill, Parts 3, 4 & 5 will play a more

crucial role. Given that there is little or no possibility of the British Government undertaking the publication of a Documents on British Foreign Policy 1940-
1945, these volumes constitute the nearest equivalent. For that reason they will be an obligatory, inevitable, unavoidable acquisition for every serious
University research library in Britain, the United States, Europe and the bulk of the English-speaking world.
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