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Foreword

Second Thoughts

I wrote this book in order to satisfy my historical curiosity;
in the words of a more successful historian, ‘to understand
what happened, and why it happened’. Historians often
dislike what happened or wish that it had happened dif-
ferently. There is nothing they can do about it. They have

- to state the truth as they see it without worrying whether

this shocks or confirms existing prejudices. Maybe I assumed
this too innocently. I ought perhaps to have warned the
reader that I do not come to history as a judge; and that
when I speak of morality I refer to the moral feelings at the
time I am writing about. I make no moral judgement of my
own. Thus when I write (p. 52) that ‘the peace of Versailles
lacked moral validity from the start’, I mean only that the
Germans did not regard it as a ‘fair’ settlement and that
many people in Allied countries, soon I think most people,
agreed with them. Who am I to say that it was ‘moral’ or
‘immoral’ in the abstract? From what point of view — that
of the Germans, of the Allies, of neutrals, of the Bolsheviks? *
Some of its makers thought that it was moral; some thought
it necessary ; some thought it both immoral and unnecessary.
This last class included Smuts, Lloyd George, the British
Labour party, and many Americans. These moral doubts
helped towards the overthrow of the peace settlement later
on. Again, I wrote of the Munich agreement (p. 235): ‘It
was a triumph for all that was best and most enlightened in
British life; a triumph for those who had preached equal
justice between peoples; a triumph for those who had
courageously denounced the harshness and short-sighted-
ness of Versailles.” I ought perhaps to have added ‘(goak
here)’ in the manner of Artemus Ward. It was not however
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Second Thoughts

altogether a joke. For years past the best-informed and most
conscientious students of international affal‘rs had argued
that there would be no peace in Europe until the Germans
received the self-determination which had been granted to
others. Munich was in part the outcome of their writings,
however unwelcome its form; and its making would have
been much more difficult if it had not been felt that there
was some justice in Hitler’s claim. Even during the second
World war a Fellow of All Souls' asked President Benes
whether he did not think that Czechoslovakia would have
been stronger if it had included, say, a million and a half
Germans fewer. So long did the spirit of ‘appeasement’
linger. As a matter of fact, there was no half-way house:
either three and a half million Germans in Czechoslovakia
or none. The Czechs themselves recognized this by expelling
the Germans after the second World war, It was not for
me to endorse, or to condemn, Hitler’s claim; only to ex-
plain why it was so widely endorsed.

I am sorry if this disappoints simple-minded Germans
who imagined that my book had somehow ‘vindicated’
Hitler. I have however no sympathy with those in this coun-
try who complained that my book had been welcomed, mis-
takenly or not, by former supporters of Hitler. This seems
to me a disgraceful argument to be used against a work of
history. A historian must not hesitate even if his books lend
aid and comfort to the Queen’s enemies (though mine did
not), or even to the common enemies of mankind. For my
part, I would even record facts which told in favour of the
British government if I found any to record (goak again).
It is not my fault that, according to the record, the Austrian
crisis was launched by Schuschnigg, not by Hitler; not my
fault that the British government, according to the record,
not Hitler, took the lead in dismembering Czechoslovakia;
not my fault that the British government in 1939 gave Hitler
the impression that they were more concerned to impose
concessions on the Poles than to resist Germany. If these

things tell in favour of Hitler, it is the fault of previous

1. Mr A. L. Rowse, as recounted in his book Al Souls and Appeasement.
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legends which have been repeated by historians without
examination. These legends have a long life. I suspect I have
repeated some. For instance I went on believing until the
last moment that Hitler summoned Hacha to Berlin; only
when the book was in proof, did I look at the records again
and discover that Hacha asked to come to Berlin, not the
other way round. No doubt other legends have slipped
through.

Destroying these legends is not a vindication of Hitler, It
is a service to historical truth, and my book should be
challenged only on this basis, not for the political morals
which people choose to draw from it. This book is not a con-
tribution to ‘revisionism’ except in the lesser sense of
suggesting that Hitler used different methods from those
usually attributed to him. I have never seen any sense in the
question of war guilt or war innocence. In a world of sover-
eign states, each does the best it can for its own interests;
and can be criticized at most for mistakes, not for crimes.

