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PROLOGUE

decade. The events in themselves give grounds for despair. The

knowledge that there was no light at the end of the tunnel but only
more and greater catastrophes to come makes it difficult to keep any
historical distance from the mistakes and errors of judgement that mark
these years. This is a time with few heroes, two evil Titans, and an
assortment of villains, and knaves. I have not enjoyed their company.
Those statesmen who tried to do what they thought was best for their
countries won only temporary reprieves from the impending disaster of
war. Only a few, and not always the deserving, succeeded in escaping
the consequences of the turmoils of the 1930s.

I found it impossible to write this book without being conscious of
what was to follow. The longer I have worked on this period, the more
convinced I have become that though initial and terminal dates are
useful and necessary, they distort and falsify the historical record. They
are, at best, only bookmarks. This is the second of a two-volume study.
I have argued in the first volume, The Lights that Failed: European
International History, 1919-1933, that any study of the inter-war years
should start with the Great War, for it was the impact of that long and
uniquely destructive European struggle that set the scene for all that
followed. I chose to conclude that book with a discussion of the ‘hinge
years’, 1929 to 1933, which witnessed the breakdown of the fragile
reconstruction that followed the war’s conclusion. I tried to show how
the spreading economic depression exposed the fissures that ran through
the international system and the structures of the European states, both
old and new, forced to deal with the multiple problems created by the
global ‘Great Depression’. This concluding section is the necessary
introduction to the present volume, which begins in 1933, a date that
is both conventional and misleading.

In retrospect, Hitler’s assumption of power marked a new chapter in
German and European history but for most Europeans, as well as for
many Germans, it was but part of a continuing story. The past was very
much alive in contemporary memory. The shadow of the Great War still
hung over the continent; many of those leaders who will feature in this

It is with good reason that the 1930s have been called the dark
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book fought in that war and carried its psychological and physical scars.
Few people over forty years of age remained untouched by its human and
material costs. The ‘never again’ syndrome that so deeply marked French
and British policies in the 1930s had its roots in the war’s huge casualty
figures. In Germany, the memory of wartime privations explains in large
measure the fears of an older generation when faced with the possibility
of war in 1938. Much of the diplomacy of the 1930s still addressed the
issues raised by the peace treaties of 1919. Hitler brilliantly exploited the
principle of ‘self~determination’ while the rivalries created in the re-
drawing of Eastern Europe exercised a baneful influence on the behav-
iour of statesmen right up to and after the outbreak of war. The more
recent and, for some, still ongoing world depression remained an ever-
present backdrop for the governments of the thirties. The prolonged and
unusually severe economic crisis affected the daily life of large numbers
of people not only in Europe but in other continents as well. Its long-
lasting consequences went far beyond its original causes. There were
exceptions, the Soviet Union was the most obvious, but the Great
Depression left its mark on Great Powers and the small states, in the
East as well as in the West. In these respects, as well as in other ways
explored in subsequent chapters, there are continuities between the
1920s and 1930s which are all too ecasily obscured when Hitler takes
centre stage.

The ending date for this volume, 1939 and the outbreak of war, is
again obvious but even more unsatisfactory and inconclusive. The very
brief epilogue, covering 1939—1941, marks only a stage, albeit a defining
one, in the history of the conflict. For what began in September 1939 as
a struggle between four European states (in fact, a war between Ger-
many and Poland) became a continental and global war which ended the
era of European predominance and called into question the very con-
cept of Europe as something more than a geographic expression. Des-
pite the voices of many Cassandras, neither of these possibilities were
actually foreseen in 1939. For Europeans, the roots and consequences of
the events covered by this volume go far beyond its calendar years.

This book records both the continuities and changes that took place
in Western and Eastern Europe. It has a different focus to that of its
predecessor. There is a central figure; in a surprisingly short time, Hitler
dominates the scene. No European government could ignore his pres-
ence and the revival of German power associated with his leadership.
Almost every chapter in this study reflects this reality. Whereas my
previous book recounted the attempts to reconstruct Europe after the
Great War, this one concentrates on the people and events that led to
the outbreak of a new war. The first part of this book records not
the reconstruction but the collapse of the international political and
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economic systems and the policies of those prepared to destroy them by
force or to maintain them, by peaceful means, if possible. The last
section sets out to explain why Hitler launched a war that he was not
ready to fight, and why the British and French, neither of whom ever
wanted to go to war again, elected to mobilize their populations for a
new call to arms. I have tried, moreover, to suggest why men and
women responded to this call despite the deep-seated and widespread
reluctance to repeat the experiences of 1914-1918. In a more summary
way, a penultimate chapter looks at the seemingly successtul attempts of
the smaller nations to flee from involvement in war and examines the
reasons why the remaining Jews of the Greater Reich were denied even
the possibility of flight. The final darkness was still to come.

I have tried to write ‘international history’ and not restrict my
narrative to the exchanges between foreign ministries. This becomes
harder for the thirties than for the twenties because the international
canvas shrinks and the political relations between the states take prece-
dence over all other aspects of inter-state behaviour. The enfeeblement
of the League of Nations accelerated the retreat from multilateralism at
every level. The Ethiopian crisis and the Rhineland reoccupation of
1935 affected the small states as well as the Great Powers. The former
turned their backs on Geneva and sought in neutrality the defence of
their independence which the League promised but could not deliver.
The summit meetings of September 1939 had little in common with
Lloyd George’s conference diplomacy or the Locarno tea parties. Gen-
eva was now irrelevant to any attempted management of international
affairs. The concepts of ‘collective security’ and ‘disarmament’ lingered
on well beyond their expiry date. By the end of the 1930s, bi-lateral
treaties, alliances, and arms races dominate the scene. There could not
be a real revival of the ‘old diplomacy’; its basis had been permanently
eroded by the Great War. But diplomatic practices returned to many of
their pre-1914 forms. A few statesmen moved the pieces around the
diplomatic chess-boards; their populations followed. The emergence of
mass electorates, particularly in those few democracies that still survived,
may have set limits on what elected leaders could do, but elsewhere
dictators and autocrats could use the new techniques of propaganda and
indoctrination, as well as violence, to ensure agreement, loyalty, and
support. The balance between the nation-state and the international
community moved decisively in the national direction. This was a time
when few, if any governments, were prepared to interfere with the
‘domestic affairs’ of other nations, no matter how evil the abuse of
power or the extent of the suffering inflicted. The purges in the Soviet
Union and the Nazi persecution of the Jews were domestic matters. The
political weakening of the League of Nations naturally affected its
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humanitarian work. Its impotence in the face of the refugee crisis of the
thirties is just one example, if the most tragic, of the League’s retreat.
The vocabularies of the chancelleries reflected the return to pre-war
practices; rearmament, arms races, and alliances were the common
diplomatic currency of 1939.

As always in a book of this kind, one tries to find the balance between
the discussion of domestic and foreign affairs while fully recognizing
their inter-dependence. Less attention has been paid here to inter-
national economic questions; reparations had vanished although war
debts were still on the American agenda. The limited attempts at
currency stabilization and tariff reform hardly dented the almost uni-
versal movement into exclusively domestically determined policies. For
the most part, I have concentrated on the influence of financial and
economic questions on the behaviour of the ruling ¢élites in determining
foreign and strategic policy options. Some, it is true, were concerned
mainly with economic recovery and attention was focused on domestic
rather than foreign affairs. For others, however, when faced with the
imminence of war, questions of finance and trade were seen as critical
both for rearmament and the choice of diplomatic options. Even Hitler,
who had no patience with the economic constraints on the preparations
for war, had to consider their importance when launching his attack in
September 1939. Far more attention has been given in this volume to
the role of ideology and the uses made of the press and radio to enlist
mass support. Ideological differences became central both to civil strife
and to inter-state conflicts. As previously, I have dealt with Eastern
Europe as well as the Soviet Union, sometimes separately and at other
points as part of the larger European picture. Europe was still a unit
though splitting apart.

In various places, but above all, in the Conclusion, I have tried to say
something about the balance between systemic and domestic factors in
shaping the course of European international history while always
conscious of their continual interaction. There are two chapters that
cut across the chronological approach followed in this account, one on
the Spanish Civil War and the other on the Sino-Japanese conflict. It is
my argument that the special ideological resonances of the former
reached far beyond the conflict in Spain and are still heard in present-
day accounts of this internally generated civil war. Historical myths can
acquire realities of their own. The undeclared war in the Far East was a
regional affair that had special importance for the Soviet Union and for
Britain and its Empire. It was in this region, far more than in Europe,
that the Anglo-American connection entered the global strategic scene.
Too often, the attention focused on the 1939-1941 period in the Far
East fails to underline the interconnections between the conflicts in East
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and West. I would have liked to include a chapter on European imperi-
alism and international relations that would have picked up some of the
themes which are only sketched in my first volume and discussed
intermittently in this second work. More attention could have been
paid to the British Commonwealth and Empire as well as to the far from
negligible empires of the other European powers. This would have
allowed further discussion of the Middle East where for the first years
of the war, more Commonwealth and imperial troops were engaged
than those from Britain. I have explained my decision not to include a
separate chapter on the United States without denying that the Germans,
as well as the British and French, believed that American intervention
would spell the difference between victory and defeat. At least until
1938, the United States was a case of the ‘dog that did not bark’ and, is
consequently, more fairly treated as part of the general narrative. I have
tried throughout to concentrate on what the decision-makers thought
they were doing, however difficult the problem of decipherment, rather
than reviewing what successive generations of historians have said about
their behaviour. I have referred to the most important of these historio-
graphic debates, some of which have already lost their relevancy, where
I have felt they have actually contributed to the understanding of the
twisted road to war.

I am deeply indebted to the impressively massive and continually
growing list of scholars who have dealt with the 1930s. The chapter
bibliographies can give only a hint of the vast available literature. There
are good reasons why so many of the new studies of this period are
multi-authored volumes. Even with the willing help of the many
authors I have consulted, I have found it almost impossible to walk
through the dense forest of the secondary material. Too often, I have
succumbed to the temptation of going back to the archives, only to find
that the material could not be incorporated without expanding an
already long account to impossible lengths. I can only hope that some
of what I have found will give life and substance to my arguments. The
temptation to follow the paper trail has sometimes been overwhelming.
I look back with envy at my very first book which was based almost
entirely on primary sources.

I can only thank in a general way the large number of people in at
least eight countries who have assisted me, either by answering ques-
tions or by calling my attention to books, articles, and sources that
would have escaped my attention. Some have willingly translated docu-
ments in languages in which I have no competence. Those who have
spent time in foreign archives on my behalf have been named in
the body of the book. I would like to mention specifically a few people
without whom this book would never have seen the light of day.
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The three anonymous readers of the original manuscript covering
both books have agreed to be named. Professors Sally Marks, David
Reynolds, and Jonathan Steinberg each gave the kind of detailed
critique that no author has the right to expect. I can only hope that,
despite dealing with a stubborn and often resistant writer, they will not
feel that their extensive labours were in vain. I would also like to thank
one of my former Ph.D. students, Dr Andrew Webster, now teaching at
Murdoch University in Perth, Australia, who, through the miracle of
email, has managed to keep me afloat throughout the writing of this
volume. Dr Peter Jackson, of the University of Wales at Aberystwyth,
has repeatedly come to my rescue even with regard to subjects that were
only of marginal interest to him. Professor Keith Neilson, of the Royal
Military College of Canada at Kingston, has saved me from errors of
both fact and interpretation. He is in no way responsible for those that
remain. To all these men and women, named and unnamed, I want to
offer my sincere and heartfelt thanks. I plead guilty, before publication,
for any material that has been used without attribution or permission.
I can only plead that this was not conscious plagiarism.

Since my retirement, I realize how fortunate I have been to have had
so many research students who have kept me at the coal-face of current
research. I miss their presence, but am much gratified by the number of
their theses that have become books and are cited in the chapter
bibliographies. Like so many others, I have found librarians and archiv-
ists unfailingly helpful. To the list found in my first volume, I would like
to add Professor O. A. Rzheshevsky formerly of the Institute of Uni-
versal History, Russian Academy of Sciences, Moscow, Professor Dr
Serban Papacostea, director of the Institutul de Istorie ‘Nicolae Iorga’ in
Bucharest, and the Deutsches Tagebucharchiv for permission to use the
archives under their respective direction. Editors at OUP have shown
exemplary patience with this work. Kay Clement took on the heavy
burden of copy-editing the whole manuscript. I also want to thank Jo
‘Wallace-Hadrill for preparing the electronic version of this book and
helping with the proofreading of the final manuscript. I have previously
thanked the foundations that funded much of the research in Britain and
abroad for both these books. I want to acknowledge again the support
I received from the Leverhulme Trust, the Nuffield Foundation Small
Grants Scheme, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation,
and the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation. Dr Tom
Neuhaus found time from work on his Ph.D. thesis to unravel the
mysteries of my computer files and to help prepare the final manuscript
for publication. My greatest debt is acknowledged elsewhere.



PARTI

Retreat from Internationalism, 1933-1938



‘Men do make their own history, but they do not make it as they
please, not under conditions of their own choosing, but rather under
circumstances which they find before them, under given and imposed
conditions.’

Karl Marx, Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte



1

Brown Dawn:
The Rise of Hitler and the Death
of Disarmament, 1933—1934

League of Nations had been badly damaged by its mishandling

of the Manchurian crisis and by the prolonged disarmament
discussions being held in Geneva. Much had been expected from the
World Disarmament Conference of 1932; the failure of the statesmen to
make any progress was a severe blow to popular expectations. The
on-going depression had shattered the fragile, international financial
and trading structure and led to a general retreat from co-operation
between the states. Countries adopted domestic remedies to shore up
damaged economies and engaged in ‘beggar-thy-neighbour’ policies.
Britain, long the champion of liberal internationalism, and the United
States abandoned gold and turned inward in the search for solutions to
their problems. The World Economic Conference of 1932 had been a
disaster. Bilateral and competitive bloc agreements replaced the multi-
lateral arrangements of the previous decade. The political repercussions
of the depression were felt in both Western and Eastern Europe, and
throughout the world. Particularly in Eastern Europe, governments
turned to centralizing and interventionist policies. Many countries
introduced state-assisted or directed economic measures, strengthening
the power of the state. Political, economic, ethnic, and religious ten-
sions at home spilled over to magnify enmities between neighbouring
countries. In the Baltic, Central Europe, and in the Balkans, where new
or more authoritarian governments had been established, neo-fascist and
extreme right-wing movements, some financed by Rome or Berlin,
became increasingly popular and influential. Though copying the slo-
gans, uniforms, and techniques of mobilization from movements in Italy
and Germany, they had their own programmes and genuine sources of
native support. The danger to the ruling conservative élites came from
the extreme right rather than from the Communists, whose parties were
outlawed in many countries, and whose appeal was limited in states with
large peasant populations, who hated the very idea of collectivization.

g. t the start of 1933, the international system was in disarray. The
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Threatened governments copied the nationalist rhetoric of the extremists,
and adopted the same anti-Semitic, anti-Bolshevik, and anti-democratic
platforms as their far right rivals. Almost everywhere in Europe, changes
were taking place which made public life more dangerous and threat-
ening to the existing international order. Its fragility presented many
opportunities for new assaults on the status quo. And on 30 January
1933, Hitler was sworn in as Chancellor of Germany. The twisted and
tortuous road to Europe’s war stretched out far ahead, but the first steps
had already been taken.

I

It is with Hitler and Hitler’s intentions that any student of European
international history must start. The abundance of German documen-
tary sources provides a treasure trove of information for historians and in
contrast to Soviet/Russian practice, they were rapidly made available to
researchers. The flood of books on Nazi Germany began early, yet
studies of Hitler and the Third Reich continue to flow. How could
this basically banal and crude Austrian, hardly distinguishable from so
many other post-war politicians, have succeeded in a politically sophis-
ticated, highly industrialized, and culturally advanced nation? The Wei-
mar experiment, whatever its faults and failures, offered a rich menu of
possibilities: too rich, perhaps, for the constrained circumstances within
which it had to operate. The multi-causal story of the demise of Weimar
Germany and the rise of Hitler has been explored in depth. Historians
point to the burden of defeat and the Treaty of Versailles, the failure to
create a deep-rooted legitimacy of its own, the weakness of the coun-
try’s economic recovery, and the crushing experience of inflation and
depression as the key contributing factors to the collapse of the Weimar
Republic. Well before Hitler’s 1930 electoral breakthrough, the basic
structure of the state had fractured and the electorate had begun to desert
the Weimar parties. The disasters of the years 1929 to 1932—the
exceptionally severe depression, the introduction of presidential gov-
ernment, and demise of parliamentary politics, the divisive effects of the
unpopular deflationary measures—produced that ‘disintegration of
power’ and created the political vacuum which brought the old anti-
republican conservative élite into office. It was at their invitation that
Hitler became chancellor. His selection was not an inevitable result of
the death of Weimar. He was appointed, however, because he headed a
mass party, which though past its peak of popularity, could provide the
popular backing that the anti-republican élite so badly needed. The
rewarding ‘working towards the Fuhrer’ thesis put forward by lan
Kershaw in his biography of Hitler to explain his rise should not shift
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attention from Hitler’s extraordinary talents. He had come from
nowhere to make his mark in German politics even before the onset
of the depression. His unusual combination of political skills and the
exceptional situation in Germany after 1929 provided the openings for
their full display. Charisma, oratory, political cunning, and the singularity
of a ‘vision’ that reflected and enhanced the fears, anxieties, resentments,
and desires of millions of Germans explain, in part, Hitler’s ability to
mobilize the disillusioned and disaffected in every class throughout
Germany. Without Hitler, there could have been no Nazi party. The
same was not true of Stalin and the Communist party.

The search for the sources of Hitler’s popularity continues to the
present day. Much has been written about the ‘real Hitler’ but little
settled. What is indisputable is that a great number, though not a
majority, of Germans supported him and that their numbers swelled
after 1933, despite individual hostility to some of his methods and the
acknowledged failure of the regime to keep many of its promises.
German loyalty to Hitler remained constant even when the country
faced defeat and destruction. Coercion and terror were certainly part of
the story. So were the Nazi propaganda and indoctrination campaigns,
both brilliantly executed. The techniques of mass mobilization, employ-
ing the latest technology, undoubtedly enhanced the sense of unity and
collective strength while a series of foreign policy triumphs confirmed
the links between leader and people. Hitler was fortunate in his timing.
The depression had already reached its nadir in Germany, and recovery
had begun. Whatever the economic difticulties of the early Hitler years,
life was better for the majority than during the depression. Early
rearmament put the unemployed back to work. The international
scene, too, provided opportunities for risk-taking; Hitler’s boldness
paid high domestic dividends. In a surprisingly short time, he had
restored German self-respect and pride in nation.

‘What were Hitler’s objectives? Did he have in mind some form of
foreign policy ‘programme’, open or concealed, which won such over-
whelming support? The old ‘intentionalist—functionalist debate’ has lost
much of its intensity. It is no longer argued, as some ‘intentionalists’
claimed, that Hitler was the head of a monolithic power structure, or that
he had a coherent programme of aggression to be implemented stage by
stage, according to some pre-arranged timetable. Nor has the extreme
version of the functionalist (or structuralist) case survived. Few today
believe that Hitler was a pure opportunist or that much of his foreign
policy was ‘domestic policy projected outwards’ without any defined
objectives in mind. Though most contemporary historians start from a
Hitler-centric view of Nazi foreign policy, it is generally agreed that both
approaches, Hitler’s ‘intentions’ and ‘impersonal structures’, are required
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for any understanding of the 1930s." Hitler’s ideological goals shaped the
course of Nazi foreign policy; he actively intervened in its management
and determined its ultimate direction. Nonetheless, the achievement of
his long-term objectives were subject to structural forces that led to
changes and adjustments in his actions. Hitler was an opportunist who
knew where he was going. Given the highly developed administrative
structure and polycratic nature of the German government, and Hitler’s
active encouragement of competition among his subordinates, it was
inevitable that there should be inconsistencies and confusions in German
diplomacy. Hitler’s periods of inaction and even physical withdrawal
from Berlin left ministers free to pursue their own programmes, often
simultaneously and in opposition to each other. Hitler disliked dealing
with the details of policy and was lazy about paperwork. Much was done
without his personal authorization and even without his knowledge.
There was a ‘war against all” in Berlin, but when major issues had to be
decided and conflicts resolved, Hitler moved decisively and imposed his
authority. He was always master in his own house.

Hitler was aware of the limitations on his freedom of action, some arising
from the financial and economic weaknesses of the Reich, and others from
the need to satisfy the competitive claims of élites and agencies, both
military and civilian, whose co-operation was essential for the achievement
of his objectives. Moreover, Germany was hardly in a position to press
Hitler’s claims to a hegemonic position in Europe in the face of objections
from other great powers. Moves on the diplomatic chess-board and their
timing depended on external circumstances over which Hitler had no, or
only limited, control. The country had no strategic, military, or economic
advantage that allowed Hitler to prejudge the outcome of his actions.
Germany’s comparative weakness was the basic cause of the arguments
between Hitler and his advisers in 1938 and 1939. The dictator’s range of
options diminished after the Munich conference in the face of the hard-
ening Anglo-French attitude. He took risks but not without calculation.

Throughout the pre-war years, there was a constant interplay between
Hitler’s fixed objectives and the structural factors that determined how
they were to be achieved. The twists and changes in German diplomacy
never involved the abandonment of Hitler’s long-term goals and the
ideological presumptions upon which they were based. Were these goals
specifically defined or were they merely ‘ideological metaphors’? Are we
not dealing with the age-old ‘struggle for the mastery of Europe’, old
wine poured into newly labelled bottles? It is the underlying thesis of this
book that Hitler’s ultimate purposes had a concrete meaning and that

' lan Kershaw, The Nazi Dictatorship: Problems and Perspectives of Interpretation (London,
1993, 2000), 108-130.
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they found their fruition in an unimaginable war and the destruction of
European Jewry. Hitler’s basic ideas were common currency in pre-war
Vienna and post-war Munich, but he was able to translate them into an
achievable reality hardly imagined even by their begetters. Using the
Social Darwinian terminology of the 1890s, the stock-in-trade of so
many politicians, Hitler argued that countries were engaged in a perpet-
ual struggle for self-preservation and survival. As states were forced to
provide the sustenance for their expanding populations and the available
room for expansion was limited, struggle was endemic in the world
system. Germany needed land, not people, and land could only be won
through war. The nation would have to be taught ‘that we can be saved
only by fighting and that every other thought must give way to this’,
Hitler told his army and navy commanders on 3 February 1933.7 In the
end, victory in war was the ultimate test of men and nations. Both in
Mein Kampf (1925) and in the Zweites Buch (1928, but only published in
1942) Hitler wrote that the required lands would have to be wrested from
the Soviet Union. He rejected any return to Germany’s 1914 borders or
the fulfilment of the annexationist goals of Wilhelmine Germany. Col-
onial pickings outside of Europe would hardly serve his purpose. Most of
the many references to the ‘conquest of living space in the East and its
ruthless Germanization’ are found in speeches to military officers and
party chiefs. Hitler cultivated, for domestic as well as foreign purposes, a
public image that could have made him a candidate for the Nobel peace
prize. In some respects, as became clear in September 1938, he may have
succeeded too well for he felt it necessary after Munich to launch a press
campaign to make the German people ‘war-worthy’.

Hitler warned in Mein Kampf that Germany would ‘either be a world
power, or cease to be’. The phrase, so familiar to historians of the Great
‘War, took on a new racial meaning in Hitler’s hands that was central to
the theme of Lebensraum (‘living space’). Only the acquisition of an
empire in the East would enable Germany to fulfil its historic mission to
lay the foundation of an Aryan world order. Hitler purposely avoided
disclosing his apocalyptic vision for the future, unwilling to frighten his
more conservative followers and the wider public he wished to enlist. As
a result, the outbreak of war came as an unwelcome shock to many
Germans. It may be true that relatively few Germans grasped in 1939
what a racial war entailed. Yet Hitler’s Jew-hatred and quest for racial
purity was at the heart of his imperial ambitions. The paranoiac obses-
sion with ‘the Jewish question’ found expression in its most virulent

* Comments by Hitler to meeting of leading generals, 3 February 1933, in J. Noakes
and G. Pridham (eds.), Nazism, 1919—-1945: A Documentary Reader, Vol. 3: Foreign Policy,
War and Racial Extermination (Exeter, 1998), no. 472.
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form in Hitler’s earliest writings and public speeches. His first recorded
written statement about the ‘Jewish question’ was in a letter sent to
Adolf Gemlich, dated 16 September 1919. Asserting that Jewry was a
race and not a religion, Hitler went on to say that the final aim of anti-
Semitism based on reason ‘must unshakeably be the removal of the Jews
altogether’.? It proved to be a lifetime sickness. In the last paragraph of
the Political Testament written just before his suicide in the Berlin bunker,
the ‘man of destiny’ charged ‘the leaders of the nation and those under
them to scrupulous observance of the laws of race and to merciless
opposition to the universal poisoner of all peoples, international
Jewry’.* There was nothing startling about Hitler’s anti-Semitism. Sus-
picion, dislike, and hatred of the Jews were common currency in
Europe before, during, and after the Great War. The influx of Jews
from the East and the visible role of Jews in Communist and radical
parties had already produced anti-Semitism of an unprecedented viru-
lence in Germany during the chaotic post-war period. Anti-Semitic
sentiments and attacks on Jews were far more numerous in other
European nations. However widespread and well-nourished Hitler’s
obsession with the Jews may appear, he was able to recast traditional
Jew-hatred into terms that strongly attracted many of his original fol-
lowers. He preached that the Jew posed a special danger to the ‘blood
value’ of the German people, a danger increased by the past policies of
carlier governments. The triumph of the Aryans depended on the
elimination of the Jewish ‘parasites’ at home and the struggle, as he
wrote in Mein Kampf, had to be carried on beyond Germany’s borders.
In the conclusion to the Zweites Buch, Hitler argued that the Jewish
people, incapable of creating a territorial state, fed on the creative power
of others. They sought the ‘denationalization’ and the ‘promiscuous
bastardization of other peoples’. The Jewish challenge was a world-wide
attempt (‘Juda is a world plague’) to bring about ‘bloody Bolshevization’
and ‘world dominion over mankind’. Anti-Semitism and anti-Marxism
were integrally linked in Hitler’s rhetoric; he repeatedly used the term
Jewish Bolshevism’. When necessary, however, he could also treat
them as separate entities depending on the nature of his audience.
Because he endowed Jews with powers they had never possessed, his
belief in a Jewish world conspiracy was real and extended beyond
Europe to the United States. In the Zweites Buch, he had called attention
to the American threat and its challenge to the global significance of
Europe. Subsequently, particularly in the face of the outraged American
reaction to Kristallnacht, the ‘international Jewish question’ came to be

3 lan Kershaw, Hitler: 1889—1936: Hubris (London, 1998), 125.
* Werner Maser, Hitlers Briefe und Notizen (Dusseldorf, 1973), 355-375.
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understood in the Third Reich as synonymous with America. Roosevelt
was seen as the tool of Jewish capital and the United States as the
fulcrum of the Jewish world conspiracy for the ruination of Germany.
After 1938, Jew-dominated America joined the ranks of Germany’s
‘hate inspired enemies’.’

Just as Hitler played down his intention to lead the German people to
war, so he disguised his obsession with the Jews and distanced himself
from the violent anti-Semitic outrages of the party activists. Hitler rarely
reverted in public, before 1941, to the crude anti-Semitic language of
his early years. There were relatively few speeches between 1933 and
1939 devoted solely to ‘the Jewish question’, and most of these were
addressed to the party faithful. At the Nuremberg party rally in September
1935, Hitler took to the podium to justify the introduction of the
‘Nuremberg laws’. In this instance, he emphasized the legality of the
state’s campaign to isolate the Jews and called on the party and nation to
maintain discipline and avoid ‘individual acts against Jews’. Though his
sympathies lay with the extremists, it was not yet time to publicly show
his hand. During the next two years, he made only occasional public
references to the ‘Jewish problem’ and gave no major speech on the
subject. There was, of course, no reason to push forward the radicaliza-
tion of the Jewish question. By 1936, Nazi anti-Semitic legislation and
the isolation of the Jews were generally acceptable to most Germans,
even those who did not actively participate in anti-Jewish activities or
take part in the dissemination of the official view. It was not until
September 1937, again at a party rally, that Hitler, linking the Jews
with the Bolsheviks, gave vent to his raw Jew-hatred. He stood behind,
though again without any public identification, the vicious propaganda
campaign and waves of physical attacks on Jews in the summer of 1938,
culminating in the Kristallnacht pogrom on 9-10 November. The
nationwide attacks on individual Jews, the destruction of property,
and the burning of synagogues had Hitler’s personal approval. On the
eve of the horrors, at a party reception held in Munich, Hitler conferred
with Goebbels. Goebbels noted in his diary: ‘Huge amount going on.
I explain the matter to the Fuhrer. He decides; let the demonstrations
continue. Pull back the police. The Jews should for once get to feel the
anger of the people. That’s right.”® Hitler made no reference to these
events, either privately or publicly but they appear to have made a deep
impact on him. Kristallnacht revived not only the deeply imbedded urge

> Adam Tooze, The Wages of Destruction: The Making and Breaking of the Nazi Economy
(London, 2006), 282.

S Elke Frohlich (ed.), Tagebiicher von Joseph Goebbels, Teil 1, Vol. 6 (Munich, 1993),
180 (entry for 9 November 1938).
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to rid Germany of its Jews, but his belief in the Jewish world conspiracy
to destroy Germany. In Hitler’s speech to the Reichstag on 30 January
1939, the sixth anniversary of his take-over of power, the connections
between world Jewry, the opposition of Britain and the United States to
German expansion in the East, and the beginning of another war were
explicitly drawn. The democratic powers were threatened with an ‘all-
out struggle’ if they blocked Germany’s export drive or march to the
East. The Jews were threatened that: ‘if international finance Jewry
inside and outside Europe should succeed in plunging the nations
once more into a world war, the result will be not the Bolshevization
of the earth and thereby the victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the
Jewish race in BEurope’.” The German public was so conditioned by
the anti-Jewish character of the Nazi regime that Hitler’s reference to
the fate of the Jews, though picked out for special notice in a number of
German papers, evoked neither enthusiasm nor condemnation. The
way had been prepared for acquiescence in, if not approval of, the
next step. In 1941 and repeatedly during 1942, Hitler would refer
back to his prophetic words, knowing that the ‘Final Solution’ to the
Jewish problem had been found.

Clear about his ultimate goals, Hitler was unsure about how to
achieve them. In the early 1920s, he thought in terms of a war of
revenge against France that would put an end to its hegemonic position
in Europe. He wrote in Mein Kampf of the close links between Germany
and Italy and of his hopes for an alliance with Britain. The partnership
with Rome took on new importance with the triumph of Italian
Fascism. The two ideologically sympathetic nations could create,
he wrote, the nucleus of a new Europe that would stem the triumph
of Jewish—Marxist—Bolshevism in state after state. The question of
Anschluss could be solved, and the Italians persuaded to abandon their
opposition. If Italy was to be Germany’s first friend, Hitler believed that
Britain, too, could play a special part in furthering his foreign policy
aims. He assumed that as Germany would be engaged on eastward
expansion for many years to come, there was no reason for either Britain
or Italy ‘to keep up the enmity of the World War’. Though in Mein
Kampf, Hitler recognized Britain’s historic association with the balance
of power and its wish ‘to prevent any one continental power in Europe
from attaining a position of world importance’, his reading of the
mistakes made by the leaders of Wilhelmine Germany convinced him
that he could enlist British backing for German ambitions in the East. As

7 Max Domarus, Hitler: Reden und Proklamationen, 1932—1945: Kommentiert von einem
deutschen Zeitgenossen, Vol. II (Munich, 1965), 1058.
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long as expansion was confined to the continent and did not threaten
British maritime and imperial interests, he assumed, mistakenly, that
there was no reason for Anglo-German conflict, and that he could enlist
the British as allies. Until 1937, if not later, the Fuhrer took care not to
initiate an overseas policy that would provoke British hostility. In return
for a free hand in the East, Hitler was prepared to underwrite the British
Empire. In the Zweites Buch, he wrote of his hopes that Britain would
join Germany in the war against America, in order to preserve its global
position. Whatever his ideas, and these were vague, about German
world dominion and the future struggle against Britain and the United
States, the latter being the ultimate adversary, his immediate objectives
were concentrated on the continent and the inevitable ‘showdown with
Russia’. Lebensraum may have had a metaphysical meaning but it was
also something concrete which could not be achieved without a war
against Bolshevik Russia, an enemy already weakened by the triumph of
the Judeo-Bolsheviks over its Germanic inhabitants who had made the
country so powerful in the past. Hitler made a concerted effort to secure
British friendship and continued along this path even when the offers
produced less than he hoped. The often muffled or ambivalent British
response encouraged illusions that his tactics might prove successtul. If
during 1937 he came to doubt whether Britain would accept a free hand
for Germany in Eastern Europe, he still did not abandon the quest for an
arrangement or at the least, an assurance of future neutrality. Even when
determined on war, he went through the motions of offering the British
a bribe in return for their desertion of Poland.

Hitler’s view of France changed with his perceptions of its strength.
Throughout the 1920s, as the strongest military power in Western
Europe, he portrayed France as Germany’s most immediate enemy. By
1931, he was moving away from this position and considered whether
France might not be convinced to abandon her ‘policy of encirclement’.
In conversations with Richard Breiting, the editor of the Leipziger
Neueste Nachrichten, Hitler suggested that once he took power he
would approach both Britain and France, counting on their understand-
ing of his need to lead a crusade against Bolshevism, and try to create a
Four-Power Pact, (with Italy included). During his first year in office, he
sought an arrangement with Paris on the basis of French recognition of
German rearmament and when these moves failed, worked through
London to secure French acceptance of a post-Versailles treaty arrange-
ment favourable to Germany. Trying to avoid direct confrontation
during the period of German weakness, he tried to isolate France diplo-
matically, forcing Paris to choose between unilateral action and acqui-
escence in German rearmament. Early success, and the French failures to
respond militarily to German provocation, increased Hitler’s confidence.



BROWN DAWN 19

The Rhineland re-occupation confirmed his belief that despite its
numerically superior army, France would never act without Britain.

II

Whereas, in retrospect, it is clear that Hitler’s appointment as chancellor
of Germany on 30 January 1933 was a decisive change in German and
European politics, this was not so obvious to contemporaries. Few
Germans were in any doubt about Hitler’s message or the Nazi tactics
used to win support and crush opposition but much of the Nazi
programme, apart from its anti-Semitic and anti-Bolshevik message,
was clothed in generalities. The violence in the streets and the clashes
between the various paramilitary groups had become a common, and
almost acceptable, feature of German political life. Hitler’s public
speeches during the electoral campaign leading up to the 5 November
1932 elections were mainly attacks on the Papen government. The
rhetoric was anti-Weimar and anti-Marxist, but without specific con-
tent. Against the background of the seemingly endless depression,
despair and apathy spread throughout the Reich along with consider-
able bitterness about the impotence of the Republic and all the parties
associated with it. Though, in the November clection, the Nazis had
lost both votes and seats in the Reichstag and appeared to have passed
their peak, they still were the largest party (196 seats) in the Reichstag.
The Communists, too, made gains, and with a total of a hundred seats
were not far behind the shrinking but still second-largest party, the
Social Democratic party (SPD). The decisive political moves were not
in the Reichstag but in manoeuvrings behind the scenes. Neither Franz
von Papen (1 June 1932 — 3 December 1932) nor his successor as
chancellor, General Kurt von Schleicher (3 December 1932 — 30
January 1933), though each tried, was able to convince Hitler to join
their respective governments. As the economic scene improved, Schlei-
cher prepared a massive job-creation programme and a ‘winter aid
scheme’ in a bid for public support, but he lacked a viable political
base in the Reichstag. With the Nazi party in considerable internal
difficulty and losing voters, Schleicher made a new bid for Nazi support,
offering Gregor Strasser, Hitler’s main party organizer, the vice-chan-
cellorship. Hitler kept his nerve, imposed his authority on Strasser and
those willing to compromise, and continued to demand the chancellor-
ship. Schleicher’s possible success stirred his enemies to action. President
Hindenburg’s entourage, including his son, Oskar, and ex-chancellor
Papen, conspired to bring Schleicher down. Assured of presidential
support, Papen and his circle, convinced that they could box Hitler in
and render him harmless, agreed to pay his price for participation in
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their anti-republican government: the chancellorship and two key cab-
inet posts. Hitler was sworn in on the morning of 30 January.

‘Whatever Papen may have thought about the future, the Nazis and
their supporters were triumphant. Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s chief
propagandist, seized the opportunity to mount that night a torch-lit
parade of SA and SS men, along with right-wing veterans’ associations.
The actual number of marchers and onlookers is disputed, but Goebbels
succeeded in creating an atmosphere of victory and triumph. Many
Berliners were caught up in the excitement. Similar parades took
place throughout Germany. The response of the nation, whether in
the capital or in the provinces, was far more mixed than these public
demonstrations suggest: hostility, alarm, fear, apathy and indifference,
and a belief that the Hitler regime, like its predecessors, would be short-
lived. Horace Rumbold, the well-informed British ambassador in Berlin,
reported that people throughout the country ‘took the news phlegmat-
ically’.” In the weeks leading to yet another election on 5 March which
had been demanded by Hitler as part of the price for collaboration, the
new chancellor stressed his intention to stamp out Marxism and to free
Germany from the threat of Communism. The Communists remained
relatively inactive in the face of widespread SA and police violence. The
party leadership believed that the new government, the final gasp of
‘monopoly capitalism’, would last but a few months, and that its collapse
would be followed by the ‘German October’. Communists were
instructed to keep their heads down and prepare for the time of revo-
lution. If some Social Democrats and members of the Reichsbanner,
their paramilitary force, wanted to take action, the SPD spokesman,
demoralized by their earlier loss of influence and seats and unwilling to
join the Communists on the latter’s terms, opted instead for a legalistic
defence of the party’s position. Even among Germany’s Jews, represent-
ing less than 1% of the total population, opinions varied as to the threat
posed by Hitler’s appointment and the likely durability of the new
government. As most Jews felt that they were Germans (nowhere in
Europe were the Jews more assimilated), few took alarm. The majority
assumed that the advent of Hitler would make no difference to their
assured place in the Reich. The emergency decrees and the pre-clection
campaign of Nazi terror were recognized as warning signals, but it was
only in the aftermath of the Reichstag fire on the night of 27-28
February that real alarm began to spread in Jewish circles.

The Reichstag fire, set by a Dutchman named Marinus van der Lubbe
but blamed by the Nazis on the Communists, was the pretext for a
massive campaign of violence against individual Communists, and for

8 Quoted in Kershaw, Hitler, 432.
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the issue of a presidential decree to protect Germany from an alleged
Communist conspiracy. The decree created a permanent state of emer-
gency and abolished the rights (freedom of expression, freedom of the
press, freedom of assembly and association) guaranteed by the Weimar
constitution. Extended and extensive powers were given to the police.
To avoid a political backlash, the propaganda campaign against the
Communists was intensified, and though the party was not actually
outlawed—because supporters might then vote for the Social Demo-
crats instead—individual Communists were treated as criminals. There
was no likelihood that any Communist would be allowed to take his
Reichstag seat. Despite the intimidation and acts of terrorism, the Nazis
secured only 43.9% of the total vote. Even with their Nationalist allies,
the total vote (51.9%) fell far short of the two-thirds majority in the
Reichstag required to amend the constitution. The violence was further
accelerated; the left was crushed; the Reichstag’s rules amended, and the
Catholic Centre party, pressed by the papal authorities, agreed to sup-
port the long planned ‘Law for the Alleviation of the People’s and the
Reich’s Misery’, otherwise known as the ‘Enabling Law’. At the Kroll
Opera House, the temporary home of the Reichstag, with SA and SS
men lining the walls, the Enabling Act was ratified by a large majority of
those present with only the Social Democrats voting against it. The
government could now pass budgets and promulgate laws for four years
without parliamentary approval. Hitler could dispense with the Reichs-
tag, rid himself of his ‘gentlemen riders’, and institute the first phase of
his ‘political revolution’. The diplomatic despatches record the waves of
violence, the boycotts of Jewish businesses, the dismissal of Jewish civil
servants and judges, and the ‘burning of un-German literature’ that
followed.

Hitler’s appointment as chancellor of Germany came as a surprise to
foreign observers. Most diplomats in Berlin tended to underestimate
Hitler and were contemptuous of the ‘third or fourth rate men’ whom
they regarded as Hitler’s rivals. Diplomats had recorded with disgust,
rather than alarm, the Nazi party’s raucous behaviour in the Reichstag
and the violence in the streets after their 1930 electoral breakthrough.
In the autumn of 1932, both André Francois-Poncet and Horace
Rumbold, the highly experienced French and British ambassadors in
Berlin, commenting on the loss of over two million votes in the
November election, reported that the Nazi movement had passed its
peak. Frangois-Poncet predicted the probable fall of Schleicher but did
not believe a government headed by Hitler possible. Political commen-
tators, representing a wide political spectrum, wrote Hitler off as a spent
force. ‘Adolf Hitler; a stubby little Austrian with a flabby handshake,
shifty brown eyes, and a Charlie Chaplin moustache’, the Daily Herald
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reported, just after Hitler’s appointment. “What sort of man is this to
lead a great nation?” If there was general surprise, there was little sense
of panic. Prime Minister Edouard Daladier assured the members of the
Senate committee on the army on 16 February 1933 that there would be
no change in France’s German policy and suggested that the change of
government might be advantageous for France. ‘France has no reason to
lose her calm’, Francois-Poncet concluded his long despatch explaining
the background to the formation of the new cabinet. ‘She must await
the actions of the new masters of the Reich.”'® Rumbold, too, while
alerting the Foreign Office to the dangers implicit in National Socialism,
advocated a ‘wait and see’ policy. ‘The Hitler experiment had to be
made sometime or other’, he wrote to his son, ‘and we shall now see
what it will bring forth’."" Both ambassadors expected that the Hitlerites
would benefit at the expense of the Nationalists, but neither anticipated
a radical change in German policy. The presence of the well-respected
Konstantin von Neurath as foreign minister in the new cabinet was in
itself a guarantee of continuity in foreign affairs. Many in London and
Paris continued to view the new chancellor as a transitory figure, a
demagogue whose moment would pass. The first French edition of
Mein Kampf was only published in 1934 and few French politicians
read German." Extracts from the book were quoted in the Chamber
of Deputies and Le Temps ran a series of articles on the so-called ‘Bible’
of the new Germany in 1933. The contents of Francois-Poncet’s early
Hitler despatches suggest that if the ambassador was familiar with the
book, he did not treat its contents with any seriousness until some years
later.

As in France, few in Britain grasped the significance of Hitler’s
triumph or had much understanding of Hitler’s racial dogmas and future
goals. Rumbold was outraged by the brutal behaviour of the new rulers
and the attacks on Jews in March and April 1933. In his very first
meeting with Hitler, the ambassador, who never doubted that the
German leader was the source of the anti-Jewish campaigns, warned
the chancellor of their negative effects on British attitudes toward
Germany. While regularly commenting on Nazi anti-Semitism and
anti-Bolshevism, however, Rumbold took little notice of the under-
lying ideology of the new movement. Even if Mein Kampf was read—
there was one copy of the original version at the Foreign Office, which
was temporarily lost during 1933, but the shortened English translation,
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purged of the most offensive paragraphs, was available—it would have
been difficult to take its message seriously. It was not until 23 April 1933
that Rumbold called attention to Hitler’s long-term goals as outlined in
this ‘blood and thunder book’. In a 5,000 word report later referred to as
the ‘Mein Kampf despatch’, the ambassador picked out the Lebensraum
sections for special attention without fully grasping its central position in
Hitler’s thinking. Rumbold stressed the German leader’s declared
intention to restore the German nation ‘by force of arms’. In the months
before his retirement in the summer of 1933, he repeatedly warned that
Hitlerism would lead to war and dismissed Hitler’s propaganda as a
camouflage for his real and unchangeable long-term goals. The ‘Mein
Kampf despatch’ made a considerable impact on its Foreign Office
readers. It was circulated to the cabinet and seen by the prime minister.
There was, however, considerable uncertainty over how to respond to
Rumbold’s gloomy assessment. A few, like the permanent under-
secretary at the Foreign Office, Sir Robert Vansittart, for whom the
Nazi revolution ‘had altered everything’, concluded that ‘if we wish to
avoid the disaster for which Hitlerism is working, we must keep as close
as possible to the USA, to France, if possible also to Italy’. Whereas
Fascism presented no real threat to Britain, and Russia had proved too
‘incompetent a country’ to be really dangerous, ‘Germany is an exceed-
ingly competent country, and she is visibly prepared for external ag-
gression’."® Others in the Foreign Office, like Owen O’Malley, head of
the Southern Department, argued that the British ‘should not allow
ourselves to be prejudiced by a revolution just because it has substituted
a dictatorship for a parliamentary regime’."* Strongly Francophobe,
O’Malley favoured conciliating Germany through treaty revision,
while nonetheless warning Hitler that the excesses of the Nazi regime
would alienate his neighbours and bring about the encirclement that
would frustrate his aims. Orme Sargent, head of the Central Department
that handled German affairs, still hoped for the eventual moderation of
the German regime and recommended the ‘wait and see’ policy that was
subsequently followed.

It was not that the message in Mein Kampf was ignored but that
officials hardly knew what to make of it. In the summer of 1933, in
reply to queries from the Foreign Office about the state of Russo—
German relations, William Strang, writing from Moscow, quoted
directly from Hitler’s book: ‘We have finished with the pre-war
policies of colonies and trade, and are going over to the land policy

¥ Minute by Vansittart, 9 July 1933, The National Archives: Public Record Office,
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'* Memo by O’Malley, 28 September 1933, in author’s possession.
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of the future. When we talk of new lands in Europe, we are bound to
think first of Russia and her border states.””” Yet the counsellor of the
British embassy felt unable to give any predictions as to the future of
Russo-German relations except to warn that the German attitude
would be decisive. Expansion into Russia was associated not with
Hitler but with nationalists like Hugenberg or ideologues like Alfred
Rosenberg. At the end of 1933, the Foreign Office was still uncertain
of how to deal with Hitler. “We cannot regard him [Hitler] solely as the
author of Mein Kampf, for in such case we should logically be bound to
the policy of a “preventive” war’, the new ambassador to Berlin, Eric
Phipps, wrote on 21 November 1933, ‘nor can we afford to ignore
him. Would it not, therefore, be advisable soon to bind that damnably
dynamic man?’*®

In Paris, political opinions ranged from those very few who favoured
an immediate preventive war to those prepared to open immediate
negotiations with Hitler while it was still possible. There were as
many different views of Nazi Germany on the right of the political
spectrum as on the left. Various scenarios were considered by successive
cabinets but none of them was effectively pursued. It is clear that French
mntelligence kept the government well informed about the Nazi menace.
It had followed German military activity obsessively since 1919 and long
been preoccupied with the Reich’s superior war-making potential. The
Deuxiéme Bureau, the chief French intelligence office, was convinced
that Germany was determined to rebuild its military power to launch a
new bid for European hegemony. The dramatic rise of the Nazi party to
power created great disquiet at the Deuxiéme Bureau. An army intelli-
gence report of May 1932 emphasized that: ‘the principal element of the
Hitlerian conception of foreign policy is an extreme hatred of France,
which is regarded as the hereditary and mortal enemy of Germany’."”
Military attaché General Renondeau in Berlin was more specific. ‘If
Hitler becomes Chancellor’, he warned, ‘Germany will be transformed
into one huge military barracks.”"® After Hitler’s seizure of power,
Renondeau wrote that ‘the government which now controls the des-
tiny of the Reich has made no secret of the fact that its first priority upon
taking power will be the building of the largest military force possible in
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the shortest space of time possible.”" The intelligence services did not
take long to turn up new evidence of rearmament and signs of possible
collusion between Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. These essentially
accurate appreciations of the long-term intentions of the Nazi govern-
ment were unfortunately combined with false assessments of the actual
imminence of the German threat. Conspicuously lacking from these
early analyses was any systematic consideration of the formidable eco-
nomic and financial restraints on Hitler’s ambitions. Throughout the
1920s, the Deuxiéme Bureau had tended towards ‘worst case’ assessments
that exaggerated the military threats from Germany and Italy. This
proclivity continued into the 1930s, with military analysts minimizing
the structural weaknesses in the German economy. The intelligence
assessment of the Nazi threat was embraced by the French military
establishment. General Weygand rightly warned Prime Minister Dala-
dier that the German demand at the World Disarmament Conference
for equality of armaments was a trap. ‘In reality there will be no equality,
but a very pronounced superiority for Germany given the military
culture of this nation and the intensive efforts already undertaken to
prepare the German armaments industry for rearmament.’*®

Such warnings produced no decisive action. Daladier gave an impres-
sion of resolve, but behind his image as the ‘bull of the Vaucluse’ (the
journalist ‘Pertinax’ commented that Daladier’s horns were in fact those
of a snail) he was a reflective but indecisive and irresolute politician. His
foreign minister, Joseph Paul-Boncour, was ideologically committed to
disarmament and internationalism despite the rise of Hitler. Neither man
was unduly alarmed by the changes in Germany. Having served in the
trenches, they found it difficult to contemplate the idea of French
rearmament and a new war. All the major French parties were focused
on domestic issues, most notably the continuing eftects of the depression.
For the government’s foreign policy, this meant pressure to seek rap-
prochement with Germany and the rejection of military demands for large-
scale rearmament. Massive expenditure on armaments was completely at
odds with the prevailing politics of disarmament and deflation. Less than
one week after the advent of the Nazis, 638 million francs were slashed
from the national defence budget by the Daladier government, on top of
the 1.6 billion francs that had been cutin 1932. Between 1931 and 1934,
military spending was cut by more than 25% overall.”"
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The military’s warnings were dismissed by their political masters. With
civil-military relations at a low point in any case, the constantly exagger-
ated estimates of German military power since 1919 inspired disbelief in
their credibility. Fran¢ois-Poncet, considered the chief diplomatic expert
on Germany, counselled caution and moderation. As late as 1936, when
specifically referring to Mein Kampf, he wavered between believing that it
was an accurate account of Hitler’s proposed course of action, and the
hope that the years in power had sobered the chancellor and that these
earlier views could be dismissed as irrelevant to his present thinking. After
his first meeting with Hitler on 8 April 1933, the ambassador reported on
Hitler’s assurances that the German ‘government is sincerely and deeply
pacifist’, and thought that Hitler genuinely favoured an arrangement with
France. Francois-Poncet was not naive. “The pacifism of Hitler is relative,
temporary and conditional’, he warned his superiors. ‘It would seem better
not to nourish illusions in this regard.”** He repeatedly argued, however,
that it was better to strike a bargain with Hitler while the Nazi regime was
weak than to face a rearmed Germany freed from all international
restraints. The ambassador’s more hopeful reports on Nazi intentions
combined with Hitler’s conciliatory overtures to France during the spring
and early summer of 1933 made it possible to dismiss the pessimistic
military scenarios. The anti-militarist mood of the electorate left little
room for a decisive foreign policy and reinforced the tendency to wait
on future events. However accurate the intelligence reaching France’s
policymakers, they were in no mood or position to act upon it.

The muted and hesitant response to Hitler’s consolidation of power, in
part the result of his self-portrayal as a ‘man of peace’, was not confined to
the western democracies. The Italian press was enthusiastic about the new
chancellor and saw in his appointment a welcome death-blow to the old
liberal parliamentary system and an end to the Versailles treaty structure.
The Italian ambassador in Berlin, Vittorio Cerruti, surprised, as were most
of his colleagues, by Hitler’s appointment, showed little enthusiasm for the
new chancellor and was cautious in his despatches to Rome. The more
admiring Guiseppe Renzetti remained Mussolini’s chief private contact
with Hitler and Goring and reported directly to the Duce. Dino Grandi,
foreign minister since September 1929, had been cool about the Nazi
approaches to Mussolini before1933 and worried about the implications
for Italy of a revitalized Germany. Italo Balbo, chief of the air force,
respected German strength but not the Nazis. Most of Mussolini’s recent
biographers have stressed his mixed feelings about Hitler’s success. While
pleased to have Hitler in power and basking in his open admiration,
there was an element of jealousy in Mussolini’s reactions and a desire to

**> DDF, 1st ser., Vol. I1I, Nos. 251, 259, and 314.
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distinguish between the two movements, with the emphasis on the
priority of the Fascist model. In January 1933, Mussolini expressed the
hope that the Nazi presence in the cabinet would make Hitler more
‘realistic’ in his politics. The German elections of 5 March and the ‘freeing’
of Hitler left the Duce somewhat uneasy. Mussolini, who had anti-Semitic
prejudices of his own, read Mein Kampfwith mixed feelings. He feared that
the Nazi propaganda campaign would provoke international censure and
disliked the possible anti-Latin direction of German racial doctrines. He
warned Hitler against the latter’s ‘egregious anti-Semitism’ and feared that
Fascism would be tarred with the ‘crude’ National Socialist brush. There
was also a possible clash of interests with Germany over Austria. Early in
1933, he indirectly cautioned Hitler not to raise the issue of Anschluss, and
was considerably exercised by the Nazi agitation in Austria against Chan-
cellor Dollfuss, whom he considered a personal friend. But whatever his
worrles, he was flattered by Hitler’s admiration and respect. The new
German chancellor had launched a successful anti-Bolshevik and anti-
democratic movement along Fascist lines, and openly acknowledged his
debt to Mussolini’s example. The latter took obvious pride in his ‘patron-
age’ of the Nazi revolution and rapidly recognized that the German threat
to the Versailles system opened up new possibilities for Italian expansion.
Along with Grandi, he believed that Italy could become the ‘determining
weight’ between Hitler’s Germany on one side and France and Britain on
the other, and reap the benefits of such a position.

The Soviets were taken by surprise by Hitler’s appointment. During the
last months of the Weimar Republic, the Communists were still fighting
the Social Democrats as well as the Stahlhelm and Nazis. In Moscow, the
Politburo debated whether a Nazi victory would prove a greater threat to
the Versailles powers than to the Soviet Union. The arguments ceased
after the November 1932 elections, only to be resumed in January. There
was a strong pro-German element in the Politburo and among the senior
Soviet officers; it included among others, Molotov, Rykov, Voroshilov,
and Tukhachevsky. A week before Hitler took power, Molotov told the
Soviet of the People’s Commissars of the USSR that the Soviet Union’s
relations with other powers were developing in a normal way: ‘A special
place in these relations is devoted to Germany. Among all the countries
with which we have diplomatic relations, those with Germany were and
remain strong economic ties. This did not happen by chance. This stems
from the interests of both countries.”* Military contacts with the Germans
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had been strengthened during Schleicher’s chancellorship, and Tukha-
chevsky had attended the autumn manoeuvres in Germany at the former’s
invitation. Despite Hitler’s accession, conversations held with the newly
appointed German military attaché in Moscow in April 1933 suggest that
the Soviets were still hoping that these contacts would remain in place. It
was hardly surprising that French counter-intelligence concentrated on
the possibility of a Nazi—Soviet alignment.

