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On three days in June, 1944, Droxford – a sleepy country station on the picturesque Meon Valley line 

(“the strawberry line”) of the Southern Railway – became the unlikely setting for a gathering of VIPs 

making momentous decisions about the D – Day landings on occupied France. Anecdotal evidence 

from the Royal Train department at Wolverton Works is that Saloon 45000 was probably involved in 

this historic event. Despite extensive ongoing research by Trust volunteer David Hipkiss and various 

historian residents of Droxford, it has not as yet been possible to prove or disprove this. 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

In June 1944 Britain had been at war for nearly 5 years, and a second front in Western Europe had 

been on the cards for over a year. Everyone – including the Germans – knew an invasion of France 

was going to take place – but where & when? In May 1944 a virtually 15 mile deep swathe of the 

whole of Southern England became a large military camp with tens of thousands of Allied troops & 

equipment filling the fields, woods & lanes. Security was paramount. ‘Operation Fortitude’ was a vast 

deception designed to convince the Germans that the invasion would be from Kent to the Pas de 

Calais, but ‘Operation Overlord’ was to be landing on the Normandy beaches on June 5th. 

 

 

(Ref. 2) Churchill with Captain (Richard) Pike Pim in the Cabinet war rooms map room 

 

Friday, June 2nd. 

On the afternoon of June 2nd 1944, a special – and Top Secret – train left London Waterloo station. 

Behind “Lord Nelson” locomotive no. 859 “Lord Hood” were 6 carriages from the LMS Royal Train 

stable at Wolverton - supposedly 3 LMS and 3 LNWR carriages. 45000 could well have been one of 

the latter. On board were Prime Minister of the wartime coalition Winston Churchill, Field Marshall 

Jan Smuts (President of South Africa and a member of the British War Cabinet), and Churchill’s 

personal staff including General Ismay, (Chief of Staff), Captain Pike Pim (in charge of secret maps) 

and Marion Holmes (one of Churchill’s favourite secretaries). Wartime Cabinet Labour and National 

Service Secretary Ernest Bevin was also believed to be on the train.  
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Locomotives were probably changed at Alton (859 being too heavy for the Meon Valley 

line), as the train arrived at Droxford behind 2 class T9 locomotives (one being no. 119, a 

regular Southern Railway Royal Train locomotive). 
 

                     

                  (Ref. 3) Field Marshall Jan Smuts                  (Ref. 4) General Ismay 

 

DROXFORD: 

Droxford was the selected destination as it was reasonably close to Southwick House, and had long 

sidings to accommodate the train, plus an adjacent deep cutting into which the train could be shunted 

in the event of an air raid.  Supreme Allied Commander General Eisenhower was to be based at 

Southwick House and moved down there with his entourage from Kingston, near London,  the same 

day Churchill arrived at Droxford in his train. Although meetings were held in Southwick House, for 

security reasons Eisenhower and his staff were accommodated in caravans in Sawyers Wood, about a 

mile away. Eisenhower called his “my circus trailer”. The US Army had proposed that a new branch 

line be built to Southwick House, but this was rejected on cost grounds.  

 

SOUTHWICK HOUSE: 

The location of Southwick House near Portsmouth made it an ideal location for the Allied HQ to 

finalise D – Day plans. Note that Churchill had to take a car to Southwick – Eisenhower never visited 

Churchill on his train at Droxford.  

 

(Ref. 5) Southwick House 
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Southwick housed a large wall map of the invasion area which can still be seen to this day. The map 

was delivered in April 1944. It had been ordered from toy makers Chad Valley (Birmingham) – 

however, for security reasons the order was for wall maps covering the whole of the UK, and the 

European continental coast from Norway to Spain! After delivery a “chippy” from Portsmouth 

dockyard was brought in to install just the UK south coast & Normandy sections of the maps. The 

rest were burnt. To preserve secrecy the chippy was kept at Southwick until after the D – Day 

landings. It is believed he actually stayed until September! 