Bismarck, as usual, was right when he said of the Austro-
Prussian war in 1866: ‘Austria was no more in the wrong in

opposing our claims than we were in making them.” As a
private citizen, I think that all this striving after greatness
and domination is idiotic; and I would like my country not
to take part in it. As a historian, I recognise that Powers
will be Powers. My book has really little to do with Hitler.
The vital question, it seems to me, concerns Great Britain
and France. They were the victors of the first World war.
They had the decision in their hands. It was perfectly ob-
vious that Germany would seek to become a Great Power
again; obvious after 1933 that her domination would be of a
peculiarly barbaric sort. Why did the victors not resist her?
There are various answers: timidity; blindness; moral
doubts; desire perhaps to turn German strength against
Soviet Russia. But whatever the answers, this seems to me
the important question, and my book revolves round it,
though also of course round the other question: why did
they resist in the end ?

Still, some critics made a great fuss about Hitler,
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Second Thoughts

attributing to him sole responsibility for the war or some-
thing near it. I will therefore discuss Hitler’s part a little
more, though not in a polemical spirit. I have no desire to
win, only to get things right. The current versions of
Hitler are, I think, two. In one view, he wanted a great war
for its own sake. No doubt he also thought vaguely of the
results: Germany the greatest Power in the world, and him-
self a world conqueror on the pattern of Alexander the
Great or Napoleon. But mainly he wanted war for the
general destruction of men and societies which it would
cause. He was a maniac, a nihilist, a second Attila. The
other view makes him more rational and, in a sense, more
constructive, In this view, Hitler had a coherent, long-term
plan of an original nature which he pursued with un-
wavering persistence. For the sake of this plan he sought
power; and it shaped all his foreign policy. He intended to
give Germany a great colonial empire in eastern Europe by
defeating Soviet Russia, exterminating all the inhabitants,

and then planting the vacant territory with Germans. This

Reich of a hundred or two hundred million Germans

would last a thousand years. I am surprised, incidentally,

that the advocates of this view did not applaud my book.

For surely, if Hitler were planning a great war against

Soviet Russia, his war against .the western Powers was a

mistake. There is evidently some point here which I have

not understood.

Now, of course Hitler speculated a good deal about what
he was doing, much as academic observers try to put
coherence into the acts of contemporary statesmen. Maybe
the world would have been saved a lot of trouble if Hitler
could have been given a job in some German equivalent of
Chatham House, where he could have speculated harm-
lessly for the rest of his life. As it was, he became involved in
the world of action; and here, I think, he exploited events
far more than he followed precise coherent plans. The story
of how he came to power in Germany seems to me relevant
to his later behaviour in international affairs. He announced
persistently that he intended to seize power and would then
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do great things. Many people believed him. The elaborate
plot by which Hitler seized power was the first legend to be
established about him and has been the first also to be des-
troyed. There was no long-term plot; there was no seizure of
power. Hitler had no idea how he would come to power;
only a conviction that he would get there. Papen and a few
other conservatives put Hitler into power by intrigue, in the
belief that they had taken him prisoner. He exploited their
intrigue, again with no idea how he would escape from their
control, only with the conviction that somehow he would.
This ‘revision’ does not ‘vindicate’ Hitler, though it dis-
credits Papen and his associates. It is merely revision for its
own sake, or rather for the sake of historical truth.

Hitler in power had once more no idea how he would
pull Germany out of the Depression, only a determination
to do it. Much of the recovery was natural, due to the
general upturn in world conditions which was already begin-
ning before Hitler gained power. Hitler himself contributed
two things. One was anti-semitism. This, to my mind, was
the one thing in which he persistently and genuinely belie-
ved from his beginning in Munich until his last days in the
bunker. His advocacy of it would have deprived him of
support, let alone power, in a civilised country., Economi-
cally, it was irrelevant, indeed harmful. His other con-
tribution was to encourage public spending on roads and
buildings. According to the only book which has looked at
what happened instead of repeating what Hitler and others
said was happening,’ German recovery was caused by the
return of private consumption and nonwar types of invest-
ment to the prosperity levels of 1928 and 1g2g. Rearmament
had little to do with it. Until the spring of 1936, ‘rearma-
ment was largely a myth’.z Hitler in fact did not apply any
prepared economic plans. He did the nearest thing that
came to hand.