In fact, there should have been few doubts in the Politburo about
Hitler’s ambitions in the East. Litvinov read Mein Kampf and it was
brought to Stalin’s attention. But few, with the probable exception of
Litvinov, took the real measure of the new chancellor or believed in the
reality of his Lebensraum dreams. Like their capitalist counterparts,
though with less reason, the Soviets ignored Hitler’s ideological goals.
They tried instead to reassure themselves that though the Nazis were
fiercely anti-Bolshevik at home, German policy towards the Soviet
Union would remain unchanged. Again like western diplomats, the
Russians took comfort from Neurath’s continuation in office, believing
that he would restrain the anti-Soviet Papen, distrusted more than
Hitler because of his attempts to create an anti-Soviet bloc at the
Lausanne conference in 1932. Assurances from Neurath and Goring
encouraged these illusions, as did an exaggerated view of the influence
of the military and commercial interests in Germany well disposed to the
old Rapallo connection. In practice, the Soviets remained strangely
passive in the face of the destruction of the Kommunistische Partei Deutsch-
lands (KPD) and responded slowly to the harassment of Soviet nationals
working in Germany. Such inaction may have stemmed from self-
deception and an inflated estimate of the strength of the German
proletariat, or from Moscow’s preoccupation with Russia’s long-term
interests. The Soviets waited on events. Ratification on 5 May of the
Moscow protocol extending the Berlin Pact of Non-Aggression and
Neutrality, which the Russians attributed mainly to Hitler’s hope to
disrupt the Franco—Soviet rapprochement, did not calm Soviet anxieties,
particularly at a time when internal difficulties arising from the famine
and collectivization programme and the possibility of a war in the Far
East preoccupied the Politburo. The Four-Power Pact, suggested by
Mussolini in April 1933, was seen in Moscow as the possible basis for the
capitalist anti-Soviet front that never ceased to haunt the Soviet leadership.

A German military delegation visited the USSR in May. It was well
received by senior officers and allowed to see various weapons, aviation,
chemical, and tractor factories, as well as the hydro-electric station on
the Dnieper. Nonetheless, the Soviets called a halt to the joint chemical
experiments at “Tomka’ and revoked a decision to send young German
officers to the tank school at Kazan. The memorandum from the Reich
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economics minister, Hugenberg, prepared for the World Economic
Conference in mid-June, called for a return of Germany’s lost colonies
and for ‘new territories at the expense of the USSR’. The Soviets lodged
a formal protest in Berlin. In the summer 0f 1933, in the face of cooling
relations on both sides, all three German military training schools in the
Soviet Union were closed and military visits cancelled. The trade figures
were already plummeting from their pre-Hitler high.

There is little evidence of what Stalin was thinking. His touch with
regard to foreign policy was less sure than in domestic affairs and he may
have preferred to keep silent. He might have wanted to nourish the
Rapallo link but had to acknowledge the extreme anti-Soviet direction
of Hitler’s policies. On 30 April the Russians warmly received Colonel
Miedzinski, the editor of a semi-official Polish paper, who came from
Warsaw as Pilsudski’s personal envoy to assure the Russians that Poland
would not join Germany in an anti-Soviet front. Another public sign of
Soviet unease was an article, published in Pravda on 10 May 1933, “The
Revision of Versailles’ by Karl Radek, an old-time Polish conspirator
and negotiator for Lenin, currently in charge of foreign affairs in Stalin’s
personal secretariat. Radek identified revision with the victory of
Fascism and warned that ‘the international proletariat—the enemy of
the Versailles peace—cannot be on the side of those imperialist forces
which seek to bring about a new division of the world in the conflag-
ration of a new imperialist war’.>* This suggestion that the Soviet Union
might align itself with the status quo nations was only a feeler. The arrest
of the Soviet TASS (Telegraph Agency of the Soviet Union) and Izvestia
journalists arriving in Germany to report on the trial of the Bolsheviks
accused of setting fire to the Reichstag led to the recall of journalists
from both countries. The matter was not resolved until the end of
October when the Soviet correspondents were given permission to
attend the Leipzig trial. The Russians moved uneasily, unwilling to
shut the door on future Reichswehr—Red Army contacts and unsure of
the value of the difficult rapprochement with France as a counter-weight.

III

For Hitler, the first priority was the establishment of the Nazi regime. It
was only when the state became stronger and its people properly
educated that an active foreign policy was possible. It was essential to
concentrate on short-term objectives and to avoid any discussion of
longer-term aims that would alienate some at home and alarm
Germany’s neighbours. As both the Reichswehr and the Auswartiges Amt
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were united in their rejection of the ‘unjust treaty’, and in their hopes to
see Germany re-established as a great power, they were not unduly
disturbed by the Nazi seizure of power. With Hitler anxious to preserve
an appearance of normality to soothe foreign apprehensions, the pro-
fessionals were given a free hand at Geneva. For the military chiefs,
rearmament was the key to great power status. From the time the second
armaments programme was adopted in early 1932, the Reichswehrleaders
were determined on full rearmament with or without an international
agreement. No disarmament convention would be allowed to interfere
with the re-militarization of Germany. Pleased that Hitler would back
their efforts, they looked forward to a period of fruitful co-operation in
which they would set the rearmament agenda. The position of the
diplomats was more complicated. Both von Neurath and state secretary
Bulow had inherited the older nationalist and economic-imperialist
aims of the Wilhelmine era. They tended to ignore or discount the
‘wilder ideas’ of the Nazis and were convinced that the movement
could be disciplined and ‘tamed’. Even the future state secretary, Ernst
von Weizsacker, who had strong doubts about the National Socialists,
thought that the revolution would take a more conservative turn. In the
summer of 1933, returning from Oslo, he encouraged the Wilhelm-
strasse diplomats to join the Nazi party. Seven had already joined before
1933; by 1937 a third of the ninety-two senior officials had become
members, many undoubtedly for purely careerist reasons. A very small
number of diplomats had to be relieved of their posts on political
grounds and fewer still, the ambassador in Washington being the out-
standing example, left the service on grounds of conscience.

Hitler’s concentration on home politics and emphasis on short-term
goals encouraged the old élites to think that they could preserve their
influence and even convert the new chancellor to their own views.
They saw themselves as a conservative force in Nazi Germany, and a
guarantee of continuity and respectability. Their support would allow
Hitler to present himself as a man of moderation and peace, thwarted by
the French in his efforts to create a disarmed Europe. Already during his
first year in power, Hitler demonstrated his striking ability to take
initiatives that would win public acclaim at home without provoking
foreign retaliation, while Germany was without the means to defend
herself. There were small but unsettling incidents that worried the
French and Poles. In late February, members of the SA and Stahlhelm
were incorporated into the German police and given small arms. In early
March, an SA detachment occupied some old army barracks in Kehl,
located in the demilitarized zone across the Rhine from Strasbourg
provoking strong and successful representations from France. Nazi
activity in Danzig at the same time, and the denunciation of the Polish
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harbour police agreement by the Danzig government, resulted in Polish
reinforcements of their garrison at Westerplatte. The subsequent crisis
fuelled rumours of Polish or Franco-Polish plans for a preventive war
already circulating in the chancelleries of Europe. The possibility was
canvassed in Warsaw and Paris but dismissed by the French as politically
impossible. Rumours continued to circulate during the summer and
autumn of 1933. It seems highly probable that the Westerplatte affair,
like Pilsudski’s hints and soundings, were intended to underline Poland’s
capacity for independent action and was a warning to the French as
much as to the Germans. It was not without effect. A sense of unease
may explain Hitler’s caution in March and April, and his first approaches
to the Poles at the start of May.

French worries about the new Hitler government gave point, too, to
a new campaign for a Franco-Italian agreement. Early in the year, with
the diplomatic rumour mills working overtime, there were reports from
Belgrade of a forthcoming Italian invasion and Italian talk of a French
preventive strike. The French had already decided to send Senator
Henry de Jouvenel (an unusual political appointment in the closed
French career diplomatic service) to Rome in January 1933 for six
months, with a mandate to settle outstanding issues with Mussolini.
But Mussolini’s price proved higher than was expected. He was less
interested in bilateral exchanges than in some kind of ‘political entente’
dealing with general European matters. The Duce spoke to Jouvenel, on
3 March, of future changes in the Polish Corridor, revision of the
Hungarian frontiers, an Italian presence in Albania to guarantee Italian
security in the Adriatic, and the preservation of the independence of
Austria. ‘The time is over’, Jouvenel reported, ‘when Mussolini’s
ambition can be satisfied by a few palm trees in Libya’.*> Whatever
their distaste for Mussolini’s sweeping programme, the French were not
prepared to allow the conversations to lapse.

The British were trying to keep the initiative at the Geneva disarma-
ment talks. The 35-year-old Anthony Eden, a relatively unknown
though highly ambitious parliamentary under-secretary at the Foreign
Office, was appointed to handle disarmament questions to case the
burden on an unwell and increasingly apathetic Sir John Simon.
Together with General A. C. Temperley, the War Office representative,
and Alexander Cadogan of the Foreign Office, both old Geneva hands,
Eden put together a new disarmament package, modest and balanced in
its provisions, which the cabinet was persuaded to accept. Eden man-
aged to induce the unenthusiastic prime minister to come to Geneva to
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present the draft personally to the conference. The ‘MacDonald plan’, as
it was commonly called, began with an agreement of all the signatories
to consult together in case of a breach of the peace. In the second part of
the draft, following French precedents, the British proposed the stand-
ardization of all continental forces on the basis of short-term service
(eight months) with armed police and paramilitary forces counted in the
totals. Germany and Poland were each to have forces of 200,000 men.
France would have 200,000 troops in metropolitan France and another
200,000 outside 1it; Italy 200,000 metropolitan and 50,000 outside
forces. Qualitative limits were set on land guns and tanks. Pending an
examination of the abolition of all military and naval aviation, except
those needed for ‘police bombing’ (a concession to the British who used
planes for imperial policing in the Middle East), the major powers were
to have 500 aircraft each but Germany none. The London Treaty’s naval
limitations were to be extended to cover France and Italy, with the latter
permitted one additional battleship. Planned for a duration of five years
after which a new convention would be negotiated, provision was made
for a permanent disarmament commission, though inspection and
supervision would occur only if a violation of the convention was
suspected. The somewhat naive British proposal, launched on 16
March by MacDonald in a rambling speech, was intended to give
Britain the chance to renew its role as European arbiter at minimal
cost. At least, there was something new and concrete on the disarma-
ment table. Eden, eager for success and over-optimistic, knew that
neither MacDonald nor Simon, for whom he had little liking or respect,
was enthusiastic about the proposal. He was more than annoyed when
the two men agreed to go to Rome to discuss Mussolini’s new initiative,
the offer on 18 March of a ‘Four-Power Pact’, diverting attention
from the Geneva talks. The best that could be achieved before the
meetings were adjourned for the Easter recess, was the adoption of the
draft agreement as a basis for discussion with rights reserved for future
amendment.

‘Was Mussolini’s initiative an example of the Duce’s ‘pseudo-pacifism’
as he sought to initiate a more active policy, either in the Danubian basin
or in Ethiopia where General de Bono had been sent at the end of 1932
to assess the local situation and prepare a plan of intervention? Or had
Hitler’s accession to power alerted the Italian leaders to the possibility of
recruiting a useful supporter in Italy’s quest for great power status? The
source of the pact lay partly in the Duce’s desire to prevent a French pre-
emptive war (hardly a real possibility) while encouraging Berlin to slow
down the pace of German rearmament in order to reduce the threat of
Anschluss. Anxious to put Rome at the centre of European politics,
Mussolini was as yet unwilling to commit Italy too far in any one
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direction. Some form of four-power condominium, based on an Italian—
British directorate, was safer than any bilateral arrangement and far
better than a useless League engagement. Article 2 of Mussolini’s pro-
posed pact called for the four powers, in accordance with the Covenant
and within the framework of the League, to reaffirm the principle that
the peace treaties should be revised where conditions might lead to
conflict. Article 3 provided that if the Disarmament Conference led to
partial results, the Germans’ claim to equality of rights would be recog-
nized. Implementation of equality would be by stages. Similar rules
would be applied to the other disarmed ex-enemy powers. The four
signatories would follow a common policy in both political and non-
political matters and in extra-European and colonial questions, the latter
provision dropped at British insistence.

The reaction to the proposed pact ranged from cool to hostile.
Mussolini thought that Britain would accept Italian assistance in stabil-
izing the European equilibrium. MacDonald’s March visit to Rome was
a success; the British prime minister was impressed by Mussolini and by
what he saw of Fascist Italy. After suggesting a few changes, MacDonald
was prepared to put the proposal to the cabinet. He quoted with
approval Mussolini’s comment that ‘all treaties were holy but none
were cternal’. But the cabinet demanded substantial revisions and
when the Commons debated the question, on 23 March and 13 April
1933, a surge of anti-German and pro-League feeling doomed hopes
that the Mussolini draft would be quickly accepted. The March election
violence in Germany provoked a chorus of disapproval from both sides
of the Commons. Clement Attlee’s condemnation of Nazi actions was
followed by a speech from Winston Churchill who, abandoning his
earlier support for the revision of the Polish Corridor, defended the
prolongation of Germany’s unarmed state. Austen Chamberlain, the
ex-foreign secretary, identified the new spirit of German nationalism
with the worst of ‘All-Prussian Imperialism’. There was now an ‘added
savagery, a racial pride. Are you going to discuss revision with a Gov-
ernment like that? Are you going to discuss with such a Government the
Polish Corridor?”** MacDonald and Simon had to respond to this abrupt
change in parliamentary sentiment.

From the first, the Quai d’Orsay saw little in Mussolini’s draft to
attract French support, and considerable danger to its eastern alliances.
Daladier and Paul-Boncour were quick to register their opposition but
Jouvenel, an ambassador picked for his Italophile sympathies, demanded
a more positive reaction, hoping that by appeasing Mussolini the way

26 Hansard, HC Deb, 23 March 1933 and 13 April 1933, Vol. 276, Cols. 27392747,
2755-2759, 2786—-2799.
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would be opened for negotiations a deux. The Quai d’Orsay modified
the revisionist tone of the draft and enlarged the League role. Mussolini
had already told Jouvenel of his hopes to focus German revisionist
ambitions on the Polish Corridor and to seek an adjustment of Hun-
gary’s borders, to its advantage. Aloisi, the secretary-general at the
Foreign Ministry, noted in his journal that Mussolini’s guiding motto
was, ‘let us avoid above all that the little nations make the great ones
fight among themselves’.>” From late March until the pact was initialled
on 7 June, the Quai d’Orsay was subjected to criticism at home, and to
mounting pressure from Poland and the Little Entente nations. Jézef
Beck’s previously announced visits to Paris and Prague were temporarily
postponed. In response, the French succeeded in their efforts to reduce
the new agreement to ‘an elaborate nullity’. The German Foreign
Ministry opposed the pact from the start, for it fell far short of their
objectives, but Italian backing for German claims to equality of arms was
proving useful in Geneva, and Neurath was anxious that the Austrian
question should not drive Italy into the French embrace. By the time the
French were finished emasculating the pact, there was little left to satisty
even the minimal German requirements. Hitler was more sympathetic
and supported by Blomberg overcame the diplomats’ objections. Nei-
ther man believed that anything concrete would come out of the new
agreement, but there were advantages in adopting the draft and avoiding
a blow-up in Geneva that would call attention to German rearmament.

Despite all the reservations which showed that none of the govern-
ments thought that Mussolini’s proposal would break the deadlock in
Geneva, the Four-Power Pact was initialled on 7 June 1933 and to
Mussolini’s great pleasure, signed on 15 July. It was never ratified. Little
had been accomplished despite Italian claims of a diplomatic triumph.
Mussolini’s willingness to accept the French changes betrayed his anx-
iety to show something concrete for all his eftforts. The French, how-
ever, gained nothing from this diplomatic detour and were disappointed
in their hopes for a bilateral agreement with Italy. When the disarma-
ment talks resumed, Italy continued to act as mediator between Germany
and the western powers. No Franco—Italian action was taken in the
Danube. In September 1933, the French revived a form of the econ-
omic ‘Tardieu plan’, calling for an economic pact based on an economic
union between Austria, Yugoslavia, Romania, and Czechoslovakia.
A series of bilateral accords would be followed by a separate con-
vention signed by the non-Danubian countries (France, Italy, Britain,
Poland, and possibly Germany) who would agree to assist the
Danubian states economically but respect their territorial and political

*7 Quoted in Shorrock, From Ally to Enemy, 75.



BROWN DAWN 35

independence. This suited neither Mussolini, who wanted some form of
Austro-Hungarian union with a privileged economic position for Italy,
that France would recognize, nor did it suit the Czech prime minister,
Edvard Benes§, who wanted to tie Mussolini down to a guarantee of
Austrian independence, and then to make the Little Entente powers the
economic centre of the Danube region with underwriting from France
and Italy.

The discussions of the Four-Power Pact and the economic proposals
only confirmed Little Entente suspicions that the French were willing to
pay for Italian support against Germany by making concessions in the
Danube region. Warned that the Daladier cabinet would fall and an
unsympathetic government of the right replace it, Benes recruited his
Little Entente partners to provide grudging support for the French
revised draft. The Poles remained adamant in their opposition. In
their view, the French action, which would direct revisionist ambitions
towards Poland, had further diminished the value of the Franco-Polish
alliance. These differences also soured relations between Warsaw and
Prague, burying the idea canvassed by Bene§ of a ‘pact of perpetual
friendship’. Partly for fear of French desertion, the Poles looked to
Berlin. Believing that Hitler, as a non-Prussian with strong anti-Soviet
sympathies, might break with the traditions of his Weimar predecessors,
Pilsudski considered the moment favourable for diplomatic soundings.
‘Well-established in the chancellor’s chair, Hitler was ready to make his
own entry into foreign affairs. At Polish urging, on 2 May, Hitler
received the Polish envoy. A joint public communiqué stated his inten-
tion of maintaining German policy toward Poland within the frame-
work of the existing treaties, while privately he gave assurances of his
hopes for German—Polish co-operation against the USSR. During the
summer, Hitler, with a political understanding in mind, was prepared to
meet Polish economic requirements even at the expense of German
commercial interests and against the advice of the traditionally anti-
Polish Wilhelmstrasse. These first exchanges between the Poles and
Germans represented only one side of the Polish coin. Almost simul-
taneously, the Poles sent their envoy to Moscow to assure the Russians
that Poland would not ally with Germany in any aggressive action
against the Soviet Union.

The Soviets, fearing a conflict in the Far East and the formation of an
anti-Soviet front in Europe, were re-appraising their own situation. In
late June, Stalin actually served as one of the pallbearers at the funeral of
Klara Zetkin, one of the former leaders of the KPD, who had fled to
Moscow. This unusual mark of respect to a German comrade was an
indication of the apprehension felt in Moscow about Hitler’s intentions.
Radek’s Pravda article in May was followed by his long visit to Poland in
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July, with offers of a free hand in Lithuania and suggestions, aired in the
Soviet press, of a preventive war to join Danzig and East Prussia to
Poland. The Poles were not tempted. As the Russians suspected, they
were already engaged in secret talks with Hitler. The spectre of a
German—Polish—Japanese combination (intelligence links were estab-
lished between Poland and Japan in 1920) loomed on the Russian
horizon. The Russians looked to France. The Soviet military authorities
had sought out the French after the conclusion of the November 1932
non-aggression pact between the two countries. In early July 1933,
Litvinov visited Paris and Herriot returned the visit at the very end of
August. A mission headed by Pierre Cot, the minister of air, heralded
the beginning of some form of air co-operation. It may have been at this
time that Cot’s ties with the Bolsheviks began. Neither Daladier nor
Paul-Boncour were ready for such a move and were lukewarm in their
response to the Soviet offers. Daladier was considering direct negoti-
ations with Germany; Paul-Boncour, taking advantage of the temporary
anti-German mood in London, looked to a joint policy with the British.
The Russians, unsure of the French, pursued other options. A much
delayed non-aggression pact with Italy was signed on 2 September 1933.
Litvinov sought to smooth relations with the British after the March
Metro-Vickers affair when employees of the firm, British and Russian,
were accused of espionage activities. Concern for relations with Britain
led to the commutation of the sentences passed on the British engineers
and their subsequent deportation. Litvinov visited Washington in
November to solicit recognition of the USSR and to win American
backing in the Far East. Hitler’s policies were forcing the Soviets to
buttress their position.

IV

The Four-Power Pact was only a diversion; the main diplomatic
activity was in Geneva where the British disarmament proposal was
still on the table. The first reading of the MacDonald plan began on 30
April and continued until 8 June. The Germans were already in a
strong diplomatic position, having won, thanks to British efforts,
recognition of their claim to ‘equality of rights’ in the Five-Power
Declaration of 11 December 1932. The British proposal hardly suited
the Reichswehr, even though Germany would have doubled its military
strength, gained new equipment, and enjoyed a reduction in the
French predominance of weapons. Nor, understandably, did it please
the French military and naval authorities, who opposed the increase in
the number of German troops, the cuts in French armaments, and the
new naval arrangements, all to take place without an adequate supervision
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regime. Anxious to avoid an open confrontation with General
Weygand, the Conseil Supérieur de la Défense Nationale (CSDN), the
epicentre of the defence establishment, was by-passed. Paul-Boncour,
while opposing the plan, wanted to avoid alienating Britain, the
United States, or Belgium, each of which had distanced itself from
France on security questions. The French choice to take up Mussoli-
ni’s ‘Four-Power Pact’ offer was in part taken to avoid making
decisions at Geneva. The tense international situation strengthened
support for the Daladier government, but no radical rethinking of
France’s disarmament policy followed. The French concentrated on
linking any arms reduction scheme with the creation of an effective
control system. The diplomatic duel with Germany continued, with
each side anxious to lay the blame for failure in the disarmament talks
on the other. The first round went to the French who insisted that the
delegates take up the question of standardizing armies and not, as the
Germans proposed, the question of material which would have meant
French disarmament. Nadolny, the German delegate, took an entirely
negative line and progress was blocked. Tempers were hardly
improved by Nadolny’s loose statements to journalists and public
comments by Blomberg and von Neurath claiming the right to
rearm, outside the League system if not within it. With everyone’s
nerves on edge, Neurath and Blomberg considered leaving the con-
ference and Neurath asked Hitler to make a public statement. Despite
his intransigence, Nadolny had taken fright at Germany’s isolation and
in Munich on 14 May told an angry Hitler that the British proposals
should be accepted.

Two days later, on the eve of Hitler’s pre-announced speech,
President Roosevelt addressed an appeal to the heads of the states
represented at Geneva and recommended accepting the MacDonald
plan as a first step towards a disarmament convention. He proposed
that all countries sign a non-aggression pact and forego any increase in
arms spending until the agreement was signed. The British and
French, who had discussed disarmament with the president in their
pre-World Economic Conference talks in Washington, were bitterly
disappointed. They had hoped for a positive offer of American
co-operation in support of combined action against an aggressor.
The president, in the course of his message, attacked ‘offensive
weapons’, war planes, heavy artillery, and tanks, all of which were
still denied to the Germans. It was a clumsy, if well-intentioned move
though it hardly deserved MacDonald’s acid response. ‘The whole
thing is depressing and shows the unsatisfactory nature of Ameri[can]
Diplomacy’, the British prime minister minuted. “They cannot keep
out of the limelight; they are always prone to do things on their own
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in the middle of negotiations.””® Roosevelt’s message gave Hitler an
unexpected opportunity to stress Germany’s ardent desire for peace
and willingness to accept the British proposal.

Hitler’s speech on 17 May 1933 was a triumph. Using the Reichstag
to address a world audience, the first of a series of such actions, he
portrayed Germany as a disarmed and peace-loving country sinned
against by the framers of the Treaty of Versailles. ‘Our boundless love
for and loyalty to our own national traditions makes us respect the
national claims of others’, he said, ‘and makes us desire from the bottom
of our hearts to live with them in peace and friendship. We therefore
have no use for the idea of Germanization.” Hitler offered to accept the
British plan as the basis for discussion and welcomed both Mussolini’s
and Roosevelt’s proposals. He told his audience that Germany would
accept a transitional period of five years but only if at the end of the
period it would ‘be put on a footing of equality with other states’. If
the majority at Geneva tried to dictate terms to Germany, he warned,
the German people would leave the League of Nations.” The Friedens-
rede was published in several languages and was generally welcomed.
Only a minority in Britain, one of Hitler’s main targets, questioned his
sincerity. Cabinet ministers were relieved by the chancellor’s public
avowal of peaceful intentions. Having been sufficiently alarmed by
recent reports of German rearmament to have considered an Anglo-
French-American warning to Berlin, ministers could now return to a
policy of temporization, causing further anguish in Paris.

Francois-Poncet stressed the emptiness of Hitler’s speech but con-
cluded that now was the time to begin negotiations with the Germans.
The Quai d’Orsay, anxious that France should not be isolated, was
prepared to proceed with the MacDonald plan. Daladier shifted his
emphasis from a pact of mutual assistance to the promotion of a system
of supervision and controls. Under consideration since March, the new
French proposals only received cabinet approval at the start of May and
were announced at Geneva on 23 May. At a meeting of the French,
British, and American representatives in Paris on 8 June when Daladier
disclosed its details, he pointedly asked what would happen if the new
convention was violated. Neither the American, Norman Davis, nor
Anthony Eden stressed the point in reports to their respective govern-
ments, probably because they took for granted a negative reply. The
answer was crucial for French acceptance of the MacDonald proposals.
The new Daladier amendments included a two-phased convention
lasting ten years. During phase one, armies would be standardized and

** DBFP, 2nd ser. Vol. V, No. 150.
*? John Wheeler-Bennett (ed.). Documents on International Affairs (London, 1933), 196—
208.
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some restrictions placed on the construction of heavy armaments and
tanks. A system of periodic and automatic inspection would be created.
The actual destruction of surplus material or its transfer to the League of
Nations would take place only during the second phase. Once again, in
a different form, the French were asking for guarantees that neither the
Americans nor the British were prepared to ofter. The French amend-
ments were still on the table when, because of the forthcoming World
Economic Conference scheduled to open on 12 June, the meetings
were abruptly adjourned until 16 October. It was another episode in the
more or less deliberate policy of postponement in view of fundamental
disagreements. Arthur Henderson, president of the Disarmament Con-
ference, was instructed to continue his efforts to reconcile the different
points of view through private talks in the interval.

The summer of 1933 was not a happy time in Europe. Hitler was in
full control of Germany and taking a more active part in foreign
matters. The Germans had launched a major anti-Dollfuss propaganda
campaign in Austria and the Austrian Nazis were harassing the chan-
cellor in Vienna. In response to Austrian counter-measures, Hitler
imposed a prohibitive visa tax on Germans visiting Austria, seriously
disrupting the country’s tourist trade and an important source of in-
come. At the end of July, Dollfuss appealed first to Britain and then to
Italy for assistance. The World Economic Conference (12 June — 27
July 1933) ended with governments seeking national solutions to fi-
nancial and economic problems regardless of their international im-
pact.*® The blow to economic internationalism did not augur well for
progress at Geneva, where hopes for success were at a low ebb. The
Germans were determined to rearm. The French did not want to make
reductions in their armaments relative to Germany at a time when the
Deuxieme Bureau was reporting the increasing intensity of German
illegal rearmament. The British had welcomed the adjournment be-
cause they found themselves in a minority over their unwillingness to
consider proposed schemes for aerial disarmament. The cabinet feared,
too, that when the details of the MacDonald plan were discussed, they
would lose the support at home that they hoped to gain by taking the
initiative in Geneva. The Italians, already increasing their defence
expenditure year by year, were not interested in general disarmament
though they hoped Germany would accept a disarmament convention.
Litvinov’s far more radical disarmament proposals were received with
general suspicion. Confidence in multilateral diplomacy and inter-
national conferences plummeted.

3% See the discussion in Zara Steiner, The Lights that Failed: European International
History 1919-1933 (Oxford and New York, 2005), chapter 12.
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During the summer holidays, the diplomats resorted to private
negotiations. Henderson, shunned by the representatives of all the
major states during the economic conference in London, spent the rest
of July visiting European capitals. His cool if not hostile reception in Paris
confirmed his view, shared in this instance with MacDonald, that France
was the main culprit in the unsuccesstul quest for agreement. Henderson
found little response in Rome; Mussolini’s attention was focused on
securing signatures to his Four-Power Pact. The visit to Germany,
where Henderson was received by Hitler, seemed more encouraging.
Despite objections to the French proposal of a ‘probationary period” and
German insistence on returning to the original British draft, he left
satisfied by Hitler’s assurances that Germany was not rearming and en-
couraged by the Fihrer’s support for the MacDonald terms. Hitler also
responded favourably to Daladier’s suggestion, forwarded by Henderson,
that the two leaders might meet, insisting only on extensive preparations
before the encounter took place. Hitler’s willingness to approach France
was a response, in part, to fears about French efforts to enlist British and
American support for a League investigation of German rearmament.
There were German public speeches in favour of a Franco—German
rapprochement. Fernand de Brinon, the Germanophile French journalist,
and Joachim von Ribbentrop, the rising Nazi carcerist with access to
Hitler, were asked to bring about a meeting between Hitler and Daladier.
Apart from the Saar, which was German, Hitler assured Brinon that
Germany had no wish for war or for any territorial acquisitions, and
was anxious for an arrangement with France.

Daladier was not unsympathetic to these feelers. ‘No one contests
Germany’s right to its existence as a great nation’, he told the Radical
party congress at Vichy on 8 October 1933, ‘No one secks to humiliate
Germany.”*" There was a strong temptation to conclude some kind of
treaty with the Germans. Dependent on socialist backing and faced with
an unbalanced budget, Daladier’s Radical government could not pos-
sibly consider preventive war or massive rearmament. Even General
Weygand, who argued that only military action would stop German
rearmament, would not contemplate French mobilization without British
support. The new effort to enlist Anglo-American backing for sanctions
was, at best, a dubious gamble and may well have been a gesture for
domestic consumption. With evidence that Germany was rearming and
the French margin of superiority under future threat, there were reasons
to believe that France should make the best bargain possible with Hitler
while there was still something about which to bargain. Movements in

3" Quoted in Maurice Vaisse, Sécurité d’abord: la politique francaise en matiére de
désarmement, 9 décembre 1930 — 7 avril 1934 (Paris, 1981), 448.
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this direction would immensely improve relations with London. In the
end, however, the French premier drew back and no meeting with
Hitler took place. Daladier was a politician above all and kept a close
watch on his supporters. Though his radical-socialist backers favoured
disarmament and cuts in military spending, they were not prepared for
an exclusive arrangement with Gemany. Tardieu and his colleagues
were already campaigning to alert the public to the dangers of a rearmed
Germany. Direct exchanges with Hitler would have implied a revolu-
tion in French diplomacy well beyond Daladier’s reach. Instead, faced
with the German challenge, French diplomacy became even more
defensive and hesitant. The differences between the politicians, diplo-
mats, and service chiefs in Paris precluded positive action and, indeed,
postponed any action at all. On 5 September, Mussolini approached
Charles de Chambrun, the new French ambassador in Rome, with
suggestions intended to forward the Rome—Paris rapprochement. The
Duce agreed to the French plan for disarmament by stages and the
implementation of a permanent and automatic supervision system. He
insisted 1n return that the Germans be given rights to defensive arms,
including aircraft, in the first stage of the new convention. Chambrun
urged rapid acceptance but French officials remained suspicious and
hostile. In late September, the French foreign minister turned a similarly
deaf ear to offers from Neurath and Goebbels who had come to Geneva
where the technicians were dealing with the question of armaments and
a mutual security pact. The Quai d’Orsay clung to the Geneva talks and
the entente with Britain but despite talk about joint action, there was no
improvement in Anglo-French relations.

The weakness of the French position was compounded by Britain’s
continuing search for a disarmament formula that Hitler would accept.
This could only be done at the expense of France. For a brief time, while
Simon was off on a summer sea cruise to regain his health, Vansittart and
Eden sought ways to reassure the French in order to secure their
adhesion to Britain’s disarmament plan. They tried to enlist Mussolini
to join a three-power protest against Nazi activities in Austria. The
Italian leader preferred unilateral action and secured his own assurances
from Hitler. The British cabinet would not sanction plans to use
revelations that Germany was planning a major air rearmament pro-
gramme as the basis for a three-power démarche at Berlin and insisted,
instead, that Britain should act alone. Nor would the cabinet agree to
examine a French dossier on the rearmament of the Reichswehr prepara-
tory to a joint enquiry at Berlin. The idea, welcomed by Eden and Sir
William Tyrrell, the British ambassador in Paris, was quickly buried. At
Anglo-French and Anglo-French-American meetings in Paris just
before the disarmament talks were resumed, Daladier agreed to some
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of the British draft terms but demanded ‘guarantees of execution’ which
neither London nor Washington would consider.

When the general commission of the Disarmament Conference
recommenced its sessions in October, the situation looked less bleak
for the French, who had won Mussolini’s backing for their amendments
to the British draft. The Germans found themselves on the defensive
when the British rejected their demands for large quantities of forbidden
weapons in the first stage of disarmament and were further angered by
German attempts to reject the trial period entirely. Neurath feared that
the talks would collapse and the blame placed on Germany. More
importantly, Hitler was not yet ready to abandon the talks, alienating
both the British and the Italians. Counting on the divisions between the
western powers, he accepted Neurath’s advice to continue the talks.
Negotiations proved short-lived.

‘What brought about the change in policy that led to Germany’s
departure from the conference and from the League of Nations on 14
October? The starting point was news that the British were consider-
ing a new convention in collaboration with President Roosevelt that
would reject the German demand for samples of weapons and, while
vetolng sanctions, might invoke a provision of the League Covenant
against violations of the convention. Bismarck’s report, misrepresent-
ing the American position, conveyed the essence of the Foreign Office
attempt to bridge the gap between Paris and Berlin. Germany would
be compelled to forego new weapons during the first four-year period
of the convention in return for a French agreement to disarm. With
this news in hand, the Germans decided on 4 October not to nego-
tiate on any new plan that forced them to compromise. To avoid the
blame for disrupting the conference, Blomberg suggested a return to
the ‘original question’. Germany should demand the disarmament of
the other states and threaten to leave the conference and League if
they did not either disarm or grant Germany equality of rights.
Following the German departure, Hitler expected to repeat his success
of the previous May with a speech to the Reichstag that would rally
domestic and world opinion to the German cause. Forewarned of
Hitler’s intentions by German officials in London, a shocked Simon
went to Geneva warning that he would reply with a ‘frank and full
pronouncement’ to any such German statement. The meeting
between Nadolny and Simon proved decisive for Berlin; the British
would not accept German rearmament in the first stage. Other major
powers still wanted to avoid a German withdrawal and Simon was
prevailed upon to soften his message. Before reading his much
reworked statement on 14 October, Simon ‘made P.-B. [Paul-Boncour]
purple with rage’, according to Anthony Eden, ‘by going to sit
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ostentatiously on the opposite side of room to whisper to German [sic|
(God knows what about!) and holding up business for this’.**

The German decision had been taken already. Nadolny, ordered back
to Berlin the day before Simon spoke, argued the case against with-
drawal but Hitler wanted no further delays. He would follow up the
German announcement, to be made immediately after Simon’s state-
ment, with his own radio address. The Reichstag and Land parliaments
would be dissolved and fresh elections held to show the world that the
German people ‘identified itself with the peace policy of the Reich
government’. The Berlin announcement was made at midday; the
Fuhrer addressed the nation in the evening. This was the first of Hitler’s
‘Saturday surprises’ that were to so disorient the chancelleries of Europe.
While making friendly references to Daladier and France, ‘our ancient,
but glorious, opponent’ (Hitler had discounted a preventive war but the
risk remained) and declaring that ‘only a madman would consider the
possibility of war between the two states’, the chancellor avoided any
reference to the question of German rearmament. He spoke instead of
the failure of other powers to fulfil their obligations under the Versailles
Treaty, leaving Germany insecure and inadequately armed with defen-
sive weapons. As the disarmament conference was determined to keep
Germany in a position of inferiority and would deny its equality of
rights, it would leave the conference and the League to escape ‘an
irremediable situation’.** A German plebiscite, held on 12 November,
one day after the fifteenth anniversary of the 1918 armistice, produced a
95% vote for Hitler.

The German announcement was received abroad with stupefaction
and, at first, with anger. The French rightly felt that their warnings had
been fully justified and Paul-Boncour enjoyed a brief moment of self-
satisfaction. The British felt that Simon had been badly used and his
speech just a pretext for the German action, as indeed it was. The
Americans and Italians were incensed; the Russians warned that Ger-
many was preparing for war. There was, however, no closing of the
ranks, no demonstration of unity, and no action taken. On the contrary,
Hitler’s challenge exposed the weakness of the French position and the
unwillingness of any state or states to move against him. The Geneva
powers did nothing. There was not even a formal protest in Berlin.
General von Blomberg placed his forces on alert on 25 October in
anticipation of combined action by France, Poland, Czechoslovakia,
and Belgium, but Hitler was right and the war scare faded. The French
wanted the conference to proceed without Germany along the lines

32 David Dutton, Anthony Eden: A Life and Reputation (London, 1997).
33 Wheeler-Bennett, Documents on International Affairs, 291.
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proposed in the amended British draft convention but this was opposed
first by the Italians and Americans and then by the British. The General
Commission adjourned on 16 October 1933 initially for ten days and
subsequently until 29 May 1934 when the Disarmament Conference
began its last futile plenary session.

Hitler drew his own lessons from this propaganda victory at a time
when Germany was weak and isolated. On 17 October, he told his
cabinet that the ‘critical moment’ had passed and Germany had nothing
to fear. The way was open for unrestricted rearmament and the imple-
mentation of more audacious plans. The Reichswehr had secured its goal
but Hitler had orchestrated the score, and the officers and diplomats
followed their conductor. Hitler’s domestic position was considerably
strengthened by the withdrawal from Geneva and the plebiscite. He
could now prepare to take up the fight against Ernst Rohm, the leader of
the Sturmabteilung (SA) and his followers who might possibly challenge
his political position. He knew that the Reichswehr was equally anxious
to dispose of its most powerful rival. The ‘man of peace’ was intent on
speeding up rearmament while considering how to smooth the way for
the future use of Germany’s still limited military strength. The Defence
Ministry swung into action. In December it was agreed to create a 21
division peacetime army of 300,000 men within four years. Orders were
given that the build-up should begin on 1 April 1934. The Reichswehr
looked forward to the introduction of conscription and a one-year
period of service to ensure the rapid tripling of the existing army. The
‘second armaments programme’ was judged inadequate for an army
which the Reichswehr leaders, though not Hitler, wanted to fight defen-
sive wars on several fronts. General Beck, the conservative chief of staff,
thought in terms of a long-term build-up. Without any deep appreci-
ation of the broader strategic and economic parameters of the tasks
ahead, his opposition to Hitler’s demands for speed in the spring of
1934 was based on the knowledge that a modern army needed extensive
training and armament in depth before it moved. At this juncture, he
was more concerned with the reconstruction of the army than with the
future uses to which it might be put.

Hitler’s attention was focused on political goals. Immediately after the
German withdrawal from the Disarmament Conference, he launched a
foreign ‘peace offensive’. Attention shifted away from Geneva to the
chancelleries of Europe. Business was conducted in the old-fashioned
way, the exchange of notes, diplomatic visits to foreign capitals, and
bilateral negotiations. The very question of Geneva’s role in any future
disarmament scheme became a subject for debate. The high hopes
connected with the opening of the Disarmament Conference had
been replaced now by a sense of deep disappointment. Admittedly,
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the German withdrawal did not put an end to the pursuit of an arms
agreement. For the British cabinet, at least, it had become even more
essential to find a way to bring the Germans back into the disarmament
fold. Irritation with the French mounted as the possibility of an arrange-
ment with Berlin receded. But as with the other links in the inter-
nationalist chain of the 1920s, the quest for disarmament was a failed
effort that only increased the sense of disillusion among its former
enthusiasts and those who had supported it in the face of public pressure.

\Y

Hitler seized the initiative. On 24 October, he received the new British
ambassador, Sir Eric Phipps, and outlined his terms for a disarmament
convention. Germany would accept a short-term (twelve months’ ser-
vice) army of 300,000 men with no ‘offensive’ but unlimited ‘defensive’
weapons, if the ‘highly armed states’, that is France, Poland, and
Czechoslovakia, were subject to a standstill in armaments. Hitler
spoke of the dangers of Russian competition and, while disclaiming
any wish to alter the Polish Corridor by force, referred to ‘certain
possibilities of expansion in Eastern Europe’. This approach was fol-
lowed by an offer of substantial air and sea rearmament for Britain and
the suggestion of joint Anglo-Italian pressure on France. By these
means, Hitler initiated the campaign for the British alliance first can-
vassed in Mein Kampf. The highly capable, lucid, and somewhat con-
temptuous Phipps was shaken by his interview with ‘so unbalanced a
being’ but given ‘the notorious disinclination of any power to embark
on sanctions’, he pressed the Foreign Office to respond to Hitler’s
overtures.** On 9 December, Phipps (the negotiations were known in
Berlin as ‘Das Schema Phipps’) was instructed to tell the chancellor that
his demands were excessive. The British were not prepared to renew
negotiations on Hitler’s terms, but they wanted a convention and were
ready to convince the French that even a bad bargain was better than no
bargain at all. It was widely believed that the Labour candidate had won
a by-election in East Fulham on 25 October 1933, just days after
Germany’s departure from the Disarmament Conference, by standing
on a peace platform. This reading of the results has been subsequently
questioned, but at the time the Conservative party leader, Stanley
Baldwin, was appalled by the outcome and later confided that ‘it was a
nightmare’ because of its apparent demonstration of the strength of anti-
rearmament feeling. The public was not told but the cabinet was
seriously shaken when an analysis of the German demands disclosed

3% DBFP, 2nd ser., Vol. V, No. 489 and Vol. VI, No. 81.
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that Germany’s existing productive capacity had been underestimated. It
was less the size of the army that raised alarm than reports of Germany’s
expanded aircraft production. Still intent on convincing the French to
compromise, the British played for time. The Foreign Office worked
out a new formula, if only to show Britain’s good intentions, and the
service departments revised the terms. A modified version of the Mac-
Donald plan was intended to meet some, though not all (Germany was
still not to have military aircraft), of Hitler’s demands. To gain French
acceptance, the British offered automatic supervision but no guarantees
beyond a consultative pact.

In Paris, cabinet attention was focused on budgetary matters. Four
cabinets in 1932 followed by three more in 1933 failed to deal with the
country’s budgetary deficits. After the fall of the relatively long-lasting
Daladier cabinet (January to October 1933), came the governments of
Sarraut (26 October to 23 November) and Chautemps (26 November
1933 to 27 January 1934), none of which had any success. With
government revenues declining, ministers were either unable or unwill-
ing to raise taxes or to cut expenditure drastically enough to balance the
books. Still trying to support the gold value of the franc but unable to
marshal backing for draconian deflationary policies, finance ministers
covered their budgetary deficits by borrowing, and pushing up interest
rates, producing a sharp drop in public confidence. While Radical
ministers were implementing some of the financial policies favoured
by the right, they were dependent on the parties of the left, which,
without any agreed alternative programme, could bring the government
down. Pressure for radical change was weak, experimentation was
discouraged, and unorthodox programmes ruled out. These Radical-
led ministries, relying on Socialist support, nonetheless retained the
backing of the rural voters and much of the urban middle class.
Numerous and often violent demonstrations by disaffected interest
groups, officials, small businessmen, shopkeepers, and peasants were
indicative of the widespread public disaffection. On the right, together
with the growing popularity of the extra-parliamentary ‘Leagues’, more
conventional politicians like Tardieu returned to the idea of a strength-
ened executive to end the period of political paralysis. The end result
was disunion at the centre of French politics, and a succession of
ministries composed of essentially the same men with basically the
same policies, often holding the same positions in successive cabinets:
Bonnet at the Finance Ministry, Paul-Boncour at the Quai d’Orsay,
Daladier at the War Ministry, and Pierre Cot at the Ministry of Air.
The ministerial merry-go-round of 1932 and 1933 would continue into
1934. Naturally the dismal political situation affected the government’s
foreign and defence policies. Paul-Boncour, a man increasingly given to
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empty rhetoric, clung to a League solution when most other statesmen
were looking elsewhere. Psychologically as well as physically, Boncour
moved between Paris and Geneva. Daladier at defence, well informed
about the needs of the army and anxious to modernize and mechanize its
forces, engaged in a bitter struggle with General Weygand, the chief of
staff, over the one-year service term and the defence estimates. Wey-
gand, politically on the far right, had no patience with the Cartel
governments and cultivated the opposition. Meanwhile, the army was
left in its unreformed state. Much of the blame rested with Daladier. It
was hardly surprising that one of the first things he did as war minister in
the Popular Front government in 1936 was to commission a staff study
to show what he was doing to promote the national defence. By that
time, the damage inflicted during 1933-1934 was all too apparent.

While intent on separating London and Paris and isolating the
French, Hitler also renewed his peace overtures to Daladier. Soon
after the November 1933 plebiscite, Hitler again approached Fernand
de Brinon and Francois-Poncet. In an interview published in Le Matin
on 16 November, he publicly proclaimed his hopes for an accord with
France. Responding to Hitler’s overtures and to Phipps’s proddings,
Francois-Poncet urged his government to act. ‘Time did not work for
us’, he warned the Quai d’Orsay, it was necessary to tie Hitler down
before it was too late.*> In a speech to the Reichstag at the end of
January 1934, Hitler again made a personal appeal to Daladier (in power
from 30 January to 9 February 1934) as old soldiers who should take the
lead after the efforts of the ‘cold politicians’ and ‘professional diplomats’
had failed. It was difficult for the French to do nothing. The British
were determined to bring Hitler back to the negotiating table. Musso-
lini, in one of his fiercely anti-League moods, favoured the immediate
granting of equality of rights to Germany as the necessary price for an
arms limitation treaty. The Belgians, who in December 1933, had voted
a major appropriation to reinforce and modernize their army, urged the
French to open bilateral talks with the Germans ‘in the silence and peace
of the chancelleries’. In December, Paul Hymans came to Paris to press
his case for a French initiative at Berlin.

The Quai d’Orsay made a symbolic gesture. After lengthy exchanges
between Frangois-Poncet and Neurath, the French produced an aide-
memoire on 1 January 1934 rejecting German demands for rearmament
but demonstrating France’s willingness to disarm. The first phase of the
new programme would have created parity between German and
French metropolitan forces. It would bring an end to German rearma-
ment and prohibit manufacture of war materials, denied to other countries.

35 DDF, 1st ser., Vol. V, No. 94.
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In return, France would reduce its existing air force by 50% (this was
part of air minister Cot’s planned reorganization) and would propose
qualitative limitations on authorized weapons. As was no doubt in-
tended, the Germans rejected the French proposal. There followed a
futile but elaborate diplomatic game with each side seeking to avoid a
break in the talks but neither willing to yield any point of substance. On
the French side, it was a brilliantly planned exercise that achieved no
purpose. The Germans simply proceeded with their rearmament plans.
The British were irritated and the Belgians annoyed by the Quai
d’Orsay’s tactics. The French message ending the charade was sent to
Berlin on 13 February not by Paul-Boncour but by Louis Barthou, the
new foreign minister in the Doumergue cabinet. By this time, the
modified British proposal was on the negotiating table and Anthony
Eden was sent on a tour of the major European capitals to survey the
political landscape. His trip was postponed because of a political crisis in
France that appeared to threaten the life of the Republic.

The crisis was set off by Serge Stavisky, a crooked financier with
friends in the highest places. When his shady operations became known,
he fled Paris and, pursued by the police, committed suicide in January
1934. The radical right made the most of their opportunity; Stavisky was
of central European Jewish origins and his connections with Chautemps
and the other leading Radicals made him a natural target. It was
suggested that Stavisky’s ‘suicide’ was staged in order to avoid embar-
rassing revelations. Such was the power of the ultra-right that Chau-
temps was forced to resign. Daladier, the so-called ‘Robespierre of
Radicalism’ was called to the premiership only to be driven out as the
result of further fall-out from the Stavisky aftair. His sacking of the Paris
Prefect of Police, Jean Chiappe, infuriated the right who claimed it was
all a Communist plot. On 6 February, various mainly right-wing
organizations called on their members to demonstrate against the prem-
ier. Some 100,000 people converged on the Place de la Concorde,
preparing to attack the reassembled Chamber of Deputies. An undis-
ciplined crew of disparate groups and individuals, with different griev-
ances and no single leader or goal in mind, clashed with the police
assembled to protect the Chamber. Fourteen people and one policeman
were killed and scores of people wounded. Despite a vote of confidence
from the terrified deputies, Daladier was forced to resign and was
replaced by Gaston Doumergue, a colourless ex-president of the Re-
public who reassembled the radical and right-wing forces of Poincaré’s
former coalition in an attempt to form a government of national unity. It
included six former prime ministers and eight ex-foreign ministers. The
venerable 78-year-old Marshal Pétain took the War Ministry and the
septuagenarian Louis Barthou, a senator enjoying semi-retirement,
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entered the Quai d’Orsay as foreign minister. The Communists, still
wedded to the war against the Socialists, unexpectedly joined the
general strike called by the Confedération Générale du Travail (CGT),
the socialist trade union federation, for 12 February. Demonstrations
were held throughout France. In Paris, the Socialists and Communists
marched separately but then converged. This fleeting moment of left-
wing unity became the symbolic starting point of the Popular Front.

Under these circumstances, foreign affairs were put on the back
burner. Barthou brought a breath of fresh air to the Quai d’Orsay. The
old political veteran (he had entered public life in 1889) was endowed
with enormous energy, both physical and intellectual. He was a prodi-
gious worker and an attentive listener. Known for his sharp tongue, he
was willing to speak out without concern for consequences. A man of
wit and charm, with a somewhat scandalous reputation, Barthou had
lost his only son in the Great War and had served Poincaré at the time of
the Ruhr occupation. Few were more alert to the dangers of German
revisionism. For him, as he told contemporaries, 1934 had the smell of
1914. Yet he loathed the idea of another war and had shown already
considerable sympathy with the ideas of the late Aristide Briand and that
denigrated leader’s vision of a European federation of nations. Barthou’s
most recent biographer has concluded that the new foreign minister was
neither a hawk nor a dove.?® Sceptical about German professions of
good faith and opposed to a policy of concessions to Berlin, he none-
theless believed that the only solution to the problem of French security
would be found in a reconciled Europe. If Barthou was no clearer on
how this could be achieved than any of his predecessors, he proved
willing to initiate more adventuresome policies.

During the second half of February and March 1934, Eden tried to
sell the British compromise plan of 29 January. The French, as might
have been expected, objected to the proposals for immediate German
rearmament and French disarmament in the absence of any security
proposals. The Germans, for their part, disliked the ten-year duration of
the convention, the denial of aircraft for two years, and the insistence on
Germany’s return to the League of Nations. Eden returned from his
foreign visits impressed with Hitler, whom he thought to be ‘sincere’ in
desiring a disarmament convention, but doubtful about the intentions of
his entourage. Any agreement, Eden believed, would have to meet
German demands for defensive aircraft. Hitler’s conditions became
part of the negotiating package. The British accepted that Germany
should have an army of 300,000 men and a ‘defensive’ air force about
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half the size of the French. Hitler agreed to place restrictions on the SS
and SA to emphasize their supposedly non-military character. All forces
would be subject to the system of controls. Hitler insisted that the
question of Germany’s return to the League of Nations should be
separated from the disarmament issue and subject to a prior solution of
the question of armaments and equality of rights. During his visit to Paris
on 1 March, Eden informed the French of Hitler’s proposed amend-
ments and pressed for an answer to the British memorandum. The
French, stressing internal preoccupations, refused to be rushed. Eden
returned home convinced that the whole security question would have
to be addressed if there was to be any chance of the French swallowing
what was clearly an unpalatable pill. The British desire for French
acceptance of German rearmament co-existed with anxieties that the
Germans were building a new air force that could threaten Britain. In
February 1934, the Foreign Office noted the German Air Ministry’s
acknowledgements of infringements of the Treaty of Versailles, and its
new estimates of German military aircraft both in existence and under
construction. Modest increases in the British air estimates were debated
on 8 March. In reply to an attack by Churchill, who demanded numer-
ical equality in the air with Germany, Stanley Baldwin, the deputy
prime minister, told the House of Commons that, if an air convention
was concluded, ‘this Government will see to it that in air strength and air
power this country shall no longer be in a position inferior to any
country within striking distance of our shores’.’” The subject was
reviewed at the Foreign Office during March. Officials concluded that
‘vital British interests will require a certain rearmament on our part in
order to defend them against the threat of Germany’s growing military
and acronautical strength’.*® British security was at stake. But the
cabinet, the chiefs of staff, as well as dominion representatives who
were consulted, were unanimously opposed to any form of continental
commitment to France.

The Defence Requirements Committee, created in November 1933
to consider deficiencies in imperial defence (its members were Sir
Maurice Hankey, the cabinet secretary, Sir Robert Vansittart from
the Foreign Office, Sir Warren Fisher from the Treasury and the
three chiefs of staff), presented its report to the cabinet on 28 February
1934. There were two main areas of contention in its deliberations.
The first was over which presented the greater threat, Germany or
Japan. The chiefs of staff, particularly the Admiralty, supported by the
cabinet secretary, the highly influential Hankey, opted for Japan but the

3? Hansard, HC Deb, 8 March 1934, Vol. 286, Col. 2126.
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final result was a compromise (the language brokered by Hankey) with
the views of Vansittart and Fisher who stressed the primacy of the
German threat. Germany was designated ‘the ultimate potential enemy
against whom our “long-range” defence policy must be directed’, but
the more immediate danger came from Japan. The second area of
contention was over how to divide the defence funding. In the five-
year expansion programme recommended to cover the ‘worst defi-
ciencies’ of the three services, the committee again compromised. The
Far East was designated the first ‘contingency’ and Germany the
second. The largest share of the estimated total appropriation, £71.3
million for the first five years, was to go to the army (£40 million) to
build up an expeditionary force (although the army high command was
ambivalent about its suggested continental role) and to repair its home
and imperial defences. The navy would be given /21 million and the
RAF £10.3 million to allow completion of the 52-squadron pro-
gramme of 1932. The navy’s deficiency scheme was largely endorsed.’
The cabinet, after discussing the report, referred it to the ministerial
committee on disarmament in May, where its conclusions were con-
tested by the chancellor of the exchequer, Neville Chamberlain. Faced
with such large and unwelcome figures, Chamberlain, by dint of his
arrogant self-assurance and overriding concern with financial prudence,
succeeded in overturning its conclusions and imposing his own stra-
tegic vision on the cabinet. He convinced his ministerial colleagues to
cut overall appropriations to £50.3 million and to increase the amount
given to the RAF (£20 million) at the expense of the navy (£13
million) and army (/20 million). Germany was the greater threat but
could be held in check through the existence of a ‘deterrent force’ of
aircraft ‘of a size and efficiency calculated to inspire respect in the mind
of a possible enemy’, rather than a large army expeditionary force.*°
Meanwhile an effort should be made to come to terms with Japan
without alienating the United States and permitting cuts in the naval
estimates. The consequence of the chancellor’s intervention was to
block the chiefs of staff’s balanced approach to rearmament and made
air defence the crucial deterrent to deal with immediate and long-term
threats.