 

   

 

Churchill always liked to be where the action was, and in late May advised the King that he proposed 

to watch the opening of OVERLORD from the cruiser HMS Belfast, sailing from Weymouth Bay. The 

King indicated that he too would like to be there. The staff who became aware of this were all 

horrified – the prospect of the Prime Minister & Monarch being in the same place and both vulnerable 

should any mishap to HMS Belfast occur. Ismay offered more practical problems – the difficulty of 

communicating with Churchill (and the King) at this critical time, especially if key decisions had to be 

made. It was also pointed out that HMS Belfast was to be stationed some 14000 yards (approx. 8 

miles!) from the French coast, so it was hardly a good viewpoint. After much correspondence and 

discussion with King George VI (including a letter written from the train), this plan was reluctantly 

(on Churchill’s part) abandoned. 
 

 
   (Ref. 7) HMS Belfast 

 

The wall map – still on          

display today 

(Ref. 6) 
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The train, however, did not meet with universal approval – General Montgomery only learnt of the 

plan the previous day, when meeting at Southwick House with US Generals. He regarded the train as 

a distraction, and suggested Churchill would have been better seen at Dover, thus misleading the 

Germans as to where the invasion was planned. Eden (Foreign Secretary) described the train as 

“imaginative but uncomfortable”, and complained that “Churchill was always in the bath, and General 

Ismay always on the telephone – although we were physically nearer the battle it was almost 

impossible to conduct any business” (there only being 1 telephone & 1 bath on the train). General 

Alan Brooke, in his war diaries, stated “Winston meanwhile has taken to his train and is touring the 

Portsmouth area and making a thorough pest of himself”. Duff Cooper (British representative to the 

French Committee of Liberation, later to arrive with de Gaulle) considered the train “a perfectly 

absurd scheme”. 

 

On arrival at Droxford the train drew into sidings south of the station. As much anecdotal evidence 

refers to there being just 2 carriages where Churchill was based, it’s possible the train was split, with 

the principal saloons in one siding, and rest of the stock elsewhere. It’s not clear who did what on the 

evening of June 2nd. At some point Churchill wrote his reply to the King’s letter, which was taken by 

dispatch rider to Windsor Castle early on June 3rd. Over at Southwick, Eisenhower dined with 

Montgomery, followed by a 9.30pm weather briefing. Montgomery never met Churchill during his 

Droxford stay. Montgomery thought he was out of favour for trying to persuade Churchill not to 

come down in his train.  

 

DROXFORD HOME GUARD 

The local Home Guard, who were guarding railway structures, were initially unaware of the train and 

its passengers. The youngest member of the Home Guard was John Moon, aged 17 in 1944. He was 

paid 3 shillings (15p today) a day. He recalls the scene….. 
 

 (Ref. 8) 
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“On Friday 2nd June 1944 I was on duty to guard the railway bridge at Droxford station. We were 

based at the Station Hotel. I cycled there with my workmate to be on duty by 22.00 hours. Unknown 

to me Mr. Churchill & others had come down from London in a special train & been shunted into the 

goods yard for the night. We did the first guard duty from 22.00 hours to 24.00 hours. We were told 

to keep alert, but in our duty period we saw nobody & nothing moving. The next guard was from 

24.00 to 02.00. They moved to the top of the bridge (we had been under the bridge). This meant that 

the guard who went on duty at 02.00 had to walk through the station gates & walk up the line to the 

bridge to change the guard. At 01.55 the Quarter Master’s Sergeant (QMS) & 2 guards marched on 

towards the station gates. A Canadian major inside the station gates approached & both the Major & 

the QMS pulled their pistols & challenged “Halt! Who goes there?” at exactly the same time. No one 

answered & the 2 privates became worried that the Major would shoot them. Luckily the Major 

broke the silence by asking what they were doing & was told they were guarding the bridge. The 

Major asked “You are not guarding Mr. Churchill?”, and the QMS replied “No, only the bridge”. The 

Major asked to be taken to the Home Guard’s officer – a very deaf 80 year old Colonel. The 

outcome was we were to carry on with what we were doing & keep out of their way as Mr. Churchill 

had plenty of guards. We were happy to oblige & at 06.00 we went home.” 

 

 

(Ref. 9) Droxford Home Guard 
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Saturday, June 3rd. 

British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden and Pierson Dixon, his Private Secretary, had spent the night 

at Binderton House - Eden’s recently purchased country house in nearby Lavant - and drove to 

Droxford in the morning. Pierson Dixon noted CID men at the station. They then walked 200 yards 

along the track towards the train, where Churchill was audibly having a bath. Afterwards, he had a 

meeting with Eden & Pierson Dixon, at which it was confirmed that de Gaulle would come to England 

on June 4th. They discussed how to handle Roosevelt’s reservations about de Gaulle. Eden & Pierson 

Dixon then left by car to attend a celebratory luncheon at Eton College (so much for D-Day 

planning!). 

 

Churchill worked on the train in the morning. Ismay commented:  

“everybody seemed to be on edge, and there was chaos…the Prime Minister wanted to talk to all & 

sundry at one & the same moment…when I suggested in desperation that it might be better to get 

back to civilisation, my head was bitten off. Were we not next door to Eisenhower & at the very 

centre of affairs?” 

 

In the afternoon, Churchill & party (including Smuts, Bevin & Ismay) drove to Southampton to see the 

embarkations under way. They met troops from 50th Durham Regiment – some recognised Bevin as 

the leader of their union, calling “you’ll look after the missus & kids, won’t you Ernie?” Bevin’s eyes 

filled with tears… 

 

 

 

 

Churchill and General 

Eisenhower pictured in 

May 1944 inspecting D-Day 

troops in Kent. 

 

(Ref. 10) 
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After a tour by launch of the Solent viewing the armada of ships and landing craft they returned to 

Portsmouth, returning with Eisenhower to Southwick, where they consumed most of the (albeit 

modest) supply of whisky! They then returned to Droxford. Eden & Pierson Dixon had returned from 

Eton, and Churchill, Smuts, Bevin & Ismay were joined by Lloyd (Parliamentary Secretary for Fuel & 

Power), & Sandys (married to Churchill’s daughter Diana) for a convivial dinner in the Saloon. 

Churchill had changed from his blue serge Trinity House uniform to the lighter cavalry twill of a 

Colonel in the Hussars. Pierson Dixon described it as “a very pictorial scene”. The train staff laid on a 

fine dinner, accompanied by 1926 vintage champagne and good brandy out of balloon glasses. During 

dinner Ismay was called on the telephone by Bedell Smith (Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff), who advised 

that the weather was “most unpromising”, and that it would probably be necessary to postpone the 

landing for 24 hours. Ismay repeated this grim message to the other diners. 

 

THE WEATHER! 

Appropriate weather conditions were crucial to the D – Day invasion plans. Moonlight was needed to 

help both the ships & the airborne paratroops. A short daylight period was needed prior to H – Hour 

(the first landings) for small craft deployment and the bombardment. H – Hour needed to be about 3 

hours before high tide to give optimum landing conditions (H – Hour varied across the landing front, 

due to tide differences along the French coast). Only on 3 days in each lunar month were all these 

conditions met – the first such period after Eisenhower’s target date of 31st May was June 5th to 7th, so 

June 5th was chosen. In late May the weather in Southern England had been unusually clement, with 

temperatures up to 100 degrees F. The leading civilian weather expert was Dr. James Stagg, who was 

given the rank of Group Captain in the RAF (to give him some clout in meetings) and made head of 

Eisenhower’s meteorological team. Since April, Eisenhower had demanded 3 day forecasts on 

Mondays for later in the week, to test Stagg’s proficiency. 
 