3% TNA: PRO, CAB 24/247, CP 64(34), 5 March 1934.
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Tasre 1.1 Defence Requirements Committee (DR C),
1934 (£ million)

Original Revised by

Chamberlain, 1935
Army 40 20
Navy 21 13
RAF 10.3 20

The French government deliberated over their reply to the British
proposals for recognizing German rearmament, as the Quai d’Orsay and
Foreign Office engaged in a game of ‘hide and seek’ over the question of
security guarantees. In the meantime, the Germans made their own
effort to secure French consent to a German army of 300,000 men and
recognition of its right to defensive weapons. On 4 March Ribbentrop
made a private visit to Barthou and pleaded the cause of Franco—
German rapprochement. ‘“The words are of peace’, the foreign minister
replied as he vetoed talks with Hitler, ‘but the activity is of war’.*" When
the French interim reply to the British duly came on 19 March, it was
distinctly cool. Any possibility of a more positive French reaction was
diminished with the publication in late March of the German military
estimates for 1934 showing an increase of 356 million RM over the
1932-1933 figures. Air expenditure alone rose from seventy-nine mil-
lion RM 1n 1932-1933 to 210 million RM in 1934. but there was little
agreement within the French cabinet over what to do. Doumergue,
installed in the Quai d’Orsay with rooms just above those of Barthou,
stood for the maintenance of the peace treaties and a strong stand against
German rearmament. Barthou spoke of continuing the more concili-
atory line of Paul-Boncour and still wanted to work with the British.
Tardieu and Herriot opposed conciliating Germany but were divided
over what to do with regard to the Soviet Union. Pierre Laval, furious at
not getting the Quai d’Orsay, was the only minister fully prepared to play
the card of Franco-German reconciliation. The military chiefs, who
with the creation of the new cabinet re-emerged as a major force in
deciding policy, demanded an immediate reversal of the reduction in
army numbers and an increase in defence appropriations. Pétain, Wey-
gand, and Denain, the air minister, using information derived from
intelligence sources, painted a black picture of rapid German rearma-
ment which made the proposed disarmament convention not only
harmful but positively dangerous. Denain knew that France still enjoyed

*' Vaisse, Sécurité d’abord, 554.
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a quantitative edge over Germany in planes but argued that the Germans
enjoyed a decisive qualitative and industrial advantage. On 16 April, as
the French prepared their response to the British proposals, the German
government, while agreeing to negotiate on the basis of the British plan,
demanded immediate possession of the means of aerial defence. By
offering concessions to Britain, it hoped to put the onus of obstruction
on France. The French analysis of the German position was far more
accurate than that of the British, but they failed to convince the latter of
the substance of their case. Mussolini, too, whatever his uneasiness
about German rearmament, believed that the key question was not to
prevent German rearmament but ‘to avoid having it take place inde-
pendent of all rules and all controls’. His own proposals recognized the
German right to rearm and conceded its demands for defensive weapons
while recommending that all armed countries should keep the arms they
had. While this was more acceptable to the Quai d’Orsay than the British
proposals, there was no move towards Rome. Mussolini summed up the
situation on 17 March when he claimed that, while relations between
the two countries had improved during the last months, ‘truth obliges
me to add that none of the large or small problems at issue over the last
fifteen years has been resolved’.** The Belgian cabinet, too, added its
voice to those wanting Hitler to return to Geneva. The question of
disarmament became a central issue in the political battles in Brussels.
‘When Barthou visited Brussels on 27 March as part of his general
diplomatic fence-mending exercise, foreign minister Hymans claimed
to have convinced him to abandon the idea of force and to work for a
convention of accord. When faced with the French non possumus,
however, the Belgian foreign minister drew back, unwilling to actually
break ranks with France.

The French sent their answer to London on 17 April: ‘France must
put at the forefront of its preoccupations the conditions of its own
security. Its wish for peace should not be confused with the abdication
of its defence’.** It had come down to the competing views of Barthou
and Doumergue: the foreign minister favoured negotiations, the prime
minister wanted to break them off. Francois-Poncet returned to Paris to
convince his chief that it was better to have a limited agreement with
Berlin, and Germany rearming under surveillance, than a rupture that
would give the Germans total freedom. The foreign minister was
outvoted and threatened to resign, but was persuaded to stay lest the
cabinet fall and the country face a new political crisis. The final com-
munication was drafted by Doumergue but edited and amended by
Barthou. The reasons for the foreign minister’s subsequent reversal on

4* Shorrock, From Ally to Enemy, 85. 3 DDF, 1st ser., Vol. VI, No. 104.
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policy and his subsequent public defence of the French position are still
open to speculative argument. He may have been undecided before
opting for an open anti-German line or, given the political circumstan-
ces, he may have been genuinely reluctant to pull the Doumergue
government down. The Figaro headline encapsulated the French
stand: ‘France says no.” The Doumergue ministry enjoyed an unusual
moment of self-confidence and a real sense of liberation. The game of
pretence, with London as well as Berlin, was over. With good reason,
French exasperation with London had mounted steadily during 1933.
Britain’s unwillingness to call public attention to German rearmament
and the negative response to French demands for sanctions created
considerable ill-will even at the Anglophile Quai d’Orsay.

These hostile feelings were fully reciprocated in London. The British
felt, at the time and later, that the French had squandered a unique
opportunity to strike a bargain with the Germans. The cabinet assumed
Hitler would keep his word. Ministers twisted and turned on the
security issue but would not yield to the French demand for a British
pledge to stand by France in the event of German aggression. Barthou
put the case clearly to the British chargé d’affaires when handing him the
French reply. ‘England need only say “If Germany attacks France I shall
be at your side”.”** It was a statement that no British government was
prepared to make. It was firmly believed in London that alliances would
increase the danger of war and Britain would be dragged into contin-
ental conflicts arising from problems in which it had limited interest.
However discouraged, the British were reluctant to accept the fact that
their initiative was dead. The knowledge that Germany was rearming,
and would rearm faster if nothing was done, convinced them to con-
tinue the search for an agreement. By the beginning of May, however,
with the service chiefs impatient to deal with the DRC recommenda-
tions, the cabinet had to find a way of ending the Geneva talks. It was
decided not to re-open the question of security. If the French raised the
subject, the British might re-affirm Locarno but it had to be made clear
‘that we are unable to enter into any further commitments of that
character’.*> When Hymans asked on 17 May for a ‘preventive guaran-
tee’ making the invasion of Belgium an automatic signal for British
intervention, the cabinet judged the moment ‘inopportune’. It was
claimed that the French, involved in their own proposed ‘eastern pact’
proposals would not favour tripartite talks. The British showed no
inclination to convince them. There was, during a discussion of the
Eastern Locarno proposal in the Commons on 13 July, an ‘unobtrusive’
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reaffirmation of Britain’s interest in the integrity of Belgium but no
pledge to defend Belgian territory.

VI

Most statesmen accepted by the spring of 1934 that they had reached the
end of the Geneva disarmament road. It was felt necessary to give the
Disarmament Conference a decent burial. Too much effort and public
attention had been focused on the talks to abandon the scheduled
summer session. At the same time, it was feared that continued discus-
sions with no results would serve only to further discredit the League.
After a seven months interval, the general conference reconvened on 29
May in an atmosphere of total gloom. Litvinov’s recommendation that
the conference stay in permanent session underlined the hopelessness of
the disarmament cause. On 11 June, the Conference adjourned sine die.
The Bureau of the Disarmament Conference continued to meet peri-
odically until February 1935. It did little more than record the signs of
preparations for the next war. The quest for peace through disarmament
that began with the fourth of President Wilson’s Fourteen Points and
Article 8 of the Covenant sent out the wrong public signals and
encouraged false expectations. It was due to the small powers that the
League took up the preparations for a World Disarmament Conference
in 1925. Thereafter, the pressure came from the weak, disarmed, or
threatened states but above all from private individuals who wanted
neither war nor armament bills. Statesmen, whatever their own reser-
vations about the wisdom of disarmament, encouraged their citizens to
think that a reduction of arms was possible and that the banning or
reduction of weapons would promote peace. The governments of
France and Britain, the main League providers of security, became
hostages to confused but loudly articulated public expectations. Discus-
sions continued despite their futility. By the time the World Disarma-
ment Conference met, the question of arms had become the new
battleground between France and Germany. Even when Hitler rose to
power few were prepared to expose the myth of disarmament at a time
when each major state was preparing to rearm. The British blamed the
French for obstructing progress but offered nothing to offset the con-
cessions that they thought should be made to Germany. The French
found themselves unwilling to accept German rearmament but unable
to prevent it. As a consequence, Hitler emerged from his first serious
diplomatic contest with most of the battle honours. Unable to secure a
disarmament convention that would allow Germany to rearm publicly,
he torpedoed the Geneva talks and left the League. No common front
against Germany emerged. Instead the British took the lead in pursuing
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the phantom of renewed discussions on Hitler’s terms. While the
German rearmament programme was put into high gear, Hitler could
watch from the sidelines as the other states fell to quarrelling over the
proper response to Germany’s new course. All the participants in the
disarmament talks knew that Germany was rearming. The League’s
efforts at disarmament failed in the most public way and to its singular
discredit. Europe’s statesmen could hardly have been shocked for they
were Cassandras well before the Disarmament Conference opened.
Talks continued, outside of Geneva, because popular disapproval and
budgetary considerations ruled out the alternative. They went on, too,
because the Great War cast a large shadow and few wanted to think of a
new war. The exceptions included the ex-combatant, Adolf Hitler, and
it was he who appeared in the clothes of the peace-maker.
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2

Uncertain Embraces: The European
Powers and Nazi Germany,

1934-1935

I

traditional foreign policy: a ten-year German—Polish non-

aggression treaty was signed on 26 January 1934. The treaty,
called a ‘declaration’, contained no recognition of the existing borders
but imposed an unrestricted neutrality obligation on both countries,
which allowed aggression against other states.” From Hitler’s point of
view, a rapprochement with Warsaw improved the German position. It
covered its exposed eastern flank while the country was still vulnerable.
It weakened the Franco-Polish alliance, notwithstanding Polish assur-
ances to France to the contrary. It could be used to assure Britain as well
as others that Germany was a peaceful nation, willing to conclude
bilateral pacts of non-aggression rather than make alliances that lead to
war. Most usefully, the declaration proved a way to block the conclusion
of an Eastern Locarno, as was discussed between France and the Soviet
Union at the end 0f 1933 and again in the spring and summer of 1934.
From Hitler’s first approaches to Warsaw in May 1933 until the con-
clusion of the agreement, the German leader claimed that he had no
wish to Germanize other people and was more than willing to abandon
the use of force. Most probably he had not yet decided what role Poland
would play in the fulfilment of his eastern ambitions and whether it
would be accomplice or victim. It was important to ensure that Poland
did not participate in any kind of eastern multi-national security pact
that would weaken Hitler’s negotiating hand. Relations in Danzig
improved during the summer and the press war between the two states
ceased in the autumn. Neither the German diplomats nor the army

The New Year opened with Hitler breaking from Weimar’s

' See R. Ahmann, Niditangriffspakte: Entwicklung und operative Nutzung in Europa
1922—-1939. Mit einem Ausblick auf die Renaissance des Nichtangriffsvertrages nach dem Zaveiten
Weltkrieg (Baden-Baden, 1988), 310-322.
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chiefs abandoned their hopes for future territorial changes at Poland’s
expense. The Wilhelmstrasse, traditionally hostile to Warsaw, backed
Hitler’s move, believing, correctly, that it was a temporary expedient
measure that suited a time of military and diplomatic weakness. The
diplomats feared only that Hitler would prove over-hasty and unduly
provocative while they prepared the step-by-step revision of Versailles
they favoured. Hitler had different ideas. His actions in the East and the
demand for a faster rearmament schedule suggested a more adventure-
some foreign policy than either his military or diplomatic advisers
thought prudent but they accepted, with only some murmurs of dissent,
the changed priorities in Poland.

Behind Pilsudski’s support for the settlement with Germany were
uncertainties about the value of the Franco-Polish alliance. The French
decision in December 1932 to accept the German demand for ‘equality
of rights’ at the Disarmament Conference, taken without consulting
Warsaw, was compounded by Paul-Boncour’s willingness to discuss
territorial revision with the Italians in the spring of 1933. Polish oppos-
ition to Mussolini’s Four-Power Pact and anger at the weak French
response to Hitler’s withdrawal from the Disarmament Conference
made some form of countermove imperative. Immediately after the
German departure from Geneva, Pilsudski demanded a report on the
state of German armaments and sought an exchange of views with
the French general staft. He used private channels to put two key
questions to Paris. If Germany attacked Poland, would France respond
with general mobilization? Would the French, in such a case, concen-
trate all their forces on the German frontier? The questions were
apparently answered in the negative. The French would promise only
material aid, collaboration between the general staffs, and political
support for Warsaw. There would be no French assistance should
Poland launch a preventive war. Pilsudski could hardly have been
surprised by such a response. Doubtful about the prospects of a firm
French line towards German rearmament or about their future military
support for Poland, he drew his own conclusions about the limited value
of the French alliance and decided to capitalize on the dérente with
Berlin. Somewhat reassured by the non-Prussian composition of the
Nazi regime and hopetul that German attention would be shifted from
Poland, he was prepared to take a positive view of Hitler’s rearmament
programme in return for a normalization of relations based on the
territorial status quo.

In early November, Jézef Lipski, the newly appointed Polish minister
in Berlin, was instructed to see what price Hitler would offer if Poland
refrained from taking new defence measures. If offered a non-aggression
pact, the Fuhrer should be told that his proposals would be seriously
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considered. At a meeting between Hitler and Lipski on 15 November,
Hitler denied any aggressive designs against either Poland or France and
excluded the use of war for the settlement of disputes. His statement, at
Lipski’s request, was made public as an official communiqué. It was
enough to elicit an uneasy response from the Polish public and to create
a diplomatic frisson in Paris and Prague. Rumours of possible German
overtures to Warsaw and Prague for non-aggression pacts were thick on
the ground in the autumn of 1933. Francois-Poncet, writing from
Berlin, warned that Hitler was trying to break up the Polish-French
alliance. On 27 November, the Germans proposed a written declaration
of non-aggression; three weeks were to elapse before the Poles
responded. In the interval, Pilsudski again sounded out the French.
Laroche, the French minister in Warsaw, wanted a clear and strong
statement of support for Poland and urged Paul-Boncour to come
himself. The Quai d’Orsay, however, failed to make any gesture to
steady their ally. Paul-Boncour’s passivity was an error if the French
wanted to reassure the Poles.

Benes§ was more perceptive. He made much of his loyalty to France
and Czechoslovakia’s correct behaviour towards Poland. His govern-
ment had reacted to the disruption of the Disarmament Conference
by strengthening its civil-military co-ordinating machinery and insti-
tuting a major defence programme. The frontier fortifications along the
German—Czechoslovak border were reinforced and the first tanks rolled
off the Skoda assembly lines in 1933-1934. But the first Czech line of
defence was to look to Paris and to seek an understanding with the
Poles. Arriving for a three-day visit to Paris on 14 December, Bene§
sought to stiffen Paul-Boncour’s opposition to German rearmament.
Always inclined to over-optimism, the Czech foreign minister declared
himself satisfied with the concurrence of French and Czechoslovak
views; non-aggression pacts should be concluded only under the aegis
of the League of Nations. It was during this Paris visit that Benes met
with the Polish minister and told him that he was ready, ‘at any moment,
even tomorrow, to open appropriate talks with the Polish government
in order to give a constant and unchangeable form to our relations’.”
‘When Pilsudski had sought a rapprochement with Prague a year carlier,
the Czechoslovak reaction was cool. It was now the turn of Czecho-
slovakia to do the soliciting with equally negative results. At a meeting
between Beck and Bene§ in Geneva on 20 January, during a session of
the League Council, neither man was honest with the other. Whether

* Quoted in Piotr Wandycz, The Tuwilight of French Eastern Alliances, 1926—1936:
French—Czechoslovak—Polish Relations from Locarno to the Remilitarization of the Rhineland
(Princeton, NJ, 1988), 316.
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Benes actually knew about the German offer to Warsaw is still an open
question, but he spoke only of general staff collaboration and did not
actually offer a military alliance. Beck only discussed Poland’s foreign
policy aims in the most general terms. As Piotr Wandycz has concluded,
the encounter only proved ‘that the ways of Polish and Czechoslovak
diplomacy were virtually irreconcilable’.? Their uneasy relationship was
likely to develop only in one direction—by becoming more strained
and antagonistic. Common ties with France had never been strong
enough to bridge their mutual antipathies while different geographic
orientations reinforced their separate order of priorities.

On 9 January, Pilsudski gave his assent to the new German—Polish
declaration. He believed it would strengthen Poland’s security position
for the short-term, if not for the ten-year period of the agreement, and
would enlarge the country’s freedom of action. The declaration gave the
Polish leaders far greater confidence and partly assuaged the thirst
for great power status. In Pilsudski’s view, the declaration reduced
Poland’s dependence on France without creating new obligations
towards Germany. The Franco-Polish alliance remained untouched
but, as the marshal explained to Laroche, it now applied only to a direct
German attack on France. Despite rumours to the contrary, no territor-
1al questions were raised. The declaration did raise problems about
Poland’s relations with the Soviet Union, with whom Poland had
concluded a non-aggression pact in 1933. Yet Pilsudski was not unduly
worried by Hitler’s hopes to enlist Poland in an anti-Communist cru-
sade, an approach made more explicit in 1935. He remained committed
to his old policy of balancing between Berlin and Moscow, hoping to
maintain a free hand in dealing with his two antagonistic neighbours but
still believing that Russia posed the greater threat to Poland’s safety. For
the Quai d’Orsay, the German—Polish declaration was an unexpected
check, despite Pilsudski’s claims that the Franco-Polish alliance was not
affected and that Poland retained her complete freedom of action. Not
only did the French diplomats resent the Polish failure to consult and
inform them but they believed that Poland’s new ‘freedom’ was
achieved at French expense. Military co-operation between the two
countries continued but the Poles now claimed that equality of status so
long denied them. The French were more shaken than their official
statements disclosed; the public reaction would have been stronger had
the country not been caught up in its domestic turmoils. Joseph Paul-
Boncour was implicated in the Stavisky scandal and had little time for
foreign affairs. It was not until Louis Barthou took over the Quai d’Orsay
in February 1934 in the new Doumergue cabinet that there would be a

3 Ibid., 323.
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positive response to the new situation. The Prague reaction was more
immediate and stronger though there had never been any Polish com-
mitment to Czechoslovakia with regard to Germany. Czech—Polish
military contacts continued, but the Czechs felt that the new agreement
left them in a weaker military position. In private conversations with
British and Soviet diplomats, Bene$ lashed out at Pilsudski and Beck, his
anger increasing as an anti-Czech campaign was launched in Warsaw in
the government-sponsored and right-wing press. The Czechs were
accused of maltreating Poles in Teschen, an old story given a new
importance. The press war reached its height during February—March
1934. There were further domestic complications. Since early 1933, the
Hlinka populist party in Slovakia had become increasingly vocal and
extremist in its nationalism. Whereas Hlinka frowned on cultivating
Polish connections, the younger Slovak nationalists had no such reser-
vations. It is hardly surprising that there were those in Prague who felt
that their country was the first victim of Poland’s swollen head.

The Polish—German declaration of 26 January was followed by Beck
travelling to Moscow. The conversations between 13 and 15 February,
it outwardly friendly, were unproductive and served only to convince
Litvinov that Poland could not be enlisted in any political or military
entente against Germany. It was agreed that the Polish—Soviet non-
aggression treaty should be prolonged and that legations in both coun-
tries should be raised to embassy rank. The question of co-operation in
the Baltic was not explored. The new Polish agreement created prob-
lems in Moscow where there was still hope of a détente with Germany,
with Warsaw as the possible bait. A few days before the Polish—German
declaration was signed, Karl Radek, in charge of foreign affairs in
Stalin’s personal secretariat, told German journalists in Moscow, “We
shall do nothing that could commit us for a long term. Nothing will
happen that could permanently block our way to a common policy with
Germany...My love for Poland is certainly not greater than for
National Socialist Germany. With us there is no anti-German group.”
At the XVII Party Congress that opened on 26 January, Stalin still
appeared uncertain, making veiled threats against Germany but warning
against undue optimism about the Franco-Soviet negotiations. He was
not fully committed to any course. In late March 1934, Litvinov oftered
the Germans a Baltic pact, once more testing the Rapallo waters. The
German rejection of this proposal proved to be a turning point in
Soviet—-German relations. On the German side it signalled Hitler’s
intention to safeguard his new freedom of action in the East. For Stalin,

* Quoted in Jonathan Haslam, The Soviet Union and the Struggle for Collective Security in
Europe, 1933—-1939 (Basingstoke, 1984), 31-32.
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still hoping to change Hitler’s course, the German rejection of the
protocol made it necessary to pursue the French alignment.

During the rest of 1934, Russia moved closer to France but only after
prolonged and interrupted negotiations and continuing hesitations on
both sides. The Soviets wanted the backing of a major European power
but remained distrustful of all the capitalist states. New Soviet—French
talks had begun on 20 October 1933, in response to Germany’s with-
drawal from Geneva. Both sides, however, acted with great caution.
The French had no intention of being dragged into Soviet quarrels with
the Japanese in the Far East, a major Soviet concern. Nor had the Cartel
government ruled out the bilateral arrangements which Hitler sought
in the months after the Geneva walkout. However unsympathetic
Paul-Boncour may have been to the German option, he was not
ready to embrace the Russians as part of an alternative package. In
November, he drew back from the idea of a mutual assistance pact and
suggested a more limited form of commercial and political agreement.
The Russians were equally uncertain about future moves. It was
mainly the fear of a Franco-German agreement and their own alter-
cations with the Germans that led to the exchanges of views in Paris.
On 12 December, the Politburo agreed to a resolution in favour of
collective security and instructed the Narkomindel to propose a multi-
lateral assistance pact with France and Poland but also embracing
Belgium, Czechoslovakia, the three Baltic countries, and Finland. It
was decided, too, that the Soviet Union should join the League of
Nations. Careful to cover their tracks, the Soviets wanted it made clear
that it was France who had initiated the idea of a regional agreement.
Faced with the new Soviet proposals, Alexis Léger, the Quai d’ Orsay’s
secretary general, dragged his feet. The talks lapsed either because of
divisions between the pro-Soviet and pro-German forces in the
French cabinet, as the Russians believed, or because of strong oppos-
ition from key ofticials in the Quai d’Orsay, who enjoyed considerable
influence at a time when Paul-Boncour was politically embarrassed.

There were signs, too, that the smaller states were starting to take the
measure of the new fluidity in European arrangements. Hitler’s acces-
sion to power increased fears about existing territorial boundaries in
central and south-east Europe. The Four-Power Pact signed in June
1933 raised apprehensions that a ‘Great Power Directorate’ would try to
revise the peace treaties without regard to the interests of the smaller
states. An annual Balkan Conference had been initiated in 1929 but
some of the Balkan leaders felt the need for closer co-operation. A
Treaty of Friendship and Arbitration was signed between Turkey and
Romania in October 1933. The Greek government, in one of its more
anti-Italian phases, began to sing the praises of the Little Entente,
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impressed by the Romanians’ stand against Mussolini’s Four-Power
Pact. In early November 1933, the fourth Balkan Conference met at
the University of Saloniki and despite Bulgarian reservations, delegates
agreed to recommend a Balkan Pact to their respective governments.
Only the Bulgarians dragged their feet, demanding special treatment and
protection for the Bulgarian nationals living elsewhere. On 9 February
1934, the representatives of Greece, Romania, Turkey, and Yugoslavia
publicly announced the conclusion of a Balkan Pact, guaranteeing the
security of their respective frontiers against any aggressor. Due to Soviet
insistence (the Turks promptly communicated its terms to Moscow in
accordance with their treaty obligations) the guarantee was restricted to
the Balkan frontiers. Bulgaria, though invited to join, remained outside
the new grouping. On 5 June, two identical military conventions were
signed between Turkey and Yugoslavia and between Turkey and
Romania. The new agreements meant that if Bulgaria attacked any
one of the signatories in association with Italy, the other parties would
take up arms against both aggressors. Greece was not a party to the
military conventions; it feared being drawn into a conflict with Italy in
which Greece had no interest. The admittedly weak, anti-revisionist
Balkan Pact was a regional arrangement to defend the territorial status
quo and to support cfforts to outlaw war as a means of settling disputes.
It was directed only against Balkan revisionism and was aimed primarily
at Bulgaria and Italy. Though there were still hopes that Bulgaria might
join at a later date, by isolating Bulgaria the Balkan Pact made any easy
collaboration between Sofia and Rome more difficult. No provision
was made for the possibility of an attack by a non-Balkan state acting on
its own. The Greeks, due to Venizelos, declared that they would not
take up arms against any Great Power, a barely concealed reference to
Italy. The new grouping was viewed with distaste by the Bulgarians and
by both the Italians and the Germans, though the Balkan Pact was not
anti-German and all the states in the region were actively engaged in
developing their economic ties with Berlin. The British were cool,
preferring bilateral relations with each of the Balkan states and doubtful
about any grouping that excluded Bulgaria. The French were sympa-
thetic but stood aside, relying on their links with the Little Entente
countries and talks with the Soviet Union to preserve their position as
defenders of the status quo against Germany. The most important
feature of the Balkan Pact was its negotiation by the anti-revisionist
Balkan states. It remained to be seen whether it would lead to any
common action.

If Italy was the pivotal revisionist power in the Balkans, Mussolini’s
own ambitions were obviously affected by Hitler’s diplomatic moves in
1934. The Duce had been considerably upset by the German departure
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from the Disarmament Conference, for it meant the collapse of his
Four-Power Pact. His efforts to mediate between Germany and France
by recognizing the former’s right to rearm without requiring the French
to disarm had failed to produce concrete results. An unrestrained and
rearmed Germany posed a serious threat to Italian interests in Austria
and to Mussolini’s claims to a dominant role in the Danubian basin.
Mussolini, moreover, was already planning an attack on Ethiopia some-
time during 1935 and needed to avoid any German move towards
Anschluss. As a sizeable army and substantial quantities of equipment
would have to be sent to East Africa, the Italians would be in no position
to defend their continental borders. Hitler’s reassurances in December
1933 failed to calm the Duce. Many in the Italian ruling élite, including
Pietro Badoglio, nominally head of the combined chiefs of staff, were
highly alarmed about a Nazified Austria on Italy’s northern frontier
which, at the very least, might lead to German economic domination
of south-eastern Europe. With his eye on Ethiopia, Mussolini had to be
sure that Hitler was not planning a coup in Vienna. Yet even with regard
to Austria, he preferred direct dealing with Berlin and his own pressure
on the diminutive Christian Social Chancellor of Austria, Engelbert
Dollfuss, to joint representations with France and Britain. There were
talks in Rome with the French ambassador about a common stand
against Anschluss and collaboration in the building of a Danubian ‘com-
mon market’, but there was no real basis for common action. As against
a mutual interest in preserving Austrian independence was French
unhappiness about Mussolini’s insistence on a privileged position as
protector of Austria and the Dollfuss regime. Dollfuss’s brutal elimin-
ation of the Vienna Socialists on 12—14 February 1934, encouraged by
Mussolini, aroused considerable criticism and opposition in Paris to any
financial assistance for the Viennese government. Franco-Italian eco-
nomic and commercial competition continued in the Danube. On 17
March, the Rome Protocols pledging Italy, Austria, and Hungary to
joint consultation and economic co-operation were signed. The Little
Entente leaders complained to the French of a move that not only
confirmed Mussolini’s intention to act as Austria’s protector but
would create an Italian-dominated regional system rivalling their own.
The rivalry between the Italians and the Little Entente would compli-
cate the French wooing of Mussolini.

II

The new French foreign minister, Louis Barthou, sought to extricate
France from the situation in which it found itself in early 1934. The
Germans were rearming; the Italian agreement was proving elusive; and
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Poland was embarked upon an autonomist course. The only French
policy that made logical sense after the rejection of the British disarma-
ment proposals on 17 April 1934 would have been a major rearmament
effort. Instead Weygand continued to pursue a defensive strategy while
the government reduced the armaments credits and failed to produce a
plan of industrial mobilization. Financial considerations and British
pressure for disarmament favoured inaction. The diplomats had to find
an alternative to the British attempt to appease Germany on the arma-
ments front. Barthou’s private doubts about the note of 17 April, which
rejected any compromise with Germany, were publicly disguised but his
subsequent actions suggest that he was prepared to break with the
passive policies of his predecessor, Paul-Boncour. The new foreign
minister shared the prevailing cabinet view that not much could
be expected from Britain. When he went, somewhat reluctantly, to
Geneva at the end of May to hear John Simon woo the Germans and
blame the French for the impasse in the disarmament talks, Barthou
responded with an ironic and aggressive speech reminding Simon of
what Britain was demanding from France. Only the intervention of the
Belgian foreign minister and Barthou’s soothing charm kept the irate
Englishman from leaving Geneva in high indignation. But Simon,
while admitting that the do-nothing policy was only encouraging
the Germans along the road of rearmament, offered no alternative to
London’s rejected proposals.

Instead Barthou rapidly took up the task of repairing France’s damaged
diplomatic bridges. His first visit on 27 March 1934 had been to Bel-
gium. He met the new King Leopold I1I and spoke with Prime Minister
Charles de Broqueville and Paul Hymans, the foreign minister. Franco-
Belgian relations remained unsettled. The military convention of 7
September 1920 was in some respects remarkably imprecise, most of its
provisions dealing with the occupation of the Rhineland and provisions
for a common response to a German mobilization. The decision reached
in 1931 to subordinate the agreement to the League and the Locarno
treaties formally still left open fundamental questions about Belgium’s
obligations to France. Pétain’s provocative statements in 1930 and again
in 1933 that, in case of war with Germany, French troops would march
into Belgium with or without Belgian permission, did not improve
matters. Further attempts made to clarify the situation during 1933 and
1934 showed only how deep was the gulf between the two governments.
The French rejection of the British disarmament formula in April,
coming after Barthou’s visit to Brussels and in clear contradiction to
Hymans’s advice, left the Belgians in a difficult situation. Faced with
German rearmament and its withdrawal from the League of Nations,
they could not afford to offend France by denouncing the military
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agreement. At the same time, they did not want to be involved in any
Franco-German quarrel in central Europe where no Belgian interests
were at stake. In May, Belgian diplomats went off to London to seck the
unambiguous British commitment which Simon refused to give. There
was no easy solution to the Belgian security dilemma.

Barthou next travelled to Warsaw and Prague in April. Jézef Beck
pointedly failed to meet him at the railway station, reproducing exactly
the circumstances of Beck’s own trip to Paris in September 1933. It was
the first time a French foreign minister had visited Warsaw and Barthou
went well briefed. Though the Warsaw visit was a personal success for
the Frenchman, little concrete was accomplished. Pilsudski remained
highly critical of French attitudes towards German rearmament: “You
will give in again’, he told Barthou,’ and made clear his intention of
developing the new links with Hitler. Both Pilsudski and Beck touched
on their continuing suspicion of the Soviet Union and rehearsed their
many grievances with regard to French behaviour. Barthou was assured,
however, that the pact with Germany had done nothing to weaken
Poland’s alliance with France and he, in turn, both in private and in
public, acknowledged Poland’s Great Power status and signalled its
importance to the security of Eastern Europe. Beck was flattered by
Barthou’s wooing and the Polish crowds cheered the French foreign
minister, but there was no diminution in the level of suspicion between
‘Warsaw and Paris. Not unexpectedly, Barthou had a far easier time in
Prague. Benes was already a close personal friend and the French visitor
increased his circle of admirers, charming all whom he met in the
capital. There were some differences over Austria as Benes stressed the
need for a tripartite arrangement—~France, Czechoslovakia, and Italy—
if Austria and Hungary were to be saved from German domination. It
may be, too, that Benes aired his highly critical views of Pilsudski’s new
course but these were already well-known in Paris. Complaints about
the state of commercial relations between the two countries (Czecho-
slovakia was suffering from a negative balance of payments with France)
were not serious enough to disturb the basically harmonious relations
between the governments.

Barthou and the Quai d’Orsay wanted more than the restoration of
the old alliances in Eastern Europe. There were two possibilities that
would complement each other and strengthen France’s diplomatic
position. The first was an ‘Eastern Locarno’ pact—to match the
1925 Locarno treaty that guaranteed the sanctity and inviolability of
Germany’s western borders—in which each power would assist its
neighbour if attacked by another signatory, assurances buttressed by

5 Wandycz, The Twilight of French Eastern Alliances, 348.



72 UNCERTAIN EMBRACES

an agreement with the Soviet Union. The proposed regional agreement
could be extended to include Germany, enhancing French security but
also making the pact acceptable to Britain. In this first part of Barthou’s
diplomatic strategy, the key was clearly going to be the Soviet Union.
While there were signs of a new wind blowing out of Moscow, notably
the unexpectedly co-operative attitude of the Communists in both Paris
and Vienna during the recent political crises, these were still only
tentative. Opinion in France was sharply divided over the question of
relations with Moscow. The Communist party wanted an alliance but
only gradually moderated its criticism of Barthou. The Socialists wel-
comed rapprochement with the Soviet Union but maintained their loyalty
to the principles of collective security and opposed alliances that would
split Europe into camps. The Radicals, who occupied the crucial middle
ground in French politics at this time, were both publicly and privately
divided. Some shared the fears of the ‘realistic right’, that without such
an accord the Soviets would strike a bargain with the Germans. Others
looked, with the Socialists, to Geneva. At the far end of the spectrum,
the extreme right, whether royalist or fascist, strongly opposed the
alliance and repeatedly denounced Barthou’s policies in the columns
of Le Matin and L’Action Francaise.

On 20 April 1934, Barthou, who, like Briand, never allowed his
ideological preferences to interfere with the definition of national
interests, informed the Soviets that he intended to take up the languish-
ing Franco-Soviet talks, in abeyance since January. Eight days later, the
Quai d’Orsay produced a new formula in which Germany would be
included together with the Soviet Union, Poland, and Czechoslovakia
in a mutual assistance treaty. A separate Franco-Soviet Pact would be
linked to the new treaty. The terms of the new agreements were settled
in early June. The Soviet Union would assume the same obligations
towards France as if she were a signatory of Locarno while France would
act as the guarantor of the multilateral pact. The Doumergue cabinet
approved the pact on 5 June with Laval, who still favoured an accom-
modation with the Germans, the sole opponent. It was mainly to
safeguard the interests of their Eastern European allies that the French
insisted the USSR should join the League of Nations before the multi-
lateral assistance pact was negotiated. Barthou nonetheless faced strong
opposition from the Poles, annoyed by the apparent French unwilling-
ness to treat them as an equal partner and preferring to place their
confidence in their newly created bilateral non-aggression pacts. An
Eastern Pact ran counter to almost all Polish hopes of regaining her
position as France’s most important ally. It conflicted, too, with War-
saw’s continuing illusions of creating its own regional system extending
from the Baltic to Romania. Under the French scheme, the Poles would
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be subjected to a Franco-Soviet regime, a totally unacceptable prospect.
The Germans, too, had little interest in an Eastern Locarno and
launched a diplomatic offensive in Paris and Moscow to block the
initiative. Litvinov found the Czechs and Romanians more sympa-
thetic. He was able to secure de jure recognition from each in an
exchange of notes on 9 June 1934. The Prague government was later
to follow the French example in concluding a mutual assistance pact
with the USSR. The Romanians held back because of the continuing
conflict over Bessarabia. The Quai d’Orsay insisted on a mutual assist-
ance pact that would include their Eastern European allies but not, due
to Polish objections, the Baltic states. The Soviets, who doubted
whether the Germans would join, continued to fight unsuccessfully
for the inclusion of the Baltic right up until the conclusion of the
Franco-Soviet alliance in 1935.

The demand for Soviet membership in the League was still being
debated in Moscow when, on 30 June, the ‘Night of the Long Knives’,
Hitler settled, with the help of the Reichswehr and SS, the fate of Ernst
Ro6hm and the SA. Under R6hm’s leadership, the SA had retained its
identity as an independent and separate military—political force. It was
not only that Réhm’s ambitions to set up a ‘separate state’ with a
‘people’s militia’ and ‘control of the police force’ threatened Hitler’s
exclusive domination of German domestic affairs, but they also aroused
the enmity of the army and SS. The arrogance, violent actions, and daily
disturbances of R6hm’s large band of followers set off a mass of protests
at a time when the National Socialists were already facing considerable
public criticism. Supported by the Reichswehr generals and the SS
leaders, Hitler decided to act. Goring and Himmler put together the
details of a ‘SA plot’; Hitler personally confronted Réhm and the SS
leaders at Bad Wiessee, a small town in Bavaria where they had assem-
bled for a meeting with the Fuhrer who obviously sanctioned their
subsequent murders. Hitler’s forces took advantage of the killings to
slaughter indiscriminately other so-called critics of the regime, includ-
ing ex-chancellor Schleicher, two generals, and the head of Catholic
Action. Bruning escaped by fleeing the country. While some in the
West were shocked by this brutal disregard of all legal processes, most
people in Germany applauded Hitler’s decisive action, so different from
that of his dithering predecessors in checking the SA threat to public
order. In a remarkably adroit speech to the Reichstag, reviewing the
events of 30 June, Hitler defended the murders by emphasizing RShm’s
homosexuality and the moral laxness of the SA, and stressing the need
to protect order and security against anyone who would threaten them.
The SS, Hitler’s élite practorian guard, had disposed of its chief rival and
now had undisputed authority over the police. The action was also a
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victory for the Reichswehr but it gave the army no policy clout. On
Hindenburg’s death on 2 August, Hitler abolished the separate office of
Reich president and became ‘Fuhrer and Reich Chancellor’. There-
after, all officers, soldiers, ministers, and civil servants were required to
take a personal oath to Adolf Hitler. The army was now at Hitler’s feet.
The new order was celebrated at the party congress at Nuremberg in
December, commemorated by Leni Riefenstahl’s brilliantly re-worked
film, Triumph of the Will.

Observers in London and Moscow misread the significance of the
Rohm ‘putsch’. British officials saw the June action as a success for
the right and the Reichswehr, and spoke of a ‘return to the Rapallo line’.
The Russians, too, believed the move heralded the re-emergence of
their old allies, the army and big business, and optimistically anticipated
a new German crisis that would end the Hitler regime. These illusions
encouraged Litvinov’s opponents, including Marshal Voroshilov, the
commissar of defence, and Nikolai Krestinsky, the deputy commissar
of foreign affairs, to oppose the French connection. The ‘spirit of
unalloyed optimism’ persisted in Moscow until the attempted Austrian
Nazi coup of 25 July and the assassination of Chancellor Dollfuss,
discussed below, put an end to Soviet hopes that Hitler was on his
way out. On the day after the abortive Austrian coup, Litvinov finally
told the French that the Soviet Union would join the League if properly
invited and promised a permanent seat on the Council. The Soviet
Union needed a defence against Germany and the French proposal was
the only one on the table. A sudden deterioration in relations with Japan
in the summer of 1934 provided an additional reason for joining the
League, for it might provide some protection in the case of a Pacific war.
Stalin, doubtful about the proposed Eastern Locarno, might well have
preferred a more restricted arrangement both for European and Far
Eastern purposes.

The events in Germany and Austria brought the Italians into line but
the Poles, Belgians, Portuguese, and Swiss did their best to block the
Soviet entry into the League. Nevertheless, on 18 September 1934 the
Russians were admitted to the League and took their seat on the League
Council. There was, however, no immediate French diplomatic follow-
up. Polish and German objections to the Eastern Pact stayed Barthou’s
hand: a security pact without either country diminished its value to
France. It is still an open question whether, given this effective Polish
and German veto, Barthou would have opted for an alliance with
Moscow. Léger and others at the Quai d’Orsay retained their doubts
about the wisdom of a Soviet treaty and counselled caution. Nor was
the Politburo ready for such an alternative. Litvinov was instructed in
September not to hasten an initiative for a pact without Germany and
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Poland. The Germans sent out mixed signals. Count von Schulenburg,
the new German ambassador in Moscow, suggested a trade pact that
would facilitate an improvement in political as well as economic rela-
tions between the two countries. In Berlin, however, Hitler’s reception
of Jacob Surits, a Jew newly appointed as polpred (ambassador) in Berlin,
was one of the briefest in recent memory. Few in Moscow could have
seriously believed in a possible revival of Rapallo but this did not make
the French alliance more attractive.

The other possibility, given the objections of both Germany and
Poland to an ecastern security pact, which made its conclusion highly
problematical, was to pursue a ‘Mediterranean Locarno’ in co-operation
with Fascist Italy. Briand, whom Barthou much admired, had thought
along similar lines but proved unable to bring the idea to a successful
conclusion. All through the spring of 1934, Barthou worked on this
southern wing of his ‘great design’ to contain German revisionism.
While this approach was complicated by the opposition from the Little
Entente, the strains in the Mussolini—Hitler relationship assisted
Barthou’s endeavours. On 15-16 June, Hitler and Mussolini met in
Venice. It was an unsatisfactory encounter. Hitler insisted on the re-
placement of Dollfuss and an early election to give the Austrian Nazis
the representation in the government that they deserved. The Duce
viewed Hitler’s promise of close consultation on economic questions as
little more than a further step towards establishing the German presence
in Vienna. Mussolini had already decided on an attack upon Ethiopia—
he gave permission for operational planning to proceed for an attack in
1935—and needed to guard his northern borders. As an African adven-
ture would require large numbers of Italian troops and equipment,
Mussolini had to take seriously warnings from his advisers about the
extreme danger of a two-front war in Europe. The abortive putsch in
Vienna on 25 July 1934 left Mussolini angry and suspicious. Though
seemingly an independent action, Italian military intelligence confirmed
that the coup had been orchestrated by Berlin and that Hitler was behind
it.” The killing of Dollfuss, a friend as well as a political protégé, was
regarded by Mussolini as a personal affront administered by the Fuhrer.
The Austrian chancellor was to have met the Duce at Riccione on the
day of his murder; his wife was already there. Mussolini’s reaction was
swift, several divisions were ordered to the Austrian and Yugoslav
frontiers. A distinct if temporary chill set in between Rome and Berlin.

® See the evidence for Hitler’s role and the pre-planning of the putsch in Germany in
Gerhard L. Weinberg, ‘German Foreign Policy and Austria’, in id., Germany, Hitler and
World War II (Cambridge, 1995), 95-108 and Gerhard L. Weinberg, The Foreign Policy of
Hitler’s Germany: Diplomatic Revolution in Europe, 1933—1936 (Chicago, 1970), 98-105.
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Hitler knew that he had to alter his tactics if he was to achieve the
desired understanding with Mussolini. He had exaggerated the power of
the Austrian Nationalsozialistische deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP) and
overlooked its divisions; he had also underestimated the effects of the
planned coup on Italy and France. The Austrian NSDAP was now reined
in and the organization separated from that in Germany. Papen, who
had somehow escaped the shootings of 30 June, was sent to Vienna with
fresh instructions. Hitler, acting in accord with Neurath, his foreign
minister, was prepared to wait for Anschluss.

The Quai d’Orsay would have liked a League of Nations guarantee of
Austrian independence or joint action with the British and Italians in
Geneva. They were forced to accept instead, due to British reluctance to
give approval to Italy’s unilateral action, a more limited demonstration
of three-power co-operation. On 27 September, in a joint declaration,
the British, French, and Italians reaftirmed their 17 February pledge
of mutual consultation with regard to policies designed to maintain
Austrian independence. Fearful of antagonizing Czechoslovakia and
Yugoslavia, the French could go no further towards Rome. Each of
France’s allies opposed Italian dominion over Vienna. Barthou was both
indignant and shaken by the murder of Dollfuss. Nevertheless, there
were renewed Franco-Italian approaches. At Geneva, Barthou and
Aloisi worked closely together in support of the Soviet Union’s entry
into the League and in framing the declaration of support for Austrian
independence. In Rome, Mussolini told Chambrun that he looked
forward to a visit from Barthou and suggested that a start might be
made on resolving a number of long-standing Franco-Italian problems,
specifically those concerning Tunisia and Libya. Barthou wished to
avoid discussing armaments and any military issues that might provoke
Belgrade and hoped rather to focus on Austrian independence and
North Africa. The talks in Rome were difficult but not unpromising.
Contrary to Barthou’s hopes, Mussolini insisted that armaments be
discussed first before turning to the negotiating list: central Europe,
the rectification of the Libyan frontier, the status of the Italians in
Tunisia and the general treaty that the Quai d’Orsay wanted. Within a
few days, however, the Italians switched the focus of the talks
to Ethiopia, explaining that Italy would modify both its Libyan and
Tunisian demands ‘in exchange for the development of her influence’ in
Ethiopia, without prejudice to French interests in her possession of
Djibouti.” With an agenda set but no positive response given to these
Ethiopian feelers, Barthou set the date for his visit to Rome on 4-11
November 1934. He now tried to reconcile Yugoslavia to the possibility

7 DDF, 1st ser., Vol. VII, Nos. 265, 290.
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of Franco-Italian friendship, inviting King Alexander to come to France
on 9 October, and planning to greet the king personally when he arrived
at Marseilles. The French security services were warned of possible
threats to the king’s life from exiled Croatian separatists but they
nonetheless committed a series of security blunders. Almost as soon as
the king and Barthou settled themselves in the first car, a man opened
fire on the sovereign. In the pandemonium that followed, Barthou
appears to have been shot in the arm by a stray police bullet. Unknown
to him, a humeral artery was severed. By the time he was taken to
hospital it was too late.

III

It would be Pierre Laval who succeeded Barthou at the Quai d’Orsay; he
pledged himself to continue the policies of his deceased predecessor. He
was to remain as foreign minister or prime minister for fifteen tumul-
tuous months (October 1934 to January 1936). The contrast in the
personalities of the two men could not have been greater. Barthou,
once he determined on a course of action, pursued it openly and with
energy and vigour. He inspired confidence and trust among both his
officials and foreigners. Laval, by contrast, was highly secretive and
confided in no one. Though able, highly intelligent, and ambitious,
even his supporters thought him devious and cunning. A quick and
skilled negotiator, he played for high stakes, pursuing private policies
that were often at variance with his public declarations. Laval was soon
at odds with his secretary-general, Alexis Léger. The new foreign
minister had little time for the experienced diplomat’s cautious and
carefully prepared plans. Relations between the two men deteriorated
during the Italian negotiations of 1935 to the point where Léger threa-
tened resignation. But then, as on later occasions, the secretary-general
was persuaded to stay at his post: Laval found that Léger’s reputation for
personal integrity provided a useful corrective for the mistrust he himself
often aroused, including in domestic political circles.

Though he spoke of the continuity of French foreign policy, Laval
had long been a proponent of talks with Germany and, as the Kremlin
anticipated, showed little liking for the alliance with Moscow. One of
his first tasks, however, was to follow up Barthou’s efforts in Rome.
While he had to postpone Barthou’s scheduled trip to the Italian capital
in early November, Laval remained determined to reach a settlement
with Mussolini that would involve Italy in joint action, should Germany
unilaterally reject the disarmament provisions of the Treaty of Versailles
or renew its pressure against Austria. Such an agreement would encour-
age the Germans to be more accommodating and open the way to a



78 UNCERTAIN EMBRACES

more general European settlement that would include both Italy and
Germany. Laval was quick to limit the anti-Italian sentiments created by
the Marseilles assassination. The judicial investigation placed the major
share of the blame on terrorists operating in Hungary, though it was
highly probable that the assassins had the moral, if not the actual, support
of the Croatian Ustasa leaders and were backed by Italian military
intelligence. The Little Entente governments were not so easily pla-
cated; the Yugoslavs demanded the extradition of the two Ustasa leaders
living in Italy and relations with Rome were badly shaken. The early
Franco-Italian discussions in Rome went well nonetheless, with the
main sticking point not the colonial questions in North Africa but
the French concern over the hostile Italo-Yugoslav relations. During
the last week of 1934, Mussolini, exercised over German interest in
Yugoslavia, offered to join the Little Entente nations to defend Austrian
independence in co-operation with the League. Belgrade reluctantly
agreed to a French formula for an Italo-Yugoslav treaty and Laval’s visit
to Rome was set for 4—7 January 1935.

In Rome, as the negotiations with Paris continued, the Italians now
concentrated on Ethiopia. They wanted a formula specifying French
disinterest in the country and demanded larger territorial concessions in
Africa. Despite Italian pressure, Laval said nothing about Ethiopia and
just before he left for Rome told the French representative in Addis
Ababa to reassure Haile Selassie about the French attitude. Laval clearly
intended to keep his Ethiopian cards well concealed. He left Paris
without any detailed briefing from his advisers, some of whom were
concerned about the Italian price for an accord. Laval’s approach to the
forthcoming talks was encapsulated by his comment to a gathering of
journalists in Rome: ‘Diplomacy, what is that? You offer something;
your opponent offers something else. And you end by making a deal; it’s
no more difficult than that.”® During the visit, Suvich and Aloisi for Italy
and Chambrun and Léger for France were in constant negotiations, but
the real breakthrough came in a private meeting of Mussolini and Laval
with no one else present. The key question about the bargain struck
between the two leaders on the night of 67 January is what was said
about Ethiopia. The published agreement, which contained a pledge of
support for Austria and concerted action should Germany resort to
unilateral rearmament, included a three-part agreement on Africa.
France secured its position in Tunisia but ceded some 44,000 square
miles of territory on Italy’s southern Libyan frontier, and some 309
square miles of territory to the Italian colony of Eritrea.

® William I. Shorrock, From Ally to Enemy: The Enigma of Fascist Italy in French
Diplomacy, 1920-1940 (Kent, OH, 1988), 109.
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The agreement was received with some amazement. The terms
appeared as a great diplomatic triumph for France. Laval boasted that
he had come away ‘with the Duce’s shirt and studs’. Mussolini had
yielded to France the future of 100,000 Italians in Tunis, and received
‘half a dozen palm trees in one place and a strip of desert which did not
even contain a sheep in another’, as the Duce himself explained to Eden
in June 1935.° The real point of the bargain, however, was the secret
protocol noting that France ‘does not look in Abyssinia for the satisfac-
tion of any interest other than those economic interests relating to the
traffic of the Djibouti—Addis Ababa Railway’." Laval insisted to the end
of his life that he had conceded nothing more than French ‘economic
disinterest’. Evidence from various sources, including from Laval him-
selfin his comments to Eden in June 1935 and at the Pétain trial of 1945,
confirm that Mussolini was offered a ‘free hand’ in Abyssinia. In a note
dated 30 December 1935, Léger wrote that when the expression ‘free
hand’ was raised in the course of the Mussolini—Laval conversation, the
latter had commented that ‘I myself consider these words in such a way
that they could not be put to any improper use.” Mussolini’s tone was
cheerful but clearly serious as he replied that ‘he did not have pacific
intentions with regard to Ethiopia’."" While none of these references or
the exchange of private and secret letters between Mussolini and Laval
in 1935-1936 settles the question of Laval’s real intentions, it seems
highly probable that the French premier was not explicitly sanctioning
an Italian military adventure, but gave ample reason for Mussolini to
believe that he would not be opposed over Ethiopia. The Italian record
of part of the conversations notes that when Mussolini raised the
question of Ethiopia and reminded Laval ‘of the importance to us of
the “désistement” in Abyssinia’, Laval replied that he had ‘understood
perfectly the Italian concept and that, apart from economic interests
which France wishes to safeguard, his country did not intend to hinder
Italian penetration of Abyssinia’."* As with the exchanges between
Briand and Stresemann at Thoiry in September 1926, personal diplo-
macy created as many problems as it solved. Chambrun, a professional
diplomat, carefully distinguished at the time between the last minute
Mussolini—Laval accord and the official Franco-Italian agreement. The
latter was warmly received in the French Chamber of Deputies. Having
been assured that the agreements in no way compromised the sover-
eignty and independence of Ethiopia, the huge vote in favour of
ratification was 555 to 9.

° Ibid., 111. ' Ibid.
""" Quoted in Jean-Paul Cointet, Pierre Laval (Paris, 1993), 155-156.
> DDI, 7th ser., Vol. XVI, No. 399.
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The military, too, welcomed the arrangement. In the spring of 1935,
the Deuxiéme Bureau predicted that Hitler’s ambitions in central Europe
and the Balkans would absorb his attention for several years but if, as they
assumed, he intended to move southwards and eastwards, he would first
strengthen his western defences by a move into the Rhineland. While
not anticipating a German attack on the western powers until 1939,
France needed an alternative way of defending her eastern allies. Jean
Fabry, Laval’s war minister in the new cabinet formed in January 1935 to
‘save the franc’, enthusiastically supported the proposed talks in Rome.
Fabry, a mutilé de guerre, was known for his Germanophobic and anti-
Bolshevik views. Faced with the extreme reluctance of the Chamber of
Deputies to sanction military spending when cuts on expenditure were
the order of the day, co-operation with the Italians was highly welcome.
The French would be able to withdraw soldiers from the Franco-Italian
border and from Tunis and Algiers, while at the same time strengthening
the barrier to German expansionism. For the moment, the French
military leaders were delighted when Mussolini, on 11 January 1935,
suggested talks, and in February, it was agreed to open discussions
between the intelligence branches of the two countries’ general staffs.
Military talks with the Italians were scheduled for March or April. It is
most likely, however, that the Franco-Italian military agreements that
followed, like the Laval-Mussolini accord itself, were conceived in
Rome as short-term expedients. Mussolini concluded them to reassure
his senior advisors. Support from France and Britain would keep Hitler
out of Austria while he was engaged in Ethiopia. When pressure was
placed on the connection as a result of Italian moves in Ethiopia and
British opposition, it was all too easy for the Duce to discard them.

Laval thought that he had made a good bargain. It was his intention to
use his success with Mussolini to make it easier to deal with Germany. In
stark contrast to his policy towards Fascist Italy, Laval was far less
energetic in following up Barthou’s line to Moscow. He had little liking
for the projected mutual assistance pact. The Quai d’Orsay, nevertheless,
refused to accept Polish reservations on the Eastern Pact as a final
rejection, and did everything possible to meet Beck’s objections, still
hoping for a broader eastern agreement. When Litvinov and Laval met
in Geneva on 21 November 1934, the Russian had found the latter
reluctant to accept a mutual obligation to refrain from political agree-
ments with Germany without the consent of the other party. Pressed by
the Soviets and the Little Entente representatives, Laval finally agreed to a
protocol—‘colloquially described here [Geneva] as a promise not to
betray each other during the forthcoming political manoeuvring’**—

3 Nicholas Rostow, Anglo-French Relations, 1934-36 (London, 1984), 65.
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stating that neither signatory would conclude any accord compromising
the Eastern Pact with any future member of it, and would keep the
other powers informed of any such negotiations. The Politburo sanc-
tioned the conversations with France because they feared a Franco-
German settlement. There was still considerable scepticism in Moscow
about Litvinov’s policies and Laval’s future intentions. In his speech to
the seventh Congress of Soviets on 28 January 1935, Molotov went out
of his way to keep the door to Berlin open. Between the end of
February and the beginning of April, the Franco-Soviet negotiations
barely moved at all.

The transition from Barthou to Laval marked a distinct change in
French policy. For the former, the Eastern Pact was a ‘countervailing
force in Eastern Europe to deter German revisionism’.'* The pieces of
Barthou’s ‘grand design’ fit together. Laval had scant interest in the
Soviet Union and little concern for central Europe. His chief interest
was to secure a compromise with Germany, a policy that had the added
advantage of appealing to the British, who were still convinced that an
arrangement with Nazi Germany over rearmament was both desirable
and attainable. If there were doubts in London about Laval’s sincerity,
there was a greater consensus of views between the two foreign minis-
tries than had existed under Barthou.

v

Hitler’s established position in Germany and his diplomatic initiatives
convinced British ministers that it was essential to bring the Germans
into an arms limitation convention before it was too late. Barthou was
warned when he first sought British backing for his Eastern Pact that
France would have to accept the legalization of German rearmament
and include Germany in any eastern arrangement in exchange. It was, as
Simon said, ‘recognizing the inevitable and getting such terms as we can
while we recognize it’."> The foreign secretary hoped that the recognition
of German rearmament would lead to a German return to Geneva and an
arms limitation accord. It was the ‘great task” Simon set himself for 1935.
In December 1934, when Simon met Laval, he was pleased to find the
foreign minister amenable to a ‘general settlement’ with Germany, includ-
ing French acceptance of German rearmament. In return, the British
foreign secretary pledged his backing for a Franco-lItalian rapprochement,
Italian participation in a formal guarantee of Austrian independence, and

'+ Lisanne Radice, ‘The Eastern Pact, 1933—1935: A Last Attempt at European Co-
operation’, Slavonic and East European Review, 55: 1 (1977), 53.
'S TNA: PRO, CAB 27/572, 29 November 1934.
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an Eastern Pact in which Germany would participate. Though some
questioned whether the Laval-Mussolini accords had produced a real
rapprochement between Italy and France, most officials accepted Vansittart’s
view of the treaty.

Do not look this gift horse too sternly in the mouth. (I know all about his
teeth). We have wanted it for long, and now we have got it, and it is a long
stride in the right direction. . . [L]ots of good ménages have not been founded
on sentiment, and have survived without the spur of necessity so patent
here. We must welcome the necessity since we cannot have it otherwise—
unfortunately. And we must do all we can to preserve this unromantic

. . 6
combination."®

Without any input of their own, the British could congratulate them-
selves on the strengthening of French security and the possibility of a
more stable central and Eastern Europe. They accepted the agreement in
ignorance of its secret aspects regarding Ethiopia. It was soon clear,
however, that the British had no wish to encourage Mussolini’s ambi-
tions in East Africa. Dino Grandi, exiled as ambassador to London in the
summer of 1932 after disputes with Mussolini, was directed to open talks
with Simon and Vansittart. He was warned not to reveal the details of
Italy’s military planning, but to indicate that Mussolini expected British
‘sympathy’ when he was forced to deal with the intransigent Ethiopians
in an effective manner. Grandi’s attempt to secure British approval for an
arms embargo against Ethiopia, and his demand that the British offer no
political support to Addis Ababa in its conflicts with Rome, served only
to increase British scepticism about Italy’s peaceful intentions. Reports of
significant shipments of Italian troops and materials to East Africa in mid-
February highlighted Foreign Office suspicions. Early in March, the
Admiralty strengthened its naval presence in the eastern Mediterranean.

Both in Paris and in London, attention was primarily focused on
German rearmament. On 31 January, Laval and Prime Minister Pierre-
Etienne Flandin arrived in London. In preparing for the meeting, the
British cabinet rejected Foreign Office recommendations for ‘putting
teeth into Locarno’. The French were warned not to raise the question
of general staff talks. With a British general election looming, there was
no wish to revive memories of the pre-1914 Anglo-French military
conversations. But Flandin and Laval had to be offered something if they
were to reverse the policies of their predecessors and agree to German
rearmament. The French felt themselves to be particularly vulnerable, for
the ‘lean years’ caused by the low birth-rate during the Great War would
begin in the autumn of 1935 and continue until 1940. Only about

' Shorrock, From Ally to Enemy, 116.
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120,000 recruits, half the usual intake, would be conscripted annually.
The Flandin ministry was already considering extending the term of
service from one to two years to compensate for the lack of men. It
should be remembered, too, that France was in poor financial straits in
1935, the nadir year of the French depression and so extremely anxious to
avoid fuelling an arms race. As so often when the British and French met,
the former had a positive negotiating programme in mind to which the
French felt they had to respond. It was in no sense a ‘positive’ programme
for France. As often happened, a proposal that served British interests was
presented to the French as ‘good for everyone’. It was, nonetheless, a
French-inspired suggestion for a mutual guarantee against air attack that
became the basis of the new approach to Berlin. In the London Declar-
ation of 3 February 1935, the British and French governments agreed that
the Versailles limitations on German armed strength (Part V of the treaty)
should be abolished, and a new arms agreement recognizing German
rearmament negotiated. Germany would return to the League of Nations,
participate in an East European collective security pact, and adhere to a
guarantee of Austrian independence. There would be a new treaty, in
addition to Locarno, pledging air support from Britain, France, Germany,
and Belgium should any signatory be attacked by one of the others.
Britain would make separate arrangements with Italy. This communiqué
remained the basis of British policy towards Germany for the next twelve
months. In London, it was, from the first, a futile and 1]lusory policy based
on a dangerous misreading of Hitler’s intentions. The ‘air pact’, in
particular, held out the false hope of increased security without an
extension of Britain’s continental obligations. The French had fewer
illusions about Germany, but clung to the hope that the new negotiations
might lead the British to offer something more than the Locarno guar-
antees. In fact, Flandin and Laval were oftered almost nothing.

The German leader was flushed with the rich propaganda gift that
had fallen into his lap with the return of the Saar territory to Germany,
through a plebiscite held on 13 January 1935. The vote was an over-
whelming triumph for Hitler: just under 91% of the Saar’s electorate
voted for a return to Germany. It was always likely that a majority
would favour a return to Germany, especially the Saar Catholics, who,
due to the intense efforts of their priests, looked to Hitler as a leader
who would rescue them from the imagined spectre of Bolshevism.
In his first ‘little step’ towards Germany, Laval had abandoned support
for those opposing reunion with Germany and had encouraged a
settlement of conflicting Franco-German claims. Direct negotiations
between the two governments settled the question of German pay-
ments for the mines. The goodwill generated by the accord was
intended by Laval to pave the way for a Franco-German agreement,
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a possibility that Hitler would consider only if France yielded on the
armaments question. Hitler milked the triumph but typically spoke in
peaceable terms for international consumption. ‘Following the com-
pletion of your return’, he told the Saarlanders, the German Reich
‘had no further territorial demands to make of France’.'” He was quick
to test the solidarity of the new ‘entente’. On 3 February, he rejected
the French-proposed Eastern Pact and warned both the British and
French ambassadors that he would not suffer the Rhineland demili-
tarized zone for long. On 14 February came the suggestion of opening
bilateral talks with Britain. As proof of German sincerity, Berlin would
be prepared to use its ‘aerial forces’ as a deterrent against disturbances
of the peace. By these means, the Fuhrer hoped to separate Britain
from France while indirectly announcing the existence of Germany’s
air force. The British willingly took the bait. There was strong pressure
from the Admiralty, apprehensive about Japan and the outcome of the
forthcoming international naval conference in London, to sound out
the Germans, preparatory to the naval meetings. The publication of
the British White Paper on 4 March explaining the need for new
defence estimates, identified Germany as the chief danger to British
security, but emphasized that the purpose of the estimates was ‘the
establishment of peace on a permanent footing’. Publication produced
a diplomatic ‘cold’ in Berlin and a delay in an arranged meeting by
Simon with the irate Hitler, but did not deflect either side from their
intended purpose. The British cabinet was insistent on the need to
avoid an arms race that would upset economic recovery, and place the
government in opposition to the main currents of public sentiment.
Stanley Baldwin, who was soon to succeed the ailing MacDonald as
prime minister, while publicly declaring that rearmament was ‘a hor-
rible thing’ and ‘a terrible conclusion’, knew that new defence meas-
ures were essential. The March White Paper was prepared in order to
convince the electorate that the maintenance of peace depended on
the repair of the country’s defensive capacity.

The German leader was not unduly worried. ‘Again some time had
been won’, he commented. ‘Those ruling England must get used to
dealing with us only on an equal footing.”"® On 9 March, the military
attachés in Berlin were officially informed of the Luftwaffe’s existence. In
his comments to the assembled representatives, Goring almost doubled
the numbers of aircraft actually at Germany’s disposal in 1935. On
16 March, one day after the French Chamber of Deputies approved
the re-establishment of two-year military service, Hitler announced the

"7 Quoted in Tan Kershaw, Hitler, 1889~1936: Hubris (London, 1998), 547.
" Ibid., 549.
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introduction of compulsory military service and the increase of the army
to thirty-six divisions (an army of 550,000 men). Neurath made a similar
announcement to the assembled diplomats and press corps. Special
editions of newspapers were put out in Germany announcing the
move, and excited crowds gathered outside the Reich Chancellery
cheering Hitler. “Today’s creation of a conscript army in open defiance
of Versailles will greatly enhance his domestic position’, commented the
American journalist William Shirer in Berlin, ‘for there are few Ger-
mans, regardless of how much they hate the Nazis, who will not support
it wholeheartedly. The great majority will like the way he has thumbed
his nose at Versailles, which they all resented.””® The German people
were indeed unprepared for Hitler’s action, but reacted enthusiastically
when it was realized that there would be no retaliatory action on the
part of the western powers.

Hitler had taken the decision without consulting either his military
leaders or relevant ministers and ignored their subsequent protests.
Military leaders had long recognized that the expansion of the army
was impossible without conscription. The announcement was the signal
to all three services that they could take the wraps off their rearmament
plans. There were divisions over the tempo of expansion, as Hitler
desired to push ahead much more quickly than his commanders thought
possible. Despite problems of personnel and equipment, and the absence
of any longer-term plans, the army build-up was rapidly accelerated. By
the autumn of 1935, the Wehrmacht (new military designations were
introduced in the summer) numbered 400,000 men, a vast increase over
the 1933 army. Because Germany lacked the material basis for such a
rapid expansion, planning became increasingly provisional and ad hoc.
Both for operational and economic reasons, the build-up focused gen-
eral staff attention on the demilitarized Rhineland zone. If Germany
were to defend itself against a French attack (highly improbable given
Locarno), the army would have to quickly establish a line along the
Rhine. On the false assumption that the French army enjoyed a high
degree of mobility, army leaders feared that German troops stationed
cast of the zone would not reach the areas of action in time to contain
the French thrust. Though a favourable international situation and
domestic politics would ultimately determine Hitler’s action in March
1936, he knew he could count on the support of the army for what it
believed was a high-risk action.

The Luftwaffe had 2,500 aircraft of which only 800 could be used in

combat. This was not the force of 1,200 first-line planes claimed

' William Shirer, Berlin Diary: The Journal of a Foreign Correspondent, 1934—1941
(London, 1941), 34.
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by Hitler, but the German achievement by the spring of 1935 was
nonetheless an impressive one. The Reich Aviation Ministry under
Goring’s control was only established in 1933, and the Luftwaffe’s indus-
trial substructure had to be fashioned from a very small base. Protected by
Goring’s close relationship with Hitler, the youngest service moved
ahead despite army and navy efforts to regain control over their respect-
ive air units. There were problems of recruitment and training as well as
serious technical difficulties in developing a strategic bomber which
could be used as a deterrent during the critical period of rearmament
until Germany could successfully fight a two-front war against France
and Poland. This ‘risk Luftwaffe’ (the term borrowed from Tirpitz’s pre-
1914 fleet) would raise the stakes for any conceivable enemy and reduce
the danger of a preventive strike. The Luftwaffe leaders soon realized that
the bomber could be used in a variety of ways—for instance ‘to attack the
enemy’s sources of strength’ and its ‘will to resist—that went far beyond
either its deterrent function or co-operative action with the army and
navy, but such operations were still only a remote possibility even as late
as 1936 when work on the four-engine strategic bomber had to be
dropped from the general development programme.

Foreigners were anticipating a German move since the Saar plebiscite
but few expected blatant violations of the Versailles and Locarno treaties.
Hopes that the Nazi regime would enjoy only a temporary life had to be
abandoned. There were increasing fears that Hitler would embark on
new assaults on the existing international regime; the German economic
recovery would allow him to pursue a more aggressive economic and
military policy beyond the German borders. Hitler’s dramatic an-
nouncement on 16 March had an immediate effect on the Italians and
French, but the British refused to call oft Simon’s visit to Germany or to
join in a collective protest. Unwilling to leave the country in its exposed
state, yet deeply reluctant to engage in an arms race that could prove
electorally disastrous, ministers refused to abandon their search for an
agreement with Germany. Hitler’s announcement made no difference.
Without consulting Paris, on 18 March, the British sent a formal note of
protest at the German unilateral action. In the same note (to the surprise
of the German diplomats) the Reich government was asked whether it
was still interested in a meeting between Simon and Hitler. The meeting
was re-scheduled for 25-26 March despite French and Italian objec-
tions. Eden, but not Simon was sent to Paris to meet with Laval and
Suvich, the Italian ambassador in Paris, to calm their nerves and was
instructed to proceed on to Moscow, Warsaw, Prague, and Vienna to
settle the disturbed diplomatic waters.

‘When they finally took place, the Berlin talks between Hitler, Simon,
and Eden were hardly encouraging and, for once, the British could not
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blame the French. The Fuhrer was uncompromising. He insisted on a
peacetime army of thirty-six divisions and announced (falsely) during
the course of the talks, that Germany had reached air parity with Britain.
Simon and Eden were sceptical but said nothing. He served notice that
any German return to the League would depend on the rectification of
the injustices of Versailles, and the German re-acquisition of colonies.
He showed no inclination to co-operate in regional security arrange-
ments and rejected participation in the Danubian and Eastern Pacts.
Hitler’s intention in secking an understanding with London was to
separate the entente powers. If Hitler’s visitors showed little interest in
tentative offers of an alliance, they were quick to follow up his offer to
discuss naval armaments and limit German claims to 35% of the British
navy. The Germans were invited to participate in preparations for the
forthcoming London naval conference. Only the intervention of the
British ambassadors in Paris and Rome resulted in a postponement of
the Anglo-German naval conversations in London until after the Stresa
talks were concluded. Robert Craigie, the main Foreign Office nego-
tiator, and Sir Bolton Eyre-Monsell, the first lord of the Admiralty, were
so anxious to proceed that they dismissed possible French and Italian
objections to the bilateral talks as irrelevant to their negotiations. Simon
was encouraged, too, by Hitler’s declared interest in an air pact, and the
Fuhrer’s suggestions for limitations on bombing, or even a prohibition
of bombardment from the air.

The ‘risk Luftwaffe’ was intended as a weapon against France (much of
whose air force was already obsolete) and Poland, yet it was Britain that
showed the greatest alarm. As early as 1932, the fear of bombing and the
possible destruction of London became a factor in the cabinet discus-
sions of disarmament policies. During 1932-1933, despite strong Air
Ministry objections, ministers searched for ways to eliminate or control
the use of bombers so as to eliminate the risk of the ‘knock-out blow’.
As the Disarmament Conference faltered and public apprehension grew,
cabinet committees turned their attention to Britain’s air defences. In the
summer of 1934, the cabinet agreed to a new air rearmament pro-
gramme, providing for an air force for home defence of seventy-five
squadrons instead of the fifty-two suggested by the Defence
Requirements Committee earlier in the year. The new figures for
front-line aircraft were intended to reassure the public and act as a
deterrent against any enemy. On 30 July 1934, Baldwin, deputy prime
minister in the National Government, who was highly sensitive to the
bombing danger, defended the new estimates in the Commons on the
grounds of absolute necessity. He reminded MPs, in what became one of
his most quoted phrases, that ‘since the day of the air, the old frontiers are
gone. When you think of the defence of England you no longer think of
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the chalk cliffs of Dover; you think of the Rhine.”*® The implications of
his speech should have pointed in the direction of closer ties with France.
This was not the case. The subsequent ‘air panic’ of November 1934 to
May 1935, not unlike the naval panic of 1908-1909, concentrated min-
isterial attention on the creation of an air force that could match the
estimated figures of future German production. Despite the Air Ministry’s
well-founded scepticism both about the necessity and the speed of the
build-up, the government was publicly committed to achieving air parity
in bombers with Germany, the definition and date still unclear.

\Y

Hitler’s announcement and his continued interference in Austrian affairs
at a time when Mussolini was preoccupied with the military build-up
for an invasion of Ethiopia in the autumn, caused considerable anxiety
in Rome, above all in Italian military circles. It is true that Hitler’s assault
on the Versailles settlement, though seen as threatening to Italian inter-
ests, was not without possible advantages for the future. As Mussolini
harboured expansionist ambitions far beyond Ethiopia, Germany might
become a willing partner in their fulfilment. For the moment, however,
the Duce was faced with the possibility of a new coup attempt in Vienna
while Italian troops were in East Africa and the British were hostile
towards his ambitions in Ethiopia. On 30 March, Mussolini suggested a
three-power meeting in Isola Bella near Stresa, to outline a common
policy in areas of potential German disruption—Austria, Memel,
Czechoslovakia, and the demilitarized zone of the Rhineland. The
Germans took alarm at what looked like a combined front against
Nazi Germany. Quite apart from Mussolini’s intention to prevent
German action in Austria, he hoped to use the Stresa meetings to
sound out the British about Ethiopia. Warned by his naval chiefs of
the extreme danger of a war in Ethiopia without an understanding with
London, and prompted by Pompeo Aloisi, the chef de cabinet at the
Foreign Ministry, Mussolini hoped to convince MacDonald and
Simon that the Italian price for continuing co-operation against Ger-
many was a free hand in Ethiopia.

Despite the beauty of the surroundings, the meetings held at the
Palazzo Borromeo on the Isola Bella between 11 and 14 April were
disputatious and unpleasant. Though the French and Italians had co-
ordinated their diplomatic responses to the Hitler announcement, nei-
ther was prepared to ‘encircle’ Germany. Both Mussolini, delighted at
being host, and Laval were prepared to respond to Hitler’s challenge to

*® Hansard, HC Deb, 30 July 1934, Vol. 292, Cols. 2339-2340.
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Versailles and Locarno with strong words, but wanted to associate the
British leaders with their rebuke. The real differences were between
MacDonald and Simon, on the one hand, and Flandin and Laval on the
other. In this debate, Mussolini took only a secondary role. The British
leaders, intent on a general settlement in which Germany would join,
and preparing for bilateral naval talks with Berlin, wanted to restrain the
other two negotiators from any confrontation with Germany. “We had
to maintain a union for the time being with Italy and France until we
knew more of Germany’s intentions’, MacDonald wrote in his diary.
‘For the three of us to disagree would give Germany liberty to do what it
likes. This may cost us something but they will get as little from me as is
necessary and even that will be limited for I cannot get away from the
fact that the French policy has been a logical cause of all this trouble.’*’
Any reader of the documents can only be struck by the sheer perversity
of MacDonald’s judgments of France at this time. In the desperate search
for some sort of protection, the French wanted the League Council to
condemn Germany and to consider the promise of economic and
financial sanctions against any future unilateral repudiation of the treat-
ies. The British leaders were still promoting some form of collective
security under the League of Nations but refused to accept any new
security commitments. Above all, they were determined to avoid co-
ercing the Germans. It was the old Anglo-French battle over the
application of sanctions. In Laval’s mind, Italian support was no substi-
tute for British backing but he hoped that a three-power agreement
would soften the British opposition to commitments. He was mistaken.

Settling for a statement of solidarity that had little substance, the three
governments agreed to pursue a common line at Geneva with regard to
German violations of the peace and, in a joint declaration, to oppose ‘by
all practicable means, any unilateral repudiation of treaties which may
endanger the peace of Europe’.”* They would continue negotiations for
security in Eastern Europe and an air pact in the West. The signatories
also reaffirmed the principle of Austrian independence and recom-
mended associating the central European governments with the Rome
proces-verbal of January 1935 in regard to Austria. Beyond the joint
protest by the French at a special session of the League’s Council in
April, none of the ‘Stresa powers’ was prepared for further action. The
so-called ‘Stresa front’, as Hitler quickly discovered, was little more than
a paper tiger. On 2 May, the ailing MacDonald, in his last month as
prime minister before being replaced by Baldwin, dismissed Stresa as a
sham. Simon, even more hesitant than usual, showed little enthusiasm

21
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for common action. As he believed that Germany’s ambitions lay in
Eastern Europe, an area in which Britain had no political interest, he was
not averse to encouraging Hitler in that direction.

The Italians did raise the question of Ethiopia with the British at
Stresa. British officials made clear that Britain would not sanction an
attack on Ethiopia, which Simon and Vansittart believed would deter
Mussolini from acting. Simon’s speech at the League Assembly on
15 April, immediately following the Stresa meeting, should have
removed any Italian doubts. Mussolini was not to be deterred. He
ordered his naval chief of staff to plan for the possibility of war against
both Germany and Britain. It was hardly surprising that there was high
alarm among the Italian naval leaders. The strategic realities made a
mockery of such plans. Given the vast numbers of troops and equipment
earmarked for East Africa, the Italians would have been hard pressed to
defend Austria against a Nazi takeover. Under such circumstances,
Mussolini was prepared to follow up hints from Berlin that the Germans
did not want war with Italy and might guarantee Austrian independ-
ence, at least, for the present. There was no way that the Duce would be
deterred from his Ethiopian adventure.

Attention in London was focused on the forthcoming naval talks,
welcomed even by those in the Foreign Office who were generally
more suspicious of Germany than their political chiefs. Hitler, having
already approved plans for Germany’s new ship building programme,
showed little interest in the forthcoming naval conference but a naval
treaty with Britain was a prize worth winning. The French were neither
consulted nor told about the subsequent conversations. In April 1935,
the British, due to the work of the Naval Intelligence Division (NID),
were well informed about the new German construction plans, includ-
ing the building of a submarine fleet. Despite negative reactions in the
Admiralty, the information did not alter its intention to go ahead with
the talks. The Admiralty was anxious to exploit Hitler’s willingness to
impose a limit on the building plans of the commander-in-chief of the
navy, Admiral Raeder, as quickly as possible. In a speech to the Reichs-
tag on 21 May, Hitler balanced the announcements of the German
rearmament plans and his rejection of the Eastern Pact with proposals
for non-aggression pacts with all of Germany’s neighbours (except
Lithuania because of Memel), and promises of peaceful revision in the
future. The concession of a 35% ratio was ‘final and abiding’, but he also
held out the prospect of an armaments treaty abolishing heavy weapons
and an offer to prohibit acrial bombardment outside the battle zone. If
the rest of Europe rejected his terms, the Fuhrer warned that he might
have to use force to achieve them. Against this background, Ribben-
trop, Hitler’s successful diplomatic interloper, was sent to London



UNCERTAIN EMBRACES 91

where the Anglo-German talks began on 4 June. He immediately
demanded, in such a peremptory fashion that Simon actually left the
room, that the British accept the 35% relationship before any discussions
could begin. Why did the cabinet, on Admiralty advice, accept the
German terms almost without question, and without informing the
other powers, including France, as the foreign secretary recommended?
The Admiralty believed that a German navy limited to 35% was per-
fectly compatible with its plans for a future two-power standard and that
the Germans were highly unlikely to reach this standard until 1942. It
was argued that an agreement would provide an excellent opportunity
to limit German strength and monitor future German naval building
progress. Britain could pursue its naval objectives without worrying
about a German naval threat. At a time when the British were refur-
bishing a number of the Royal Navy’s capital ships, a programme not to
be completed until 1939, and when the Admiralty knew of the Japanese
intention to abandon the ratio system, there were definite advantages in
controlling the rate of increase of the German fleet. It was even hoped
that the Germans, once a bilateral treaty was agreed, would join future
treaty rules for qualitative limitation and the exchange of information.*
Neither the German ability to build up to 35% of British surface tonnage
or up to 45% of its submarine tonnage (to be increased to 100% if Berlin
judged it necessary for German security) posed a threat to British sea
power. The strength of the navy, the most critical aspect of British
overall strategy, would increasingly be dictated by the need to fulfil
two tasks, the Defence Requirements sub-committee reported in No-
vember 1935.

We should be able to send to the Far East a Fleet sufficient to provide ‘cover’
against the Japanese fleet; we should have sufficient additional forces behind the
shield for the protection of our territory and mercantile marine against Japanese
attack; at the same time we should be able to retain in European waters a force
sufficient to act as a deterrent and to prevent the strongest European naval
Power from obtaining control of our vital home terminal areas while we make
the necessary redispositions.**

The new treaty would assist in the fulfilment of the requirements that
would assure the maintenance of British naval security. In fact, the first
token British fleet was only sent to the Far East at the very end of 1941.
The British never considered the diplomatic price of the treaty; the
failure to consult France, Britain’s unilateral revision of the Treaty of

*3 Joseph A. Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933-1939: A Study in
Appeasement and the Origins of the Second World War (Basingstoke, 1998), 32-35.
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Versailles, only increased the existing distrust between the two nations
when any hope of restraining Nazi Germany depended on their co-
operation. Nor could the British have guessed that the agreement would
confirm Ribbentrop’s ‘spurious credentials as a diplomat’, and launch
him on his unfortunate ambassadorial career in London.

The Anglo-German naval agreement, signed on 18 June, served
British interests but failed to promote their future hopes of a general
settlement with Germany. The small German fleet posed no threat to
the British, despite the latter’s global interests as long as Hitler honoured
the 1935 limits. The Admuiralty believed that a costly arms race with
Germany could be avoided while they built up a fleet that would
maintain their global naval supremacy and their qualitative lead over
other navies. The National Government—Iled since 7 June by Stanley
Baldwin, with Sir Samuel Hoare replacing Simon as foreign secretary—
was, nevertheless, naive in thinking that the naval agreement would lead
to an air pact and ‘general settlement’ with Germany. The search for
agreements, interrupted but not stopped by the Ethiopian crisis, was met
with evasive replies in Berlin. When Hitler was pressed on an air pact in
December, the Fuhrer was distinctly irritable: he would accept limits in
shipbuilding but not on aircraft. At the same time, Hitler was mistaken
in his belief that the new agreement would provide a springboard for a
political agreement, if not an alliance, with Britain. Given his hopes for
arrangements with London, German naval planning remained on a
provisional basis. Rearmament depended more on the availability of
resources and dockyards rather than on the fulfilment of the navy’s more
far-reaching strategic ambitions. The accepted tonnage under the new
agreement was far greater than the existing capacity of the German
shipyards, and there was little incentive to divert scarce resources to
build new ones.

The French were severely shaken by the news of the treaty. It would
serve as a constant reminder of British duplicity long after the immediate
echoes of the announcement died. French observers knew that the
Germans wanted to expand their fleet. What they had not expected
was that the British government would acquiesce in their claim. In
April, Laval had written that the scope of the German demands ‘leaves
no possibility of an accord’.>® After the signature of the agreement, the
chief conclusion drawn in Paris was that the Admiralty had been
seduced by worthless Nazi pledges of good faith. Foreign Office officials
discounted French indignation, using the specious Admiralty argument

*5 SHM, 1BB2, 193, ‘Revendications allemandes en matiére navale’, Laval to Piétri,
18 April 1935; quoted in Peter Jackson, France and the Nazi Menace: Intelligence and Policy
Making, 1933-1939 (Oxford and New York, 2000), 138.
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that the agreement would benefit France as much as Britain. In fact,
the negative ramifications for France were substantial: the permitted
German naval expansion meant the French goal of a two-power stand-
ard, able to deal with Germany and Italy combined, without British
assistance, would no longer be sustainable. For his part, Mussolini
treated the agreement as yet another example of British self-interest
prevailing over collective co-operation, a useful propaganda tactic
which he used repeatedly when tensions with Britain increased over
Ethiopia during the summer of 1935.

VI

Laval proceeded straight from Stresa to Geneva for the special League
session of 15—17 April 1935. The Russians and the Little Entente powers
had been assured that a Franco-Soviet pact of mutual assistance would
be concluded, regardless of what was decided at the Stresa conference.
Prodded by the British, Laval and his officials sought to avoid any far-
reaching commitments to Moscow. In addition to his personal dislike of
a bilateral treaty with the Soviets, Laval was well aware of British
opposition and the strong anti-Soviet sentiments of the Poles. Like his
officials, he still hoped for some form of broader arrangement that would
make the Soviet alliance unnecessary. The Deuxiéme Bureau stressed the
risks of pushing Poland further towards Germany and gave priority on
both political and military grounds to the Polish alliance. But Laval’s
efforts to resurrect the Eastern Pact, already emasculated to win British
support, were proving fruitless. The Stresa meetings had intensified
Little Entente and Balkan Pact apprehensions about French diplomacy.
At home, sections of the Radical and Socialist parties were demanding a
stiffer line towards Hitler. A treaty with the Soviet Union would win
votes and strengthen his governing coalition. Laval, whatever his hesi-
tations, felt he had to negotiate with Litvinov, but he proceeded with
great caution. He fought off Litvinov’s eftorts to make mutual assistance
immediate and prior to a decision of the League Council, and took pains
to make French aid dependent on the League and Locarno procedures.
At the last moment, Léger tried to further weaken the protocol by
restricting the scope of automatic action, driving the furious Litvinov
to cancel his projected trip to Paris. An acceptable compromise was
reached. Mutual assistance was explicitly subordinated to a decision of
the Council. The timing of the decision was left indefinite but both
parties were obliged to hasten the Council’s proceedings. If no decision
was reached, assistance would still be given. To conform to Locarno,
French action would depend on British and Italian approval. The pact,
as the French intended, was restricted to Europe.
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The Franco-Soviet pact was signed on 2 May 1935. Laval visited
Moscow on 13 May and was welcomed by Stalin. The Soviet leader
wanted a military alliance; Laval parried his request and proposed
conversations between the respective chiefs of staft. Laval asked that
the attacks of the PCF (French Communist Party) and L’Humanité on
his government should cease and that the PCF end its opposition to the
defence appropriations. He won from Stalin a statement approving ‘the
policy of national defence pursued by France in keeping her armed
forces at the level needed for her security’.>® But he won less than he
thought. In Paris, the PCF continued to oppose the government’s
defence bills. Its subsequent alignment with the other left-wing parties
during the summer of 1935, quite apart from increasing its own popu-
larity, considerably strengthened the attacks on Laval’s financial and
economic policies. While the German danger was the source of both
Litvinov’s search for collective security agreements and the Popular
Front tactics of the Comintern, the two programmes, while comple-
mentary, were not identical and did not always move in tandem. Nor
was either course without enemies in Moscow. Barely a week after the
Franco-Soviet pact was signed, and not long before Laval was expected
in Moscow, Litvinov had a ‘friendly conversation’ with the German
ambassador, suggesting that a non-aggression pact would ‘lessen the
significance of the Franco-Soviet pact’.?” He may have anticipated the
negative German reaction but the very fact that the offer was made
suggests that the German door had not been shut. On his way to
Moscow, Laval stopped in Warsaw to assure Beck that the new pact
should not be seen as anti-German or as an expression of a pro-Soviet
policy. When he again broke his homeward journey at Warsaw, in order
to attend Pilsudski’s funeral, he minimized the importance of the new
pact in speaking to Goring, Hitler’s special emissary. While warning of
French disquiet at Germany’s attitude and actions, Laval spoke of his
strong desire of pursuing ‘la politique de pacification’ between the two
countries and outlined his idea for a multilateral pact. Hitler’s Reichstag
speech on 21 May signalling the end of any further negotiations over an
Eastern Pact, and suggesting that the new Franco-Soviet agreement was
incompatible with Locarno, did not encourage optimism about Laval’s
Initiatives.

The Franco-Soviet pact was followed by a pact between Czechoslo-
vakia and the Soviet Union, signed on 16 May and ratified during
Benes’s visit to Moscow in early June. The agreement, in every other
respect identical to the Franco-Soviet treaty, would only become

*% Quoted in Haslam, The Soviet Union and the Struggle for Collective Security in Europe, 51.
*7 Ibid., 82.
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operative if the French took action first. This restriction, insisted upon
by the Czechs, was welcomed by the Soviets who had no wish to be
dragged into quarrels, such as over Austria, in which their own interests
were not directly engaged. Both sides shared hopes for a broader
agreement that would include Poland and Germany. Pressed by Benes
over how the Soviet Union could assist Czechoslovakia, the Soviet war
commissar was quoted as saying that the Soviets would cross Romania
and Poland whether they had agreements or not. The Poles had little
liking for either of the new treaties and did their best to dissuade Benes
from concluding the understanding. Given the latter’s failure to interest
the Poles in a bilateral treaty and his strong disapproval of the pro-
German orientation of Polish diplomacy, Benes felt free to ignore the
objections from Warsaw. The new treaty with Moscow consequently
further embittered Czechoslovak—Polish relations; co-operation be-
tween their military intelligence staffs ceased and a press war ensued.
Without an Eastern Pact and wary of too great a dependence on the
USSR, Benes judged that the safety of Czechoslovakia depended on
keeping in step with France. This task became increasingly difficult as
the Ethiopian crisis accelerated, straining all the incomplete and highly
fragile diplomatic combinations created during 1934-1935, and leaving
Hitler free to continue his assault on the Locarno treaties.

VII

The speed with which Hitler consolidated his power within Germany
was matched and aided by his ability to begin his long planned assault on
the European status quo. Admittedly, he took power when the inter-
national order was already in disarray and when the events of 1928-1933
had weakened the global order and exposed the limits of international co-
operation. Almost all the countries in Europe and beyond had turned to
the pursuit of nationalist economic policies that took little note of their
wider implications. The American financial retreat from Europe undercut
the critical links that had fostered some degree of American involvement
in European affairs. The United States, for the next few years, hardly
entered into the strategic calculations of the European nations.
The League’s perceived failure to check the Japanese expansion into
Manchuria and Japan’s departure from the League of Nations was a
blow both to the Washington and Geneva systems. And well before
Hitler’s appointment to the chancellorship of Germany, the disarmament
talks were already faltering and few statesmen anticipated a successful
outcome. Yet even allowing for the breakdown of the international
regime, Hitler moved with a speed and a sense of ultimate purpose that
clearly distinguished him from his predecessors. While still discussing
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disarmament, he sanctioned in the early summer of 1933 vastly increased
military funding that went far beyond what any western power could
even contemplate. The army and air force embarked on major rearma-
ment programmes that made a mockery of Germany’s continued pres-
ence at the Disarmament Conference. Once Hitler withdrew from the
talks and from the League of Nations, the way was clear to attack the
remaining Treaty restraints on Germany’s freedom of diplomatic action.
Such initiatives could only increase his popularity at home and quiet
popular fears about the foundations of the German economic recovery.
The policy, however, was not without risks. During 1933-1934, a
continuing fall in foreign exchange reserves revived talk of a necessary
devaluation. Rising consumer demands and the rearmament pro-
gramme fuelled import demands while exports were declining. In
the summer of 1934, an unusually bad harvest and a severe foreign
exchange crisis threatened to overwhelm the German economy.”®
Strict controls on the exchanges proved ineffective; devaluation was
ruled out as being impractical and risky for a country with large foreign
debts and minimal foreign exchange reserves. Hjalmar Schacht,
Hitler’s minister of economics and president of the Reichsbank, allied
with the military authorities to block any cuts in rearmament. He
responded to the crisis by introducing a comprehensive system of
trade control, the New Plan, based on the strict regulations of imports,
an expanded export subsidy scheme, and the increasing use of bilateral
clearing agreements which saved on the use of scarce foreign
exchange. On 14 June 1934, he announced a complete moratorium
on all foreign debt repayments. He subsequently embarked on a high-
risk policy that proved beneficial to the Reich by driving a wedge
between the United States, Germany’s chief creditor, and Britain.
Schacht’s aggressive strategy towards the Americans resulted in the
cancellation of Germany’s massive debt obligations to its private cit-
izens. The American government had no means of retaliation. Its one
effective weapon might have been the creation of a creditor bloc, but
the Netherlands and Switzerland had already broken ranks in 1933 by
signing bilateral agreements with the Reich and Schacht moved to
splinter any possible Anglo-American action. The British agreed to
negotiate a bilateral commercial agreement, the Anglo-German Pay-
ments Agreement of 1 November 1934, which allowed Germany to

*% For this material see Adam Tooze, The Wages of Destruction: The Making and Breaking
of the Nazi Economy (London, 2006), 79-88, 92-94. Neil Forbes, Doing Business with the
Nazis: Britain’s Economic and Financial Relations with Germany, 1931-1939 (London and
Portland, OR, 2000), 11-12, 97-128. For further discussion of these questions and the
consequences of both the cancellation of the American debt and the proliferation of the
clearing agreements, see pp. 373-374.



UNCERTAIN EMBRACES 97

enjoy a favourable balance of trade in return for facilitating debt
repayments of all kinds, including those due on the Dawes and
Young loans. While 55% of Germany’s sterling revenues were to be
used for importing British goods and another 10% were to be set aside
for repaying British creditors, the Reich was left with a substantial
margin of ‘free foreign exchange’ for use outside the sterling zone. The
default on the American debt was followed by a clash between Secre-
tary of State Cordell Hull’s multilateral trading system (Reciprocal
Trade Agreements Act of 1934) and Schacht’s strategy of bilateralism.
The Germans withdrew from the trade agreement concluded with the
Weimar Republic in 1923 and Hull stripped Germany of its most-
favoured nation status and refused to negotiate a new tariff agreement
under the Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act. There was a sharp
contraction of American—German trade, which reached derisory levels
by 1936. Trade with Britain, while not approaching early 1930s levels,
increased, with the Germans enjoying a positive balance of exports
over imports. Mainly due to Schacht’s initiatives and the strict impos-
ition of the new trading system, Germany survived the 1934 crisis. The
measures taken laid the foundations for the management of the Nazi
economy for years to come. With the recovery of the world economy
and the new subsidy scheme, exports increased between June 1935 and
the spring of 1938, permitting a steady increase in the volume of
imports. Exports did not return to pre-Depression levels and the
Reichsbank continued to operate with a small quantity of gold and
foreign exchange, but an extraordinary volume of import and export
business took place. By severely contracting some of its consumer
industries, the Reich was able to fund the growth of its investment
goods industries and all the sectors associated with the drive towards
self-sufficiency. Economic recovery continued, as did the funding
allotted to military spending.

Hitler’s early successes owed a great deal to the divergent policies of
Britain and France and their inability to agree on a common policy. In
terms of their ultimate aims, more united the two countries than divided
them. At some level, their leaders, whatever their personal inclinations,
recognized their mutual dependence. Anxious to preserve the peace and
some semblance of the international order, they recognized the dangers
posed by a revived and rearmed Germany. Both countries were con-
scious of their weakness. The greater the threat, the more difficult it
would become to act in isolation. Admittedly, this was not a partnership
of equals as the British, somewhat tactlessly, reminded the Quai d’Orsay.
But despite its current financial difficulties and political instability,
France was an essential partner for Britain in Europe. Even those most
critical of French policy knew that the frontier of British security lay on
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the Rhine. The difficulty was that each side was deeply suspicious of the
other, suspicions reinforced by a long history of rivalry and antagonism
and a reluctance to admit to their mutual dependence. The two coun-
tries started with different assumptions about the origins of the Great
War and the reasons for the failure to reconstruct a more stable Europe.
With Hitler in power, their respective geographic positions and expos-
ure to the dangers of revisionism further complicated the task of work-
ing together. Faced with the growing threats from the aggressor powers,
their immediate reaction was to blame cach other rather than the
aggressor for their failure to respond successfully. The failure ‘to work
in tandem was the dominant feature of Anglo-French relations’.*
During 1935-1936, this failure gave Hitler the opportunities he needed
to implement his plans to create the Third Reich of his dreams.
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The Assault on Versailles and
Locarno: Ethiopia and the

R emilitarization of the Rhineland

I

of the existing security systems in Europe. What transformed this

colonial war into a major European crisis was the existence of the
League of Nations and the belief in collective security among politically
significant sections of the public in Britain and France. Mussolini had
made no secret of his ambitions in Ethiopia; his bitter childhood
memories of the humiliating defeat at Adowa in 1896 when the
Emperor Menelik administered a shattering blow to the Italians (‘ten
thousand dead and seventy-two canons lost’) fed the appetite for
revenge. The Ethiopian adventure was not, however, about revenge;
it marked the beginning of a long-planned programme of imperial
expansion. The 67-year-old General Emilio De Bono, restored to
favour at the Ministry of Colonies after his trial for complicity in the
Matteotti murder, had twice visited Eritrea, an Italian held territory
bordering on Ethiopia, in 1932. Planning for an expedition began
during 1933 and was accelerated in 1934. The time seemed auspicious
for Italian action. An imperial adventure would detract attention from
Italy’s economic difficulties and revitalize Fascism with an injection of
militant nationalism. It was important, too, to move before Germany
made another bid for Anschluss after the failed coup and murder
of Dollfuss in July 1934. Further delay brought no advantages. The
diminutive but impressive Ethiopian ruler Haile Selassie had begun to
modernize his wretchedly poor and backward state and there were signs
that the emperor’s authoritarian rule was slowly beginning to pull his
country out of its feudal condition. Mussolini knew from intelligence
intercepts that there were Ethiopian negotiations with the British over
territorial changes. The Duce intensified the propaganda war against the
‘uncivilized’ Ethiopians and border conflicts multiplied in 1934. Haile
Selassie responded by using what money he could to buy arms from

I t was Mussolini’s actions in Ethiopia that accelerated the unravelling
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whomsoever would sell. The Germans responded favourably and sent
machine guns and rifles to Addis Ababa. They quickly sensed how a
clash in East Africa could divide the European powers and bury the
Stresa front.

On 5 December 1934, there was a clash between an Anglo-Ethiopian
Border Commission and the Italians entrenched near Wal Wal, a dusty
watering hole in the Ogaden desert, claimed by the Italians but well
within Ethiopian territory. The British commissioners, faced with two
opposing lines of troops, stepped back, unwilling to make an issue of
what was a preliminary probe to test the diplomatic waters. The bound-
ary commissioners retired but the Ethiopian and Italian troops were left
menacing each other at the disputed wells. After a ten day stand-off,
shots were fired; Italian planes and armoured cars appeared and the
Ethiopians were forced to retreat. Further fighting broke out at other
water-holes, though by 1 March a local cease-fire had been negotiated.
The fact was that neither the Italians nor the Ethiopians were prepared
to treat the Wal Wal incident as a frontier dispute. Haile Selassie,
disregarding the conciliatory advice of the British minister in favour of
the more radical course recommended by the influential American
minister at his court, decided to appeal to the League of Nations. On
9 December, the conflict was brought to the League’s notice, and in
early January 1935, at the meeting of the League Council, the Ethiop-
ians made their first request for intervention. It was a diplomatic gamble
based on the emperor’s well-justified belief that the Italians were deter-
mined on a military solution. The internationalization of the conflict, he
reasoned, might force the Italians to forego an invasion and give the
Great Powers time to negotiate the frontier issue.

Mussolini, in a secret and lengthy directive circulated on 30 December
1934, made clear his determination to secure a military solution to the
Ethiopian question. He defined Italy’s objectives as ‘no other than the
destruction of the Abyssinian armed forces and the total conquest of
Ethiopia’." He warned his ministers that Italy had to be ready to act by
October 1935 in order to benefit from the existing advantageous diplo-
matic situation. Beyond that date, Germany might be strong enough to
seize the initiative in Europe. “The more rapid our military action, the
less will be the danger of diplomatic complications’, he wrote. ‘No one
will raise any difficulties in Europe if the conduct of military operations
will result rapidly in a fait accompli. It will suffice to let England and France
know that their interests will be safeguarded.” Mussolini spent the next

' DDI, 7th ser., Vol. XVI, No. 358.
* Quoted in Renzo de Felice, Mussolini il duce: Gli anni del consenso, 1929—1936
(Torino, 1996), 608.
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ten months moving supplies and men through the Suez Canal to
Eritrea and Italian Somaliland, while the diplomats debated whether
Italy would invade Ethiopia and how the League of Nations should
react if it did.

As the tight-lipped Laval and his party boarded the train to Rome on
4 January 1935, the Ethiopian telegram demanding League action was
front-page news. The tough and clever French negotiator had his mind
on Germany and paid little, if any, attention to this colonial dispute.
Until the Wal Wal incident, Laval probably knew little about Ethiopia
and was astonished to find that the country was a member of the League
of Nations. What was later conceded to Mussolini in their private téte-a-
téte was more than balanced by what Laval thought was obtained.
Regardless of the interpretation of the latter’s ofter of a ‘free hand’, it
seems improbable that he had not considered the possibility of some
tuture Italian military action. Laval’s purpose was to gain Italian backing
for co-operation against Hitler. Even at the January Council meeting,
Laval found it difficult to take the Ethiopian complaints seriously. It was
only in mid-February that Italy’s military preparations began to raise
serious apprehensions. In the wake of the Laval-Mussolini accords and
the high hopes raised at the War Ministry for a military agreement with
Italy, the French wanted to avoid taking any role in this unfortunate
affair. Laval had no wish to see the League of Nations involved or to
associate France with Britain as mediators. The second Ethiopian appeal
for help, this time under Articles 10 and 15 of the Covenant, was made
on 17 March, the same day as the announcement of Germany’s
unilateral rearmament.

Encouraged by the impending completion of the Maginot fortifica-
tions and the prospect of air and land exchanges with Italy, the French
army chiefs were enjoying a rare moment of self-confidence. With Italy
as an ally, the French Alpine army could be reduced and there would be
no further Italian air and land threat to the plans for reinforcements
being brought from North Africa. For the first time in years, the French
army could think in offensive terms. In the weeks before General
Gamelin’s visit to Rome in June 1935, at the invitation of the Italians,
the French looked at a number of military contingencies including the
possibility of a joint response to a German attack on France involving a
major Italian thrust across the Tyrol into Bavaria while French forces,
transported across north Italy by Italian railway into Carinthia, would
move north-eastward into Bavaria. Not only would the major burden of
offensive action in central Europe fall on the Italians but northern Italy
would also provide the land bridge by which France could open up a
second front and assist its eastern allies. Such military plans explain why
the French high command was so enthusiastic about the Italian connection.
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They relieved the pressure on one of France’s vulnerable frontiers while
giving substance to hopes of defending France by fighting outside its
borders in conjunction with allies. Despite qualms about Italian tech-
nological backwardness and growing concern about the Ethiopian affair,
the optimistic mood persisted until Mussolini actually invaded Ethiopia
in October. Inexorably, Mussolini’s determination to have his war, on
the one hand, and British diplomacy, on the other, would pull the
French into the ‘Anglo-Italian crisis’ and shatter the prospects opened
by the summer’s air and military exchanges with Italy.

The British Foreign Office was as averse as the Quai d’Orsay to
making Ethiopia a major source of conflict with the Italians. The
cabinet, intent on a general European agreement leading to Germany’s
return to the League of Nations, had no wish to enter into colonial
quarrels in East Africa. The Italians were warned of British opposition to
an attack on Ethiopia, both at the Stresa Conference (11-14 April) and
in London, where Dino Grandi, the Italian ambassador, fruitlessly
sought their acquiescence, if not backing, for Italian action. At Stresa,
the Ethiopian issue was relegated to the back room and was discussed by
the Italian and British African experts. The former warned that the
Italian problems in Africa could not be settled by conciliation commis-
sions and ‘expatiated on the difficulties of Italy’s colonial position’.* The
British representative responded that it would be useless to hope, as the
Italians suggested, that Britain would actively assist Italy to achieve her
Ethiopian objectives. The foreign ministers did not discuss Ethiopia, and
when Mussolini suggested that the three-power declaration opposing
any unilateral repudiation of treaties, which might endanger the peace,
should include the additional words ‘in Europe’ no one protested. Both
Mussolini and Laval assumed that the British would not take active
measures against any Italian action. Similarly, though Grandi made it
perfectly clear in mid-May that Italy was considering major military
operations against Ethiopia, the British foreign secretary was more
concerned about Italian co-operation in Europe than with that small
country’s sovereignty. At the time and in the months that followed,
Britain and France pressed Haile Selassie to make concessions to the
[talians.

Mussolini pressed on with his war preparations. On 14 April, he
ordered his naval chief of staft, Dominico Cavagnari, to plan for the
possibility of war against Germany in defence of Austria, and against
Britain in the Mediterranean. Not surprisingly, the diplomats and the
service chiefs, Cavagnari above all, were highly alarmed. There was no

3 C.]J. Lowe and F. Marzari, Italian Foreign Policy, 1870—1940 (London and Boston,
MA, 1975), 262.
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way that Italy could engage two enemies simultaneously, and the
fledgling Italian fleet could hardly challenge Britain’s naval supremacy.
Nevertheless Dino Grandi was instructed to warn Simon that Italy
would not accept Geneva’s arbitration, and that ‘our intention is abso-
lutely firm not to permit our pursuit of Italy’s colonial interests to be
stopped by extraneous matters’.* Mussolini was not totally deaf to
the importunings of his advisers. Both Cavagnari and Pompeo Aloisi,
the chef de cabinet at the Foreign Ministry, believed that an Italian
settlement with Germany would convince the British that they had to
give the Italians a free hand in Ethiopia if they were not to lose Italy to
the Germans. The final push towards Berlin came from intelligence
reports in late April that Hitler had summoned the Austrian Nazis to
Berlin and stressed his intention to incorporate Austria into a Greater
Reich.® Mussolini moved to force Hitler ‘to go public’. On 18 May, in a
speech to the Chamber of Deputies, the Duce condemned Britain and
France, who wished to ‘nail us to the Brenner’, and openly appealed to
Hitler for an assurance that Austria would remain independent. Three
days later, Hitler told the Reichstag deputies that Germany would not
intervene in Austria’s internal affairs and did not intend to annex
Austria. Though Mussolini authorized further arms sales to Austria, he
looked to an agreement with Berlin, hoping to relieve the pressure on
Vienna but, more importantly, to speed up an alignment with Germany.

With hopes that the Germans would leave Austria alone and stop the
deliveries of supplies to Ethiopia, Mussolini took a tougher line with both the
French, demanding that Djibouti be closed as a transit point for Ethiopian
arms, and with the British, whose ofter of economic concessions in Ethiopia
in return for a less bellicose stand was rejected. The British were increasingly
concerned with the massive Italian build-up in East Africa. While refusing to
negotiate directly with the Italians, they moved to defuse the situation
through Geneva and proceeded in London to define their interests in
Ethiopia. A committee was created under Sir John Maffey, the former
governor-general of the Sudan, which concluded on 18 June that an Italian
conquest of Ethiopia would not directly and immediately threaten any vital
British interest.” A remote threat to British control of the Sudan and the
upper waters of the Nile hardly warranted resistance. By the time the secret

* DDI, 8th ser., Vol. I, No. 60 (20 April 1935).

3> Robert Mallett, Mussolini and the Origins of the Second World War (Basingstoke, 2003), 39.

® DBFP, 2nd ser., Vol. XIV, No. 313. The report was probably intercepted and
relayed by the Italian agent, Secondo Constantini, a chancery servant in the British
embassy in Rome with easy access to the ambassador’s safe and to the British codes and
ciphers. His brother, Francesco Constantini, a messenger at the embassy, also passed
material to the Italians, though for over ten years he worked primarily for the Soviets,
who obtained through him large amounts of secret diplomatic material.
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report, its contents soon known to the Italians, was circulated to the cabinet
on 16 August, public feeling had changed the context of the debate.

Neither the British nor the French wanted to become involved in
Italy’s African adventure. Both governments used their knowledge of
the other’s hesitations to reinforce their individual preference to do
nothing that might lead to a clash with Rome. They continued to
counsel compromise at Addis Ababa and worked together to delay
action in Geneva. Neither would take the lead in Geneva or Rome,
but blamed each other for doing nothing. As the storm clouds gathered
during the summer of 1935, the League Council waited for the dispu-
tants to arbitrate their dispute while Britain and France pressed for an
Italo—Ethiopian agreement at Ethiopian expense. Mussolini was cau-
tioned against taking military action, but Italian troops and equipment
continued to pour into Eritrea. On 25 May, the League Council agreed
to a three-month delay; it would not meet again until 25 August. The
delay was a bonus for Mussolini, with his eye on the October deadline.
In early June, Stanley Baldwin replaced the almost senile Ramsay
MacDonald as prime minister, and Sir Samuel Hoare took over the
Foreign Office from the ineffective Simon. Anthony Eden, considered
too young and too temperamental to be named foreign secretary, was
made minister for League of Nations affairs with a seat in the cabinet.
The changes in fact reinforced the government’s decision to avoid
confrontation with Italy. Eden had to parry Opposition demands for a
more assertive policy, and a threat to close the Suez Canal if Mussolini
persisted in his aggressive plans. It was unfortunate for the new League
minister that the recent announcement of the Anglo-German naval
agreement had poisoned relations between Paris and London. Pierre
Laval, now premier as well as foreign minister, was in no mood for joint
action. In their June meeting, Eden made no mention of a new British
proposal, the so-called ‘Zeila plan’, that he intended to discuss with
Mussolini in R ome after his Paris visit. On 24 June, he duly suggested to
the Duce that the Ethiopians be given a corridor to the sea, ending at the
port of Zeila in British Somaliland, and that the Italians be compensated
with substantial territorial concessions in the Ogaden. An incandescent
Duce rejected the offer and demanded control of all of Ethiopia. If war
came, he threatened, Ethiopia would be wiped oft the map. The
unprepared Eden was shocked; his dealings with Mussolini convinced
him that the Duce was ‘a complete gangster’, a view that he never
abandoned. The British effort to ‘buy oft’” Mussolini had failed. The
French, naturally informed by the Italians, were put out by the lack of
consultation and Britain’s total indifference to their interests. The
French-owned Djibouti—Addis Ababa railway and the port of Djibouti
would lose business to Zeila, if developed.
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In London, during the summer months, the powerful pro-League
groups went into action. Their prestige was greatly enhanced by the
publication of the results of the so-called ‘peace ballot” on 27 June 1935,
after a year-long publicity campaign. Whatever doubts the government
had about the ballot and the scepticism, shared by Eden, with regard to
the public’s grasp of the issues involved, the results could not be brushed
aside. About eleven and a half million people answered the question-
naire, amounting to more than half the total number of votes cast in the
1935 general election. Ten million voters favoured the use of economic
and non-military measures to stop an aggressor. Six and three-quarter
millions approved the use of military sanctions; four and three-quarter
million people voted ‘no’ or abstained. Baldwin, who like most of his
colleagues had no faith in the League as a coercive force, was neverthe-
less obliged to tell Viscount Cecil, the president of the League of
Nations Union, that he believed in ‘the vital character of the League
of Nations as a fundamental element in the conduct of our foreign
affairs’.” There were some counter-currents, mainly in imperialist circles
and among those pacifists and socialists who believed that sanctions led
to war. But the general mood in the country was strongly pro-League
and pro-sanctions and Baldwin, always quick to adjust policies to the
prevailing winds, responded accordingly. Public opinion was not only
pro-League but anti-Italian. Feelings mounted as the military build-up
in Eritrea continued. It was generally assumed that with the ending of
the summer rains, Italy would embark on a war of conquest. The
League of Nations Union mobilized its speakers and writers to excellent
effect. Such formidable troublemakers as the feminist Sylvia Pankhurst
led the anti-Fascist campaign, forming committees, bombarding the
press, lobbying politicians and civil servants and rallying sympathetic
audiences. Samuel Hoare—dubbed by F. E. Smith, the former lord
chancellor and secretary of state for India, ‘the last in a long line of
maiden aunts’—warned the British ambassador in Rome, Sir Eric
Drummond, that there was every sign of the country being swept
with the same kind of movements that Gladstone had started over the
Bulgarian atrocities in 1876 when he roused the country against the
Turks. The image of the Italian bully and victimized Ethiopia blotted
out the arguments of those who pointed to Ethiopia’s uncivilized past
and still backward condition (Simon had written the preface to a book
by his wife exposing the horrors of slavery in Ethiopia) or who argued
that a colonial war was not really a cause for League action. Imperial
adventures of the Italian variety were simply no longer acceptable to
many sections of the British electorate.