 

(Ref. 11) Weather expert Group Captain James Stagg  
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On Friday June 2nd a meeting was held at Southwick House to decide on the date – although locally 

the weather was still good it was deteriorating in the Atlantic. At this stage some ships had already 

left their anchorages. By Saturday evening the forecast had deteriorated to “rough seas, force 6 wind, 

low cloud”. In view of this, a provisional 24 hour postponement was agreed on, with concern over 

rough seas swamping landing craft, plus the visibility problems. This forecast for June 5th was 

confirmed by Stagg at the 04.15 meeting on June 4th. Thus the 24 hour postponement was agreed on – 

the whole invasion army had to be put in reverse – convoys at sea turned back; small craft seeking 

shelter in nearby anchorages. Only one large convoy (138 vessels) failed to receive the message, but it 

was eventually overtaken & turned back. The delay meant a hard day for all the thousands of men 

cooped up in landing craft. 

 

At the evening conference on June 4th, rain was battering the windows of Southwick House, and few 

felt optimistic. However, Stagg was able to report that the Atlantic depression had slowed down, 

allowing a sufficient gap in the bad weather for the landings to go ahead on the 6th. The weather 

would not be ideal, but it would suffice. When you see archive film footage from the landing craft & 

hear the testimony of some of the soldiers, you realise how hostile the weather was, even in this 

“window of opportunity”. Although some – principally Leigh Mallory, in charge of air cover - still had 

reservations, Eisenhower, Ramsay & Montgomery agreed they should “Go”. 

 

Any delay beyond the 6th would have been impractical, resulting in a postponement of at least a 

fortnight, meaning maintaining secrecy would have been almost impossible. Churchill later advised 

“we know that the German met. officers informed their High Command that invasion on June 5th or 

6th would not be possible owing to stormy weather, which might last for several days”. As it turned 

out, had it been delayed until June 18th – 20th, this would have coincided with the worst storms in the 

Channel for 30 years. Thus for Eisenhower and the Allies, the weather – that great British obsession 

– was arguably the first adversary. 

 

Returning to the Saturday night dinner  – although the mood was sombre, Smuts rose to the occasion 

by relating accounts of the two most critical moments in his life – one back in the Boer War, and one 

at the outbreak of WWII. Whilst on the train, Churchill was outraged to learn that Bevin cleaned his 

own shoes – “fancy the man who was responsible for mobilising the manpower of the entire country 

being left to look after himself!” Churchill instructed one of his aides to see at once that a Royal 

Marine was sent to act as the Minister of Labour’s batman. Bevin was embarrassed – “I wouldn’t like 

you to do that, Prime Minister” he said, “I get such splendid ideas when I’m cleaning my boots”. Late 

in the evening Bevin & Eden did discuss the possibility of continuing the coalition should anything 
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happen to Churchill. Bevin advised he would be happy to do this on one condition – that the coal 

mines be nationalised. Smuts – on being told of this conversation – commented it was a cheap price 

to pay. It was well after midnight that the party retired to bed (Eden & Pierson Dixon to Binderton, 

where they met the US Ambassador). 

 

Sunday June 4th. 

As Ismay had work to do, he said he’d wait up for the result of the 4.15 a.m. conference. Churchill 

advised Ismay he didn’t want to be woken for the call (“what could I do about it?”). Bedell Smith rang 

at “getting on for 5” and advised that OVERLORD had been postponed for 24 hours. He advised that 

he’d like to see Ismay at Southwick as soon as possible. Ismay advised he would go round after a 

couple of hours sleep. However, just as he was dropping off, a marine banged on his door, saying 

Churchill wanted him. Churchill states that – when advised of the postponement – he made no 

comment, but Ismay advises Churchill saying “I suppose it never occurred to you to let me know at 

once. I suppose you think you are running this now?” Ismay gave up on sleep and went to Southwick 

House, where he managed “a full hours sleep” in Bedell Smith’s caravan. Meanwhile Air Chief Marshall 

Tedder (Eisenhower’s Deputy Supreme Commander) came from Southwick to brief Churchill on the 

decision to delay D – Day. Churchill sent Roosevelt a telegram confirming his friendship and 

dependence on both the US and Roosevelt himself. 