7 Keith Middlemas and John Barnes, Baldwin: A Biography (London, 1969), 837.
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After his acrimonious exchanges with Eden, Mussolini turned again
to France. He had already been told on 11 June, in response to an appeal
for a clarification of Laval’s position, that though France would remain
loyal to the Rome accords, the Italians should take no action incom-
patible with the principles of the League of Nations, and ‘not create a
situation in which our goodwill, large as it is, would inevitably be
paralysed’.® In Rome, the Italophile French ambassador, Charles de
Chambrun, seeing his diplomatic handiwork threatened by a conflict
of no real interest to France, assured Suvich, the under-secretary at the
Foreign Ministry, that Laval would do everything possible to assist the
Italians and that the issue could be settled without League intervention
and without an Italian resort to war. Laval was attracted by the proposals
being hatched by Joseph Avenol, the devious French secretary general
of the League of Nations, which would make Ethiopia appear as the
aggressor nation, contemplating military action against the Italian col-
onies. Laval did not care much about the future of Ethiopia, but needed
to defuse a situation that threatened to become an international problem
which could only damage France’s diplomatic position and cause diffi-
culties with the native inhabitants of the French empire. Though usually
impervious to public feeling, he was not entirely immune from such
pressures at home. His government depended on the parties of the
centre-right and on the acquiescence, if not the support, of the Radicals.
Among the former there was considerable admiration for Mussolini and
strong backing for an alliance with Rome, which would obviate the
need for the Soviet treaty. Léon Daudet, the chief polemicist for the
Action Frangaise, saw no reason to compromise France’s relations with
Italy for the sake of the League of Nations, ‘that detestable, saliva-
slinging society’. There were some right-wing ‘moderates’ who felt
that France had to associate herself with Britain, even if this meant
supporting the League, but the real danger for Laval came from the
divided Radical party. He needed to keep the loyalty of the Herriot
Radicals if his government was to survive, and Herriot was one of the
strongest advocates of the League of Nations. The ex-prime minister
warned his cabinet colleagues in August 1935 that if the crisis made a
choice between England and Italy necessary, ‘I would not hesitate two
seconds; I stand with GB. Nor do I want to abandon the SDN [League
of Nations], the keystone of our security.”” The other wing of the
Radical party led by Daladier, the Socialists and the Communists,

¥ DDF, 1st ser., Vol. XI, No. 311 (Laval to de Chambrun, 19 July).
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already re-grouping under the Popular Front banner, took up the
pro-League and anti-Italian cause both inside and outside the Chamber.
Laval’s troubled diplomacy as well as his unpopular economic policies
became the object of fierce attacks in the autumn of 1935.

While still hopeful of support from France, Mussolini faced an
increasingly hostile Britain as tensions grew more acute during the sum-
mer months. In London, public feeling was forcing the government’s
hand. This is not to deny that British statesmen shared some of the same
feelings about the League as their fellow countrymen, but past experience
had made them wary of expecting positive results from Geneva, and they
were highly sceptical of the claims made for its peace-keeping functions
by the League’s enthusiastic supporters. Ministers knew that the electorate
expected their government to use the League’s procedures and reluctantly
turned their attention to the sanctions clause (Article 16) of the Covenant,
while fervently hoping it would not be used. Whitehall was almost
unanimous in its opposition to sanctions or to the closure of the Suez
Canal, either of which would force Mussolini’s hand. Already at the
Council meeting in Geneva on 25 June, Eden had made a strong speech
raising the possibility of sanctions if the Italians invaded Ethiopia. The
Foreign Office increased its pressure on Laval to convince Mussolini to
negotiate, and thus prevent him from attacking Ethiopia, ‘seeing that
Italy, strong and efficient in Europe, is now held to be a sine qua non of
French security’." There is little question that the British were trying to
shift the responsibility of forcing Mussolini’s hand on to the French. Laval
had no wish to take on this task. On 1 August, Hoare, in a speech to the
Commons, openly warned Mussolini against waging war in Africa. And
yet, when Laval, Eden, and Aloisi met on 15 August, they worked out
proposals for a disguised Italian protectorate over Ethiopia (despite its
membership in the League as a sovereign state), under the auspices of the
League. Mussolini found the offer totally unacceptable. Mussolini’s
intransigence was pushing the British and the even more reluctant French
to some form of League action.

In Rome, Mussolini’s chiefs of staft were warning of the disastrous
consequences of an Anglo-Italian war. The Italian military establish-
ment was adamant that Italy would be defeated; the timid King Victor
Emmanuel III criticized Mussolini outright and implored him to avoid
conflict. Mussolini had no intention of being cheated of his war.
Infuriated by British obstruction, he refused efforts at negotiation and
was prepared to risk an armed clash with Britain to conquer the whole of
Ethiopia. His first line of defence was France. Franco-Italian air staff
talks had taken place in mid-March, and in June, Badoglio and Gamelin,

'° Shorrock, From Ally to Enemy, 145.
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the two chiefs of staff, had agreed on military action in case of a German
attack on Austria or on metropolitan France. There were no naval talks;
the French Marine was far too concerned with the possible British
reaction. Given Mussolini’s belief that the French had every wish to
maintain their close relations with Rome, he naturally looked to Laval
to keep the British in check. The French faced the same dilemmas as the
British. They would do all they could to satisty Italian aspirations but
Mussolini would have to come to the negotiating table. While Laval was
opposed to League intervention, he had to face the possibility that
sanctions would be considered. He could not turn his back on Geneva
or put the entente with Britain under excessive strain. A past-master at
finding ad hoc solutions to difficult situations, he pressed Mussolini to
abandon the idea of an invasion by promising him the substance of his
demands while simultaneously agreeing to co-operate with Britain at
Geneva. In this delicate balancing act, there was the added difficulty of
the pressure from the Italophile elements in Laval’s cabinet, from the
parties of the right and, above all, from the military. Should France
become committed to sanctions, it would be difficult to find a way to
save the country from the unfortunate European consequences of the
Duce’s African adventure.

Anglo-Italian tensions reached their peak in August. The British
pressure on Laval to make Mussolini see reason intensified, as did efforts
to get the French to commit themselves to support for Britain in case of
a Mediterranean conflict. Laval approached Hoare on the eve of the
latter’s important speech to the League Assembly on 16 September.
The two men agreed that only economic sanctions should be imposed
if the League took action, and that these should be limited in scope and
applied in stages. There was to be no blockade or closure of the Suez
Canal. The French ambassador in London was instructed to enquire
formally whether Britain would invoke sanctions immediately if any
European state resorted to unprovoked aggression and, more specific-
ally, to ask what Britain would do if Germany took advantage of the
Ethiopian situation to realize its Austrian ambitions."" The French,
using Britain’s dependence on France’s co-operation as the danger in
Africa and the Mediterranean escalated, had raised the diplomatic tem-
perature by drawing a direct connection between the Ethiopian situ-
ation and any future German challenge in Europe. It was a query
repeated many times during the following months. It would never
receive a positive answer.

' DDF, 2nd ser., Vol. XII, No. 132 (Laval to Corbin, 8 September); also No. 145
(Corbin to Laval, 10 September).
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The London cabinet, supposedly committed since late August to the
League procedures, decided that the British should do no more than the
French to stop Italy. If the French stalled on sanctions, as many hoped,
Britain could refuse to act alone without incurring the direct blame for
failure. If sanctions were imposed, the cabinet believed it would become
obvious that without the co-operation of non-members, that is, without
the United States, they were bound to fail and would have to be
abandoned. In either case, the government could claim they had sup-
ported the cause of collective security and satisfied the electorate.
‘Whatever was done, there had to be ‘collective action’ which meant,
in effect, Anglo-French action. Both countries hoped to use the other to
avoid the imposition of sanctions.

No one in London or Paris expected assistance from Washington,
though Haile Selassie had asked for American intervention and medi-
ation. Both President Roosevelt and Secretary of State Cordell Hull were
sympathetic to the emperor’s plight, but they rejected his appeal, carefully
avoiding the use of the 1928 Kellogg—Briand Pact prohibiting war, while
still insisting on its binding nature. Strong anti-Mussolini sentiment in the
United States was more than matched by the strength of the anti-war
teeling provoked by the hearings of the Nye Committee in Washington.
The committee’s final report issued in early 1936 contained statistics
showing the profits made by private corporations from the sales of
armaments during the 1914-1918 war. The ‘merchants of death’, it
was suggested, were responsible for pulling the United States into the
European war. The Nye Committee proceedings gave added momentum
to moves in Congress for the passage of a tough neutrality bill that would
prevent a repetition of the previous disaster. On 23 August 1935, the bill
was sent to Roosevelt for signature. It became mandatory for the presi-
dent, on finding that a state of war existed, to prohibit the sale or export of
‘arms, ammunition and implements of war’ to all belligerents. Other
goods were not subject to this prohibition. Hull tried to convince
Congress to permit a discretionary embargo that would have given the
president the power to block shipments of goods to an aggressor nation
without forbidding trade to its victim. Anti-presidential as well as isol-
ationist feeling defeated Hull’s last-minute efforts and, on 31 August,
Roosevelt signed the bill. The Neutrality Act was a powerful and popular
expression of American isolationism. On 5 October, after Mussolini’s
invasion of Ethiopia, the president would invoke the Act, embargoing
arms sales to both sides. Americans were warned that dealing with
belligerents would be at their own risk. There were plenty of items not
on the embargo list, including oil, enough to satisfy hungry American
exporters. Mussolini was the main beneficiary. While the president called
for a ‘moral embargo’, oil shipments to Italy tripled.



THE ASSAULT ON VERSAILLES AND LOCARNO 111

To the Geneva community, British policy in September seemed
unusually decisive. On 11 September, Hoare, suffering from an attack
of arthritis, hobbled to the podium and addressed the League of Nations
Assembly. To his own surprise, his carefully planned speech, delivered in
his usual precise manner, was listened to in complete silence and
produced an extraordinary demonstration of approval when he finished.
He told the overflow audience what so many wanted to hear: “The
League stands and my country with it, for the collective maintenance of
the Covenant in its entirety and particularly for steady and collective
resistance to all acts of unprovoked aggression in whatever quarter such
a danger to the peace of the world may arise.”"” The carefully selected
words were intended to warn the French that Britain would not act
alone and would participate only in collective action. It was also the
foreign secretary’s answer to ambassador Corbin’s query about action in
Europe. Hoare was ‘amazed at the universal acclamation’ with which his
words were received. The Assembly fastened on this unusual British
espousal of the League and collective security. Assuming Britain would
now take the lead at Geneva, almost all its members fell in line. It was a
graphic demonstration of British influence. Two days later, Pierre Laval
assured the Assembly that ‘France’s policy rests entirely on the
League’."?

Words appeared to be backed by a demonstration of British naval
strength. Four battleships and two battle-cruisers were sent to Gibraltar
to join the Mediterranean fleet in an open display of British power. In
late September, Sir Eric Drummond told Mussolini that 144 ships of war
were cruising in what the Duce liked to call ‘mare nostrum’. But this
exhibition of British firmness merely disguised the hesitations and
ambiguities in the cabinet’s position. Though prepared to caution
Mussolini by a show of force, the British did not want to provoke
him. The naval dispositions and military reinforcement of Egypt were
meant to show support for the League, but were also intended to
prevent Italian retaliation against British interests. In London, ministers
and the chiefs of staft were worried whether these aims were compat-
ible. Deterrence and defence might appear provocative to the Italians.
The naval chiefs were perfectly confident that they could defeat the
Italians, but the Admiralty, though not the regional commanders, feared
that any loss of ships in the Mediterrancan would weaken Britain’s
global position, above all in the Far East. Mussolini responded to
the arrival of the British ships by sending two army divisions to Libya.

' League of Nations, Official Journal, Vol. 18 (Aug./Sep. 1937), 659.
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112 THE ASSAULT ON VERSAILLES AND LOCARNO

He soon learned, thanks to the officials at the Quai d’Orsay and to his
own agents at the British embassy in Rome, that these moves were far
less menacing than they appeared. While the British cabinet concen-
trated on the possibility of a Fascist ‘mad dog’ act against the Royal
Navy, its main purpose was to avoid it. Unwilling to take up Mussolini’s
offer to remove his divisions if the British withdrew its fleet from the
Mediterranean, the British assured the Duce about the peaceful purpose
of the fleet concentration. Hoare told Mussolini that Britain did not
intend to humiliate Italy, and would not impose military sanctions nor
close the Suez Canal. Armed with these assurances, Mussolini could
calm the fears of the highly agitated General Badoglio as well as his naval
advisers. While ordering the navy to plan for a Mediterranean and Red
Sea war against the Royal Navy, Mussolini rightly suspected that the
British were blufting about their naval resolve. In Geneva, a committee
of five initiated by Laval and Eden, and consisting of Britain, France,
Poland, Spain, and Turkey, quickly produced a possible settlement just a
week after Hoare’s speech. Italian diplomats, alarmed at the militant
mood in the Assembly, strongly recommended acceptance of the prof-
fered ‘international mandate’ over Ethiopia and an Anglo-French prom-
ise of future territorial adjustments. Mussolini rejected the compromise.
He was not going to step back now that Italian prestige and troops, some
250,000 men, were engaged.

II

On 3 October 1935, without any declaration of war, Italian forces
invaded Ethiopia. The Council and the Assembly declared Italy in
violation of Article 12 which stated that if any dispute between members
might lead to a rupture, they should be submitted either to arbitration or
to inquiry by the Council, with no resort to war permitted until three
months after the award by the arbitrators or the report by the Council.
Only Italy, Austria, Hungary, and Albania dissented. A committee of
eighteen was created to supervise the application of Article 16. An
embargo on arms and loans was to be imposed, and limited economic
sanctions, banning all imports from Italy and prohibiting the export of
rubber and metallic ores among other items, was to be introduced on 18
November. Cheeses and French foie gras appeared on the list, but iron,
steel, coal, cotton and, critically, oil did not. The vote was fifty to four in
condemnation of Italy with the same four states opposing. What Britain,
France, and the Soviet Union had hoped to avoid had happened.
A colonial conflict had become a challenge to the League of Nations,
and the member states were committed to sanctions. To their own
surprise, the British found themselves leading the League in its first
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application of Article 16. Laval had not wanted the ‘Anglo-Italian crisis’
but he could not dissociate France from Britain at Geneva. He was
reluctantly prepared to answer Hoare’s query of 24 September as to
whether France would back Britain with naval support if Italy attacked
its Mediterranean fleet or bases. France might promise such support,
Laval responded, if Britain would support France in case the Germans
moved westward. The French would try to use the Mediterranean crisis
to secure that engagement on the Rhine which had eluded all previous
governments. In its absence, Laval refused to offer the unequivocal
assurances the British sought. Sir George Clerk, the British ambassador
in Paris, saw Laval on 15 October and insisted that Britain ‘expected’
French support by air, land, and sea if attacked by Italy. The French
foreign minister, not a man easily bullied, claimed that the British fleet in
the Mediterranean was now so large that the Italians could claim that it
went beyond League agreements for the enforcement of the Covenant.
The growing danger of a confrontation with Italy heightened the
tensions between London and Paris.

The Baldwin government’s stand with regard to Italy was highly
popular, not just with Liberal and Labour voters but with the wvast
majority of the electorate, which had declared its allegiance to collective
security in the June ‘peace ballot’. Beyond its public identification with
the Geneva system, however, the cabinet remained uncertain about what
this should involve and uneasy about its costs. The highly ambitious and
personally engaged Anthony Eden represented the pro-sanctionist
wing of the cabinet. He argued that Mussolini could be pushed about
sufficiently to compel him to compromise. He rightly assumed that
Italy would not attack Britain, and in any case believed the British
fleet easily capable of handling the Italian navy. Eden’s support for
collective action did not mean opposition to conciliation and negoti-
ations with Mussolini. His differences from Hoare, with whom, con-
trary to what 1s written in Eden’s autobiography, he worked quite well,
should not be exaggerated, though the minister for League affairs was
more susceptible to the Geneva atmosphere, and was anxious to con-
solidate his public stand as a ‘League man’. The service ministers, above
all, the first lord of the Admiralty, represented the other end of the
cabinet spectrum, apprehensive of an Italian attack and fearful of the
long-range consequences of an armed conflict in the Mediterranean.
They argued that the services were unprepared for war, and that the
country was just about to embark on a five year rearmament plan aimed
at Germany and Japan. They expressed doubts about the reliability of
France, and insisted on a specific promise of backing before any further
action. Again and again, the admirals stressed Britain’s vulnerability in
the Mediterranean, the dangers in having to move naval forces from the



114 THE ASSAULT ON VERSAILLES AND LOCARNO

TasBLE 3.1 British and Italian Fleet Strengths during the Ethiopian Crisis

British Empire Italy
Mediterranean
Battleships 5 2 (excluding 2 undergoing
refit and modernization)
Battle cruisers 2 (at Gibraltar) 0
Aircraft cruisers 2 1
8-inch Cruisers 5 7
6-inch Cruisers 10 (including 3 at Gibraltar) 10
Flotilla Leaders 0 18
Destroyers 54 65
Submarines 1 62
Red Sea
8-inch Cruisers 1 0
6-inch Cruisers 2 2 (5.9-inch)
Flotilla Leaders 0 2
Destroyers 5 3
Submarines 0 4
Sloops 5 2

Source: Arthur Marder, ‘The Royal Navy and the Ethiopian Crisis of 1935-36", American Historical
Review, 75: 5 (1970), 1338.

Far East, and the anticipated Italian damage to the British fleet. The
reality was quite different; the Italians posed no threat to the Royal
Navy. The British had five battleships in the Mediterranean and the
Italians two (two others were in dry docks).

The senior naval and military commanders in the Eastern Mediter-
ranean were adamant that the existing British forces could have dealt
with the Italians with little risk of incurring the losses feared by the
Chiefs of Staff in London and without needing the assistance of the
French. Local commanders were confident that the Italians could not
mount a serious invasion of Egypt. Winston Churchill’s verdict still
stands: ‘If ever there was an opportunity of striking a decisive blow in a
generous cause with the minimum of risk, it was here and now.”™

In contrast to public perceptions, Baldwin seems to have been par-
ticularly indecisive during the summer and autumn of 1935. Without a

" Winston Churchill, The Second World War, Vol. 1, The Gathering Storm (London,
1948). See Steven Morewood, ‘The Chiefs-of-Staft, the men on the spot; and the Italo-
Abyssinian Emergency, 19356’ in D. Richardsou and G. Stone (eds), Decisions and
Dioplomacy. Essays in Twentieth-Century International History (London, 1995) and an
unpublished paper given to the British History International Group conference at
Salford, England, September 2009. I am grateful to Dr Morewood for permission to
use his paper.
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consensus among his ministers, he appeared at a loss. His usually placid
nature, which reinforced a reputation for solidity, was distinctly ruffled
as Britain seemed to be drifting into confrontation with the Italians. It
was Neville Chamberlain who, according to his own account, kept the
cabinet on a steady course. ‘So you see’, he wrote to his sister Hilda on
25 August, ‘I have been very active and though my name will not appear
I have as usual greatly influenced policy and, which is almost as import-
ant in these delicate situations, method also.”'? Chamberlain’s own view,
according to Leo Amery, the colonial secretary, was

That we were bound to try out the League. .. (in which he does not himself
believe very much) for political reasons at home and that there was no question of
our going beyond the mildest economic sanctions.. . . If things become too serious
the French will run out first, and we could show that we had done our best."®

Chamberlain and Hoare were in fundamental agreement on current
policy. Britain should continue to back the League while secking a
compromise that Mussolini would accept. But Foreign Office hopes
that, if Mussolini were calmed, the so-called Stresa front could be resur-
rected, were already misplaced. Hoare, who enjoyed a considerable
political reputation as a result of his long duel with Churchill over
the 1931 India Act, was already a tired and sick man when he took
over the Foreign Office. He was, moreover, a neophyte in the diplomatic
world and leaned heavily on the advice of R obert Vansittart, his unusually
assertive permanent under-secretary. Vansittart was preoccupied with the
German danger and Britain’s military unpreparedness and feared that
sanctions would lead to war and drive Mussolini into Hitler’s embrace.
Though angered by Laval’s temporizing tactics, he shared the latter’s fears
that disaster lay at the end of the Geneva road. Vansittart’s pessimism
owed much to his close contacts with the chiefs of staff, who saw no
reason for incurring the risks of war for the sake of a League of Nations in
which they did not believe. Many saw Mussolini as an anti-Bolshevik
force. They had little interest in a colonial conflict in Africa. It was
the Vansittart view that prevailed in Whitehall. The permanent under-
secretary insisted that Laval, who was even more intent on finding a
diplomatic solution to the Ethiopian clash than the British, should give
Britain an unequivocal promise of support in case of an Italian ‘mad-dog
act’ in the Mediterranean. Laval equivocated, attaching conditions to the
French assurances and then escalating the crisis by trying to link the events
in Ethiopia with future treaty violations in Europe.

'3 NC 18/1/929, Chamberlain to Hilda, 25 August 1935.
' Leo Amery, My Political Life (London, 1955), 174. Quoted in Richard Davis, Anglo-
French Relations before the Second World War: Appeasement and Crisis (Basingstoke, 2001), 75.
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In Ethiopia, the Italian columns moved southward without meeting
any opposition. Adowa, emptied of Ethiopian troops, fell to the Italians
on 6 October, honour was satisfied. De Bono, cautious by nature, and not
at all anxious to do battle with the Ethiopians, took time to enjoy his
triumph and showed no wish to push on with the campaign. If the Italians
had completed their conquest with speed, as Mussolini suggested in his
December memorandum, an international crisis might have been
avoided. Instead, the Italian forces waited and the Duce beat the anti-
British war drum while the service chiefs did their best to restrain him.
Mussolini used the imposition of sanctions as a rallying cry to increase
popular support for the Ethiopian campaign. As he had always despised
the League, its condemnation of Italy on 11 October meant nothing to
him, international chastisement simply made it impossible to accept
anything less than total victory in Ethiopia. The problem was that victory
did not come quickly and the Ethiopians were given time to assemble
their forces and regroup. The subsequent months of delay meant
that France became the mediator between London and Rome and the
Anglo-French differences became as important and time-consuming as
the Anglo-Italian conflict. Laval quickly assumed the role of ‘honest
broker’. With their fleet in the Mediterranean, the British appeared
unusually dependent on French under-writing and Laval made full use
of his enhanced position. Hoare and Eden were forced to deal with a man
whom they disliked and distrusted; they both anticipated a French deser-
tion at Britain’s hour of need. The Baldwin government wanted firm and
specific assurances; Laval temporized and avoided unequivocal commit-
ments. Finally cornered into offering the pledge of military support
demanded by London, on 18 October Laval gave way with ill-grace.
The pledge of support was extracted only after a threat that a French
refusal would impenl the Locarno agreements. “We have had to get it out
of the French with forceps and biceps,” Vansittart minuted, ‘and if we
hadn’t had the latter we shouldn’t have got it at all.”"” The sharpness and
acrimony of the exchanges between London and Paris coloured their
relations well into 1936. Personal dislikes, particularly on the part of the
British, and mutual suspicions shadowed the moments of co-operation
even when both governments acknowledged the need for common
action.

On the French side, Laval had coupled the pledge of support for
Britain in case of an attack ‘clearly brought about by application of
provisions of [Article 16]’, with demands for a reduction of Britain’s
naval forces in the Mediterranean, as the Italians were insisting. His
effort to diffuse the Anglo-Italian situation only brought further rebukes

"7 DBFP, 2nd ser., Vol. XV, No. 115 (minute by Vansittart, 19 October 1935).
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from London. The British Admiralty wanted access to the French naval
bases at Toulon and Bizerta, and a promise to initiate air operations
against targets in northern Italy from southern France, thereby diverting
the Italian air threats to Malta and the Mediterrancan fleet. On 26
October, the French agreed to the use of the ports and suggested talks
between the two Admiralties. The French retreat was, in part, window-
dressing. In the event of an Italian attack on British forces, France would
delay a declaration of war until ready to fight, and would need British
assistance to bring troops from North Africa to metropolitan France.
This was hardly enough for the British navy. At the same time, French
attempts to extend the joint staft talks to cover violations of the Cov-
enant by force in Europe came to nothing. “We are talking about Italy
and will only talk about Italy’, Vansittart said when the French raised the
question on 31 October. ‘Only a little resolution will be necessary to
hold to such firm ground.”*® The French did not have sufficient diplo-
matic clout to force the issue.

Whether Laval’s renewed attempts to woo the Germans in October
were a response to the difficulties with Britain and Italy, or part of his
longer range strategy, remains an unanswered question. Though Laval
knew that any settlement with Berlin would have to include Britain, a
bilateral arrangement would provide a welcome response to the Anglo-
German naval agreement and would boost French confidence. With the
ratification of the Franco-Soviet pact in sight, it was essential to take the
initiative before Hitler cashed in his diplomatic chips. On 18 October,
Fernand de Brinon, again enlisted as Laval’s personal emissary, was
received by the Fithrer and conveyed the premier’s hopes for a useful
conversation with Germany. On 16 November Laval approached
Roland Koster, the intelligent and far from servile German ambassador
in Paris, proposing a ‘diplomatic document’ that ‘would constitute a
“preamble” to the negotiations on concrete questions, such as, for
instance, the limitation of armaments and the Air Pact’.” A few days
later, on 21 November, Francois-Poncet saw the Fithrer to ‘reassure’
him about the Franco-Soviet Pact, and to press again for the joint
communiqué that Laval had suggested. Hitler insisted that the assistance
pact was ‘the equivalent of a military alliance exclusively directed against
Germany’.>® He would not consider either an air pact or an arms
limitation agreement while the Ethiopian war continued. Well briefed
on the forthcoming French elections, he wondered whether the next

" Quoted in George W. Baer, Test Case: Italy, Ethiopia and the League of Nations
(Stanford, CA, 1976), 88.

' DGFP, Ser. C, Vol. 1V, No. 415.

*° DGFP, Ser. C, Vol. 1V, No. 425.
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government might share, or even wish to share, Laval’s views with
regard to Germany. The discussion lasted nearly two hours, and by its
end, Hitler had effectively closed the door on the Laval initiative. There
was, 1n any case, little enthusiasm either at the Quai d’Orsay or among
the senior military officers for Laval’s approach to Hitler. Gamelin
continued to hope that France could emerge from the present crisis
with its lines to Italy and Britain intact. He wanted the assistance of both
in the forthcoming duel with Germany. He reacted with a combination
of despair and disgust when Laval explained his strategy towards the
Third Reich, during a meeting of the Haut Comité Militaire. After a
sleepless night, the chief of the general staff, who had little respect for
Laval, condemned the approach to Hitler as unrealistic and demeaning,
and its perpetrators unfit to wear the mantle of Clemenceau and
Poincaré. ‘Perhaps one day we shall be able to arrive at an understanding
with Germany; but let’s do it with our heads held high once our defence
equipment programme is completed.”’

The task of maintaining the link with Italy and the partnership with
Britain was a difficult one. The French felt they had been bullied into
the offer of support in the Mediterranean. What would France receive
in return for the loss of the ‘solid and definite’ advantages derived from
the friendship of Mussolini? Anglo-French military and air staft conver-
sations were scheduled to begin on 9-10 December. By this time, the
Baldwin government, under pressure to accept an oil sanction, was
ready for a diplomatic bargain on Laval’s terms. In anticipation of the
military talks, the British chiefs of staft outlined their requirements
which included a French attack on northern Italy and an engagement
on the Tunisian border with Tripolitania. The actual instructions sent to
the British negotiators in December were far more general. It was, of
course, pure illusion to think that France, given the state of its armed
forces and its fears about Germany, not to speak of Gamelin’s wish to
keep the Italian agreements intact, would attack Italy unless first attacked
themselves. The British demands said more about their own reluctance
to engage with the Italians and their deep distrust of France, than about
their naval capabilities. The talks further exacerbated relations between
the two countries and led to a mini press war as each side tried to blame
the other for the lack of effective action. In London, the service heads
reviewed, for the cabinet’s benefit, the extent of Britain’s vulnerability.
Malta, where the fleet was sent from the exposed harbours at Alexandria,

2! Maurice Gamelin, ‘Réflexions...au sortir d'un Haut Comité Militaire’, Fonds
Gamelin, 1K 224 Carton 7, SHAT, quoted in Martin S. Alexander, The Republic in
Danger: General Maurice Gamelin and the Politics of French Defence, 1933—1940 (Cambridge,
1992), 76.
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was open to air attack. Egypt, where the Wafd were demanding new
constitutional and treaty changes, was menaced by the Italian military
build-up in Libya. The barrage of anti-British broadcasts from the Italian
radio station at Bari was stirring Arab nationalism, at least among the few
who could understand literary Arabic. What appeared as defensive
measures in London, it was feared, might easily set oft the supposedly
unstable Mussolini. Once British reinforcements were in place and the
French pledge on the table, the cabinet was prepared to see what could
be done in Geneva. Like the French, they preferred temporization to
action.

After Laval’s efforts to negotiate an Anglo-Italian détente failed, Britain
made its own bid for a reduction in Anglo-Italian tension. Embittered
by the British naval presence in the Mediterranean, Mussolini turned
down piecemeal negotiations regarding Libya and Egypt, and demanded
a discussion of the whole future balance of forces in the Mediterranean.
Despite promptings from Laval and Aloisi, no further offers came from
London. Vansittart was convinced that Laval was playing a double game,
committing France to sanctions and support for Britain, but assuring
Mussolini of a settlement favourable to Rome. The nervous and
overstretched civil servant doubted whether the French would actually
come to Britain’s assistance in case of war. His dislike of Laval, fanned
by Anglophile friends in the French embassy, only sharpened his anxiety
to end the crisis and to avoid any discussion of extending sanctions.
Hoare was less alarmist than Vansittart but just as anxious to find a
way of getting Mussolini to stop the war and prevent the erosion of
Anglo-French relations. The British played down the provocative char-
acter of the defensive measures they had taken. Haile Selassie was given
no financial aid and though the embargo on arms to Ethiopia was lifted,
only a small shipment of British guns and ammunition was actually sent.
The Baldwin government, however, could not be secen offering
any concessions to Italy that could be interpreted as a betrayal of
the League. The articulate public was more anti-Italian than the gov-
ernment.

In Paris, Laval’s left-wing critics accused the government of subvert-
ing the policies of collective security. The right-wing press, however,
lashed out at Britain and defended Mussolini’s policies and regime. If
Mussolini fell, readers of Le Figaro were warned, Bolshevism would
triumph in Italy. As for Laval, he believed that he was being asked to
foot the bill for actions which would cost France the Rome agreements
without any offer of compensation in Europe. At the Quai d’Orsay,
Alexis Léger, the secretary general, and René Massigli, both hostile
towards the Italians, were more concerned about the effects of the crisis
on the Anglo-French entente than on France’s relations with Italy.
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According to Gamelin, by the end of 1935 Léger was deeply pessimistic
about the future: ‘If France commits herself definitely to Russia,
[Germany]| will reply by occupying the left bank of the Rhine; if Italy
emerges weakened from her current difficulties that means Anschluss; if
there is war between Britain and Italy and we come in, Germany is
prepared to move against us. Only the closest understanding between
France and Britain can keep the peace from now on.” Even this insur-
ance policy, Léger added, was in doubt.** Laval continued his effort to
broker an agreement in Rome. He was prepared to cede major portions
of Ethiopia to Italy and establish a League mandate with Italian influence
predominant for what remained of the country. In response to these
promptings, Mussolini presented counter-proposals not fundamentally
different but with the added demand that Ethiopia should be disarmed
and that its suggested outlet to the sea, Assab, be placed under Italian
control. Much of this negotiation was pure window-dressing and part of
Mussolini’s attempt to drive a wedge between France and Britain. Given
the highly alarmist reports from his ambassador in London and the fears
of his service chiefs about a war against Britain in the Mediterranean,
Mussolini wanted assurances from Laval that he would restrain the
Baldwin government. Reports of renewed Anglo-French negotiations
in Geneva threw doubt on a favourable response from Paris.

In late October, despite British irritation with Laval, Sir Maurice
Peterson, the British expert on East Africa affairs, was sent to Paris to
confer with his French counter-part, René de Saint-Quentin. The two
men put together a new negotiating package. When the details were
discussed in London, it was feared that the new proposed partition of
Ethiopia would raise a storm of protest in Britain. The discussions were
put on hold until after the British general election on 18 November, the
date selected by Baldwin in mid-October in the hope of capitalizing on
public enthusiasm for the government’s foreign policy. The Conserva-
tive victory was, in part, due to its manifesto pledge ‘to uphold the
Covenant and maintain and increase the efficiency of the League’.
‘Whatever the reasoning, which so often reflected the confusion about
what League action actually involved, there was almost universal sup-
port for the use of the ‘whole collective force’ of the League to end
Italian aggression in Ethiopia. With the elections over, ministers were
prepared to return to the negotiating table. The difficulty was the
increasing demand for oil sanctions, both in Geneva and in London.
The issue had been raised in Geneva as early as 2 November when the
Canadian representative, acting on his own initiative, suggested that oil
should be included in the list of omitted sanctions (the agreed sanctions

** Maurice Gamelin, Servir, Vol. II (Paris, 1946), 177.
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came into operation on 18 November) to be imposed on Italy. The
committee on sanctions solicited the views of member states. Countries
which had supplied oil to Italy agreed to an embargo. The Americans,
who were doing a handsome business selling non-embargoed goods,
including oil to the Italians, were not deterred by presidential statements
intended to discourage such trade. Though Mussolini had stockpiled
large oil reserves, he became alarmed and responded by threatening
Britain, and warning that he would leave the League of Nations should
the oil embargo be imposed. The Duce appealed to the sympathetic
Laval; the latter warned Hoare, who needed no such cautioning, that
Mussolini would go to war if the oil embargo was implemented. From
the Baldwin cabinet’s point of view, a war with Italy was the wrong war
in the wrong place, and at the wrong time. ‘I will not have another war.
I will not’, the ailing George V wrote to Lloyd George. ‘If there is
another one and we are threatened with being brought into 1it, I will
go to Trafalgar Square and wave a red flag myself sooner than allow this
country to be brought in.”** The British sought to delay the discussions
in Geneva but, refusing to take the initiative, turned to Laval for
assistance.

In Paris, under extreme political pressure, Laval needed a solution to
the crisis. With the implementation of sanctions, the Franco—Italian
military conversations were adjourned and Gamelin watched the col-
lapse of his recently fashioned strategic edifice. In mid-November, the
Quai d’Orsay learned that the currently pugnacious General Badoglio
would replace the ineffective De Bono in Ethiopia. Faced with a
stalemate on the Ethiopian fronts and anxious for action before the oil
sanctions debate, Mussolini had decided that De Bono would have to
go0.”* Badoglio’s appointment removed a friend of France from the locus
of power in Rome. When the French Chamber of Deputies reassem-
bled at the end of November after five months of vacation, Laval had to
defend his deflationary decrees against the attacks from Socialists, Rad-
icals, and Communists. He also faced Paul Reynaud, president of the
Centre Republican party and an increasingly influential campaigner for
devaluation. In such circumstances, Laval had to accept the scheduling
of a debate over Ethiopia. Desperately needing a foreign policy success,
the premier wanted British agreement to an Ethiopian solution before the
issue of oil was debated in Geneva. Mussolini, alarmed by the possibility
of an oil sanction, appealed to Laval who, backed by the equally anxious

*3 Quoted in Kenneth Rose, George 1 (London, 1984), 387.
** Created a marshal as a consolation prize, the elderly De Bono faded from view and
would not reappear on the historical stage until his fatal vote against Mussolini on 9

September 1943.
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Hoare, managed to postpone the critical meeting of the Committee of
Eighteen from 29 November until 12 December. Even then, the
timetable for negotiations was short. Laval pushed hard for an immediate
settlement.

Faced with warnings of the serious gaps in the system of imperial
defence, the Baldwin cabinet endorsed the search for a settlement.
Peterson was again sent to Paris and on 23 November discussions
began on a new set of proposals presented by the Italian ambassador in
Paris. Though the British suspected that Laval was doing ‘the Italians’
bargaining for them’, they had to work with the French, as direct
negotiations with Mussolini were impossible. Laval’s first proposals
were rejected as yielding too much to Rome, but Peterson and St.
Quentin worked on a plan that would keep the talks alive. It involved an
exchange, absent from the Laval draft, of parts of the Tigre, the Danakil
excluding Aussa (which adjoined French Somaliland), and most of the
Ogaden in return for the cession of a port (possibly Zeila) and corridor
to the Abyssinians. There were indications that the Italians, with an eye
on the Geneva clock, might be prepared to talk. Warned by Drummond
that Mussolini still counted on French neutrality in the event of war,
Hoare demanded that Mussolini be told that France would stand by
Britain in case of an attack in the Mediterranean. Not trusting a French
warning to the Italian ambassador in Paris, Laval was asked on 25
November to have the message issued directly to Mussolini. Five days
later, it was learnt in London that no such message was sent. Vansittart
found Laval’s behaviour ‘intolerable’. Laval, advised by his ambassador
in Rome, preferred not to shake the Anglo-French stick while he was
trying to court Mussolini. The demanded message was finally sent on 5
December. The British and French military authorities opened separate
but parallel discussions to give substance to the theoretical agreements
about implementing Article 16.

Convinced of Laval’s unreliability, the British nevertheless believed
that they needed his assistance. The forthcoming meeting of the Com-
mittee of Eighteen focused attention in both capitals on the need to find
a diplomatic solution before the oil embargo was imposed. The
renewed meetings of the experts in Paris in late November produced
a plan, based on extensive Ethiopian concessions to Italy, that the British
as well as the French believed Mussolini would accept. Laval wanted a
high-level meeting to work out the terms of the offer, which would
then be endorsed in Geneva and presented as the League’s proposals. An
urgent request from Léger on 28 November produced an agreement
that Hoare, ordered by his doctors to have an immediate rest, would
stop in the French capital in early December on his way to a holiday in
Switzerland. Vansittart would accompany him and would remain in
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Paris to settle any details. At a cabinet meeting held on 2 December,
before Hoare left, it was decided that while in principle Britain would
join in oil sanctions, and that military talks with the French should be
extended to cover the two air forces, an attempt should be made to
begin ‘peace talks” with Mussolini. It was extraordinary that nothing was
said in the cabinet of a detailed plan for settlement, nor was there any
discussion of what such a settlement should contain. The foreign secre-
tary was instructed to come back to the cabinet only ‘if the peace talks
did not offer any reasonable prospect of settlement’, or if the military
conversations showed that ‘France was not willing to co-operate effect-
ively’.?> Contrary to what was claimed subsequently, Hoare went to
Paris with the cabinet’s approval. He was neither tricked by Laval nor
misled by the over-anxious Vansittart. He went to reach a bargain with
the French that would prove acceptable to the Italians.

This was the background to the well-known ‘Hoare—Laval plan’. Laval,
dressed in his usual black suit and white tie, seated his guests on his right
and his advisors on his left. He painted a grim picture of the consequences
of o1l sanctions: an Italian attack against Britain, French involvement, and
Hitler quietly waiting in the wings to see the results. Time was short.
Hoare and Vansittart needed no prompting and quickly came to the point.
Hoare asked if France would support Britain in the event of an Italian
attack. French co-operation, Laval answered, would depend on the out-
come of the present talks. He would, however, authorize the beginning of
military staft talks. The discussion then shifted to the subject of the peace
plans on which the officials had been working intermittently for six weeks.
The proposals presented by Laval on 7 December, while not basically
different from earlier recommendations, conceded more to Mussolini than
any previous offer. Hard bargaining followed, and some points were left
unsettled, but both sides appeared satisfied with the results. Hoare was
persuaded to stay an extra day to conclude the negotiations. The Ethiop-
ians were to give Italy all of Eastern Tigre already in Italian hands, and the
Danagil and Ogaden regions, amounting to about two-thirds of Ethiopia.
They were to receive in exchange a corridor through Eritrea to Assab, a
port on the Red Sea—a ‘corridor for camels’, according to The Times. The
Italians would be given extensive economic rights in south and south-west
Abyssinia under League auspices. These accessions would nearly double
the area of Italian Somaliland. The British cabinet approved the plan on
9 December and on the following day urged that Ethiopia be pressed to
accept it, and instructed Eden, who while very uneasy about proposals
which ceded so much to Mussolini, advised acceptance, to support the
peace plan at Geneva. Blocking Laval’s attempt to force the emperor’s

*5 TNA: PRO, CAB 23/82, 50 (25)2.
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hand by giving prior notification to Mussolini, the cabinet authorized
telegrams to be sent to Rome and Addis Ababa simultancously. Haile
Selassie was cautioned to give the proposals ‘careful and favourable con-
sideration . . . and on no account to reject them lightly’. >

The final bargaining took place between Laval and Vansittart, who was
still in Paris. The well satisfied Laval believed that he had scored a diplo-
matic coup. He was confident that Mussolini would accept the proposed
solution and that in the face of Anglo-French co-operation, the Ethiopians,
but more importantly the League states, would accept the settlement. At
the French Council of Ministers on 10 December, Herriot was the main
objector, but made little impression on his fellow ministers. Chambrun was
instructed to warn Mussolini, with whom Laval had been in daily contact,
that Laval had gone as far as he could with the British, and that if this
proposal was rejected he would cease his conciliatory efforts. According to
Aloisi, Mussolini was willing to ‘interrupt the war’, take the territorial offer,
and wait before finishing the job. Other Italian diplomats were more
doubtful. Meanwhile Mussolini’s son, Vittorio, was enjoying the sensation
of dropping bombs on Ethiopian tents and horsemen.

26 Quoted in R. A. C. Parker, ‘Great Britain, France and the Ethiopian Crisis,
1935-1936’, English Historical Review, 89: 351 (1974), 322.
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The immediate problems for the British cabinet began on 9 Decem-
ber, when the details of the Hoare—Laval plan, probably leaked by an
unsympathetic Quai d’Orsay official (possibly Pierre Comert, chief of
the press services, or even Léger himself), were published by André
Geraud (‘Pertinax’) in L’Echo de Paris and Genevieve Tabouis in
L’Oeuvre. Due to an impromptu press conference held by Hoare at the
British embassy, the London and New York papers published fairly
accurate accounts on the same day. There was an immediate and
strongly hostile reaction, both in the House of Commons and in the
national press. On the afternoon of the following day, with the full text
of the agreement published, Baldwin had to face MPs. Unable to satisfy
his listeners with a series of evasions, he called on the faithful to put their
trust in him. It was the growing chorus of opposition among his own
backbenchers that led him to desert Hoare in order to convince the
public of the cabinet’s ignorance of the whole affair. Eden, after an
embarrassed performance in the Commons, scurried off to Geneva to
attend the session of the Committee of Eighteen, called to discuss the
projected oil embargo, only to be met with an equally heavy barrage of
criticism from its non-French members. During the next nine days,
opposition to the ‘policy of scuttle’ spread through the ranks of the
Conservative party. Baldwin and Chamberlain knew that most of their
backbenchers were in revolt. Critical motions signed by government
supporters and hostile speeches in the Foreign Affairs Committee left the
cabinet in no doubt about the strength of parliamentary feeling. ‘Noth-
ing could be worse than our position’, Chamberlain wrote in his diary.
‘Our whole prestige in foreign affairs at home and abroad has tumbled to
pieces like a house of cards. If we had to fight the election all over again,
we should probably be beaten.”?” On 16 December, Hoare, who had a
blackout while ice-skating and suffered a broken nose, returned from
Switzerland, already warned of the growing political storm. The bruised
foreign secretary was ordered to bed. Chamberlain was sent to explain
that the cabinet doubted whether they could continue to support
the peace proposals in the face of the public reaction against it. On 18
December, the prime minister referred gloomily to a ‘worse situation in
the House of Commons than he had ever known’, and the cabinet
decided both to jettison the plan and sacrifice Hoare.”® The absent
foreign secretary was told either to recant or resign. Deserted by his

*7 Neville Chamberlain, The Neville Chamberlain Diary Letters, Vol. IV, The Downing
Street Years, 1934—1940, ed. Robert Self (Aldershot, 2005), 166 (15 December 1935).

> R. A. C. Parker, Chamberlain and Appeasement: British Policy and the Coming of the
Second World War (New York, 1993), 55.
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colleagues, Hoare resigned that evening. The Hoare—Laval plan was
dead.

“What a pity’, Pompeo Aloisi, wrote in his diary. In Italy, sanctions
were causing prices to rise. By January 1936, as compared with the
previous year, Italian exports had dropped by nearly half and imports by
well over a third. Yet it was highly doubtful that Mussolini would have
accepted the offer, even as the basis for further negotiation, unless the
whole of the Ethiopian empire was put on the table. In any case,
Baldwin’s announcement that the Hoare—Laval offer was ‘completely
and absolutely dead’, buried the possibility of a political compromise.
Laval made desperate but unsuccessful attempts to induce the Duce to
act, despite the British disavowal. He won some breathing space at
Geneva where, by proposing in the Committee of Eighteen that the
peace plan should be examined, he convinced the overwhelmingly pro-
sanctionist membership to postpone further consideration of the oil
embargo. Eden went along with Laval and then returned home to
help inter the battered plan. The dropping of the Hoare—Laval pact
was one of the very few inter-war examples of the government in
London giving way to public pressure, at least as it was filtered through
parliament. Baldwin tried to contain the political damage by appointing
Anthony Eden, lucky not to have been more directly involved in the
Paris negotiations, to take Hoare’s place. Though Eden was more pro-
League than some of his ministerial colleagues, he was far less resolute
than the public assumed or his autobiography suggests. By this quick and
adroit move, Baldwin, ever the master politician, restored unity within
the party and demonstrated its support for collective security, without
introducing any radical alteration in Britain’s diplomacy. Vansittart was
left in place despite rumours that he would be sent abroad. His personal
relations with Eden were never good and this was not to be a harmo-
nious team. Churning out endless (if wonderfully quotable) minutes and
memoranda, some quite impressive, but others woolly, and many far too
long, Vansittart was soon to suffer a diminution of influence in the
highest quarters.

The cabinet expected that Eden would continue the Hoare—Vansittart
line, and was not disappointed. The new foreign secretary tried to
postpone a decision on the imposition of oil sanctions, questioned
their effectiveness, and underlined the possible military consequences
of their imposition. It was not until 22 January 1936 that the Committee
of Eighteen met again to discuss the oil embargo, and then only to
appoint a sub-committee to enquire into its practicality. These delaying
tactics were fully acceptable to Laval as well as to Mussolini. There was
some optimism in London that the campaign in Ethiopia would go on
and the current sanctions policy would force Mussolini to compromise.
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In mid-December, the Ethiopian forces launched a counter-attack to
contain the Italian invasion in the north, and prepared for an invasion of
Italian Somaliland where the enemy’s forces were weak. Within a few
weeks, this counter-campaign began to falter; Badoglio, using bombers
and poison gas (used before against ‘primitive people’ by Britain, France,
and Spain, but never on such a scale) sprayed from aircraft, halted the
advance and went on to the offensive. Until February, when Badoglio
routed the Ethiopian armies, the British military authorities remained
optimistic. With no visible signs of Italian action against Britain, anxie-
ties about a ‘mad-dog attack’ subsided. The public debate over the oil
embargo continued, but on a reduced scale. Domestic news took the
headlines. King George V took ill over Christmas and died on 20
January. There would be a state funeral and a new king.

The collapse of the Hoare—Laval agreement was a personal setback to
Laval but did not produce any major change in French policy. The
French premier was vilified in the British press as the real author of the
abortive diplomatic sell-out to Mussolini. This was, of course, a travesty
of the truth. Time, however, was running out for Laval. The failure of
his peace efforts did not endear him to Mussolini. Well-founded French
intelligence reports of an Italo-German rapprochement boded ill for the
continuing hopes to keep Italy on France’s side. The British, anxious to
dissociate themselves from the French leader, took umbrage at French
approaches to Hitler, while launching their own. These separate initia-
tives in the winter months confirmed Hitler’s belief that neither country
would actively defend international law. Laval’s 549 decrees failed to
produce a balanced budget and the government was again facing a
financial and political crisis. The countryside was quiet but the cities
seethed with discontent. The seemingly imperturbable leader nonethe-
less clung to office, surviving the critical autumn debate on the govern-
ment’s financial and economic policies. The right, whatever its doubts
about some of Laval’s policies, did not want to bring the left to power.
The left, still divided despite the rapprochement of Radicals, Socialists, and
Communists, failed to find any alternative economic programme on
which they could agree. The focus on domestic affairs allowed Laval to
survive the fierce attacks on the Hoare—Laval agreement. He was
bitterly criticized during the Chamber debates on 27 and 28 December.
A vote of no-confidence was defeated by 297 votes to 276, but more
than one-third of the Radical party voted against the government.
Herriot was constantly pressed to distance himself from Laval in antici-
pation of the spring elections. On 18 December, Daladier, the Radical
most clearly associated with the Popular Front, replaced Herriot as
chairman of the party. With no breakthrough on either the economic
or diplomatic fronts, Laval could not keep the loyalty of the Radicals.
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On 22 January 1936, four of the six Radical ministers, including
Herriot, resigned. Without waiting for an adverse vote of confidence,
Laval left office the next day. With only three months to go before the
elections, Albert Sarraut, an indecisive figure on the right of the Radical
party, formed a caretaker government whose main task was to maintain
the status quo and prepare for the electoral campaign. The government
continued to survive financially because the Bank of France agreed, in
private, to rediscount Treasury bills which were now flooding the
market. In February, Blum was beaten up by members of the Action
Francaise. There was a massive protest march in Paris and the ‘anti-
Fascist’ parties attracted large numbers of new supporters. It was a
Sarraut interim cabinet that had the misfortune of being in power
when Hitler marched into the Rhineland.

The British had as little confidence in the new French cabinet as in its
predecessor. The difficulties in Paris only confirmed ministerial views
that France was undependable, its leaders faithless, and its finances in a
mess. In mid-February, as a last resort, the French Treasury was able to
secure a short-term loan in London to stave off the monetary crisis. The
‘pompous and pretentious’ Flandin, a far less able version of Laval,
replaced the latter at the Quai d’Orsay. He would try to continue his
predecessor’s policies but sought an improvement in relations with
London. At first, this seemed possible as neither government wanted
to proceed to oil sanctions, but the Italian military triumph changed the
scenario. Badoglio’s defeat of the Ethiopian armies in mid-February
opened the way to Addis Ababa. Mussolini spoke confidently of victory
within six weeks. Faced with a shortened time-table and the prospect of
a massive blow to the prestige of his government and the League, Eden
changed course and with Baldwin’s assistance won cabinet consent to an
oil embargo on 26 February. The British volte-face was hardly welcome
news for the French, when Flandin was approached for support. Cham-
brun reported from Rome that oil sanctions could not stop an Italian
victory in Ethiopia, but would prejudice the Franco-Italian military
accords and force Italy out of the League of Nations. Official Italian
speeches and press reports warned of a redefinition of Italy’s obligations
under the Locarno treaty. Chambrun urged Flandin to oppose the
British initiative as he remained convinced that the Duce still favoured
the French orientation, and would play the German card only if neces-
sary. The Quai d’Orsay, too, believed that Mussolini was vacillating
between Paris and Berlin.

In fact, Mussolini had made his choice. On 7 January 1936, the Duce,
in conversation with Ulrich von Hassell, the highly capable German
ambassador in Rome, had raised the possibility of a German—Austrian
non-aggression pact that would ‘in practice bring Austria in to Germany’s
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wake, so that she could pursue no other foreign policy than one parallel
with that of Germany’.” He told Hassell that he did not object to
Austria becoming a de facto German satellite state as long as she main-
tained her independence. The Mussolini—-Hassell conversation was only
the latest step in the Italian—German rapprochement that had begun in the
summer of 1935. Once the war against Ethiopia started in earnest, the
Italians privately pressed their case for closer links between the two
regimes. They were met with a favourable response, though coupled
with warnings that German assistance to Italy would have to be circum-
spect in order not to cause problems with Britain. Schacht, among
others, underlined the need for strict neutrality in order not to offend
the British but, in a veiled way, offered the Italians an economic
agreement and increased coal supplies in return for an understanding
over Austria. Bernardo Attolico, the new Italian ambassador in Berlin (as
well as officials in Rome), cautioned Mussolini in his reports on these
meetings, to go carefully before compromising Austrian independence
for an arrangement with Germany. Mussolini pushed ahead. The
Hoare—Laval fiasco only strengthened his determination to proceed
with the full conquest of Ethiopia, and with the agreement with Hitler.
His declaration on 28 December that the January 1935 accords with
Laval were now defunct underlined his new orientation. Hitler con-
tinued to temporize, waiting to see whether Mussolini’s words would
be matched by his deeds. Stresa was fresh in his memory. It was still
possible that once Italy secured her victory in Africa, the Duce would be
less amenable to a solution of the Austrian question and a settlement
with Berlin. These considerations were not unconnected with Hitler’s
timing of the Rhineland coup. Mussolini, too, did not quite trust Hitler’s
intentions, for he authorized further clandestine shipments of arms to
Austria in late 1935 and these continued well into 1936. Throughout
1936 and into 1937, the three armed services continued with prepar-
ations for war against Germany, though the naval staff no longer gave it
priority over the war against Britain and/or France. There were further
reasons for Mussolini’s caution. In the belief that Britain would oppose
his imperial ambitions in the Mediterranean, if his enterprise was to be
achieved, the Germans still would have to be won over to an actively
anti-British policy. Nor could Mussolini ignore Italian public opinion
which, despite a massive anti-British propaganda campaign, remained
pro-Austrian and even more strongly anti-German.

In Geneva on 2 March, Flandin refused to agree to the imposition of
oil sanctions and suggested that Italy might be ready to discuss terms.
While the British were prepared to back a new peace effort, Eden
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insisted on announcing British backing for the oil embargo. On the next
day, Flandin reverted to Laval’s device of linking collective security
in Africa with similar British action in Europe. France would not
support oil sanctions, he warned, unless assured of British support in
the Rhineland. Eden, like Hoare, refused to be drawn, opposing any
commitment to France and any linkage between the Ethiopian affair
and the Rhineland. Flandin demanded to know whether Britain would
be ‘ready to support France, even alone, in the maintenance of the
Demilitarized Zone’ against Germany?*° The British cabinet debated
how best to answer without any discussion of Locarno, for ministers
were considering a unilateral deal with Germany over the Rhineland.
The problem was becoming more acute as the question of Hitler’s next
move in Europe was discussed in every European chancellery.

Hitler’s march into the Rhineland on 7 March shifted European
attention away from Ethiopia and onto Germany. Though Mussolini
had been warned of the forthcoming move by Hassell, he was taken by
surprise by the actual remilitarization. It was not until late April, with an
Italian triumph in sight, that Ethiopia again became the main issue of
Anglo-French debate. The League Committee of Thirteen had given
up any further effort to force concessions from the Ethiopians to satisfy
Mussolini. For the French, however, the prospect of the Rhineland
fortifications and the fear of an Italian—German agreement made Italy of
critical importance. Italian friendship would release army divisions from
the Franco-Italian frontier. Flandin made one more effort before the 26
April—3 May elections to secure a joint intervention in the Ethiopian
affair, but Eden refused to co-operate. He was unwilling to accept that
the Ethiopian campaign was almost over, and dismissed Flandin’s warn-
ings of an Italo-German understanding. On 5 May, Addis Ababa was
occupied. Four days later Mussolini proclaimed the annexation of
Ethiopia and the establishment of the Fascist Empire. From his Palazzo
Venezia balcony, the Duce invoked the memory of ancient Rome. On
12 May, Pope Pius XI expressed the Vatican’s satisfaction at the ‘trium-
phal happiness of a great and good people’ in an outcome which he saw
as the prelude to ‘a new European and world peace’.*" On the same day,
the Italian delegation left Geneva, but not the League.

Haile Selassie, after a difficult escape, arrived in Britain on 3 June.
There were no high officials to greet him, but thousands lined his
anticipated route to the Ethiopian embassy. Sanctions remained in
place despite Eden’s scepticism about their utility and the widespread
feeling in London, as in Geneva, that it was time to bury the smelling

3° DBFP, 2nd ser., Vol. XVI, Annexe to No. 20.
3U II Giornale d’Italia, 13 May 1936.
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corpse. Chamberlain, undoubtedly the most influential man in the
cabinet, and Baldwin’s heir apparent, observed at a banquet on the
evening of 10 June that the continuation or intensification of sanctions
was ‘the very midsummer of madness’.’>* A week later, the cabinet
agreed to lift the sanctions. On 30 June, at the Assembly meeting, a
dignified Haile Selassie, after reviewing the ‘fearful tactics’ used by the
Italians against his country, rebuked the fifty-two member nations of the
League, including ‘the most powertul in the world’, for failing Ethiopia,
and the cause of all small nations that were the victims of aggression. The
lifting of sanctions was a blow to collective security; to ‘the very
existence of the League; of the trust placed by states in international
treaties’.** On 4 July, the League assembly voted to lift the sanctions
against Italy.

The Hoare—Laval fiasco, and the subsequent withdrawal of sanctions,
had repercussions throughout the Geneva community. The weakness of
the League of Nations and the futility of Article 16 led many of the
smaller nations to re-think their policies. Without withdrawing from
the League, the Nordic states, along with the Netherlands, Spain, and
Switzerland, declared in July 1936 that as long as the Covenant was
applied ‘so incompletely and inconsistently’, they no longer felt obliged
to participate in sanctions against an aggressor. In some countries, as in
Norway, the return to a narrower concept of neutrality was accompan-
ied by new rearmament measures. Finland, which had played an active
role in Geneva, now looked for protection elsewhere, particularly to
Sweden and the other Scandinavian countries, should there be a Great
Power conflict in the Baltic. For Estonia and Latvia, the Ethiopian affair
represented one more step in their retreat from the Geneva security
system, that had begun with the Manchurian incident and the failure of
the disarmament talks. In the case of Switzerland, Ethiopia proved to be
the definitive moment in its diplomacy during the years leading up
to the outbreak of war. Forced to chose between its obligations to the
League of Nations, already modified to exclude Swiss military oper-
ations at the time of its joining, and its support for Italy, whose assistance
was needed to help in maintaining an equilibrium in relations with
Switzerland’s largest neighbours, France and Germany, Berne chose
the Italian option. Its opposition to the League sanctions regime not
only exposed the limits of the League’s punitive measures, but propelled
Switzerland down a path that would lead, in 1938, to its exit from the

3% “The League and Sanctions: Mr Chamberlain’s Conclusions’, The Times, 10 January
1936, 10.

33 Quoted in Thomas M. Coffey, Lion by the Tail: The Story of the Italian—Ethiopian
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League of Nations and its return to a position of ‘integral’, or absolute,
neutrality in foreign relations. Poland had gone along with sanctions,
despite considerable sympathy for Italy, which had always been a pos-
sible ally in south-eastern Europe, to keep in line with France. There
was no love lost, however, between Warsaw and Geneva, and no trust in
Laval, ‘a little man’ according to Beck, but preferable to the pro-Soviet
Herriot. The Little Entente countries were particularly hard hit by the
Hoare—Laval revelations. Though Bene$ carefully concealed his feelings,
he understood that the Anglo-French agreement set a dangerous pre-
cedent for carving up a weak country in order to secure a Great Power
settlement. Titulescu, the foreign minister of Romania, was infuriated
by Laval’s devious diplomacy, for he had been at the forefront of the
pro-sanctionist lobby at the League, and anxious to check Mussolini.
A wave of Francophobia swept the foreign ministries at Bucharest and
Belgrade. As the Little Entente economies, above all that of Yugoslavia,
were particularly vulnerable to the sanctions imposed on Italy and no
British or French steps were taken to assist them, the Hoare—Laval pact
was considered an unpardonable ‘sell-out’, and France the main culprit
in the Geneva fiasco. The final months of the crisis only confirmed Little
Entente doubts about French reliability.

The Italian occupation upset the equilibrium in the eastern Mediter-
ranean and resulted in changes in the positions of both Turkey and
Egypt. The Turkish leaders, alarmed by the signs of Italian aggression
and militarism, were able to negotiate a successful revision of the Straits
Convention concluded at Lausanne in 1923. The British, recognizing
the importance of Turkish goodwill in order to protect their lifelines to
the Near and Middle East, abandoned their long-standing opposition to
revision, and agreed to a new Straits regime, negotiated at Montreux in
the summer of 1936, which met the Turkish demands. The Straits
Commission was abolished and Turkey regained full sovereignty over
the Straits and the right to fortify the Dardanelles. Merchant shipping
was free to navigate the Straits but Turkey could close the Straits to
warships in wartime or when it was threatened and could refuse transit
tor merchant ships belonging to countries at war with Turkey. Severe
restrictions were imposed with regard to the number and tonnage of
foreign warships passing through the Straits which could only stay in the
Black Sea for up to three weeks. The Soviet Union would have
preferred a convention handing control of the Straits to the Black Sea
powers alone, but the Turks would not agree to this. To satisfy the
Soviets, who had long sought to strengthen the security of their south-
ern flank through a revision of the Lausanne agreement, the ships of the
Black Sea powers were exempted from most of these restrictions and
were permitted to send capital ships of any tonnage as well as submarines
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through the Straits. The Turkish control of the Straits, and their closure
to military shipping in time of war, restricted the Royal Navy’s freedom
to strike at the Soviet Union but Moscow now depended for its extra
security on Turkey’s honest implementation of the agreement. At
Montreux, the Turkish negotiators moved cautiously between the
conflicting claims of the British and Russians, but tended to favour
the British and laid the basis for a future rapprochement between the
two countries.

The Italian action in Libya broke the deadlocked Anglo-Egyptian
negotiations over a new treaty on the status of Egypt, formerly a British
protectorate. The Watd majority in Egypt sought full independence and
control of the Sudan; the British wanted a treaty that would preserve, if
mask, their rule and confirm their rights to control Egyptian foreign and
defence policy. The invasion of Ethiopia changed the situation as the
Egyptian nationalists took alarm at the increasing number of Italian
troops moving through the Suez Canal and the massive reinforcements
of Libya, fearing the occupation of the unarmed country lying between
Libya and Ethopia. Needing British military and naval support, the
nationalists approached London for a resumption of the treaty talks,
offering a secret pledge of support in the event of an Anglo-Italian war.
When, however, no British action followed and it appeared that London
was only interested in a settlement with Mussolini without regard to
Egyptian sovereignty, demands for the resumption of parliamentary
government and a new treaty were accompanied by public rioting.
The check in Abyssinia, the Arab revolt in Palestine in the summer of
1936, and potential Italian threats against British Somaliland, Kenya, and
the Sudan convinced the British cabinet that they had to compromise
over the issue of independence, though without sacrificing any military
interest. In the new treaty, concluded on 26 August 1936, following
extremely difficult negotiations, Britain recognized Egypt as a fully
sovereign and independent state with the right to return Egyptian forces
to Sudan, which was restored to condominium status. The British were
to gradually withdraw their troops and an enlarged Canal Zone with the
right of reoccupation in time of tension or war. The British army and
RAF were given special privileges in peacetime and in case of war or
threat of war, the promise of unrestricted British reinforcements and
provision of additional military facilities. Despite the achievement of
independence, little was won in substantive terms, and British military
forces remained in Egypt. The nationalists had won enough to prevent
further revolts but relations between Cairo and London remained
uneasy, not helped by the imperious attitude and behaviour of Sir
Miles Lampson, the former High Commissioner and now British am-
bassador to Egypt.
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The Ethiopian had further European ramifications crisis. In Moscow,
the Hoare—Laval pact was a bombshell, and the subsequent collapse of
‘collective security’ a blow to Litvinov’s position. It was only after much
hesitation, because the Soviets had good political and economic reasons
for cultivating Mussolini, that the commissar for foreign affairs had
succeeded in convincing the Polithuro to adopt a pro-sanctions policy
though, in practice, the embargo was only partially applied. Stalin,
mainly concerned with domestic matters, but fully aware of the threats
from Germany and Japan, was exceedingly cautious about involvement
in what he and Molotov saw as a struggle between the imperialist
powers. There was a powerful anti-British current lowing in Moscow,
which Whitehall’s attitude towards the Franco-Soviet pact only inten-
sified. It was mainly by portraying sanctions as a demonstration against
colonialism in all its forms that Litvinov won his battle in the Politburo.
He was left, however, in the awkward position of trying to support the
League while maintaining his lines with Britain and France. The French
Senate finally ratified the hard-won Franco-Soviet pact on 12 March.
Like Hoare, Litvinov wanted the League of Nations publicly vindicated,
but hoped that the Italians and Ethiopians could settle their differences
without further League intervention. He certainly did not wish to take
the lead in the Council, preferring to let the British and French set the
pace rather than risk Soviet isolation. Throughout the crisis, Soviet
attention was focused on Germany. It was, consequently, with some
relief that the Soviets received the news of Haile Selassie’s flight. They
now assumed that sanctions would be lifted and the Council could
concentrate on Germany. Litvinov tried to tie the ending of sanctions
with an Italian promise to support the principle of collective security,
and the League of Nations. It was far too late for such an initiative. In
many ways, the whole Ethiopian episode was a defeat for the Soviets.
Britain and France were hardly grateful for Litvinov’s defence of the
Covenant, which only complicated their dual policy. Worse still, an-
ticipating a new crisis over the Rhineland, the Hoare—Laval revelations
convinced Litvinov that neither Britain nor France would try to check
Hitler, but would seck a settlement with Berlin instead. It was hardly
surprising that the ‘isolationists’ in Moscow increased their influence at
Litvinov’s expense.

Italy’s ‘little colonial adventure’ which pinned down substantial forces
in Africa and cost far more than Italy could afford, irreparably damaged
the League of Nations. If Mussolini’s action in East Africa had taken
place before 1914, it would have been dismissed as a successful, if
ruthless, imperial war fought against a backward people. The Great
‘War and the peace settlement, however, had altered the rules of inter-
national behaviour. Mussolini’s successtul challenge to the new conventions
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undercut the whole concept of collective security. No future Great
Power conflict would be handled in Geneva; no state, whatever its
size, would believe in the effectiveness of League-imposed sanctions.
The real culprit was not really the League but Britain and France, for
since its inception, the League’s peacckeeping functions had always
depended on Great Power co-operation and action. The fiasco in
Geneva revealed the gap between the myth of the League and its reality
to the discredit of the British and French leadership. The League of
Nations remained active and, indeed, some of its non-political work
benefitted from the increasing association of the Americans with its
economic and social committees, but it had visibly failed to fulfil its
chief functions. Collective action against aggressors, the settlement of
inter-state disputes, and the promotion of disarmament, were at the core
of the Covenant. The record was one of failure. The consequences were
immediately felt during the Rhineland crisis.

This ‘anachronistic imperial war’ did more than reveal the weaknesses
of the Geneva system. It affected the European balance of power and
opened to question the British and French commitment to its mainten-
ance. Mussolini’s move towards Nazi Germany made, at the least, the
creation of a common front against Hitler more difficult. The failure to
act decisively, and the propensity to wait upon events, exposed the
weakness of both the British and French governments in the face of
aggression. For both countries, the problem of Germany was far more
dangerous than an imperialist Italy, yet they could not disregard the
League of Nations. Both attempted to follow a dual policy, the preser-
vation of the Stresa front to contain Germany but also the maintenance
of their public positions with support of the League of Nations. The
marked divergence between these two policies became obvious in
Britain with the leaking of the Hoare—Laval pact, when the whole
public edifice collapsed.

The British might have acted alone. They could have enforced the
closure of the Suez Canal which would have put Italian forces in
Abyssinia on the defensive and dependent on accumulated supplies. In
combination with oil sanctions, the aggressor could have been thwarted
without any damage to Britain’s Mediterranean or global position. But
the Baldwin government did not want to act. It tried to straddle the
fence, conciliating public opinion by supporting the League, and seek-
ing an agreement with Mussolini. The Duce became convinced that the
British (and French) Empire was on its last legs. He ordered his military
to plan for the capture of Egypt, a possibility he attempted only in 1940.
Doubtful about French support, Mussolini looked to Berlin to protect
his back door. The Germans were incredulous at the revelations of the
Hoare—Laval pact, having assumed initially that Mussolini’s recklessness
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would have been checked by Britain. Hitler’s respect for Mussolini
increased, and he brought forward his plans to remilitarize the Rhine-
land. In August 1939, the German chancellor would remind his generals
of Mussolini’s resolution in 1935 in the face of British promises
to uphold the League. Would Britain prove any more resolute over
Poland?

At the time, the British blamed Laval and the French for their failure
to check Mussolini. In fact, the cabinet majority had always preferred to
come to an arrangement with Rome at Ethiopian expense. The French
were equally maladroit in their entente diplomacy, asking for assurances
from Britain that Laval knew London would not give in order to avoid
taking a decisive stand. Laval accused the British of hiding behind the
League and refusing to give France the support in Europe that would
allow it to pursue a tougher line in Rome. But he too, even more than
Hoare, was intent on maintaining the friendship with Italy which he
believed to be crucial for France. Neither the British nor French
governments showed much interest in Ethiopia. The former’s main
concern was the protection of its imperial position in Egypt and the
Suez Canal. Despite the high alarm of the service chiefs in London, that
position could have been easily maintained without surrendering
to Mussolini. Not only were both governments indecisive in their
policies, but each blamed the other for their failure to act. Both were
particularly bitter about Laval’s behaviour, and his behind-the-scenes
contacts with Mussolini. Sir Horace Rumbold, the ex-ambassador to
Germany, told the editor of The Times in December 1935 that ‘the only
white thing about Laval was his tie and even that was only washed
occasionlly (sic)’.** While their respective policies actually pointed in the
same direction, London and Paris failed to present a united front.
Accusations of disloyalty and double-dealing on both sides proved a
disastrous background for the trials to come. The Ethiopian crisis was
one of the lowest points in Anglo-French relations during the whole of’
the 1930s.

I1I

‘While on both sides of the Channel ministers anticipated a move into
the Rhineland, Hitler’s action on 7 March 1936 took them by surprise.
It was probably only in early February that Hitler decided to use the
ratification of the Franco-Soviet pact as a justification for a German
move. He had spoken earlier of his intention to move no later than the

3* Quoted in Michael Dockrill, British Establishment Perspectives on France, 1936—1940
(Basingstoke and New York, 1999), 27.
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spring of 1937, and it was thought in London and Paris that he would
wait until the Wehrmacht was better equipped, and in a strong enough
position to march without anxiety. Germany was to host the Olympic
Games in the summer of 1936; these were expected to give the regime
world respectability and prestige. There were reports of serious strains in
the economy, but these did not make a move into the Rhineland
necessary. Why did Hitler speed up his timetable? He may have
grown impatient; it was almost a year since the announcement of
conscription, and the regime would benefit from a new success.
A move into the Rhineland would provide a useful tonic for the masses.
More important was the shift in the international balance in Germany’s
favour. Mussolini’s war, with its attendant ‘horrors’, was engaging the
world’s attention and a bloodless coup on German soil would contrast
favourably with the Italian action in Africa. The Italians had denounced
their pact with France and the fissures in the Anglo-French partnership
could not have escaped Hitler’s attention. Under these circumstances,
the remilitarization of the Rhineland would disrupt the entire Locarno
structure. There were those in Hitler’s immediate entourage who
advised against the move. Neurath, however, acting on his own intel-
ligence reports, advised his chief that France would not retaliate, and
urged action. Hitler sought support from Mussolini before springing his
surprise. The German ambassador was recalled from Rome and a
diplomatic campaign planned to make sure that Italy would not
co-operate with France and Britain against any German violation of
the Locarno agreements. Already reassured by Hassell, Hitler was
informed on 22 February that Italy would not participate in any ‘action
by Britain and France against Germany occasioned by an alleged breach
by Germany of the Locarno treaty’.*’ Hitler used the debates in Paris
over the ratification of the Franco-Soviet treaty, held during February,
as an excuse. Aware of the weaknesses of the Sarraut government with
its hundred-day mandate, and the strong opposition to the Soviet treaty
inside the Chamber, the debates only confirmed the view of the
Auswartiges Amt that France would not fight unless actually attacked.
They would have been even more confident had they known of the
discussions at the highest levels of the French army.

The French knew that the remilitarization was on Hitler’s calendar,
yet neither the chiefs of staft nor the diplomats considered a military
response to a German move in the Rhineland as either appropriate or
possible. The bleak mood at the Rue Saint Dominique was, in part, a
reaction to the Ethiopian crisis and the feared loss of the Italian connec-
tion. But it had more to do with the exaggerated view of German
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military preparedness, and the disastrous state of the French army and air
torce. The intelligence services overestimated Germany’s military cap-
ability and the pacing of the German rearmament programme. To give
weight to their counsels of caution as well as to highlight the need for
greater funding, the French military chiefs further inflated the intelli-
gence figures they were given. There was also a widely-held belief,
shared by the British, that a dictatorial regime could and would effi-
ciently mobilize the country’s industrial capacity, already so much
greater than that of France, to equip its armies. The intelligence services
failed to identify the deficiencies in matériel that made the mobilization
of a large German field force and air force virtually impossible. Without
accurate information, they consistently adopted a ‘worst case scenario’
that overestimated the capacity of the German armaments industry.
However, it was the dismal state of the French army and air force, and
the unwillingness of successive governments to address their problems,
that preoccupied the French chiefs of staff. 1935 represented the low
point in interwar defence spending; a modest start was subsequently
made on modernization. Two-year military service was reinstated, and
the first orders given for the artillery, light tanks, anti-aircraft guns, and
ammunition, which were so desperately needed. For years, what funds
had been available had been channelled to completing the defensive
fortifications of the Maginot line, the only politically acceptable form of
large-scale defence spending. The conflict between Laval’s policies of
‘sound finance’ and the generals’ hopes to re-equip their army bedev-
illed civil-military relations and soured the already troubled relationship
between the military and their industrial suppliers. Doctrinal disunity
and the inability of the army to agree on priorities and prototypes, quite
apart from the absence of government guarantees and funding, discour-
aged the private investment needed for industrial expansion. Key firms
such as Renault, the country’s largest tank manufacturer, refused to
accept the military’s specifications and rejected ministerial demands
that the company decentralize its operations for security purposes.
Testimony before the Senate’s army commission in March 1936, after
the Rhineland remilitarization, revealed glaring weaknesses in the ar-
maments chain, revelations that were to convince the military as well as
politicians that key defence industries would have to be nationalized if
rearmament was to become a practical proposition.

Despite expectations of a German move in the Rhineland, French
military planning was curiously dilatory; no detailed plans were prepared
for the eventuality. The general staff had already written oft the demili-
tarized zone as a serious factor in French strategy, and the possibilities for
mobile warfare created by aircraft, tanks, and personnel carriers had
further reduced its strategic value. Gamelin had come to accept the
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move as inevitable. In his view, given the state of the French army and
the reductions in defence allocations, any action against Germany would
be dangerous, if not disastrous. The ‘thinking man’s general’, Gamelin
was, beneath a mask of outward calm, a deeply emotional man. He had
never recovered fully from those days on the Marne when as Joffre’s chef
de cabinet he had faced the prospect of a German sweep through France.
Given the financial parsimony of successive French governments,
Gamelin did not believe that his antiquated army, despite its numerical
margin, could successtully face a German attack in the west. The French
mobilization plan adopted in January 1935 (Plan D bis), Gamelin’s first
after Weygand’s retirement, showed that the army would not fight for
the Rhineland, but would leave open its future options depending on
the direction of the German attack and the ability of France to create a
defensive coalition. After the remilitarization of the Rhineland,
Gamelin expected Hitler to move eastwards in order to secure the
resources needed for Germany’s hegemonic war. France’s best chance
to avoid a conflict that would put her own security at risk was to open
up a central European theatre. Whatever Gamelin’s hopes in the latter
direction, he never abandoned his assumption that, however inadequate
the British contribution to the opening stages of a European war, close
co-operation with Britain was central to French safety. In his post-war
defence, Servir, he wrote, “Whatever the significance of our relations
with Italy, all that mattered compelled us to maintain solidarity with
London. For us Italy was important; Britain was essential.”** There was
no question of France responding alone to any German action in the
Rhineland by an invasion of Germany, or using force to dislodge
German troops from the demilitarized zone. Gamelin’s main interest
in the Rhineland was not to protect its demilitarized status but to use the
German threat as a way to draw Britain into a three-power (Britain,
Belgium, and France) military alliance to replace the militarily useless
Locarno pact.

The Quai d’Orsay, for its part, had to consider the effects of an
unopposed Rhineland coup on France’s continental allies and friends;
Belgium, Czechoslovakia, and Poland were of particular concern. To do
nothing would undermine their confidence and expose French weak-
ness. Flandin, above all, feared isolation. Memories of the aftermath of
the Ruhr occupation ran deep. So did worries about the near exhaustion
of the Treasury’s reserves and the spectre of the forthcoming election.
The franc was on the verge of collapse and the election campaign was
one of the most bitter and divisive of the interwar period. In their
numerous exchanges with the defence chiefs during February, the

3% Gamelin, Servir, 174—175.
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diplomats pressed for some form of military planning, not just as a
response to any German move but, if possible, to discourage the
Reich from engaging in the enterprise. The generals refused to con-
template any form of preventive action. Any occupation of the demili-
tarized zone would make France appear as the aggressor. Gamelin, and
his views were shared by the majority of officers, dismissed any military
demonstration as unrealistic and dangerous. Flandin’s proposal of a
preventive collective démarche in Berlin, followed by talks over the status
of the demilitarized zone proved still-born, as were his efforts to open
discussions with London and Berlin. On 27 February, the council of
ministers agreed that in response to a flagrant violation of article 42 or 43
of the Treaty of Versailles, France would take no isolated action, but act
in agreement with her Locarno allies, presumably after a League of
Nations Council decision in the French favour. At the same time,
France reserved the right to take all preparatory measures, including
military, in view of any collective action determined by the Council
and Locarno guarantors. This decision, providing ample time for the
Germans to consolidate their position, already revealed the weakness of
the French response. The Belgians were informed of the decision on the
same day. Eden was to be told at a later meeting. Any French action
would require both Belgian and British backing. During 1936, France
failed to get either.

On 6 March, the Belgians denounced the 1920 secret Franco-Belgian
military convention, as a result of a combination of internal and external
pressures. As the coalition government of the young and popular Paul
van Zeeland, a French-speaking Catholic, looked forward to new
Belgian elections in March, the question of military reform re-ignited
all the traditional animosities and difterences over France in this much-
divided society. The dark international situation meant that the minister
of defence, Albert Deveéze, the intelligent and ardently Francophone
Liberal leader, had delayed introducing his bill for the extension of
national service (from eight to eighteen months) until the start of the
New Year. Any question dealing with defence was bound to create
controversy, for strategic matters had become both dramatized and
politicized. The defence minister and the Walloon-dominated Liberal
party embraced the idea of the integral defence of the borders and
co-operation with France. The king and senior officers, supported by
the Flemish-speaking areas, argued that Belgium should rely on its
internal rivers and fortresses for defence, and be prepared to fight
independently of France. The Walloons feared the French; the Flemish
hated them. The arguments resuscitated long-held suspicions about the
scope of the Franco-Belgian military agreement. Would not the new
reforms, intended to ensure the ‘integral defence of the frontier’, mean
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an extension of the Maginot line and the use of the Belgian army as
the left wing of the French army, or worse still, as a weapon in
defence of French interests in Eastern Europe? In late February, in a
preliminary vote on the eighteen months service law, Socialists and
Flemish Catholics combined with Flemish Nationalists and Commun-
ists to defeat the Devéze proposal. Suddenly the whole political future
of the government was in doubt. The maintenance of the Franco-
Belgian military agreement could destroy both the military reform
programme and the ruling coalition. The debate took place against a
background of rising and spreading Francophobia. Anti-Bolshevism
ran deep among Catholic and middle-class Belgians and the Franco-
Soviet pact fanned fears that France would drag Belgium into a war
situation created by Moscow. The terror of being ‘entangled in the
wake of France in the dreadful cog-wheels of a war from which it
ought to remain far removed’, went far beyond anti-Bolshevism and
embraced Walloons as well as Flemings.>” The van Zeeland govern-
ment decided that the military agreement had to go if the reform
programme was to be implemented. The formal renunciation was
announced to a cheering Chamber of Deputies in Brussels on 11
March. The Rhineland invasion made no difference. The only shared
obligations linking Belgium and France were those arising from the
Locarno agreements and the Covenant of the League of Nations. Faced
with the decision of staying with France or opting for neutrality,
Belgium chose neutrality. The eftects of the choice would find their
echoes in the events of 1940.

During February, the British too were considering the ‘dangerous
question’ of the demilitarized zone, though no immediate German
move was anticipated. Officials and military men, without minimizing
the zone’s strategic importance, argued that the maintenance of the
status quo was impractical. The foreign secretary summarized his
department’s views on 14 February, when considering how to arrange
future relations with Germany. Britain should not be forced either to
fight for the zone, Eden advised, or to surrender it, without getting
something from Germany in return. For the cabinet, the Rhineland
issue was only part of a much broader debate over what should be done
about the ‘German danger’. During the autumn and winter months,
different options were canvassed in the hope of bringing Hitler into a
general settlement that would include an arms limitation agreement.
Even Vansittart, the official most concerned with the German threat and
the slow pace of British rearmament, believed that concessions would

37 Quoted from the Walloon paper, Le Libre Belgique in David Owen Kieft, Belgium’s
Return to Neutrality: An Essay in the Frustrations of Small Power Diplomacy (Oxford, 1972), 51.
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have to be given until Britain was strong enough to discuss a general
settlement with Berlin. There was little disagreement on the need for
concessions until Britain rearmed, the only differences were over what
should be offered to Hitler. Officials discussed the restitution of
German colonies or the opening of export markets in central and
south-eastern Europe. After first considering the reaffirmation of the
Rhineland pledge as a necessary part of any general settlement, there
was a change of opinion. As it became clear that Hitler would soon
grab his prize, officials began to urge the use of the demilitarized zone
as a ‘bargaining chip’. The long and cumbersome internal consultation
process in London was just about to begin, when the oil sanction
question came to the surface. On 3 March, Flandin asked for an
undertaking that Britain would fulfil her Locarno commitments
alone, if Italy abandoned the security pact and demanded new British
reassurances with regard to the demilitarized zone. As Eden needed a
quick answer to get the oil embargo against Italy in place, it seemed
imperative to provide an answer that would circumvent the highly
unwelcome problem of Britain’s obligations under Locarno. The
cabinet, hurriedly assembled to consider Flandin’s demands, accepted
Eden’s proposal to open immediate negotiations with Germany link-
ing its acceptance of an Air Pact with the question of the demilitarized
zone. Once agreement was reached with the Germans, the French
would be drawn in and the question ‘settled’. In other words, Britain
would abandon its commitments with regard to the Rhineland, in an
agreement negotiated behind France’s back. On 6 March, Eden called
in the German ambassador to suggest the beginning of ‘serious dis-
cussions’. At the end of the conversation, Hoesch asked for an inter-
view on the next morning.

Hitler achieved the full measure of surprise that he intended when the
invasion took place on 7 March. He had managed the run-up to the
Rhineland campaign with consummate skill. He consulted only a small
number of advisers, probably Ribbentrop, Goring, and Goebbels, with
whom he met at Garmisch where he went to open the Winter Olympics
on 6 February, and with his military chiefs on returning to Berlin.
Fritsch, summoned by the Fithrer on 12 February, wanted to be assured
that there would be no risk of hostilities, but neither he nor War Minister
Blomberg offered any objections to Hitler’s proposals. A move into the
Rhineland was essential for the next stage in their rearmament pro-
gramme. The German ambassadors in Rome and Paris, alone of the
diplomats abroad, knew what was being planned. In London, ambas-
sador Hoesch, who was not a Nazi, was closely questioned at the Foreign
Oftice, but he had not been told of the impending action until the last
moment. The British, on the point of launching their Rhineland offer,
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Map 3. The Rhineland Demilitarised Zone 1935

were caught off balance. Since mid-February, the Germans had appeared
conciliatory and prepared for a bilateral pact. The Quai d’Orsay had been
assured by their ambassador, Francois-Poncet, that Germany could not
yet abandon the protection of the Locarno agreements, and that the
general staff would dissuade Hitler from premature action. The Auswar-
tiges Amt took steps to silence press attacks on the Franco-Soviet treaty
in February, and carefully avoided giving any indication of what
Germany would do after ratification. On 21 February, Hitler received
Bertrand de Jouvenel, stressing Germany’s peaceful intentions and
speaking of the absurdity of the traditional enmity between the two
countries. On 3 March, with everything prepared for military action, the
Germans responded negatively to Francois-Poncet’s enquiry about spe-
cific proposals to improve Franco-German relations, citing the imminent
signature of the Franco-Soviet pact as ‘a great impediment’.

On Saturday morning, 7 March, 22,000 German forces entered
the demilitarized zone. They were joined by paramilitary forces
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numbering some fourteen thousand men who had been infiltrated
earlier. Blomberg and Fritsch issued orders that at the start only three
battalions—3,000 men of a total of 30,000 regulars augmented by units
of the Landespolizei—were to advance far beyond the Rhine and
should retreat if challenged. The rest of the German units were to co-
operate with the Reinforced Frontier Surveillance service and make a
stand on the right bank of the Rhine in prepared defence zones. The
navy was ordered to bring the fleet to readiness and the pocket battleship
Deutschland prepared for action if the situation deteriorated. There does
not seem to have been any real anxiety in the High Command about the
situation, despite Hitler’s momentary loss of nerve on 5 March and
Blomberg’s panic at the start of the aftair, when he urged Hitler to
withdraw the three exposed battalions, provoking the Fiihrer’s anger.
The successtul military coup was accompanied by a peace offer intended
to emphasize the pacific nature of the Rhineland occupation, and by the
announcement of new German clections on 29 March. The moves
were intended to confirm Hitler’s self-portrayal as the ‘man of peace’,
and thus gather the fruits of success in Germany as well as foreclose any
possibility of retreat. The peace offer, parts of which had been disclosed
to Mussolini by Hassell, was framed to secure British and French
acceptance of the fait accompli and to divert attention from the trans-
formation in the political and strategic situation. Hitler offered to
demilitarize the Rhineland if France and Belgium created similar
zones on their sides of the frontier as well. The Locarno arrangements,
without the Rhineland provisions, would be renewed in the form of
twenty-five-year non-aggression pacts and might include the Nether-
lands. Hitler would agree, moreover, to a three-power air pact in the
west and to non-aggression treaties with Germany’s eastern neighbours,
including Lithuania. To Mussolini’s surprise and annoyance, the Fiithrer
suggested, in what was a later addition to the peace agenda, that
Germany would return to the League of Nations if the problem of its
association with the Versailles Treaty was negotiated, and German river
and colonial claims settled. Ambassador Hoesch made excellent use of
this offer to further Hitler’s courtship campaign in London.

After frantic activity in Paris, French ministers decided to appeal to
the Council of the League, in accordance with the Treaty of Locarno,
but this was not ‘to prejudice any other measures’. Gamelin was
allowed to implement a series of steps toward couverture (the last
stage before general mobilization) but not to call up the reserves.
On the Sunday, the full cabinet met and agreed not to take any
military measures, but to appeal to the League of Nations. ‘Foreign
reactions splendid’, Goebbels wrote in his diary on 7 March. ‘France
will involve the League. Fine! It therefore will not act. That’s the
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main thing. Nothing else matters.”*® On that same Sunday evening, in
a broadcast to the French people, Sarraut asserted that France would
maintain the Locarno guarantee and that Strasbourg would not be left
under German guns.?® His resolute words fell flat. In a reference to
Poincaré, the label ‘Sarraut-la-guerre’ made the rounds in Paris. As
there is no formal record of the cabinet meetings during the first days
of the crisis, and the memoir material is notoriously unreliable, it is
difficult to know how much support there was for some form of
military action under the League umbrella or, as Flandin suggested,
for partial mobilization which he hoped would alarm the British and
improve France’s bargaining position. It was never suggested by the
politicians, before the reoccupation, that France should use force to
remove German troops from the Rhineland. Flandin, as a former
finance minister, was aware of the state of the country’s finances,
and knew that mobilization would be both financially ruinous (the
daily cost of couverture was estimated to be some thirty million francs)
and politically disastrous. The German move provoked a serious
financial crisis; only the anticipation of a peaceful settlement prevented
a financial panic in Paris during the second week of March. At the
Quai d’Orsay, the secretary general, Alexis Léger, and René Massigli,
the assistant director of political affairs, were anxious that there should
be some form of response. The press reaction was, on the contrary,
remarkably calm, reflecting the mood of most of the French public.
The Rhineland was not considered worth fighting over. Even those
wanting to see Hitler punished, dismissed the idea of a military riposte.
With commentators predicting a victory of the left in the May
elections, there was no pressure from right or left for vigorous action.
There was, in any case, no possibility that the army would move. The
service chiefs were not even willing to discuss what could be done.
France had no rapid deployment capacity in Europe. The army was
purposely designed to hold the eastern defences during the six-stage,
sixteen day mobilization period. It was only then that France could
take the offensive. Gamelin would not consider occupying German
soil without couverture, which required eight days and the call-up of
large numbers of reservists. A mass army, lacking in arms and unable to
move quickly, was not geared to action outside of a coalition. In
addition, independent French action would have alienated Britain
and most of the League of Nations states. It is true that the chiefs of

3% Goebbels diary, 7 March, quoted in Stephen A. Schuker, ‘France and the Remi-
litarization of the Rhineland, 1936, French Historical Studies, 14: 3 (1986), 310.

3% Bonnefous, Histoire politique, Vol. 5, cited in Anthony Adamthwaite, France and the
Coming of the Second World War, 1936—=1939 (London, 1977), 37.
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staff somewhat overestimated the number of German troops the
French would face, and ignored quite accurate intelligence reports
that pointed to the weaknesses in the German organization and back-
up. But Gamelin was convinced, rightly, that if challenged the Germans
would fight, and he had no wish to engage his under-equipped
and under-trained army against admittedly numerically inferior forces
(at the start) defending their own territory, which he no longer
considered to be strategically important for France. The moment of
crisis thus found the army unwilling and unable to respond.

The cabinet agreed that France could not engage in ‘action isolée’ but
there were differences between Paris and London about the best policy
to follow. A majority of ministers wanted to use the German occupation
to secure from London those positive guarantees, backed by military
conversations, that had so often eluded France’s grasp. A small group,
led by Georges Mandel and Sarraut, suggested joint punitive measures, if
only to reassure France’s eastern allies. Flandin, backed by Léger at the
Quai d’Orsay, hoped that even the threat of military action might extract
from London a British guarantee of French security. The French foreign
minister had no illusions about the difficulty of his task. Eden’s first
reaction after condemning Hitler’s coup was to call attention to the
Fihrer’s peace programme and to warn the French ambassador that
nothing should be done to make the situation more difficult. If the
French could be kept quiet, Eden was prepared to conclude with
Germany ‘as far-reaching and enduring a settlement as possible whilst
Herr Hitler is still in the mood to do so’.*° In the Commons on 9
March, Eden spoke of ‘shaken confidence’ in any engagements with
Germany, and acknowledged Britain’s obligations under Locarno, but
he stressed, too, Britain’s ‘manifest duty to rebuild’ confidence if peace
was to be secured. In the afternoon debate on the 1936 Defence White
Paper, Baldwin blamed both the French and the Germans for the failure
to compromise, ‘a historical cleavage which goes back to the partition of
Charlemagne’s empire’, and reiterated Britain’s desire ‘to continue to try
to bring France and Germany together in a friendship with ourselves’.*’
The British were prepared to balance the German propensity to break
treaties with the French unwillingness to accept Britain’s terms for
negotiations with Berlin. The action of April 1934, when France had
‘torpedoed’ the British disarmament plan, was coming back to haunt
Flandin. In London, the government’s reaction was in keeping with the
public mood. There were no League of Nations Union demonstrations,

4® DBFP, 2nd ser., Vol. XVI, No. 48 (memorandum by Eden, 8 March 1936).
4 Hansard, HC Deb, 9 March 1936, Vol. 309, Cols. 1817-1934.
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protest marches, or demands for sanctions against Germany. The
contrast with Ethiopia was striking.

The Quai d’Orsay knew that the Belgians would not favour a military
response and would follow the British lead if a split occurred between
London and Paris. Van Zeeland’s preoccupation throughout the crisis
was the preservation of Anglo-French unity and the avoidance of any
provocative action that might disrupt it. ‘It will be necessary to rebuild’,
the Belgian prime minister, echoing Baldwin’s words, stated on 11
March when announcing the end of the Belgian—French military agree-
ment. ‘It will be necessary to reconstruct.”** The Belgian minister would
broker the subsequent four-power talks in London, but his main interest
was to secure a guarantee of Belgian security. Eden and Lord Halifax,
the lord privy seal, went off to Paris on 10 March, determined not to be
towed in the French wake. Flandin, informed of Gamelin’s objections
even to the low-risk military strategies proposed (without enthusiasm)
by General Georges, sought to convince the British that the Locarno
powers acting in concert could force the Germans to withdraw without
a resort to arms. Supported in this instance by van Zeeland, Flandin
argued the case for adopting successive economic, financial, and military
sanctions. The main divergence between the French and Belgians was
the latter’s willingness to accept a partial withdrawal of German troops as
against Flandin’s demand for complete withdrawal. Eden was taken
aback by this unexpected demonstration of Franco-Belgian resolve. In
fact, both Flandin and van Zeeland wanted to force the British into an
offer of additional security guarantees as ‘compensation’.

In the belief that the French wanted ‘firm action’, the British cabinet,
which had unanimously favoured quick condemnation of the German
move and the early opening of talks (that is, strong words but no
retaliation) felt it had to find a way out of this difficult situation. The
simplest way was blocked by Hitler when he rejected a not very hopeful
British demand that he withdraw troops from the Rhineland as a gesture
of conciliation. The Fithrer oftered only to refrain from strengthening
existing contingents and to promise not to move his troops closer to the
frontier if Belgium and France followed suit. To impress his home
audience as well as his foreign antagonists, the German reply was
accompanied by warnings that the peace proposals would be withdrawn
if either the troops or Germany were ‘mistreated’. Flandin’s hopes with
regard to Britain were doomed to failure. Eden won the advantage of
having the Locarno talks and the League’s Council meetings held in
London. The French foreign minister, conscious of the rising anti-
French mood in London and fearful of the diplomatic consequences

** Quoted in Kieft, Belgium’s Return to Neutrality, 60.
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of any military move, was soon in retreat. Within a few days, he
abandoned his efforts to secure British agreement to sanctions, and
acknowledged this check to his hopes in private conversations with
Baldwin and Chamberlain, the highly influential chancellor of the
exchequer. Baldwin stressed Britain’s military unpreparedness and the
need for three years of peace. After 15 March, Flandin concentrated on
securing compensation for the loss of the Rhineland by demanding
extended guarantees. Van Zeeland again served as mediator between
France and Britain, veering from one side to the other, supporting
Flandin in matters of form, but agreeing with Eden on points of
substance. Van Zeeland co-operated with Eden in convincing Flandin
to abandon the demand for the complete German evacuation of the
Rhineland, but joined with the French in demanding a revival of the
Locarno agreements, stripped of their League procedures, but backed by
tripartite military accords and staft talks.

On 19 March, after considerable effort on the part of both the
Foreign Office and the French embassy, an agreement was reached
that barely disguised the lack of consensus. The proposals, embodied
in a “White Paper’, were given to Ribbentrop who, after some delay,
had been sent to London to present the German case. The ‘Text of
Proposals’ was intended, at least by the British, to win time, calm the
French, and lay the basis for future talks with Germany. The Germans
were invited to refrain from sending more troops to the Rhineland and
to keep their paramilitary forces on a pre-coup basis. The Locarno
powers suggested the creation of a new demilitarized zone, 20 kilo-
metres deep, along the frontiers with France and Belgium, to accom-
modate an international force that would be sent with the permission of
all the governments concerned. The Germans were requested, more-
over, not to construct any forts, ground works or landing strips in the
rest of the former zone. Germany and France should submit the Franco-
Soviet pact to the International Court of Justice for a judgment on its
compatibility with Locarno. There was no mention of punitive meas-
ures, as Flandin wanted, should Hitler refuse or if the tribunal’s judg-
ment went against Germany. Once these conditions were met,
negotiations could start on revision of the Rhineland status, and on
Hitler’s peace proposals and a new mutual assistance pact. The French
and Belgians secured assurances that if the ‘effort of conciliation’ failed,
there would be immediate consultations between the Locarno powers,
and Britain (and Italy) would come to the assistance of either govern-
ment ‘in respect of any measures which shall be jointly decided upon’.
The Locarno guarantee against ‘unprovoked aggression’ was reaftirmed,
and staff talks authorized to arrange the ‘technical conditions’ in which
these obligations would be carried out. There was little possibility that
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Hitler would accept these terms which, in fact, recognized the remili-
tarization. With Britain’s proposed commitment to the defence of
French and Belgian territory against unprovoked aggression, and the
prospect of immediate staff talks in sight, Flandin and van Zeeland were
prepared to accept the remilitarization of the Rhineland. The general
public in all three countries was relieved and generally satisfied. Even
Herriot, known for his antipathy towards Nazi Germany, thought that
with the guarantee of British assistance, negotiations for an understand-
ing with Hitler could start. The Italians refused to endorse the ‘Text of
Proposals’, but they did not repudiate it. League Council members
meeting in London condemned the German action as a ‘threat to
European security’, and created a committee to recommend measures
that would ‘safeguard the peace of nations’. All present knew that with
the passage of time, action would become increasingly difficult, and
more improbable.

It was only with great difficulty that the British cabinet agreed to the
opening of staft conversations. In separate notes to the French and
Belgians, the Baldwin government insisted that the contacts between
the General Staffs should not lead to any political understanding nor any
obligations regarding the organization of national defence. Ministerial
objections to the staff talks were taken up by the chiefs of staff, who
were concerned both with the German reaction, and the fear that
France would believe that Britain had given a moral commitment that
would encourage French intransigence. Chamberlain congratulated
himself on the successful outcome of the talks and the cabinet’s accept-
ance of the proposals. Writing to his sister on 21 March, he told her that
he had ‘supplied most of the ideas and taken the lead all through ... .*
On 26 March, Eden scored a great success in the Commons when he
defended the resolutions of 19 March and claimed to have preserved
both the peace and the Locarno agreements. He assured MPs: ‘I am not
prepared to be the first British Foreign Secretary to go back on a British
signature. And yet our objective throughout this difficult period has
been to seek a peaceful and agreed solution. It is the appeasement of
Europe as a whole that we have constantly before us.”** The only
critique of this involuted and false piece of diplomatic verbiage came
from those in the Commons worried by the prospect of staft talks,
though Eden minimized their importance. In the two sets of negoti-
ations set in train by the Rhineland crisis, Eden had successtully
circumvented the Franco-Belgian demand for a formal guarantee but

43 Chamberlain papers, NC 18/1/952, Neville Chamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain,
21 March 1936.
** Hansard, HC Deb, 26 March 1936, Vol. 310, Cols. 1435-1549.
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failed to move Hitler any closer to opening talks. Hoping to drag out the
discussions and fearing that Britain might not restrain France again in a
new crisis, if no offer was made, Hitler coupled his rejection of the 19
March “White Paper’ with counter-proposals sent on 31 March. This
‘peace plan’, intended mainly to soothe the London government, was
constructed to take advantage of the fissures in the weak anti-German
bloc. It was not markedly different from Hitler’s previous offers, and
totally ignored the League condemnation of the Rhineland action. Its
main new feature was to set a deadline. By 1 August 1936, Germany,
France, and Belgium would conclude a twenty-five-year non-aggres-
sion, or security, pact, guaranteed by Italy and Britain, and supplemen-
ted by an air pact. During the next four months, no German
reinforcements would enter the Rhineland if France did not increase
her forces in the frontier regions. Germany would accept any permanent
military limitation of her western frontier, if France and Belgium
accepted the same restrictions. There would follow non-aggression
pacts with Czechoslovakia, Austria, and Lithuania. A novel suggestion
was made for Franco-German agreements to monitor the teaching of
history, in order to eradicate anything that might poison the two
countries’ relations. Earlier offers of future discussions on arms limita-
tion, the humanization of aerial warfare, and German re-entry into the
League were renewed. This long, elaborate list of desiderata oftered
nothing of real substance to would-be negotiators. They merely con-
firmed Germany’s improved bargaining position.

As Ian Kershaw has noted, after the Rhineland success, Hitler ‘was
more than ever a believer in his own infallibility’.** He continued to do
just as he pleased in the militarized zone and ignored all ‘invitations’ that
would restrict his freedom of action. He had, after an intense and
triumphant electioneering campaign, won the approval from 98.8% of
the German electorate in the election held on 29 March. The popular
euphoria at the news of the Rhineland remilitarization embraced all
sections of the population. The ‘election campaign’ consisted of Hitler’s
triumphal procession through Germany. While fear and intimidation
contributed to the staggering result, there is no doubt about Hitler’s
popularity. He had every reason for confidence. Not only was he sure of
providential guidance, but neither the response of the Locarno powers
nor the League’s members suggested that he would be challenged in the
future. The first forty-eight hours after the occupation may have been,
as he later claimed, the most tense in his life, but thereafter he had little
to fear. During the Council meetings in London, it became clear that
there would be little pressure from League members for retribution.

45 Tan Kershaw, Hitler, 1889—1936, Hubris, 591.
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Only the Czechs, Romanians, and Russians endorsed Flandin’s early
demands for condemnation and punishment, and both Bene§ and Titu-
lescu abandoned their efforts and backed the French attempt to
co-ordinate policy with Britain when it became obvious that the
moment for retaliation had passed. Titulescu organized an informal
meeting of Little Entente and Balkan Entente representatives on 11
March, the day of the Council meeting, and informed the press that
the five powers would back France ‘absolutely and without reservation’.
His announcement immediately brought denials from Belgrade, Athens,
and Ankara. Jozef Beck, while assuring the French of Polish loyalty to
the alliance, joined the neutral powers (those that had not fought in the
Great War) in opposing sanctions and made difficulties for the French-
sponsored motion condemning Germany’s action. The Italians
remained non-committal, participating in the Locarno talks and holding
out the possibility of an exchange of support for France in return for the
ending of sanctions over Ethiopia. There was no promise of any par-
ticipation in collective action. Nor was there any reaction from
‘Washington when Flandin tried to get President Roosevelt to condemn
the unilateral denunciation of treaties on moral grounds.*’

With the German rejection of the White Paper, already much less
than the French wanted, Flandin tried to extract some form of com-
pensation from Britain. Eden artificially prolonged the so-called period
of negotiation with Berlin to avoid the conversations promised to
France and Belgium in the ‘last resort’. The ‘effort of conciliation’
continued, nominally at least, until 1938. In mid-April 1936, French
and Belgian officers came to London for staft talks, to be told that Britain
would only have two infantry divisions available fourteen days after
mobilization, but could give no guarantee that they would be sent either
to France or Belgium. The British chiefs of staff would not discuss how
or where their troops would be employed, nor would they permit any
enlargement of the talks to consider the Belgian proposal of furnishing
materials rather than men. On British insistence, the naval and air staff
talks were mainly restricted to exchanges of information. The British
agreed to maintain future contacts through their military attachés. One
Foreign Office official described the talks as ‘merely eye wash’. Flandin
had won only the most modest concessions from Eden. The one
concrete result of these spurious exchanges was the resumption of
bilateral Franco-Belgian conversations and a plan, elaborated on 15
May, for a combined defence on the Meuse with forces concentrated
on the Albert Canal running from Liége to Antwerp. For a few months,
or at least until King Leopold III’s strong defence of Belgium’s ‘policy of

4 FRUS, 1936, I, p. 207.
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independence’ on 14 October, France’s strategy of forward defence in
the north made sense. The Belgian generals were highly sympathetic to
the French and a period of close liaison followed. Even this brief
honeymoon did not compensate for the lack of British participation.
‘When in May, van Zeeland approached Eden, his good and close friend,
to suggest bilateral staff talks, he was told the time was inappropriate.

It was hardly surprising that the reaction to the Rhineland remilitar-
ization was so muted. The Third Reich was not Italy; it was a power to
be feared and respected, whatever the moral disapproval of Hitler’s
methods. There was little possibility that the Council would endorse
the Franco-Belgian demand for successive sanctions to secure a full or
even partial restoration of the demilitarized zone. The British were
unwilling to run the risk of war and were in no position to make a
military contribution to any continental force. With sanctions against
Italy still in place and Britain opposed to their termination, it was hardly
likely that the Italians would fulfil their Locarno obligations. The
countries not directly allied to France made clear their unwillingness
to impose either an economic or financial embargo against Germany.
The Poles and even the Romanians, despite Titulescu’s efforts, opposed
any action against Berlin. Goring threatened the Lithuanians and
Czechs, and warned Denmark and the Netherlands, against joining an
economic boycott. Germany’s pivotal trading position in Europe,
enhanced by the sanctions against Italy, ruled out the possibility of
economic action. This alone predisposed almost all the Danubian states,
Greece, and Turkey to keep a low profile. Yugoslavia, badly hit by its
participation in the sanctions against Italy, looked to Germany to fill the
resulting void. The neutral states felt they would seriously suffer if
economic sanctions were imposed on the Reich. The Latin American
countries too, looked to Germany to absorb the raw materials they
could not sell elsewhere. Apart from Britain’s commercial vulnerability
(should the standstill agreements with Germany be revoked and the
interest on German debts to the City left unpaid), exporters feared the
shrinkage of the coal market if sanctions should be imposed. Litvinov’s
call on 27 March for collective action to avoid future treaty violations
fell on deaf ears. Anti-Bolshevism and strong doubts about the Franco-
Soviet treaty predisposed even those antipathetic to Nazism and Fascism
to avoid any further diplomatic action.

Increasingly confident that France would follow Britain’s lead, Hitler
pressed on with his bid for Britain’s friendship. His campaign had begun
earlier with the unofficial visit to London of the duke of Saxe-Coburg-
Gotha, a relation of the British monarch. During his visit he saw many
of the leaders of the Conservative party and dined with Edward VIII.
Much was expected in Berlin from the new monarch who rapidly
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became the object of German press attention. On 18 March, the
London correspondent of the Berliner Tageblatt reported:

The King is taking an extraordinarily active part in the whole affair; he has
caused a number of important people in the Government to come and see him
and has said to them: “This is a nice way to start my reign’. The King won’t hear
of there being a danger of war. He is absolutely convinced that what must now
be done is to get over the ‘break of law” as quickly as possible and get on to the
practical discussion of the Fiihrer’s and Chancellor’s proposals.*’

However unfounded were the German beliefs about the influence of
the king, the latter’s views reflected the views of most of the British
cabinet.

Informed opinion in London, Paris, and Brussels was not impressed
by Hitler’s offer, yet Eden assured Hitler’s emissary, Joachim von Rib-
bentrop, the ex-champagne salesman soon to be ‘rewarded’ with the
London embassy, that the proposals were ‘deserving of careful study’.
There was a distinct preference in London for informal negotiations
with Berlin which excluded the French, until after their May 1936
elections. By that time, it was hoped, the crisis atmosphere would
have diminished and an inexperienced Popular Front government
might prove easier to manage. The main fear in London was that French
intransigence would end the possibility of dialogue with Hitler. The
British did try during the coming weeks, without success, to secure
concessions on German fortifications in the Rhineland. Flandin
responded to their failure by trying to force Eden to discuss sanctions
should Hitler erect fortifications in the Rhineland zone. The French
threatened not to negotiate with the Germans at all unless Britain would
guarantee the Eastern European countries as compensation for their loss
of French protection. On 8 April, Flandin, hoping to restore his per-
sonal credibility before the elections, produced his own peace plan, a
‘sky-scraper of pacts and visions’ according to Hitler, who promptly
rejected it. The 9-10 April conversations at Geneva with regard to
imposing oil sanctions against Italy were ill-tempered. Flandin made a
last-minute attempt to again link the Ethiopian and Rhineland ques-
tions, only to find that Eden was in no mood to take up any of his
proposals. The French foreign secretary knew that it was too late to
insist. He agreed to a ‘questionnaire’ asking Hitler to explain the
principles upon which Germany would agree to keep its international
engagements. The futility of the exercise made it almost laughable. The
French list of questions was pared down to avoid offending Hitler.
When ambassador Phipps delivered the British questionnaire at Berlin

+7 DGFP, Ser. C, Vol. V, No. 147.
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on 7 May, it was accompanied with an assurance of how deeply his
government desired the opening of negotiations and with an offer to
send a minister to facilitate them. The Fiihrer did not bother to reply.
On 14 May, rejecting a request to temporarily postpone the construc-
tion of fortifications in the Rhineland, he told Phipps that ‘outsiders
should mind their own business’. What followed during the next
eighteen months was nothing more than a diplomatic farce of many
equally tedious and unrewarding exchanges. No negotiations took
place, but endless suggestions were made in London as to how to get
talks started, while Hitler successfully stalled. Unwilling to allow the
‘effort of conciliation’ to lapse lest the ‘guarantees’ given France and
Belgium come into effect, the British were reduced to asking whether
or not to admit that their futile efforts had ‘failed’.