 

Eden had persuaded Churchill to invite de Gaulle to England for D – Day. De Gaulle took some 

persuading, but eventually agreed, so Churchill sent 2 York aircraft to Algiers to bring back de Gaulle 

& his party. They flew through the night of June 3rd/ 4th, arriving at RAF Northolt (west London) at 6 

am. In spite of all the secrecy about the journey, they were greeted on arrival by a military band 

playing the “Marseillaise”!  

 

      

De Gaulle was handed the letter from Churchill inviting 

him for lunch on his train. He was offended by 

everything about the meeting – not least the presence 

of Smuts, who had previously made a speech in which 

he stated that France was finished as a great power. 

Eden & Pierson Dixon returned to the train in the 

morning, coinciding with the arrival of de Gaulle & 

party. They walked down the track, to be greeted by 

Churchill with open arms. However, with de Gaulle in 

the mood he was, the gesture was not reciprocated.  

 

(Ref. 12) Churchill and De Gaulle pictured in January 1944 
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After a short meeting the assembled parties had lunch at 2.15 p.m. – not a convivial occasion as much 

of the discussion centred on Roosevelt’s (somewhat negative) attitude towards de Gaulle. Churchill 

was increasingly exasperated with de Gaulle, and pronounced that – if it came to it – he would always 

side with the US in any disagreement with France. Eden & Bevin (the latter very vocally) disagreed 

with this stance, and tried to reassure de Gaulle. Eden considered the meeting “a failure”. After lunch 

Churchill took de Gaulle to Southwick to meet Eisenhower, who did his best to charm de Gaulle.  

 

There were still awkward topics, such as Eisenhower’s proposed proclamation to the French people 

on D – Day, which gave no recognition to de Gaulle’s Free French government. Churchill invited de 

Gaulle to have dinner with him & return to London by train, but de Gaulle refused and chose the 

slower car journey. Ismay felt that – although a difficult person to deal with – de Gaulle was in a 

hideously difficult position. The army he had devoted his life to had collapsed; his beloved France had 

been enslaved; he had been condemned to death as a traitor by the government of his country….his 

proud spirit revolted at his dependence for practically everything the Free French required on the 

generosity of the British & US governments. However, de Gaulle’s bitterness about being denied 

proper recognition & authority in France confirmed an animosity towards Britain which persisted for 

the rest of his life, and was arguably behind his persistence in using his veto to prevent Britain’s 

attempts to join the Common Market (as it was then) in the 1950s & 60s. 

 

After returning by car to Droxford, the special train left at 6.58 p.m. on its return journey to London. 

The 5.56 p.m. Portsmouth to Woking train had been shunted into a siding at Tisted, to allow the 

special train to pass. Little did the unsuspecting passengers on that train realise that a crucial chapter 

in history was a blurred image passing their carriage windows. Churchill returned to 10 Downing St – 

the duty typist was called in at 10.30pm, working with Churchill until 3.45am! She later wrote “he 

drives himself too hard and nearly fell asleep over the papers”. Droxford’s brief role on the 

international stage was over, and it returned to being a quiet country station. 

 

The “Droxford” photo 

 

This image of Churchill and others in front of his 

special train has long been associated with 

Droxford. However, the Commonwealth Prime 

Ministers shown – left to right; Mackenzie King 

(Canada); {Churchill}; Fraser (New Zealand); 

{Eisenhower}; Huggins (Southern Rhodesia) & 

Smuts (South Africa), had, with Curtin (Australia), 

been in Britain for a Commonwealth conference. 

This finished on May 16th, and many of them 

returned home shortly afterwards. Although this 

photo may not be at Droxford, it is beyond 

dispute that Churchill and his train were there 

during those important days leading up to D-Day. 

(Ref. 13). 
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