In a characteristic move, at the end of April 1936, the British cabinet
discussed the failures and the future of British policy. Baldwin,
prompted by Chamberlain, decided to establish a cabinet committee
on foreign policy to consider and report on future policy. After a first
meeting, the committee adjourned and did not meet again until mid-
July. During this period, there were divided counsels over what should
be done in the Mediterranean, confusion over whether Mussolini
and Hitler would come together, and indecision over what concessions
could or should be given to Hitler while Britain rearmed. Baldwin told
Eden ‘he had “no idea” how to improve relations with Germany—that
is your job’.*" The foreign secretary was at a loss, indecisive and
vacillating, believing his colleagues too concerned about alienating
Germany, yet wanting talks with Hitler, unwilling to treat France as
an equal in his dealings with Berlin, but fully aware of the dangers of
France’s weakening position. Eden played for time, finding it easier to
take a stand on Ethiopia, where he had insisted on maintaining sanc-
tions until July, than to suggest a positive solution to the ‘German
problem’. A formal Anglo-French-Belgian meeting on 23 July resulted
in invitations to Germany and Italy to attend a five-power conference
at an unspecified date, to discuss a western pact. On the 25 August, the
British rejected a French claim that conciliation had broken down. If
Hitler refused to make any concessions, apart from the renewed
guarantee of French and Belgian territory, ‘The British should decline
to disinterest ourselves from the East and Centre of Europe.”* Even
this modest offer of reassurance went beyond what the cabinet was
willing to sanction. The new Blum Popular Front government that

¥ Quoted in Gaines Post, N., Dilemmas of Appeasement: British Deterrence and Defense,
1934-1937 (Ithaca, NY, and London, 1993), 215.
* Quoted in Dockrill, British Establishment Perspectives on France, 42.
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took office in May agreed to drop the idea of punitive measures against
Germany for its actions in March. Nothing more was said either about
imposing sanctions when Hitler began to build the ‘west wall’ fortifi-
cations or about the questionnaire that he had no intention of answer-
ing. The Germans continued to procrastinate over the proposed
conference while preparing for the Olympic Games in August 1936,
which would reveal the benefits of Nazism to the outside world. In
contrast to his own Foreign Ministry’s delaying tactics, on 24 August
1936, Hitler ordered the extension of compulsory military service to
two years. No five-power conference was ever held. The British
refused to admit that conciliation had collapsed.

v

While the British and French continued to search for a way to make
Hitler come to the negotiating table, Mussolini moved to refurbish his
links with Hitler. The latter was much annoyed at the Italian partici-
pation in the London talks over the Rhineland. Though ambassador
Grandi was instructed not to go beyond a moral note of censure
against Germany, Italian fears that success in the Rhineland would
again put the question of Anschluss on the table, together with Mus-
solini’s hopes that sanctions would be lifted, explain the Italian pres-
ence at the talks. Impressed by his own importance, Mussolini
equivocated, promising to support the German position but refusing
to denounce the White Paper with the Rhineland terms. By default,
the proposals did not carry the Italian endorsement, but there was no
public statement in Germany’s favour. The main thrust of Mussolini’s
diplomacy, nonetheless, was not towards Paris or London but towards
Berlin. The appointment of the youthful Galeazzo Ciano (Mussolini’s
son-in-law) as head of the Consulta on 11 June 1936, and the
subsequent dismissal of both Fulvio Suvich and Pompeo Aloisi,
pointed to the downgrading of the professional diplomats, and to the
clear German orientation of Italian diplomacy. Mussolini was dream-
ing of preparing his new colony for a future North African adventure
that would link East Africa with Libya and threaten the Suez Canal.
Unfortunately for his daydreams, the defeated Ethiopians proved
recalcitrant; guerrilla war continued and little money was available
for the colony’s military development.

Mussolini followed up his earlier conversations with the Germans by
warning Schuschnigg, the Austrian chancellor, that the Austrian prob-
lem had to be solved because it stood in the way of good Italian—German
relations. In Vienna, Schuschnigg, a rather rigid figure who had a
somewhat mystical belief in a greater Germany modelled on the Holy
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Roman Empire, had been trying to strengthen his government by win-
ning over the German Nationalists and preventing them from joining the
Nazis. Unknown to him, the German ambassador, Franz von Papen, was
already grooming the Austrian Nazis for their future political role, while
warning them against any acts of terrorism. He was urging Schuschnigg to
include in his cabinet the respectable representatives of the ‘national
opposition’ (the umbrella group of all those Austrians favouring Anschluss)
who were, in fact, strong supporters of Nazi Germany’s claims on Austria.
During informal talks between Papen and Schuschnigg in the summer of
1935, an agreement was concluded to restrain press attacks on each other.
Political changes in Vienna delayed further contacts between the two
men. Soon after the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, Schuschnigg loosened his
ties with the Mussolini-backed Heimwehr, and in May dismissed the pro-
Mussolini, but strongly anti-Nazi, vice chancellor, Ernst Riidiger Star-
hemberg. Some months later, the Heimwehr was officially disbanded.
Mussolini seemed unperturbed by the sacking of his protégé, for his eye
was already on Berlin. Exchanges in the German capital in January 1936
indicated that Hitler was willing, if Italy did not rejoin the Stresa Front, to
pursue a policy of benevolent neutrality toward Italy’s ‘African adven-
ture’. The Italians, in turn, were willing to be more accommodating in
Vienna. The German diplomats followed up Mussolini’s hints, but serious
negotiations were delayed until after the occupation of the Rhineland.
Talks were resumed in Vienna between Papen and Schuschnigg in the
spring and summer of 1936 and proceeded rapidly to a successful conclu-
sion. Mussolini impressed on the Austrian chancellor the urgent need to
come to terms with Germany and was shown a draft of the final agree-
ment. While affirming his interest in Austrian independence, the Duce
argued it would be easier to help Austria if both Italy and Austria were on
good terms with Germany. The Austro-German agreement was con-
cluded on 11 July. In exchange for the recognition of its sovereignty,
Austria acknowledged itself to be a ‘German state’ and promised to
conduct its policies accordingly. A customs union and military talks were
envisaged for the future. There was to be a general amnesty, an essential
concession for the Austrian Nazis. A secret supplementary agreement
provided that the ‘national opposition” would be incorporated into the
ruling Vaterlandische Front. Seyss-Inquart, a cautious and clever lawyer with
a penchant for intrigue, was appointed trustee of the ‘nationals’ and
charged with the task of bringing the pro-Anschluss sympathizers into the
government. Over 16,000 Austrian Nazis were pardoned and were free to
operate within the Republic. The still banned Austrian NSDAP, divided
into revolutionary and evolutionary factions, provided ample
opportunities for intrigues in both Vienna and Berlin. Géring and
Himmler, at first rivals, agreed to support an evolutionary approach
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to the Austrian question. It was their nominee, SS Gruppenfiihrer
Wilhelm Keppler, who was picked for the joint commission created
to oversce the new agreement. He was subsequently appointed by
Hitler to handle Austrian affairs. The Fiithrer wanted no premature
local embarrassment as he planned a gradual take-over of power in Austria,
nor did he want any incidents that might endanger Germany’s relations
with Britain, and his developing friendship with Italy. He could afford to
wait. Once deserted by Mussolini, Schuschnigg had no alternative (con-
tacts with Prague yielded nothing concrete) but to conclude with Nazi
Germany. He thought that the agreement would give Austria two years’
breathing space and hoped that the Stresa front might be reconstituted
during that time. The bilateral Austro-German agreement, signed during
the same week that sanctions against Italy were lifted, was yet another blow
to the whole concept of multilateral negotiations. Mussolini’s interest in
Austria rapidly diminished. His ambitions were centred on the Mediter-
rancan where the partnership with Germany could pay higher dividends
than support for a doomed Austria. On 1 November 1936, the Duce
proclaimed the Rome—Berlin Axis, not yet an alliance, but a major step in
that direction. A representative of the ‘National Opposition’, now in the
Schuschnigg government, visited Berlin in November and concluded a
secret agreement about press, cultural, and economic exchanges and,
while reserving Austria’s rights under the Rome Protocols, promised
consultation with Germany in all other matters. Austria had moved out
of Ttaly’s sphere of influence and was, with Mussolini’s agreement, being
groomed for Anschluss.

With the remilitarization of the Rhineland, the Wehrmacht would no
longer need to keep large numbers of troops on the French frontier and
the Reich’s industries could be organized for war without concern for
the safety of the Rhine and Ruhr. Hitler moved slowly to reap the
benefits of his new freedom; many in Germany believed that this was
the time to take advantage of the improved world trade situation to
improve the country’s economic position and to capitalize on Hitler’s
successes. Hitler had other goals in mind. The inaction of France and
Britain encouraged him to ‘assume even greater risks, disregard cautious
advice, and triumph by bluff until he could conquer by force’.>° His
confidence soared as his possible enemies avoided confrontation and
sought reconciliation. It was time to prise open the weak Anglo-French
entente and convince Britain, like Italy, to accept German expansion in
Europe.

3% Gerhard. L. Weinberg, The Foreign Policy of Hitler’s Germany (Chicago and London,
1970), 262.
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The Rhineland militarization was a missed opportunity to check
Hitler before Germany was rearmed. Yet there was no possibility that
either France or Britain would consider fighting for the Rhineland.
Their recent histories and domestic dipositions as well as the enfeebled
state of the European order precluded any form of active response. In
France, a caretaker government, facing a bitter and divisive election
campaign and fearing that the franc might collapse at any moment, had
neither the courage nor the will to reverse the strategic decisions made
at the end of the previous decade. The country had already adopted a
defensive strategy and the retreat from the eastern alliances had begun.
The Rhineland had been written oft before Hitler took power. The
army, like the Quai d’Orsay, had long anticipated a German remilitar-
ization; and preferred to use the Rhineland as a bargaining chip before
Germany moved. The high command assumed, rightly, in March 1936,
that the threat of military action would not be enough to stop the
Germans and that France would have to be prepared to fight.
The French had the troops needed to defeat the numerically inferior
Germans, but there was no mobile force to send to the Rhineland, and
full mobilization would be slow and costly. Gamelin told ministers that
any idea of sending even a token force into the Rhineland was a chimera
because the army was a ‘static’ force and ‘no offensive action could be
undertaken until the twelfth day’.>" The exaggerated intelligence esti-
mates of Germany’s military power only justified the earlier decision not
to move into western Germany. Flandin’s attempt on 11 March to
secure British backing for actions which he speciously claimed to be
planning against Germany was mainly intended to provide an excuse for
French passivity. His subsequent aim was to secure some form of British
concession to France, preferably a defensive alliance, to compensate for
the loss of the Rhineland. Later accusations that the French were held
back from decisive action by the British have little justification. The
overwhelming majority of the cabinet was only too pleased to follow
the military’s advice. The government was acting in accord with French
public opinion. The parties of the right and left, as well as the trade
unions and veterans’ groups, opposed any action that carried the risk of
war. The Socialists even denounced as provocative the government’s
decision to man the Maginot line. The press was almost unanimous in its
opposition to retaliatory action. The fierce political battles of the day did
not extend to the Rhineland.

3" Quoted in Adamthwaite, France and the Coming of the Second World War, 39. See
the argument in Schuker, ‘France and the Remilitarization of the Rhineland, 1936,
299-338.
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The main British fear was a French action that would precipitate war.
Eden demanded and secured a promise of prior consultation. Successive
British governments had long sought to bring Germany back into the
European concert. Hitler’s actions, though prompting moves towards
rearmament, did not check the search for an Anglo-German under-
standing. For months before the occupation, the cabinet and Foreign
Office considered the practicality of using the Rhineland, in addition to
other concessions, to secure Hitler’s support for an air pact and general
European agreement. The Germans moved before the British offer
could be made. The Rhineland clauses were unpopular in London
and the British had long opposed the French alliances in Eastern Europe.
The failure of the Eastern Pact negotiations in 1934—1935 confirmed
their view that it was impossible to conclude any kind of Eastern
Locarno, and their judgement that it was more productive to deal
with Germany alone. The Foreign Office had only grudgingly accepted
the Franco-Soviet alliance (2 May 1935), which it felt would antagonize
Germany and involve Britain in the affairs of Eastern Europe. Eden’s
line throughout the Rhineland crisis was to discourage French action
and to seek ‘as far reaching and enduring a settlement as possible whilst
Herr Hitler is still in the mood to do so’.>* There was a fleeting moment
on 12 March when Eden, faced with the German refusal to make any
concessions and under increased French pressure, considered sanctions,
but no proposals were made. Even as Hitler gambled and won, there
was no diminution of anti-French feeling in London, though there was
some recognition of the importance of the sacrifice made by France.
Public and parliamentary opinion backed the government’s decision to
avoid violence, reject sanctions, and seek a western settlement. Eden’s
declared intention to pursue an agreement with Hitler was warmly
received in the Commons. Herr Hitler, after all, had only marched
into his own back garden. The Dominions, anxious to lift the sanctions
against Italy, were strongly opposed to any action against Germany, and
looked to a general agreement based on Anglo-German co-operation.
South Africa, in particular, opposed the commitments made to France
and Belgium, but it was not alone.

The Ethiopian affair provided Hitler with a unique opportunity to
disregard the whole Geneva system. Given the League’s failure to
prevent or check Mussolint’s attack, he knew it was highly unlikely
that it would move to action against Germany. The loss of confidence in
collective action weakened the resolve of all but a few of the smaller
powers, to move beyond condemnation. In exposing the League’s
weakness, Mussolini had played his part in assuring Hitler’s success. If

2 Quoted in David Carlton, Anthony Eden: A Biography (London, 1981), 79.
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the latter was annoyed at Italy’s participation in the Locarno discussions
in London, he swallowed his temporary indignation to offer the carrots
that would prevent any revival of the Stresa front. The French were
anxious to repair the lines to Rome. Some 14 French divisions, about
one-fifth of the army, that might have been concentrated on the
Rhineland, had to be transferred to the Alps and Tunisia. The height-
ened apprehension in Paris that the balance of power had shifted to
Germany made the British alliance more essential for French security.
Yet the handling of the Ethiopian crisis had driven Britain and France
apart and exacerbated the tensions in their relationship. The legacy of
bitterness and distrust, built up during 1935 overshadowed the Rhine-
land crisis and the post-crisis discussions with Germany. There were
good reasons why Hitler should anticipate exploiting the differences
between the two countries.

Hitler’s unopposed action was a crucial marker on the road to a
European war. He had gambled and won. The German public, after a
period of anxious waiting, were convinced that Hitler could deliver
future victories without fighting. Fully backed at home, and without
any fear of a military riposte from France, Hitler could move with
renewed confidence. For France, the German militarization of the
Rhineland, however anticipated, was a psychological as well as a stra-
tegic blow. The destruction of the Locarno treaties of 1925 left the
eastern frontiers of France and Belgium dangerously exposed. France
had shown that it was unable to make good its claims as the defender of
the status quo and the provider of security in central and south-eastern
Europe. ‘If on 7 March you could not defend yourself, how will you
defend us against an aggressor?’, the Romanian foreign minister asked
Flandin.*3 Once Germany fortified its western frontier (the fortifications
had still to be completed in the autumn of 1938) the French could not
launch an offensive into Germany in support of its allies. The exposure
of French weakness shook the Little Entente; even Prague considered
negotiations with Germany. The French hoped, it is true, right up to the
conclusion of the Rome—Berlin Axis in November, that they could
restore the links with Rome and build on the military collaboration of
1934 providing a land bridge to south-central Europe. There were
tentative negotiations on the part of both parties in May, checked,
much to the irritation of the French, by the British insistence on the
retention of the sanctions. The one positive feature of the crisis for
France was Britain’s formal commitment to the defence of French and
Belgian territory against unprovoked aggression, and the opening of the
Anglo-French-Belgian staft talks. The British offer of two divisions was

33 DDF, 2nd ser., Vol. VII, No. 5.
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a meagre one and their continental role was left unsettled. Nonetheless,
even a small mechanized force would assist the French. More to the
point, the French could count on Britain’s future rearmament and its
essential contribution to the guerre de longue durée that they expected to
fight. The entente had not only survived; it had been reinforced. The
British had acknowledged their stake in French security.

The British did not suffer the same loss of prestige and influence as
France but the crises of 1936 added little lustre to their position. Though
the government recovered from the impact of the Hoare—Laval agree-
ment, its claims to moral superiority had been compromised and its
fidelity to the League of Nations opened to question. The countries in
Eastern Europe were confirmed in their doubts about any assistance
from London, either directly or through the League. The British did not
believe in the ‘indivisibility of peace’ and continued to assume that what
happened in Eastern Europe did not touch on their security concerns.
Though Eden was far from optimistic about the chances of coming to an
arrangement with Germany, the main thrust of his policies was the
creation of a new international order based on reconciliation with
Germany. Whether to ‘gain time’ for rearmament, as some intended,
or because they believed that Hitler could be convinced, through timely
concessions, to pursue a policy of peaceful change, ministers were
determined to renew their efforts to come to terms with Germany.
But Hitler kept the initiative, dragging out the talks and refusing to
discuss concrete terms. Eden found it difficult to make any progress in
the late summer of 1936, though the new French prime minister, Léon
Blum, was intent on restoring good relations with Britain. It was an
anxious and depressing time in London.
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4

The Remnants of Internationalism,

1936—-1938

dissolution of the mechanisms established in the 1920s to keep

the peace. They affected far more than the foreign ministries of
Europe and the diplomatic map. In those countries where open discus-
sion was still possible, they brought foreign affairs to the forefront of the
public political debate. There was a marked diminution of confidence in
the Geneva system and a darkening of the general mood. One area
where this manifested itself, and where the contrast with a decade earlier
was the most marked of all, was the question of disarmament. With the
indefinite adjournment of the World Disarmament Conference in June
1934, it appeared that the entire enterprise of disarmament had come to
an end. It is true that naval disarmament lasted for some more months,
until the unsatisfactory end of the second London naval conference, but
the processes revolving around the League of Nations quickly dropped
from the centre of public attention. The final defeat of Abyssinia in May
1936 hammered home the futility as well as the danger of imposing
sanctions. In Britain, in particular, faith in the League’s peacekeeping
powers was severely shaken. Anti-French feeling rose to new heights as
it was thought that French action might provoke the very conflict the
British wished to avoid. In France, the Rhineland crisis saw no popular
demand for sanctions to force the Germans out of the reoccupied zone.
The meekness evinced at the meetings of the League Council, held in
London, only confirmed French doubts about any recourse to Geneva.
Elsewhere, not only did the Scandinavian states and Switzerland reject
their obligations under Article 16 of the Covenant, but almost all the
other smaller states demanded the article’s modification without reaching
any consensus as to what should replace its terms. Most of the smaller
states remained in the League (Switzerland was one of the exceptions) and
continued to press the cause of disarmament. They wanted a League that
would promote compromise and conciliation rather than take coercive
measures to keep the peace. It was a revealing and dispiriting sign of the
times that governments adopting policies of ‘independence’, ‘neutrality’,
or ‘non-engagement’ could count on broad popular support.

T he crises of 1935-1936 represented one further chapter in the
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The pro-peace organizations were among the first to feel the impact
of the changing mood. Neither in Britain nor France did such groups
represent more than a small percentage of the electorate, yet because
they were led by people of unusual charisma, energy, and prestige, with
close connections to politically influential élites, they exercised influ-
ence well beyond their numbers. Above all they were able to conduct
propaganda and educational campaigns that reached outside of London
and Paris and roused significant support for their popular demonstra-
tions. Though diplomats across Europe continually monitored public
opinion in their host countries, it remained difficult to gauge public
sentiment with any degree of accuracy. The changes in the memberships
and programmes of the pacifist organizations are useful mainly as a
barometer of shifts in mood. The older movements, such as the League
of Nations Union (LNU) in Britain and the Association pour la paix par le
droit (APD) and other League societies in France lost membership and
influence. In both countries there was a turn to more absolute forms of
pacifism. The Communist peace campaign, more significant in France
than in Britain, further divided the peace movement, sapping efforts
to mobilize support for collective security and driving some anti-
Communists into the pro-appeasement camp. In contrast, the large
National Government majority in parliament and Baldwin’s careful
handling of the rearmament issue during the 1935 election avoided
the fierce political divisions found in France.

Membership figures for the LNU dropped in 1936 and 1937 as its
leadership found it increasingly difticult to bridge or even paper over the
gap between its pro- and anti-sanctions wings. Former supporters
sought other alternatives more in keeping with their prevailing anxie-
ties. Clifford Allen, a conscientious objector in the Great War and an
enthusiastic activist for the LNU, began to campaign for ‘peaceful
change’ as a means to avoid the divisive issue of military force. After
attending the Nuremburg rally at Hitler’s invitation in September 1936,
he became a leading advocate of negotiations for a new ‘all around peace
settlement’ and concessions to Germany that would promote Anglo-
German friendship. LNU members were also attracted to the Peace
Pledge Union (PPU), the most dynamic and most popular pacifist
organization in Britain. Launched by Canon Dick Sheppard in May
1936, its original sponsors included Bertrand Russell, Aldous Huxley,
Storm Jameson, Rose Macauley and, later, Vera Brittain. No subscrip-
tion was required for membership, only a postcard renouncing war. Its
simple message, humanitarian appeal, and high-profile supporters, as
well as the use of the most modern propaganda techniques, proved a
winning combination. By the end of 1936, it had some 118,000 mem-
bers and for a time it seemed possible that it might become a true mass
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movement, or at least one with sufficient leverage to make its voice
heard in the highest political circles. The LNU also lost support when
one of its most important figures, Viscount Robert Cecil, who not only
became co-president of the Rassemblement universel pour la paix (RUP),
along with Pierre Cot, a prominent French Socialist politician, decided
to launch a British section called the International Peace Campaign
(IPC) early in 1936. The IPC proved to be a major rival to the LNU
in attracting left-wing support for a common peace front. From the start
the French Communists played a major role in the RUP; its Commun-
ist links, about which Cecil remained singularly naive, blocked any form
of amalgamation between the LNU and IPC as trade unionists, Cath-
olics, and Conservatives defeated Cecil’s efforts in this direction. The
IPC thus continued as a separate organization (with a strong Stalinist
wing) until 1940, standing on a collective security platform and running
highly successful ‘peace weeks’. The duplication of effort and of recruit-
ment drives undermined the impact of the collective security message
and indeed led to a polarization of attitudes.

Pro-peace groups divided into those supporting, for very different
reasons, the conciliation and appeasement of Germany and those advo-
cating rearmament and containment as the best means of meeting the
German challenge. But it seems highly probable that, taken together,
those favouring a more sympathetic attitude towards German claims for
revision represented a majority of the articulate population. If the Peace
Ballot had been held in the summer or autumn of 1936, the result might
have been very different from that of 1935. In October 1936, Churchill,
a backer of sanctions and a League of Nations ‘strong enough to hold a
potential aggressor in restraint by armed strength’ before turning to the
mitigation of ‘just and real grievances’, planned a great public meeting to
rally cross-party support for rearmament.” Despite marshalling all the
various small groups with which he was associated, along with sup-
porters of rearmament from within the LNU and even from within the
Trades Union Congress, it was a failure. Many of the pacifists present
could not bring themselves to support war-like preparations. To com-
pound matters, Edward VIII’s romance with Wallis Simpson became
public news only two days before the meeting was held; there was little
room for coverage of any other domestic items.

The situation in France was different, but the results were similar.
The political and ideological divisions leading up to the May 1936
elections, and the responses to the triumph of the Popular Front, went
far deeper than any that existed in Britain. The questions of peace and
war, rearmament and militarism, were fought out in the political arena.

' Quoted in R.A.C. Parker, Churchill and Appeasement, 107.



170 THE REMNANTS OF INTERNATIONALISM

Such issues not only divided the parties on the right and the left but led
to splits within the parties, as was the case with the Socialists. Though
the Popular Front slogan ‘Paix, pain, liberté’ appealed to a wide circle of
voters, the Spanish Civil War disrupted the consensus on the left and
exposed the fault lines of the Blum coalition. Anti-war feeling ran deep;
its adherents were highly vocal. The intellectual élites, the lycée teachers,
the powerful veterans’ groups, and the peasantry shared the common
hostility to militarism and to extended spending on rearmament. The
older forms of dissent, such as the APD’s brand of pacifism with its
optimistic belief in international law and respect for justice, were already
being crowded out during the ‘hinge years’ of 1929-1933 and their
number of supporters continued to shrink thereafter. The triple crises of
Ethiopia, the Rhineland, and Spain exposed the fragility of its belief that
nations would abide by the rules of law and that isolation and moral
sanctions would be sufficient to maintain the peace. The Ligue inter-
nationale des combattants de la paix (LICP), founded by Victor Méric in
1930, was the largest and most active pacifist group in France. It
attracted those who feared that the coming war with its new weapons
of destruction would destroy civilization. Méric hoped to enrol all
‘absolute pacifists’, men and women who believed that peace was only
‘possible and lasting by total and rapid disarmament without concerning
oneself about the neighbour’.” The organization grew quickly, with a
paid-up membership of about 20,000 (still small by British standards), as
it sponsored highly successful and well-attended winter speaking tours
across France. But the flowering of the LICP was a brief one. Mem-
bership began to level off from about 1934 to 1936 and then entered a
period of decline. Its appeal was of a negative kind. The focus was on the
enemy within, mainly the ‘capitalists’ who had led France into war, and
there was little by way of a concrete programme. Members were urged
to fight Fascism in France but not to join in any form of anti-Fascist
activity abroad. At first sympathetic to the Popular Front, its leaders
(Méric died in October 1933) became disillusioned with Blum and the
Socialist party, which, they charged, had abandoned its belief in anti-
militarism. The Spanish Civil War posed a real problem for these
‘integral pacifists’. Some believed that while France should not inter-
vene in Spain for fear of spreading the war, they were willing to join in
France’s defence with arms should it be directly attacked. Others
remained faithful to the concepts of absolute pacifism. Such uncertain-
ties undercut the influence of their public awareness campaigns.

* Quoted in Norman Ingram, The Politics of Dissent: Pacifism in France, 1919—1939
(Oxford, 1991), 136.
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The RUP, formed after the conclusion of the Franco-Soviet pact and
in its origins very much the offspring of the Popular Front, represented
one of the final efforts to save the League of Nations. Its slogan, ‘Sauver
la Société des Nations, c’est sauver la paix’, gave some indication of its
purpose. Its programme strongly resembled that of the LNU with its
emphasis on collective security, disarmament, and strengthening the
League mechanisms for resolving disputes that might lead to war. In
its promotion both of collective security and resistance to aggressors, it
attracted a wide variety of supporters: unions, cooperative associations,
women’s and youth movements. The Communists continued to play a
major part in its development; it was very much part of the Moscow-led
peace campaign. While many members of the RUP were not Com-
munists, Paris became one of the centres of the European anti-Fascist
movement and the RUP was its most important public voice. Spain
again proved a critical divider: the RUP supported intervention and a
military front to check aggressors, which pushed away the ‘integral
pacifists’ who were more concerned with preserving the peace than
facing the Fascist threat. Communist activities also adversely affected the
women’s peace organizations as doctrinaire leaders broke oft from the
main body of the international women’s peace movement and, follow-
ing the Stalinist line, became isolated both from the feminist and pacifist
movements while leaving a trail of acrimony behind them.

The Geneva system was found wanting by many, but it had some life
in it yet. It was not in fact true that disarmament was dead after June
1934. Arthur Henderson, president of the effectively defunct World
Disarmament Conference, received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1934 for
his efforts, vain as they had been. He died in October 1935, his hopes for
the conference’s resurrection unfulfilled. Its executive bureau met one
last time in May 1937, only to urge that work continue and that the
League Secretariat’s disarmament section should carry out a survey of
national policies for controlling the manufacture of and trade in arms.
The collection and publication of information, in the shape of the
annual Armaments Year-Book and Statistical Year-Book of the Trade in
Arms and Ammunition, remained practically the only function of this
tiny but dedicated staff. The fifteenth and final edition of the Armaments
Year-Book, for 1939-1940, appeared in June 1940 and was the very last
League publication under the long series heading of ‘disarmament’.
Cecil may have complained with some justice that all the data they
contained were already public property but, despite the German ab-
sence, these annual reports were sometimes the only published source of
information and remained essential for charting the changes taking place
in national armaments levels. They are still an invaluable source for
contemporary historians of the 1930s. Other efforts continued for more
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interventionist measures. A public wave of revulsion with the activities
of the so-called ‘merchants of death’, the manufacturers of armaments
and the financiers who profited from the arms trade, led to demands for
the imposition of controls. The Nye committee hearings of 1934 in
Washington and the report of the Royal Commission on the Manufac-
ture of and Trade in Armaments in London (1935-1936) made major
impacts on public attitudes in both countries.

Some reflection of this emerged in Geneva during September 1936,
in the Assembly’s Third Committee dealing with disarmament, which
had not met since 1931 because of the summoning of the World
Disarmament Conference. The following year, the smaller states led
by the Scandinavian countries, Belgium, and Switzerland pressed for a
renewal of the disarmament effort. It was both poignant and tragic that
Christian Lange of Norway, winner of the 1921 Nobel Peace Prize and
one of the most powerful voices speaking for disarmament at the very
first Assembly in 1920, should again proclaim the need for states to take
heed. Even while calling for disarmament, he lamented that ‘the world
was at present living in a state of war which was none the less real for not
having been declared’.’ He was followed to the podium by another old
disarmament hand, Joseph Paul-Boncour of France, who agreed that
disarmament was the League’s ‘most essential aim’, provided ‘it were
matched with its necessary complement, the organization of mutual
assistance and collective security’.* It was the same French argument
made repeatedly since the days of the Geneva Protocol of 1924. The
Assembly adopted the optimistic resolution ‘that a first step should be
taken towards the conclusion of a general convention for the reduction
and limitation of armaments’, but unsurprisingly no action followed
during the ensuing year. The 1938 Assembly once again requested gov-
ernments to respond to its call for action on the supervision of the
manufacture and trade in arms, but nothing was done. Instead, the realities
of the European situation could be tracked in the rising tempo of rearma-
ment recorded in the annual arms year-books. Secretary General Joseph
Avenol, in the middle of the Munich crisis, explained to the Council that
he felt it better to postpone any further meetings on reconvening the all-
but-forgotten World Disarmament Conference until ‘a more propitious
date’. Neither the genuine camaraderie generated among those engaged in
the lengthy pursuit of disarmament, nor the expertise of the
many technical advisers who set their minds to the question, nor the

3 Lange to Third Committee, 23 September 1937, League of Nations, Official Journal,
Special Supplement 172 (Geneva, 1937), 8-15.

* Paul-Boncour to Third Committee, 23 September 1937, League of Nations, Official
Journal, Special Supplement 172 (Geneva, 1937), 8-15.
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determined efforts of some of the smaller countries to exert leverage on the
major powers through the forum of the League Assembly, could produce
the compromises needed to achieve a workable disarmament agreement.
National interest reigned supreme—and the national interest of the Great
Powers was the paramount consideration in determining the outcomes of
many years of deliberations in Geneva.

The League of Nations continued to function at another level and
here the hopes of the idealists that the League would become a global
community working for the greater good of the world’s inhabitants
were not without substance. This was not Woodrow Wilson’s grand
vision, nor even the more modest reality born during the 1920s, but an
organization that was able to create a long-lasting international regime
and to establish norms of state behaviour that, though repeatedly
breached, became part of the international fabric. The very failure of
the League’s disarmament efforts shifted attention to the work of its
technical and functional affiliates and sections. Some bodies, such as its
Health Organization (HO) and the International Labour Organization
(ILO), were semi-independent. Under the inspired leadership of Lud-
wik Rajchman, who led the Health Organization from 1921 to 1938, an
¢lite network of biomedical and healthcare specialists not only pio-
neered the collecting and dissemination of information about the out-
break of specific diseases and the spread of epidemics but created
laboratory-based programmes that established international standards
for biological agents (antitoxins, vaccines, hormones, etc.). Laboratories
in Copenhagen and London coordinated trials and evaluations of drugs
around the world. Even in the late 1930s, the League, at its own
expense, supplied sample standards to countries globally. The HO
furnished assistance to governments creating public health and medical
programmes, passing information from the more to the less developed
countries both within and outside of Europe. A similar case can be made
for the contributions of the ILO. Much of its work was technocratic,
with emphasis on the collection of economic and labour statistics that
became the basis for conventions on industrial and welfare legislation
which states could choose to implement or not. Britain, for instance,
refused to ratify the convention on the eight-hour day and other
countries followed its example and delayed ratification. The ILO
moved warily, avoiding investigations into questions that might raise
national objections. It relied heavily on implementing measures that
could be shown to be advantageous for workers and their employers.
Both the HO and the ILO were able to build up long-lasting inter-
national networks of expertise. The lines between international and
national action became more porous as governments found it useful to
adopt standards that were created by acknowledged specialists.
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This was equally true of the Social Section of the League, the only
section headed by a woman and mostly staffed by women. Though its
work was limited by the national priorities of member governments, it
made considerable progress in such fights as that against the traffic in
human beings. Its constant and close reviews of the world situation,
reflected in the annual reports on human traffic by the Fifth Committee
of the Assembly, contributed to the development of an institutional
memory and the extension of the sphere of its responsibilities. The
Advisory Committee on Trafficking employed strategies ranging from
the introduction of legal instruments to the creation of enforcement
mechanisms. The adoption of the Convention on the Suppression of
Traffic of Women of Full Age in 1933 critically provided protection for
women of all ages, not just those, as previously, under 22, and gave the
League a legal base to campaign for the abolition of licensed houses of
prostitution. Despite wariness in addressing the issue of state regulation
of prostitution, the draft Convention for the Suppression of the
Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others was introduced in 1937,
though the war intervened before it could be adopted. Such measures
clearly involved interference with the domestic affairs of member states,
yet they indicated how domestic matters had become issues for inter-
national investigation and action. Action was necessarily limited; in such
areas as child welfare, its work was restricted to the exchange of infor-
mation and expertise. Implementation was possible because of the many
contacts with national supporters.

The largest and fastest growing section of the League was the Eco-
nomic and Financial Organization (EFO), the collective name given to
its various economic and financial agencies. In order to facilitate the
coordination of the global economy, the EFO undertook pioneering
work in the collection and dissemination of essential data, materials that
remain among the most widely cited sources used to measure the
performance of the inter-war world economy. From the outset, this
section was the most proactive group within the League. As the section
grew in size and status, it did more than gather and publish information
on economic performance. The organization sought to advance inter-
national cooperation on a wide range of pressing economic and financial
issues that engaged its attention. These included studies of the impact of
clearing agreements, the utility of the gold standard, the good and bad
effects of protectionism, the causes of the world depression, and the
means by which another such slump might be averted. One of the great
strengths of the Economic and Financial Organization was that, from
1927, the Americans participated in its work. Behind the scenes the
EFO made important contributions to international monetary negoti-
ations, including the 1936 Tripartite Stabilization Agreement negotiated
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between Britain, France, and the United States. There were setbacks.
Efforts to promote a five-power conference in 1936 and 1937 to
negotiate far-reaching financial and economic agreements that would
cut through the extensive network of currency and trade controls failed
to produce the desired results. It was not only that Germany and Italy
refused to lower their tariffs, the British were strongly opposed to trade
liberalization and the French were indifferent. The effort went no-
where, to the frustration of its dedicated officials. This was a star-studded
cast. Those who served the EFO included three future Nobel Prize
winners, the future head of the International Monetary Fund, Per Jacob-
son, and one of the architects of the European Union, Jean Monnet.
Officials believed that given accurate information, statesmen would adopt
rational policies to the benefit both of their own country and the inter-
national community. They were to be deeply disappointed in such hopes.
After 1937, attempts were made to reform the EFO and to decouple it
from the League; some of these ideas were incorporated into the Bruce
Report of 22 August 1939. The report, which called attention to the
League’s social and economic work and urged its development and
expansion through a new specialized organ, was shelved during the war
but disinterred in 1944, when the Bretton Woods agreement established
new independent economic and financial organizations.

Some of the work initiated by the League of Nations during the
1920s was continued right up to the outbreak of the war.® Other
initiatives collapsed in the face of the new challenges provided by the
actions of the authoritarian regimes, above all, by Nazi Germany. The
League was committed to the implementation of the Versailles treaty
clauses covering mandated territories and minority rights. The Perman-
ent Mandates Commission (PMC) which met twice yearly in Geneva,
was supported by a small permanent section of the League. Its last act
was to send a report to the Council, scheduled to meet in September
1939, criticizing the British White Paper of May 1939 on Palestine. The
PMC, which received and scrutinized the annual reports from the
mandatory powers and examined and questioned the latter’s represen-
tatives, consisted of very distinguished Council appointees, with the
necessary experience to more than match the expertise of the colonial
administrators. The latter came to have a healthy respect for their
interrogators and did not easily dismiss their criticism. The PMC was
dependent on material supplied by the mandatory powers and could not
prevent them from distorting or withholding information. It had no
coercive powers and could only report to the Council as a final sanction.

5 See the discussion in Zara Steiner, The Lights that Failed: European International
History 1919-1933 (Oxford, 2005), chapter 7.
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It could, however, approve or condemn actions, and publicize its views.
Some nations were more sensitive to criticism than others but few liked
to be publicly rebuked. As was intended, the mandate system served to
legitimize this special form of colonial rule but also served to promote
the governance of the mandate in the interest of the local inhabitants.
Given the variety of the mandates and the practices of the different
mandatory powers, it is difficult to draw up an overall balance sheet.
‘The mandates system is better understood as a mechanism for generat-
ing publicity and norms’, Professor Susan Pedersen has concluded, ‘than
as a system of governance’.’ The PMC acquired a considerable amount
of information, for its examination of the colonial administrators was
thorough and painstaking. It was able to set norms of behaviour and
provided legitimacy for those nations who came to Geneva and gave
proof of their efforts to live up to what the Covenant called their ‘sacred
trust’. The Council, the last court of appeal, could not, and given its
respect for the rights of the sovereign state, would not, compel any
mandatory power to conform to the established rules. Nevertheless, the
unsparing scrutiny of the mandatory powers’ annual reports undoubt-
edly forced the administering powers to acknowledge the new rules of
behaviour if not to meet them. In some cases, the right to petition
created or encouraged a degree of political self~awareness that was to
have long-range consequences. Within its very restricted limits, the
PMC accomplished more than was expected.

The Minority Commission proved a frail instrument of protection
during the turbulent 1930s. With the withdrawal of Germany from the
League and the repudiation of the minorities treaty by Poland in 1934,
the number of petitions to the Minority Commission fell dramatically
from a peak of 204 in 1930-1931 to only 15 in 1936. A large number of
the receivable petitions during the inter-war period came from the
German minority in Poland between 1922 and 1930. Historians differ
on the effectiveness of the system even within its restricted scope. There
were severe limits on the jurisdiction of the Minority Commission, not
only geographically (covering only those states, mainly in Eastern Eur-
ope, which had signed minority treaties), but with regard to what
petitions the Minority Commission would accept. The system
depended on the informal work of the Commission in settling issues
through private negotiation with the ‘offending’ government. The few
cases that actually came before the Council, for many were settled
informally, generally failed because of the Council’s predisposition to
respect the full sovereignty of member states. The small minorities

¢ Susan Pedersen, “The Meaning of the Mandates System: An Argument’, Geschichte
und Gesellschaft, 32: 4 (2006), 560.
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section of the Secretariat took its work seriously, collecting information,
consulting with petitioners, and seeking to find solutions acceptable to
‘offenders’ who preferred to avoid the publicity involved in an appear-
ance in front of the Council. Again, publicity was the only means of
enforcing the minorities regime. Most of the states in Eastern Europe
adopted quota systems for educational purposes and introduced discrim-
inatory legislation against their Jewish populations. Nazi propaganda and
activity in the multinational states revived nationalist sentiments among
the German minority groups, and the Italians were particularly active in
Yugoslavia. The League’s loss of prestige in the mid-thirties meant the
entire system lost a good deal of its efficacy. The hopes of the well-
meaning but over-optimistic League officials that governments could be
persuaded to accept new norms of behaviour towards their minority
groups proved as illusory as the assumptions of the peacemakers that
the establishment of democratic states would promote their peaceful
assimilation.

The refugee regime suftfered most from the weakening of the League,
despite the progress made during the 1920s when the driving energy of
Fridtjof Nansen and his hand-picked team created a special status for
refugees and managed the resettlement of hundreds of thousands of
displaced persons. It was not thought at the start of the 1930s that the
refugee problem would continue to be of major international concern.
In 1931, a new and autonomous Nansen International Office for
Refugees was set up with a minute administrative budget. The advent
of the Nazis raised the unhappy possibility of a new stream of refugees.
The Spanish Civil War would send thousands in search of places of
refuge. Before Germany left the League in October 1933, an agreement
was reached whereby German refugees would not be placed under the
Nansen Office but under the auspices of a separate organization only
indirectly connected to the League. It was located in Lausanne to
underline its separate existence. The new high commissioner for refu-
gees was an American, James G. MacDonald, a former president of the
Foreign Policy Association who had extensive contacts in the New
York Jewish community. Because he did not have direct support from
the League, MacDonald was even more dependent than Nansen on his
private networks both for finance and assistance. Without League back-
ing he found himself at a heavy disadvantage when dealing with national
authorities. He discovered, moreover, that most countries were reluc-
tant to admit new refugees and were, in fact, raising barriers to immi-
gration. Despite these circumstances, the High Commission office
managed to place almost two-thirds of the refugees leaving Germany
between 1933 and 1935. Defeated in his efforts to arouse the international
community to take any action in Berlin, MacDonald’s resignation letter
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exposed the inadequacies of the existing system. He insisted that the
refugee problem had to be tackled at its source; the League had to make
direct representations to the Nazi authorities and not concern itself only
with dealing with those forced to flee. MacDonald’s letter was widely
publicized but no government would consider his main recommenda-
tion of protests in Berlin. As he urged, however, the German refugee
office was brought directly under the authority of the League. Its
competence was narrowly defined as governments were unwilling to
interfere in the domestic affairs of any state, least of all a powerful
country like Germany. The depression and its after-effects, moreover,
created strong domestic opposition to any influx of new emigrants. The
international climate hardly favoured the resettlement of Jews. Anti-
Semitism was virulent in parts of Eastern Europe and present in the West
as well. The member states were careful to avoid appointing any new
refugees’ administrators who might follow in MacDonald’s footsteps.

What emerges from this picture of the post-1935 League of Nations is
an institution that no longer was perceived as meeting the chief aims of
its founders. The primary focus of its activity was no longer the preser-
vation and, ultimately, the enforcement of peace. That element of its
work had by now been discredited, despite the arguments and anguish
that debates about the League’s powers and obligations continued to
generate. Instead, it was mainly in its technical and social work that
the League continued to operate, steadily expanding the boundaries of
its welfare and economic interests and responsibilities. These were
undoubtedly worthy tasks, which forged new types of transnational
approaches and networks that would underlie much of the success
experienced by the United Nations after 1945. Yet in recognizing
these advances, one must not overlook the cheerless truth that during
the later 1930s the League was perceived to be, and indeed simply was, a
failure. A few individuals and governments would continue to call for
reform and even to launch new initiatives. The smaller nations, and,
indeed, Litvinov representing the Soviet Union, would try unsuccess-
fully to re-establish Geneva’s position as part of the diplomatic network.
The League was no longer at the hub of political negotiations, not even
in the attenuated form of the Locarno era. As peace crumbled at the
decade’s end, few seriously believed that the League could provide the
solution to the seemingly unstoppable descent into renewed war.

Less than five months after the German occupation of the Rhineland,
the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War showed how irrelevant Geneva
had become to European security affairs. In so far as this internal dispute
came to involve other European nations, the focus of negotiation was in
London where the Non-Intervention Committee held its meetings.
While the conflict brought Paris and London together in their joint
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efforts to contain the Spanish war, the Germans and Italians found new
grounds for cooperation and Hitler was provided with further oppor-
tunities for advancing his objectives without a major expenditure of
men or material. The Soviet Union found itself isolated and Litvinov’s
efforts to build an anti-German front repeatedly frustrated. The ideo-
logical conflict, however erroneously perceived, created further diffi-
culties in establishing the common front against the Axis powers, that
might have provided an alternative to the search for an accommodation
with Hitler.
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5
The Spanish Cockpit, 1936-1937

I

the evening of 12 July 1936, by left-wing Socialists, was the

signal to a small group of army leaders to launch their challenge
to the Popular Front regime in Spain. The three key perpetrators,
General Emilio Mola and his two fellow conspirators, generals Francisco
Franco and José Sanjurjo, anticipated a quick victory and the rapid
replacement of the Republican regime by a military junta. Instead of a
swift coup d’état, the rebel generals found themselves engaged in a long
and bloody civil war that did not end until April 1939, and which
reverberated far beyond the country’s borders. In a state where neither
the Fascists nor the Communists had been of any serious political
significance, Spain became a battleground for these contending ideolo-
gies. Germany and Italy backed the Nationalist forces while the Soviet
Union, Mexico, and to a limited extent France, supplied the Repub-
licans. The British and French governments supported a policy of non-
intervention that successfully prevented the expansion of the conflict,
but at the price of assuring Franco’s victory. Since none of the countries
involved wanted a general war, the struggle in ‘the Spanish cockpit’ was
contained.” It remained, nevertheless, prominent on the diplomatic
agenda until Hitler’s assaults on the territorial status quo in 1938 focused
attention on central Europe.

Within weeks of the attempted coup, the struggle became ideological.
For contemporaries in Europe and in the Western hemisphere, the
conflict seemed a battle between good and evil. Those supporting the
Nationalist cause, which was rapidly identified directly with Franco
personally, saw it as a crusade for order and stability against the forces
of anarchy, Communism, and godlessness. Under this crusading banner,
the Caudillo (‘leader’, Franco’s choice of title), backed by the Church,
insisted that the war had to be pursued to its bloody end until the

T he assassination of José¢ Calvo Sotelo, a leading monarchist, on

' The phrase comes from the title of a memoir of the civil war: Franz Borkenau, The
Spanish Cockpit: An Eye-witness Account of the Political and Social Conflicts of the Spanish Civil
War (London, 1937).
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evil-doers were annihilated. All attempts at mediation were disregarded.
The intervention of the Soviet Union on the Republican side con-
firmed this Manichean image of the war, giving point to Fascist claims
that only a Nationalist victory would avert the Bolshevik subversion of
Spain and the contamination of the rest of Europe. Those who
embraced the Republic’s cause subscribed to an equally simplified
version of the Spanish story. For much of the European and American
left, and the term covered a wide spectrum of political opinion in 1936,
the Republicans were fighting a war to maintain a democratic and
progressive government against the forces of reaction, the landowners,
industrialists, priests, and foreign exploiters. The involvement of Germany
and Italy was the proof that Franco had made a bargain with the Fascist
devil. For the Republic’s supporters, the conflict was seen as a struggle
between democracy and ‘fascism’, between ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. Outside
Spain, there was a uniquely charged emotional response to what was
seen as the first real effort to fight the dictators. This image of the civil
war continued to resonate down the century. ‘[IJt remains the only
political cause which, even in retrospect’, the British historian Eric
Hobsbawm wrote in 1994, ‘appears as pure and compelling as it did in
1936°.% Spain, indeed, became a ‘cause’, commemorated in verse, prose,
and art. No earlier event in the inter-war period elicited this kind of
response in so many different countries. Almost every well-known
writer and artist was called upon to declare himself or herself for or
against the Republic, and some indeed went to Spain to fight, the
majority, but not all, on the anti-Franco side. The ‘Spanish crusade’,
meaning the Nationalist cause, received the pope’s blessing. The pic-
tures and reports of bombings and executions heightened the sense of
moral outrage. It was partly for this reason that later accounts of what
actually happened in Spain, such as George Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia
(1938), angered or shocked so many pro-Republican readers.
The coverage of the war contributed to its importance on both sides.
Newsreels brought the scenes of battle to local cinemas; accounts of
fighting were front-page news in New York and in Paris where
domestic events generally commanded most attention. The modern
combat cameraman came of age during 1936-1937. Life in the United
States and Picture Post in Britain carried photographs from Spain, most
famously those by Robert Capa. As the focus of public attention and
debate, often fierce and emotional, the civil war’s myths and realities
became part of the contemporary climate of opinion. Mussolini saw in
the Spanish war an opportunity to fashion the ‘new Italy’ and the ‘new

* Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 19141991
(London, 1994), 160.
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Italian’. ‘“There is only one way to create a warlike people’, the Duce
claimed, ‘to have ever greater masses who have waged war and ever
greater masses who want to go to war’.® If Hitler could not fully exploit
the triumphs of his air aces and Condor Legion, while wearing the mask
of non-intervention, he could use anti-Bolshevism to create an
enhanced sense of unity without cost or danger to his still vulnerable
country. In the western democracies, some supporters of the Republic
deserted the peace movement and began to talk of rearmament. Many
more saw the conflict as a necessary war to halt the rise of European
Fascism. Others in liberal and left-wing circles, however, saw Spain as an
object lesson in the horrors of modern warfare. The fact that atrocities
were being committed in Spain, and not in China or in Africa, gave
added point to current fears. The pictures of ravaged Guernica, and the
reports of the bombing of Madrid and Barcelona, fed the fear of aerial
bombardment, already so important a factor in British policy in Europe
and in its rearmament programme. H. G. Wells’s film, Things to Come,
appeared on local screens in 1936 to warn of the disasters the next war
would bring. Traditional pacifism, always stronger on the left than on
the right, was strengthened rather than weakened by the events in Spain.
Even where reports created sympathy for the Republic, they could
reinforce the anti-war case. Dick Shepperd’s Peace Pledge Union
attracted many anti-Franco intellectuals to the pro-peace cause. Enthu-
stasm for the Republic did not reverse the anti-war currents so strong in
France, particularly in the countryside, where half of France’s popula-
tion still lived. Two-thirds of the country’s five million WWI veterans
still living in 1938 were formally enrolled in veterans’ associations,
almost all of which stood on an anti-war platform. Members of right-
wing parties, strong, partisan, and highly vocal in France, preferred
to defeat the ‘Reds’ at home rather than join the anti-Bolshevik crusade
in Spain.

Franco was well aware of the appeal of anti-Communism to rightist
groups, and fully exploited foreign fears of a ‘Reed Spain’ and the spread
of Russian Bolshevism. The defenders of the Republic were labelled
‘Communist’, even before the Soviet Union sent aid or men. It was to
gain assistance from Berlin and Rome that Franco waved the anti-red
flag; it was a tactic, as was his offer to create a Fascist state. Anti-
Bolshevism attracted support in Catholic and conservative circles in
Spain, and abroad. It is not without irony that the anti-revolutionaries
and so-called defenders of order became the supporters of rebellion.
Franco had to stomach a great deal of unwelcome criticism from his
Italian and German advisers, but their assistance was important, and at

3 Quoted in Giuseppe Bottai, Vent’anni e un giorno (24 Iuglio 1943) (Milan, 1949), 113.
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key moments critical. The more they committed men and equipment to
prevent his defeat, the more confident he was of their continuing
support. And nothing that the Axis representatives said deflected the
Caudillo from fighting the kind of war he wanted or establishing his own
kind of state, with himself as unchallenged leader. Franco’s brutality,
repression, and killing of his enemies and own supporters, shocked even
his Fascist and Nazi advisers. For Franco, the war was a ‘crusade’, not
against Bolshevism but against all threats to his absolute rule.

The Spanish Civil War was not the first phase of the Second World
War, but it was more than a sideshow. The diplomatic and strategic
scene was changed by the murderous struggle in a country peripheral to
the European balance of power. The very duration of the struggle acted
as a catalyst in defining the alignments of states which, in one way or
another, were drawn into the Spanish imbroglio. For some, the line-up
in Spain reduced the possibility for diplomatic manoeuvre. The war
tightened the bonds between Italy and Germany, limiting the former’s
choice of options and strengthening the anti-French and anti-British
direction of Mussolini’s planning. The reactions of the other powers to
the civil war confirmed Hitler’s perceptions of his would-be adversaries.
It convinced him that Britain might still be wooed for a policy of non-
involvement in central European affairs, and that France would follow
in the British wake. In Britain, the seeming success of the policy of non-
intervention encouraged Chamberlain’s hopes for peace in Europe and
his misplaced efforts to detach Mussolini from Hitler. Franco’s victory
increased France’s sense of strategic vulnerability, and made the align-
ment with Britain central to its policies, whatever the differences be-
tween the two governments on handling Mussolini. It strengthened the
ideological dimension of French military planning. Soviet attempts to
convince Britain and France to join an anti-Fascist front heightened the
hostility of those in London and Paris who distrusted the Russians and
sought compromises with the Axis powers to preserve the peace. Their
hostile reading of Soviet intentions coloured, though hardly deter-
mined, official responses to Hitler’s coups during 1938. The Soviets
sought, in vain, to use the Spanish Civil War as a way of persuading
Britain and France to abandon their pursuit of agreements with Hitler.
Their failure strengthened Bolshevik beliefs in the inevitable capitalist
war, and intensified Stalin’s obsessive fear of internal enemies, real and
imaginary, who were to be stamped out at any cost. Under Narodnyy
Komissariat Vnutrennikh Del (NKVD) direction, anarchists, the Partido
Obrero Unificacion Marxista (POUM) (anti-Stalinist Communists), and
other ‘Trotskyite subversives’ were ‘exposed’ and liquidated. Many
Soviet advisers sent to Spain from Moscow were recalled, imprisoned,
and/or disappeared. The purges in Russia and Spain fed on each other.
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Despite the horrors that the civil war spawned, for the foreign countries
involved in the Spanish struggle, Spain was hardly more than a pawn in a
much larger strategic game.

II

The Spanish Civil War had its roots in Spanish history. Its origins had
little to do with other nations. Following the creation of the second
Republic in April 1931, the next five years saw governments change
from left-wing to right-wing and back again. The left wanted to weaken
the influence of the Catholic Church, reform education, and cut down
the size and importance of the swollen army. It was recognized that
something had to be done to change the ownership and management of
land, and to increase the rights of industrial workers. Separate cultures
should be recognized, as in Catalonia and the Basque provinces, and
granted greater political autonomy. Most army officers, clergy (except in
the Basque region), landowners, and businessmen feared and opposed
these reforms. The right stood for the Church, the army, and for
‘tradition’, order, and a unified Spain. On 16 February 1936, the right
lost the national elections to a great coalition of the left known as the
Popular Front, composed of liberals, Socialists, anarchists (the only
politically significant movement of its kind in Europe) and Communists
(a numerically small group with no representatives in the government).
Alarmed by this, and by demonstrators seeking accelerated change,
sections of the army conspired to overthrow the government as other
soldiers had done so often before them. Open rebellion came with the
shooting of Calvo Sotelo, a prominent right-wing deputy. General
Emilio Mola sent out orders for revolt; the rising began in Morocco
on 17 July. In the following two days further risings broke out on the
Spanish mainland. After four days the rebels held about one-third of
Spain, including the rich agricultural lands of the north and the ports of
Galicia. Madrid, Barcelona, Valencia, and Bilbao remained in the hands
of the republican forces.

If the coup had succeeded, there would have been no civil war.
Instead, it unleashed the social revolution it was supposed to suppress.
In Madrid, Santiago Casares Quiroga, the Republican prime minister,
refused to arm the workers and resigned on 18 July. His successor tried
to open negotiations with the rebels but it was too late. José Giral, a
Socialist, assumed power the next day and the workers were armed.
The defence of the Republic would be left to the left-wing militias and
ad hoc revolutionary bodies. The civil war had begun. The generals had
not anticipated this result; even Franco, the least optimistic of the
participating generals, did not expect the struggle to last beyond
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September. He had flown by private plane from the Canary Islands to
Morocco where, by the time he arrived at Tetuan on 19 July, the rebels
were in the ascendant. Their leaders quickly decided that foreign
assistance would be needed if they were to succeed. The campaign
in Spain was centred on taking Madrid, but General Mola’s northern
armies were stalemated by the workers’ militias, while Franco’s African
troops were cut off in Spanish Morocco and in danger of being
blockaded by the generally loyal Republican Navy. General José
Sanjurjo, who was to have led the triumphal rebel entry into Madrid,
was killed on his way from Portugal to Spain. This was an important
turning point for Franco’s future. In independent moves during the
latter part of July, both Franco and Mola sent emissaries to Rome and
Berlin to solicit assistance. These were the first steps towards the
internationalization of the Spanish crisis.

Franco, though little known outside Spain, was the first to approach
the Italians, on 22 July. While Ciano, the arrogant, ambitious, and
newly-appointed foreign minister, was enthusiastic, Mussolini reacted
cautiously to the Spanish requests. He began to consider limited inter-
vention only after news from Paris and London that the French would
not intervene in Spain, and that the British government was divided in
its views and would not oppose Italian action. He appears to have
definitely made up his mind after receiving, on 27 July, a detailed
despatch from the Italian embassy in Moscow reporting the Kremlin’s
‘great embarrassment’ regarding the civil war and suggesting that the
Soviets might follow a policy of ‘prudent neutrality’. Limited Italian aid
might be decisive in the Spanish struggle. A squadron of twelve Savoia
Marchetti S. 81 bombers was sent from Sardinia to Morocco (only nine
arrived safely on 30 July), and went into operation as soon as the
necessary fuel and additional Italian pilots arrived. Mussolini’s decisions
were not based on any careful calculation of Franco’s possible success,
but in the belief that a small amount of assistance could pay major
dividends for Italy’s position in the western Mediterranean, while
destroying the threat of a ‘red” Republic in Spain, and protecting the
Fascist revolution in Italy. In Germany, too, Franco’s emissaries proved
successful. There had been extensive contacts between the German and
Spanish armies and intelligence services in the years before the coup, but
they had nothing to do with the initial revolt or with Hitler’s decision to
assist Franco. The first attempts, through Johannes Bernhardt, a German
businessman and member of the Nazi Auslandsorganisation, and Adolf
Langenheim, the Nazi chief in Spanish Morocco, were rebuffed.
Assisted first by Alfred Hess, and then by his brother Rudolf, the deputy
Fiihrer favoured by Hitler, they were able to bypass the unsympathetic
Wilhelmstrasse and War Ministry and reach Hitler himself, who was
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attending the Wagner festival in Bayreuth. Though he was at first
contemptuous, by the end of the evening of 25 July, there were calls
to Blomberg and Goring telling of his intention to launch Unternehmen
Feuerzauber (redolent with overtones of Siegfried’s passage through the
flames to liberate Briinhilde) and to send even more planes than Franco
requested. GOring, at first doubtful, rapidly became an enthusiast when
he saw that Hitler was sympathetic. He organized a special staff to
administer the military aid going to Franco. On 29 July, German planes
sent to Morocco began transporting the élite troops of the Spanish
North African Army to mainland Spain.

The arrival of the German and Italian planes was critical for the rebel
forces in the first stage of the war, when the coup might have collapsed.
Hitler’s assistance, in particular, enabled Franco to move nearly 14,000
Spanish and Moroccan troops between 29 July and 11 October 1936,
across the Straits of Gibraltar to Seville where they were most needed,
leap-frogging the Republican navy. It was ‘the first successful large-scale
airlift in history’.* Hitler’s much quoted 1941 boast—*Franco ought to
erect a monument to the glory of the Junkers Ju-52. It is this aircraft that
the Spanish revolution has to thank for its victory’>—contained more
than a kernel of truth. It is possible that Franco would have transported
his troops to the mainland even without foreign support, but not in such
numbers or in so short a time. During September, Hitler expanded his
intervention (dubbed ‘Operation Otto’) sending men, tanks, and radio
equipment to Spain. The transport planes were converted into bombers
and additional fighters were despatched from Germany. By mid-October,
the Germans probably had some 600 men in Spain. Though the
Germans appear to have been the main suppliers to the rebels in August
and September, the Italians, not to be outdone, and without fear of
international repercussions, increased their own shipments. Prompted
by Franco, they took independent action in the Balearics, the islands
(Majorca and Menorca) that lay across the main sea route between
France’s North African colonies and its Mediterranean ports. The rebels
seized Majorca and, with Italian assistance, contained the Republican
counter-attack. By mid-September, the island was in Falangist hands.
Rome, however, did not want to go too far in provoking the already
alarmed French or antagonizing the British: Ciano refused to sanction a
Falangist coup on the island or to back a proposed invasion of Menorca.
‘With the victory at Majorca, the rebels won control of the sea coasts and
later the Straits of Gibraltar. The island served as a useful base for air

* Robert H. Whealey, Hitler and Spain: The Nazi Role in the Spanish Civil War,
1936-1939 (Lexington, KY, 1989), 101.
> H. Trevor-Roper (ed.), Hitler’s Table Talk, 1941—1944 (London, 1953), 687.
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attacks on private merchant vessels supplying the Republic. Majorca
remained an Italian show; the Germans were not consulted.® In October,
under pressure from Franco, the Germans and Italians sent submarines
to Spanish waters to harass the Republic’s fleet.

The success of the ‘victory convoy’ above the Straits of Gibraltar
confirmed Franco’s international credentials at Mola’s expense, and
made him a hero in the Nationalist armies. By mid-August, the
Francoists were receiving regular shipments of armaments and ammu-
nition, and controlling the flow of Axis supplies to Mola. The latter,
hardly a match for his far more politically astute rival, agreed on 11
August to yield all authority over foreign assistance to Franco. Most of
the early successes of the Nationalists in August were due to Franco’s
Army of Africa. He used fear and killings to paralyse his enemies, terrify
the untrained citizen militias, and prevent future opposition to his rule.
Even in the initial stage of his campaign, Franco’s thoughts and strategy
were directed to the fulfilment of his political ambitions. On 21
September, he was made Generalisimo of all the rebel armies, though
with some degree of hesitation on the part of his military peers. His
decision to move against Toledo rather than to march towards Madrid
to join Mola’s army, arose from calculations that the relief of the Alcazar
in Toledo would silence all doubters and open the way to his becoming
head of state. With the ‘epic of Alcazar’, re-staged two days later for
cinema audiences across the world, Franco became an international
name. On 1 October, he became the chief of state with ‘absolute
powers’. There was no one, either in the rebel military or civilian
ranks, to challenge the authority of the new Caudillo. The forced
unification of the rightist parties, a union of the Fascist Falange with
the entirely separate Carlists, allowed Franco to create a new political
movement totally under his own control, the Falange Espanola Tradicio-
nalista y de las JONS. It ended the possibility of an independent Spanish
Fascist movement. This physically unimpressive man, short, balding,
and with a fluting voice, was transformed, through a massive propa-
ganda campaign, into a modern El Cid.

Franco was slow to give his attention to the Madrid campaign. His
armies were tired and their advance slowed by fierce Republican
resistance. It was not until 20 October that he concentrated on the
capital, though he took no direct part in the subsequent operations. The
delay had given the Republicans time to see to the capital’s defences.
The Giral government in Madrid had fallen on 4 September and a

® Menorca, strategically the most important island of the group, stayed in Republican
hands until early 1939 when, with British help, it was occupied by Franco’s Spanish
troops.
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cabinet under Francisco Largo Caballero, with Communist representation,
was installed in its place (though it had already fled the city for Valencia).
When the attack on Madrid at last came, on 8 November, it was
unexpectedly repulsed. It was a major defeat for the rebels and saw the
employment, by the defenders, of Russian tanks and fighter aircraft and
the first appearance of the international brigades. If the Republican
forces had not been too depleted to mount a counter-offensive, this
might have been the turning point in the civil war. Franco acknow-
ledged defeat and abandoned the attack. He was fortunate not only in
the loyalists’ exhaustion, but in the joint German and Italian decision to
grant formal recognition of his government on 18 November, without
the capture of Madrid, as they had demanded. Franco told cheering
crowds in Salamanca a day earlier that Germany and Italy were ‘the
bulwarks of culture, civilization, and Christianity in Europe’.” It was
accepted in Berlin and Rome that only massive reinforcements could
save the Nationalist cause.

The basis for possible Italo-German military co-operation in Spain had
been laid at a series of meetings in August 1936 between Admiral Wilhelm
Canaris, head of German military intelligence and a fluent Spanish speaker,
and General Mario Roatta, his flamboyant Italian counterpart. It is highly
probable that the Italians already knew that Hitler was helping Franco,
though Canaris minimized the German contribution in the hope of
securing greater Italian involvement. In Rome on 28 August, Canaris
insisted that supplies be provided only to Franco, setting the seal on the
latter’s position. During September, a joint Italo-German mission to
Franco drew up plans to meet the general’s material requirements. Military
co-operation was paralleled by steps towards a general political agreement.
Mussolini, in particular, wished to cement the partnership with the Fiihrer,
hoping to find support for his imperial dreams. During August and
September, Hitler sent strong signals to Mussolini assuring the Duce that
he had no ambitions in the Mediterranean (the ‘Baltic was Germany’s
Mediterranean’) and was anxious for closer ties. At meetings between
Ciano and Goring in Rome, both men denied that their countries had
any territorial ambitions in Spain (apart from the Italian interest in the
Balearic islands and Ceuta). Both stressed the threat to their plans from
Britain, mainly to block any unilateral negotiations with London. At a
subsequent meeting between Ciano and Hitler at Berchtesgaden on 24
October, the two men agreed on joint military efforts in Spain, the
recognition of Franco as head of government as soon as Madrid was
taken (expected within the next few days), and co-operation to prevent
the creation of a separate Catalan state by France. Responding to Ciano’s

7 Quoted in Paul Preston, Franco: A Biography (London, 1993), 106.
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revelations from purloined sources that Britain’s policies were directed
against Germany as much as Italy, Hitler called for the formation of a bloc
against the democratic powers, and promised that Germany would be
ready for war within three years. Pleased with the promise of a future
Mussolini—Hitler meeting, Ciano paid little attention to Hitler’s boast.

In Spain, Franco’s German and Italian advisers were deeply dis-
turbed by his failure to pursue the Madrid campaign more energetic-
ally. At the end of October, clearly mystified by his tactics, Blomberg
warned the Nationalist leader, through emissaries, that he would
receive further reinforcements only under stringent conditions, in
particular, the more systematic and active conduct of the war. Hardly
pleased by such conditions, Franco had no alternative but to accept
the German rebuke. After the defeat in Madrid the German interven-
tion was again expanded. The German Condor Legion, consisting of
specialized units with the most modern equipment, including aircraft
of all types, tanks, and anti-tank artillery, was quickly assembled (the
name came from the civilian transport planes of the German Lufthansa
A.G., the Condor Lufthansa, which flew from Spain to the Canary
Islands and then to South America). Five thousand Germans landed in
Cadiz on 16 November and a further seven thousand on 26 November
with artillery, aircraft, and armoured transport. This proved to be the
last major escalation in the number of Germans fighting in Spain.
Hitler had no wish to provoke French, and possibly British, interven-
tion with a greater and more public build-up of German forces. It was
at this point that Hitler probably decided Germany was only to play a
secondary part in the Spanish drama, and that Mussolini was to be
given the primacy he sought. At a meeting called by Mussolini in
Rome on 6 December, attended by Ciano, Roatta, and Canaris, it was
agreed to co-ordinate the delivery of military aircraft to Franco, and to
give Italy the sole responsibility for patrolling Spain’s Mediterranean
coasts and for operations in Spanish harbours. The Germans limited
themselves to Atlantic operations. Canaris warned Mussolini that
Germany could not be seen to send large numbers of troops to
Spain without international repercussions. On 21 December, Hitler,
with his military advisers in full agreement, decided that only replace-
ments for the Condor Legion and a small SS unit to train Spanish
police officers would be sent to Spain. Enough material assistance
would be offered in the form of aircraft, cannon, anti-aircraft guns,
and ammunition to make sure that Franco was not defeated. Though
the rebels’ military situation took a turn for the worse in early 1937,
the German leadership proved unwilling to expand its involvement.
Hitler was content to leave to the Italians the main task of underwrit-
ing Franco’s victory.
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‘With Franco facing defeat in November 1936 and in need of massive
assistance, Mussolini’s commitment, though conditions were attached,
became deeper and irrevocable. An economic and military agreement
with Franco was concluded on 28 November which prohibited the free
passage of troops of any third power, and provided for benevolent
neutrality in case of conflict with a third party or the imposition of
sanctions. The anti-French intent of the secret agreement was obvious.
There was no specific Spanish commitment but Mussolini felt that he
had tied Franco to Rome. In return, he was prepared to send the combat
forces that the Nationalists so desperately needed. In mid-December,
arrangements were made for two mixed brigades fully armed and
equipped for combat to be despatched. In addition, Mussolini sent
two contingents of 3,000 Black Shirts with their own officers and
equipment, who were to be under Italian command. Irritated by this
slight to his authority, Franco nonetheless used the Black Shirts as soon
as they arrived, and then requested another 9,000 troops. Canaris’s
warning to Mussolini with regard to Germany failed to deter him; the
strong doubts of two of his military leaders, Balbo and Badoglio, were
disregarded. In Rome, in mid-January 1937, the new division of
assistance to Franco was confirmed with Goring: there would be no
large German contribution of men. The future agenda included a joint
blockade, joint propaganda and intelligence activities, and a renewed
invitation for the Duce to visit Berlin. Mussolini would have liked the
Germans to shoulder more of the military burden but, hardly anxious to
see Hitler establish any claim to the Mediterranean spoils, he did not ask
tor more. His impatience and dissatisfaction was directed at the Caudillo
to whom, nevertheless, he continued to send more troops and material.
To ensure the successful co-ordination of the now extensive Italian war
effort, a new department, the Ufficio Spagna, was created in the Foreign
Ministry under Ciano’s direction, and Roatta, again due to Ciano’s
intervention, was put in charge of all the Italian military actions in
Spain. While Mussolini refused Nationalist appeals for submarines,
between December 1936 and February 1937 the Italians engaged in
a major clandestine underwater campaign against Republican shipping,
despite the risk of clashes with Britain. But the results were minimal. By
mid-February, almost 49,000 ground troops had been shipped to Spain.
In total, the Italians sent 80,000 men to the Spanish war, as compared
with fewer than 19,000 Germans.® The decision made at the end
of July 1936 in favour of limited assistance to Franco had become

® For comparative figures see Whealey, Hitler and Spain, 102-103; Brian R. Sullivan,
‘Fascist Italy’s Military Involvement in the Spanish Civil War’, Journal of Military History,
59: 4 (1995), 718.
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‘an open-ended commitment that, within five months, would see Italy
effectively at war with the Spanish Republic’.”

Why did Hitler and Mussolini intervene in the Spanish Civil War?
Their governments had viewed the installation of the Popular Front in
Madrid with distaste, but hardly with any great sense of alarm. The two
dictators had different goals in mind, though for both the war was a way
to prepare for the fulfilment of future expansionist ambitions. Mussoli-
ni’s intervention was an attempt, like the Ethiopian campaign, to stimu-
late nationalist fervour and to further his imperial ambitions. Italy’s
strategic interest in the western Mediterranean was of key importance.
According to the Duce, Italy was well placed to exercise its power, to
strengthen its position at France’s expense, and to turn the Mediterra-
nean into an Italian lake. By intervening in Spain, Italy could solve, to its
own advantage, the power relations in the Mediterranean. An alliance
with Nationalist Spain, under Italian influence, offered the possibility of
closing the Mediterranean to the French merchant and military fleets,
and obstructing the movement of French troops from North Africa. ‘If
we use the base in Majorca, that in Pantelleria and others already in
existence and equipped’, Mussolini told Ribbentrop, ‘not one negro
will be able to cross from Africa to France by the Mediterranean
route’." Italian naval and air bases in the Balearic Islands would weaken
both the British and French strategic positions. Combined with a
Berlin-R ome partnership, a Fascist victory in Spain meant that France
would be threatened on the Rhine, in the Alps, and in the Pyrenees.
The Duce anticipated that a grateful Franco would follow Italy’s lead,
and imagined that Spain could be wedded to the Roman Empire. In
ideological terms, Italian action in Spain allowed Mussolini to reclaim
his role as the leader of the Fascist movement in Europe. Intervention in
Spain would safeguard Fascism in Italy. As Mussolini wrote to his wife,
‘Bolshevism in Spain would mean Bolshevism in France, Bolshevism at
Italy’s back, and danger of [the] Bolshevisation of Europe.’’" Anti-
Bolshevism also provided a common banner under which Italy and
Germany could march together. As in 1922, it served Mussolini’s
domestic purposes and could be exploited to pave the way for public
acceptance of an alliance with Germany that might otherwise prove
generally unpopular. Arrogance blinded the Duce; he came to believe
that ‘his own superior intelligence would make him the senior partner in

9 Paul Preston, ‘Mussolini’s Spanish Adventure: From Limited Risk to War’, in Paul
Preston and Anne L. MacKenzie (eds.), The Republic Besieged: Civil War in Spain,
1936-1939 (Edinburgh, 1996), 49.

'° Galeazzo Ciano, Diplomatic Papers (London, 1948), 145 (6 November 1937).

" Quoted in Glyn A. Stone, Spain, Portugal and the Great Powers, 1931-1941
(Basingstoke, 2005), 29.
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an Italo-German partnership’.'> The partnership prospered. On 1
November 1936, Mussolini delivered his famous ‘Axis’ speech in
Milan, denouncing the British and French, hailing the Germans, and
publicly proclaiming that ‘this Berlin-Rome Line is not a Diaphragm
but rather an Axis’ for all those states ‘animated by a will to cooperation
and peace’.”® The Duce took no real interest in the internal politics of
Nationalist Spain, beyond the far-fetched idea of persuading Franco to
accept an Italian king. Fascism itself was to be vindicated through
military action against the Popular Front government. As the war
lengthened and increasing numbers of Italian troops were engaged in
fighting, the prestige of Italy, the Fascist party, and of Mussolini, himself,
became identified with victory in Spain. Mussolini became the prisoner
of his megalomania.

The Italian military was already struggling with inadequate funds to
re-equip and modernize an army which had squandered so much of its
material resources in its African campaigns; it had no reason to welcome
an engagement that might lead to a confrontation with France and
Britain. Most senior officers, like most politicians, however, supported
the intervention or failed to oppose it openly. Marshal Badoglio, the
chiet of the general staff, was one of the exceptions, disliking both the
intervention and the pro-German orientation of Italian foreign policy.
He had almost nothing to do with the planning or the execution of the
Spanish campaign. In October 1936, at Ciano’s urging, the unsympa-
thetic chief of the army staff and under-secretary of war was dismissed,
and was replaced by General Alberto Pariani, a Germanophile who
redirected Italian war planning towards a future conflict with
France and Britain, and who came to view Spain as a major asset in
the forthcoming struggle in the Mediterranean. On two occasions,
5 November and 15 December, the chiefs of staff, notwithstanding
Badoglio’s reservations, considered a lightning land war against the
Suez Canal, Egypt, and the Sudan, in the hope of linking Libya with
the Italian possessions in East Africa. While indulging in imperial dreams
at British expense, Mussolini held out the hand of friendship to London,
intending to disguise his ambitions and to cut across Ribbentrop’s efforts
to conclude a bilateral Anglo-German agreement. Knowing that the
European pot was boiling and assuming that France was too internally
divided to act, Mussolini thought that the international currents were
moving in Italy’s direction. “The next war will be a seven weeks war.
We can do it. We don’t need to consult anyone,” Mussolini boasted to

'* Denis Mack Smith, Italy and its Monarchy (New Haven, CT, and London,
1989), 272.
'3 Benito Mussolini, Opera Omnia, vol. xxviii (Firenze, 1959), 69-70.
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Giuseppe Bottai, an old comrade and long-serving minister, on 31
October 1936. ‘Imagine the surprise of the Italians when, one day,
they wake up, open the newspapers and read the news; an Italian air
squadron has bombarded the English naval squadron in Malta. All the
ships were sunk.”"*

Franco’s cunning defeated Mussolini’s hopes for a quick victory in
Spain; Hitler’s own ambitions were to deprive him of some of the
Spanish fruits. The Italians got relatively little in return for their military
assistance. The economies of Italy and Spain were too similar, and the
Germans exploited their economic advantage at Italian expense. Most of
the Italian economic transactions with the Nationalists were conducted
by Mussolini’s brother working through the German agent, Johannes
Bernhardt. The Spaniards considerably expanded their exports to Italy,
including Moroccan iron ore, but this covered only a very small part of
Italy’s arms deliveries to the Nationalists. Franco agreed to pay back his
war debts to Italy once in full control of Spain, but this would take three
years to establish, and even then Spain could not afford to pay its debts in
full. The Italian balance sheet remained in deficit. By April 1939, the
three Italian armed forces had spent 6.1 billion lire in support of Franco
and had lost 16,650 men, dead, wounded, or prisoners of war."?

As for Hitler, there is little evidence that in 1936 he had any fear of a
social revolution in Spain or of a ‘red wave’ rolling over Europe. His
initial reaction was, nevertheless, ideologically motivated, for he did not
want to see a red triumph in Spain, particularly in view of the Popular
Front victory in France. He rapidly perceived the strategic advantages of
pursuing an anti-Bolshevik campaign. Anti-Bolshevism (‘Judeo-
Bolshevism’) was a highly popular slogan in Germany, and was success-
fully employed in association with the decision to extend military
conscription from one to two years, and to introduce the Four Year
Plan in August and September 1936. The Spanish adventure, in which
German investment was limited, was a useful device to further short-
term aims. A Fascist victory in Spain would weaken France and draw
Italy deeper into the German orbit. It might assist Hitler’s efforts to build
bridges to Britain, whose attention would be diverted from central
Europe. He noted that ‘Spain was a convenient sideshow which
absorbed the energies of the other Great Powers thus leaving Germany
a freer hand to pursue its ambitions.”'® The unexpected length of the
civil war played into Hitler’s hands; in this respect, he had more luck

'* Giuseppe Bottai, Diario, 1935—1944, ed. Giordano Guerri (Milan, 1982), 113—114.

'S Robert Mallett, Mussolini and the Origins of the Second World War (Basingstoke,
2003), 92.

16 Statement attributed to Hitler in Christian Leitz, Economic Relations between Nazi
Germany and Franco’s Spain 1936—1945 (Oxford, 1996), 17, note 47.
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than foresight. The prolonged struggle acted as a catalyst in polarizing
European attitudes and in increasing fears of the Soviet Union.
‘Germany’s interests, which alone should be considered, were therefore
not so deeply involved in an early conclusion of the Spanish Civil War as
to risk a limitation of its own rearmament’, Hitler explained. ‘On the
contrary, German policy would be advanced if the Spanish question
continued for a time to occupy Europe’s attention.”"”

Military and economic considerations had not entered into Hitler’s
original decision. Yet during the course of the Spanish war, the Germans
could test their new weapons and accustom officers to their use. There
were also valuable tactical lessons learned, above all, the employment of
tactical air strikes to support ground troops, a practice already part of the
Luftwaffe’s programme but subsequently given greater prominence. It
was in Spain, where the Soviet tanks proved far more effective than the
German models, that the Germans learned that they had to increase the
size and power of their tanks. Economic considerations rapidly became a
major factor in German calculations. After the meeting at Bayreuth,
Hitler and Goring, the key figure in managing the German commercial
involvement in Spain, wanted to obtain the maximum economic bene-
fits for the assistance given to Franco. Raw material shortages were
already adversely affecting the German rearmament programme. Spain
was rich in pyrites, used in making ammunition, iron ore, copper, lead,
mercury, and zinc, all materials essential for rearmament, and in short
supply. The country also had large reserves of untapped minerals that the
Germans hoped to exploit. Hitler decided that the whole operation of
supplying Franco should be kept secret. A private Spanish company,
Compania Hispano-Marroqui de Transportes Limitada (HISMA), was regis-
tered in Spanish Morocco at the end of July 1936 to organize aid to the
Nationalists and to secure payment. It was headed by Johannes Bern-
hardt and a retired Spanish naval officer, Fernando Carranza. Under
Goring’s patronage, HISMA handled all the German deliveries of arms
and ammunition to the Nationalists. In early October, Goring created a
separate government corporation in Berlin, ROWAK (Rohstoffe- und
Waren-Einkaufsgesellschaff) under the general authority of his Four Year
Plan Commission, which was the sole distribution agent in Germany for
all the Spanish raw materials supplied through HISMA. In the spring of
1938, it was integrated into the Nazified Economics Ministry under
Goring’s control. At first, because Franco was desperate for arms, he
acquiesced in HISMA’s monopolistic position. As the war dragged on,
his forces became increasingly dependent on the war materials sent from

'7 Quoted in Robert Whealey, ‘Foreign Intervention in the Spanish Civil War’, in
R. Carr (ed.), The Republic and the Civil War in Spain (London and Basingstoke, 1971), 219.
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TaBLE 5.1 German Trade with Spain, 1932-1939 (Million RM)

1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939

Imports 989 865 99.7 1183 977 1234 110.1 1189
Exports 90.6 855 875 875 693 587 941 677
Balance of Payments —8.3 —1 —12.2 =308 —284 —0647 —-16 =512

Sources: Militirgeschichtliches Forschungsamt (ed.), Germany and the Second World War, Vol. 1, ed.
Wilhelm Deist (Oxford, 1990), 318. W. Schneider and C. Dipper, Der Spanische Biirgerkrieg in der
internationalen Politik 1936—1939 (Munich, 1976), 178.

Germany. As a result, the Germans were able to expand their purchases
of Spanish raw material and to demand payment in scarce foreign
exchange for materials sent. Although Spanish exports to the industrial
powers declined, the Germans gained a larger share of the total than
either the British or French. Whereas in 1935 Germany took 35% of
Spanish exports of iron ore, pyrites, wood, and skins, at the end of 1939
80% of these products went to the Reich.'® Pyrites from Spain consti-
tuted over half of Germany’s total pyrite imports. With the balance of
trade so heavily weighted in the German favour, the Nationalist debt
soared.” In all, Germany claimed a total of $215 million from the
Spanish Nationalists for war debts. After the de jure recognition of the
Nationalist regime on 18 November 1936, the Germans intensified
their efforts to secure control over mines and sources of other raw
materials, intending to establish a permanent post-civil war stake
in Spain in order to replace Britain’s pre-eminent economic position.
A series of agreements in 1937 allowed the Germans to create a network
of enterprises that would control and extract the raw materials needed
by the Reich. The project, code-named ‘Montana’, aroused consider-
able resentment in Spanish Nationalist circles. Forced to give way to the
Germans in late 1938 when war material was needed to break the
stalemate on the Ebro front, Franco reluctantly agreed to further con-
cessions, and to partial payments of the accumulating debts to HISMA in
foreign currency. But his attitude hardened and using new commercial
arrangements with Britain and France, he was able to check the German
economic oftensive during the last stages of the civil war. The Caudillo,
an ardent nationalist, had no wish to yield his future control over Spain’s
mineral wealth to foreigners, least of all to the domineering Germans.

" Whealey, Hitler and Spain, 85.
' See the discussion in Mogens Pelt, Tobacco, Arms and Politics: Greece and Germany from
World War to World War 1929-1941 (Copenhagen, 1998), 167-168, 170-171, 176-177.



198 THE SPANISH COCKPIT

TaBLE 5.2 Spain’s Market Share of German Pyrites Imports,

1932-1940

Germany total Imports from %

imports of pyrites Spain

('000) t
1932 650 305 46.9
1933 849 393 46.2
1934 987 532 53.9
1935 1018 562 55.2
1936 1042 464 44.5
1937 1464 835 57
1938 1430 895 62.5
1939 1120 582 51.9
1940 482 27 5.6

Source: W. Schneider and C. Dipper, Der Spanische Biirgerkrieg in der inter-
nationalen Politik 1936—1939 (Munich, 1976), 178.

In addition to handling trade with the Francoists, Goring was also
secretly selling weapons to the Republic, using well-known arms traf-
fickers, in particular, Prodromos Bodosakis-Athanasiadis, a Greek with
close ties to Metaxas, the Greek dictator. German arms sales to the
Republic reached their peak in 1937 and 1938. The Greek agent
made a personal financial killing but he shared some of these earnings
with Goring as well as making payments to Metaxas and other Greek
officials. The practice continued, despite protests from the Francoists,
until the very end of the civil war. Republican hard currency was as
welcome as any Nationalist offerings to the high-spending Goring.

III

Franco had another key supporter, Antonio de Oliveira Salazar, the
dictator of Portugal. Finance minister and then prime minister (1932—
1968) of the country, he created in 1933 a New State (‘Estado Novo’)—
an authoritarian, anti-parliamentarian, one party, police state which
enlisted the support of the Catholic Church, the army, and the rural
and industrial élites. His regime was very much like that of Engelbert
Dollfuss in Austria. Respectful of Mussolini, he was fiercely anti-
Bolshevik and had already taken fright from the establishment of the
Popular Front in Spain in February 1936. The outbreak of the Civil War
and the failure of the Nationalist coup d’état only heightened Salazar’s
fears that a victory for the Republicans would lead to an invasion of
Portugal and the establishment of an Iberian Bolshevik state. The British
and French were careful not to encourage the Portuguese to expect any
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support should Spain invade Portugal as a result of the war. Salazar was
clearly told that the best guarantee of Portugal’s independence lay in the
successful implementation of the Non-Intervention Agreement.
Though aware of the danger that a victorious Franco might try to re-
absorb Portugal, the dictator decided to actively support the National-
ists, supplying some 10,000 men and supplies, and providing facilities for
the transport of German and Italian arms for Spain. The Soviets insisted
that the Portuguese should join the NIC, the multinational Non-Inter-
vention Committee meeting in London. Their representatives naturally
cooperated with those from Germany and Italy and found themselves in
repeated opposition to the Anglo-French attempts to implement the
Non-Intervention Agreement. During 1937, these clashes, particularly
with regard to the stationing of international observers on the Portu-
guese frontier, not only raised the diplomatic temperature in Paris,
making communication difficult, but also led to tensions between
Britain and Portugal. The latter was Britain’s oldest ally; the alliance of
1386 was renewed in 1899, and though Lisbon may have suffered from
Britain’s benign neglect, it was always assumed in London that Portugal
would remain a solid friend in war-time.

The Axis powers were quick to seize the opportunity of these
conflicts in the NIC to court the Portuguese and to hasten the break-
up of the Anglo—Portuguese alliance. Apart from ideological sympa-
thies, their common anti-Bolshevism nourished Axis hopes of creating a
Madrid-Lisbon—R ome—Berlin Axis that would bring important stra-
tegic advantages in its wake. Both Italy and Germany, particularly the
latter, launched major propaganda campaigns to underline the ties
between the dictatorships. The Germans established active cultural
centres in Portugal and sponsored exchange visits between youth groups
and organizations with similar interests. By using export subsidies, the
Germans were able to acquire a larger share of the Portuguese home
market, weakening Britain’s dominant position as Portugal’s chief for-
eign trader. The Berlin authorities also encouraged contacts with the
Portuguese police and military authorities.>® Directly threatening the
position of Britain’s main armament firms, from mid-1936 onwards, a
concerted effort was made to win contracts to supply the Portuguese
armed services. Arms contracts amounting to 28 million Reichsmarks
were exchanged during 1937 and 1938. At the end of the Spanish Civil
War, talks were underway for German arms to be exchanged for
Portuguese products.”’

The British had to respond to this challenge; the Anglo-Portuguese
alliance was of considerable importance for Britain’s naval and aerial

*® Stone, Spain, Portugal and the Great Powers, 116—117. ! Ibid., 118.
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Atlantic strategy and the loss of the arms trade would bring a diminution
of its already threatened political influence. London joined the propa-
ganda war. Inspired articles, generally favourable to Salazar and his
regime, appeared in The Times and in other journals. The British
Council became active in promoting good relations during 1937 and
1938. The BBC broadcast its news programme in Portuguese and a
series of short lectures from British establishment figures was organized
in conjunction with the Portuguese broadcasting corporation. To coun-
ter German moves, the British established their own news agency in the
summer of 1939 and appointed a press attaché to the embassy in Lisbon.
The cultural offensive was only partly successful but, at the least, steps
had been taken to re-establish the British presence in the country. With
the balance of payments between the two countries roughly in balance
and the London government unwilling to use German methods to
expand trade, little could be done on the commercial front. Despite
endless discussions in Lisbon and London, and considerable pressure
from the British embassy and Foreign Office, the two governments
agreed that matters were better left to private enterprises to arrange.
At Foreign Office insistence, however, steps were taken to stop the
erosion of Britain’s traditional role of supplying the Portuguese armed
services. Preceded by the visit of part of the British home fleet, which
visibly dwarfed an earlier demonstration of German naval power, a
military mission was sent to Lisbon in late February 1939. The mission
stayed six months, advising the government and armed forces on mili-
tary matters and gave considerable substance to London’s efforts to
convince Salazar to place defence orders in Britain. Export credits
amounting to /1million were given to encourage the purchase of
fighter aircraft, anti-aircraft guns, submarines, torpedo boats, and a
coastal defence system for the port of Lisbon. Unfortunately, the orders
could not be fulfilled because of prior military obligations. It was hoped,
however, that by attaching permanent military, naval, and air attachés to
the British embassy in Lisbon, Salazar would be convinced that Britain
would take a continuing interest in Portugal’s defensive capabilities.
Apart from an order for mountain artillery from Italy, he did not sign
any substantial contracts with the Axis powers during 1939.*

Events outside of Spain during 1938 underlined the dangers of too
close an identification with the Axis powers. The German annexation of
Austria, also a corporatist, dictatorial Catholic state, was a worry for
Salazar. Franco’s victories, moreover, could only have revived fears of a
possible Spanish move into Portugal. It was not surprising that Salazar
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welcomed the Anglo-Italian agreement of April 1938 and Chamber-
lain’s attempt to seek a peaceful conclusion of the Czechoslovak crisis.
Both the Portuguese and the British had an interest in preserving Iberian
neutrality in any future conflict. In September 1938, the British thanked
the Portuguese for encouraging Franco to remain neutral in case war
broke out. That mediating role would become even more important
with the signing of the Treaty of Friendship and Non-Aggression
between Portugal and Spain on 17 March 1939 solidifying ties between
the two countries. The Portuguese, courted by both the Axis and
western countries, could use their improved diplomatic position to
redefine the terms of the Anglo-Portuguese alliance in their favour
without losing the benefits of British friendship.

v

There had been little sympathy in London, Paris, or Washington for the
Popular Front government in Spain during early 1936. The three
ambassadors of the countries with the largest economic stake in Spain,
with different degrees of emphasis, warned of the dangerous instability
of the government and the possibilities of a Communist or anarchist
triumph. There were sound strategic and economic reasons why the
British wanted an orderly government in Madrid. The naval base at
Gibraltar was essential for imperial communications and the territorial
integrity of Spanish Morocco of considerable strategic importance. An
estimated £40,000,000 was invested in Spain, a relatively small sum in
terms of overall British investment, but constituting 40% of the total
foreign investment in Spain. Most important was the British involve-
ment in the mining industry: above all, in the pyrite mining and iron ore
quarrying companies. Britain took 45% of'its imported iron ore and 66%
of all its imported pyrites from Spain in 1935. The British owned the
Rio Tinto mining conglomerate, which was one of the largest industrial
glants among Spain’s primary producers. Since 1931, tension had risen
between the new Republican government and British business interests.
Neither the British in Spain nor the government in London were
displeased by the rightward swing of the Spanish political pendulum in
the November 1933 elections. Their confidence was rewarded by new
labour laws and the blocking of further agrarian reform. All the multi-
nationals benefited from the apparently more settled conditions of 1935.
The election results of February 1936 and the widespread popular
disturbances that followed convinced many foreign residents that the
weak, vacillating, and vindictive Popular Front government would
ultimately be forced to abandon its powers to the radicalized proletariat.
The new government’s efforts to counter domestic economic distress
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produced widespread dissatisfaction among British employers, and com-
plaints to the Madrid embassy in London with reference to the ‘com-
munistic’ regime. Diplomats echoed such sentiments. The DBritish
ambassador, Sir Henry Chilton, warned ‘there will be hell to pay’ should
the extreme left not be checked. ‘If the military coup d’état, which it is
generally believed is being planned, does not succeed, things will be
pretty awful.”*?

Rumours of military coups d’état in Spain were so frequent and vague
that they were not taken seriously at the Foreign Office, which
remained surprisingly phlegmatic given the reports it was receiving. It
was generally felt there was little to do except to wait for the expected
coup or revolution. Spain was not high on that summer’s diplomatic
agenda. Parliament was in recess, the holidays were approaching and
both Eden and Vansittart were away in August, the latter visiting Berlin.
Attention at the Foreign Office was focused elsewhere—on the discus-
sions for a new Locarno Pact and on the Anglo-Egyptian treaty, finally
signed on 26 August. Ministers and their officials were still debating
whether to coerce or conciliate the Italians in the eastern Mediterra-
nean, now that the Ethiopian sanctions had been lifted. There were
divisions, too, about the new Popular Front government in Paris and the
possibility of chaos in France. The events in Spain of 17-18 July came as
a surprise. The first reaction, apart from sending ships to rescue British
nationals, was to avoid involvement. The cabinet, approached by the
Spanish ambassador, refused to sell fuel to Republican naval vessels.
‘While admitting the right of the Spanish government to buy arms in
Britain, sales were discouraged.

Not much attention was given to the Spanish conflict during the
summer months. Misgivings about the durability of any democratic
government in Spain, and an exaggerated view of Soviet influence in
the country, undoubtedly coloured the response to the generals’ coup.
There were those in the government, like Baldwin, Hoare, and Hankey,
who were concerned by the ‘communist’ complexion of the Popular
Front government in Spain and thought that to assist the Republicans
would facilitate Bolshevik subversion in Western Europe. As early as 20
July, Lord Hankey, one of the most outspoken anti-Communists in
‘Whitehall, warned ministers that ‘[i]n the present state of Europe, with
France and Spain menaced by Bolshevism, it is not inconceivable that
before long it might pay us to throw in our lot with Germany and
Italy’.** Popular resistance to the rebels and the revolutionary reign of

*3 Douglas Little, Malevolent Neutrality: The United States, Great Britain and the Origins
of the Spanish Civil War (Ithaca, NY, 1985), 196.
** TNA: PRO, CAB 63/51, Memorandum by Hankey, 20 July 1936.



THE SPANISH COCKPIT 203

terror instituted by armed workers and peasants in the Republican zone,
convinced such men that the Giral regime was tarred with the Soviet
brush. The French decision of 21 July to assist the Republic added to the
fears, in Churchill’s words, of ‘a communist Spain spreading its snaky
tentacles through Portugal and France’.** The British ambassador,
roughly escorted from San Sebastian where the diplomatic corps sum-
mered, established himself at Hendaye, just inside the French border,
from where he wrote a series of strong denunciations of the ‘Reds’ in
Madrid. The Foreign Office preferred to rely on the less alarmist reports
from Ogilvie Forbes, sent to Madrid on 16 August when the British
ambassador declined to return to the capital. Despite the lack of
sympathy for the Republican government, the commitment to non-
intervention, whatever its pro-rebel implications, was motivated less by
concern for what was happening in Spain, than by the wish to contain
the conflict within Spanish borders. Spain was hardly discussed in
Whitehall until the beginning of September. Most Labour and Liberal
supporters approved of non-intervention, though they wanted it applied
equally against both sides. Warnings that the civil war in Spain could
hasten the division of Europe into opposing ideological blocs also
predisposed the cabinet to non-intervention. Such a division would
shatter British hopes of a five-power agreement and ruin any chance
of a successful appeasement policy. Anticipating the rapid collapse of the
Republic, there was in any case not much concern in London over
future policy.

The French position was bound to be different. Since 1931, succes-
sive Paris governments had been cultivating good relations with Madrid,
motivated by geography and uneasy relations with Rome. Insofar as the
French expanded their influence in Spain, they could keep the Italians
out. Like the Americans and British, the French welcomed the right-
ward shift of the Republic and in December 1935 France concluded a
commercial agreement permitting the Spaniards to buy arms to the
value of 20 million francs. The February 1936 victory of the Popular
Front in Spain was much discussed in the run-up to that year’s French
elections. The victory of the Popular Front in France created new bonds
of amity between the two governments, even as it unsettled the right in
both countries. Distrust of the Republican government was shared by
the upper echelons of the Quai d’Orsay as well as by much of the army’s
officer class. As General Gamelin was to admit later, ‘in their hearts and

their heads the sympathies of our soldiers favoured Franco’.*

* W. S. Churchill, Step by Step, 1936—1939, 3rd impression (London, 1939), 52.
*% Quoted in Martin S. Alexander, The Republic in Danger: General Maurice Gamelin and
the Politics of French Defence, 1933—1940, 101.
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The military coup in Spain occurred only three days after the enthu-
siastic Popular Front celebrations of 14 July in Paris. The authorities
were kept informed of the events in Spain from sources in French
Morocco and French North Africa, as well as in Spain. The French
ambassador to Spain, like his British counterpart, had little liking for the
Frente Popular. It was natural, nonetheless, that the Spanish ambassador
should have brought an appeal to Léon Blum from Prime Minister José
Giral on 20 July, for arms and aircraft, just before the French premier set
off for London. With the backing of Daladier, Delbos, and Cot, Blum
agreed to supply arms up to the twenty million francs of the December
1935 commercial agreement. Preoccupied by his domestic programme
and fully aware of the discord his actions might provoke, Blum acted
discreetly, hoping that the revolt might be suppressed quickly before the
political storm broke in France. The news, however, was leaked by pro-
Franco members of the Spanish embassy; right-wing papers in Paris
denounced the government’s decision. In London, the subject of Spain
was raised informally; Blum was warned by Eden (on the steps of
Claridge’s Hotel) to ‘be careful’.?” By the time of his return to Paris,
on 24 July, the political winds were blowing in the non-interventionist
direction. The powerful Senate Foreign Affairs committee opposed
military assistance to Spain, as did the Radical party. Just before the
cabinet meeting called on 25 July to discuss Spain, a visibly distraught
Blum told the Spanish representative that he would stick to the decision
‘at all costs’. But at this meeting, the stark divisions in the cabinet
became clear. It was finally agreed that France would not ‘intervene in
the internal conflict of Spain’. This rather ambiguous statement was
amplified by a Quai circular suspending all arms shipments to Spain,
apart from private civil aircraft. Covert deliveries continued. The Senate
Foreign Affairs committee and the Chamber were informed that no war
material would be sent to Spain.

At a further cabinet meeting on 1 August, called after news that two
Italian aircraft on their way to Morocco had landed in French Morocco,
the premier’s appeal for assistance to Spain was again rejected. Instead, a
Non-Intervention Agreement proposal, drafted by the highly influential
secretary general of the Quai d’Orsay, Alexis Léger, was produced and
ministers agreed to submit it to Britain and Italy. As a gesture to the
interventionists, until the agreement was accepted by the other powers,
France would resume shipments to Spain. Between 5 and 8 August, sixteen
planes were delivered, really intended as a warning to the Italians and
Germans to desist from further military assistance to the rebels. Admirals

*7 Quoted in J. Edwards, The British Government and the Spanish Civil War (London
and Basingstoke, 1979), 17.
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Darlan and Decoux, hoping to use the crisis to promote joint Anglo—
French naval staff talks, were sent to the Admiralty in London on a private
visit, only to find the British naval chiefs strongly opposed to any action in
the Mediterranean, and anxious to return the fleet to its normal state after
the alarms of the Ethiopian crisis. They insisted on a policy of strict
neutrality. Designated as the next chief of the naval staff, Darlan’s concern
with the Italian threat, and his distrust of the British, would have important
consequences for future French naval planning. The Foreign Office, as
anxious as the Admiralty to avoid involvement, responded positively and
quickly to the French initiative, and on 6 August the Quai d’Orsay drew up
the Non-Intervention Agreement to be circulated abroad. On the next
day, just before a third French cabinet meeting, called to discuss the Spanish
question, the British ambassador, Sir George Clerk, speaking privately but
encouraged by officials in the Quai d’Orsay, expressed his fear that the
Spanish government was ‘a screen for anarchists’, and that pending an
agreement, the French should ‘limit and retard” deliveries to Spain. Clerk
warned Delbos, the foreign minister, that French involvement in the civil
war might make co-operation between the two countries, with regard to
Germany, more difficult. The warning was used at the cabinet to buttress
the decision that all aid to Spain, whether public or private, should be
suspended. After a stormy session, Delbos’s proposal was accepted with the
proviso that if the Non-Intervention Agreement was not rapidly signed, the
position would be reviewed. The French decision for non-involvement
was never reversed. It was one that caused Blum considerable personal
anguish.

Although it was the Popular Front government in Paris that initiated
the policy of non-intervention and called for a non-intervention com-
mittee to sit in London, Blum never denied the rumours that the French
were forced into the policy of non-intervention by the British. It was a
politically convenient way of parrying left-wing criticism. Blum was
later to claim that a decision for intervention would have unleashed civil
war in France. Spain was a highly emotive issue in a country already
marked by fierce political debate. The parties of the right demanded
total neutrality even where they favoured a rebel victory. The radical
and socialist press wavered between support for Blum’s non-interven-
tion formula and demands for a stricter neutrality, when news of the
delivery of French planes became known. By September, the Spanish
Civil War was yet another issue dividing the French left. The leaders of
the Radical party—including Herriot, Chautemps, and Delbos—all
opposed involvement in Spain. Daladier, characteristically, shifted his
position, but subsequently became adamant that no French military
equipment should be squandered on Spain. If many Socialists favoured



206 THE SPANISH COCKPIT

the Republican cause, there were fears, even in those circles, that active
support for the Republic might lead to war. While Blum was aware of
the danger of losing support to the Communists by adopting non-
intervention, he was even more sensitive to the weakness of his gov-
ernment. He may have exaggerated the dangers of internal divisions, but
any other policy except that of ‘relaxed non-intervention’ might well
have led to the weakening or even collapse of his coalition. At Luna
Park on 6 September 1936, he argued before a crowd that favoured
assistance to the Republic, that non-intervention would prevent the
escalation of the Spanish Civil War into an international struggle, and
would avoid a ‘necessarily unequal arms race’ that would be won by the
strongest industrial power, i.e. Germany. As at the British Foreign
Office, the officials of the Quai d’Orsay believed that intervention in
the Spanish Civil War would hasten the division of Europe along
ideological lines with fatal consequences for France. It was in the hope
of avoiding a European war that Blum would seek an agreement with
Germany. The run-on effects of Berlin’s exploitation of the Bolshevik
theme were felt in Poland, Romania, and Yugoslavia, to the great
disadvantage of the French efforts to strengthen their position in these
countries. In Yugoslavia, Prince Paul was obsessed by the fear of
Communism and the dangers of being dragged into a war because of
the Franco-Soviet pact. Blum’s government was particularly vulnerable
to the ideological currents set oft by Spain both at home and abroad.
Even when threatened with the admittedly distant prospect of a war on
three fronts, the leaders of France continued to believe that their policy
of non-intervention in Spain was the best way to prevent a continental
war and keep the prospect of European conciliation alive.

This did not mean that all assistance to the Republic ceased after the
cabinet opted for non-intervention on 7-8 August. Early in August,
Blum countenanced the sending of volunteers to Spain, French and
toreign, as long as they had passports and travelled without arms. One
quarter of the 40,000 members of the ‘international brigades’ were
French, the largest national contingent. The air minister, Pierre Cot,
assisted by Jules Moch, the head of Blum’s secretariat, and Vincent
Auriol, the finance minister, found ways to secure and deliver aero-
planes right through Blum’s second ministry and, during 1937 and 1938,
continued to organize clandestine shipments of arms to Spain with the
tacit approval of Blum. At various times, the Pyrenean frontier was
opened for the transport of arms and equipment.”® Nonetheless, the
military aid that came from France in no way compared either to the

*% The French Pyrenean frontier was opened during July—August 1936, October
1937 — January 1938, March—June 1938 and then in January—February 1939.
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quantity or quality of the war material sent by the Fascist powers, or that
sent to the Republic by the Soviet Union. The Air Ministry’s meagre
efforts, for example, saw only a total of 282 aeroplanes, mostly obsolete
models, delivered to the Republic. And it was to France that the
460,000 Spanish refugees fled, most in the mass exodus from Catalonia
in the winter of 1939. Their immediate fate would be decided by a far
from sympathetic French regime.*

The Americans remained aloof from the Anglo—French sponsorship of
non-intervention, yet their policies, too, cut the Republic off from secur-
ing vital supplies. Washington was well prepared for the possibility of a
right-wing coup and the State Department was not unhappy about the
prospects of a more stable and orderly Spain. Officials did not anticipate the
ability of the Republic to organize its own defence. Instead, the intelli-
gence arriving in Washington seemed to confirm Hull’s fears that the long
expected Bolshevik reign of terror had begun. As most of the American
firms were in the Republican zone, they felt the full blast of the local
seizures of property and plants. Public opinion in the United States was as
divided as in Europe, and supporters on both sides were quick to mount
massive propaganda campaigns. But Congress was not in session and the
president was cruising off the coast of New England, so the first steps
towards non-involvement were taken by the State Department. It was
already known that Germany and Italy were shipping arms to the ‘so-called
rebels’, and it was assumed that Moscow would assist the Madrid govern-
ment; Hull was also informed of the non-intervention plan submitted to
London and Rome. On 5 August, he confidentially told the press corps of
the State Department’s informal decision for non-involvement. The
American neutrality legislation of 1935 did not apply to civil wars, so no
formal declaration could be made before Congress passed new legislation.
There were some objections to Hull’s announcement, but President
Roosevelt, though sympathetically inclined towards the Republic, threw
his weight behind the secretary of state. On 11 August, the moral embargo
on arms sales became public policy. The replacement of Giral by Largo
Caballero on 4 September, and the inclusion of two Communists in his
cabinet confirmed Hull’s apprehensions of a possible Communist take-
over in Spain. Reports from the American ambassador, Claude Bowers,
one of the few diplomats who defended the Madrid government and
blamed the Germans and Italians for preventing the crushing of the rebels,
were dismissed. He was considered out of touch in his ‘embassy in exile’.
The moral embargo won the support of both isolationists and internationalists

29 For details of their subsequent fate and breakdown of figures, see David Wingeate
Pike, In the Service of Stalin (Oxford, 1993), esp. Introduction, and David Wingeate Pike,
Les Frangais et la Guerre d’Espagne (Paris, 1975), 381-392.
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and was generally maintained until the end of 1936 with the exception of
the despatch of nineteen aircraft to Le Havre for trans-shipment to Spain.
In December, a company receiving money from the Soviet trade organ-
ization, Amtag, applied for a license to export planes and engines valued
at almost three million dollars to the Republicans. The State Department
was forced to comply and was soon asked by another company for a
license to export an even larger shipment to the Republicans. Encour-
aged by the president, Senator Key Pitmann, the chairman of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, introduced a joint resolution into Con-
gress proposing a boycott on the shipment of arms, munitions, and
implements of war to either side in Spain. Sales to neutrals for re-
shipment to Spain were also banned. The resolution was passed on 8
January 1937 by a unanimous vote in the Senate and with only one
dissenting vote in the House of Representatives. To enforce its non-
involvement policy, the State Department refused to participate in any of
the Latin American sponsored mediation plans. It was left to Mexico,
alone among all the states, to openly supply the Republic with rifles and
bullets. There were protests, mainly from the political left, against the
embargo and demands that the president declare that a state of war
existed in Spain. Hull, even at this time, continued to deny that German
and Italian troops were engaged. Roosevelt, mindful of public divisions
and future elections and fearing that such a declaration would increase
the likelihood of expanding the war, decided that the embargo should
stay in place. Senator Nye, a leading isolationist but anti-Franco, pro-
posed in March 1937 that the embargo be extended to include all the
countries involved in the Civil War but his initiative was blocked by Hull
on the grounds that, by revealing the activities of all the other powers in
Spain, it would undermine the Anglo-French non-intervention cam-
paign. Nye’s second proposal, to lift the embargo only on Republican
Spain on a ‘cash-and-carry’ basis, was again buried due to Hull’s inter-
vention. It was not until 1938 that the president became alarmed at the
prospect of a Francoist victory and sought ways to assist the Republicans.
His remark in January 1939 that it had been a ‘big mistake’ not to have
assisted the Loyalists underlines his greater awareness of the looming
contest between the democratic powers and the Fascists.

\Y

With the continuing flow of arms from Germany and Italy to the rebels
during August and September and its own supplies rapidly diminishing,
the Republican government in Madrid had to look to Moscow. It was
one of the more ironic aspects of the Spanish Civil War that the action of
the western democracies left the Republic dependent on the Soviet
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Union. Just as the supply of German and Italian transport aircraft was
critical for the opening stage of the war, Russian assistance turned the
tide in the battle for Madrid. Stalin had never shown any interest in
Spain and the government was badly informed about what was happen-
ing there. It had neither diplomatic representation nor a press office in
Madrid. The Spanish Communist party (Partido Comunista de Espana or
PCE) was not only small but also out-flanked on the left by the stronger
anarcho—syndicalist movement. Though in September 1934 it had
agreed to participate in the socialist organized Worker’s Alliance, the
PCE had no representation in the pre-coup governments. Its carly
reports on the rebellion were absurdly optimistic; the party secretary
predicted a rapid defeat of the rebels and expected to be asked to join the
Madrid government. Misled as to the real situation in Spain, Moscow
remained calm and reined in the over-enthusiastic PCE secretary, who
was warned to stick only to the defence of the Republic and not to raise
a popular militia. On 24 July, Dimitrov, the head of the Comintern,
after consulting Stalin, instructed the Spanish Communist leaders to
concentrate on defeating the mutiny and backing the Popular Front.
The first noted public reaction in Moscow to the Spanish crisis was a
joint meeting of the Comintern and Profintern on 21 July. Plans were
laid for a new meeting in Prague on 26 July, the same day that Hitler
agreed to assist Franco. It was decided to raise a billion francs, nine-
tenths from the trade unions of the Soviet Union. Popular Front
organizations, both old and new, were instructed to collect funds and
non-military supplies for Spain. Appeals came from Spanish Commun-
ists to party members and from sympathizers in Europe and in America.
Individual Communists like André Malraux of France, and Nino
Nanetti of Italy, travelled to Spain, the former returning to Paris to
secure plane