The same point is illustrated in the story of the Reichstag

1. Burton H. Klein, Germany’s Economic Preparations for War (1959).
Mr Klein is an economist with the Rand Corporation.
2. Klein, pp. 16-17.
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fire. Everyone knows the legend. The Nazis wanted an
excuse for introducing Exceptional Laws of political dic-
tatorship; and themselves set fire to the Reichstag in order
to provide this excuse. Perhaps Goebbels arranged the fire,
perhaps Goering ; perhaps Hitler himself did not know about
the plan beforehand. At any rate somehow, the Nazis did it.
This legend has now been shot to pieces by Fritz Tobias, in
my opinion decisively." The Nazis had nothing to do with
the burning of the Reichstag. The young Dutchman, van
der Lubbe, did it all alone, exactly as he claimed. Hitler
and the other Nazis were taken by surprise. They genuinely
believed that the Communists had started the fire; and they
introduced the Exceptional Laws because they genuinely
believed that they were threatened with a Communist rising.
Certainly there was a prepared list of those who should be
arrested. But not prepared by the Nazis. It had been pre-
pared by Goering’s predecessor: the Social Democrat,
Severing. Here again there is no ‘vindication’ of Hitler,
only a revision of his methods. He expected an opportunity

to turn up; and one did. Of course the Communists, too,

had nothing to do with the burning of the Reichstag. But
Hitler thought they had. He was able to exploit the Com-
munist danger so effectively largely because he believed in
it himself. This, too, provides a parallel with Hitler’s
attitude later in international affairs, When other countries
thought that he was preparing aggressive war against them,
Hitler was equally convinced that these others intended to
prevent the restoration of Germany as an independent Great
Power. His belief was not altogether unfounded. At any
rate, the British and French governments have often been
condemned fornotundertaking a preventivewar ingood time.
Here, it seems to me, is the key to the problem whether
Hitler deliberately aimed at war, He did not so much aim
at war as expect it to happen, unless he could evade it by
some ingenious trick, as he had evaded civil war at home.
"Those who have evil motives easily attribute them to others ;
and Hitler expected others to do what he would have done
1. Fritz Tobias, Reichstaghrand (1962).
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in their place. England and France were ‘hate-inspired
antagonists’; Soviet Russia was plotting the overthrow of
European civilization, an empty boast which indeed the
Bolsheviks had often made; Roosevelt was out to ruin
Europe. Hitler certainly directed his generals to prepare for
war. But so did the British, and for that matter every other,
government, It is the job of general staffs to prepare for war.
The directives which they receive from their governments
indicate the possible war for which they are to prepare, and
are no proof that the governments concerned have resolved
on it. All the British directives from 1935 onwards were
pointed solely against Germany; Hitler’s were concerned
only with making Germany stronger. If therefore we were

- (wrongly) to judge political intentions from military plans,

the British government would appear set on war with Ger-
many, not the other way round. But of course we apply to
the behaviour of our own governments a generosity of inter-
pretation which we do not extend to others. People regard
Hitler as wicked; and then find proofs of his wickedness in
evidence which they would not use against others. Why do
they apply this double standard ? Only because they assume
Hitler’s wickedness in the first place.

It is dangerous to deduce political intentions from mili-
tary plans. Some historians, for instance, have deduced from
the Anglo-French military conversations before 1914 that
the British government were set on war with Germany.
Other, and in my opinion wiser, historians have denied that
this deduction can be drawn. The plans they argue, were
precautions, not ‘blueprints for aggression’. Yet Hitler’s
directives are often interpreted in this latter way. I will give
one remarkable example. On 30 November 1938 Keitel
sent to Ribbentrop a draft for Italo-German military talks
which he had prepared on Hitler’s instruction. Clause 3
read: ‘Military-political basis for the Negotiation. War by
Germany and Italy against France and Britain, with the
object first of knocking out France.’r A responsible critic has

1. Keitel to Ribbentrop, go November 1938: German Foreign Policy,
series D, 1v, No. 411,
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claimed that this provides clear proof of Hitler’s intentions
and so destroys my entire thesis. Yet what could German
and Italian generals talk about when they met, except war
against France and Britain ? This was the only war in which
Italy was likely to be involved. British and French generals
were discussing war against Germany and Italy at this very
time. Yet this is not counted against them, still less against
their governments. The subsequent history of Keitel’s draft
is instructive, The Italians, not the Germans, had been
pressing for military talks. After the draft had been prepared,
nothing happened. When Hitler occupied Prague on 15
March 1939, the talks had still not been held. The Italians
grew impatient. On 22 March Hitler ordered: ‘The mili-
tary-political bases. . .. are to be deferred for the present’,
Talks were held at last on 4 April. Keitel recorded: ‘The
conversations were started somewhat suddenly in conse-
quence of Italian pressure.’® It turned out that the Italians,
far from wanting war, wished to insist that they could not
be ready for war until 1942 at the earliest; and the German
representatives agreed with them. Thus, this marvellous
directive merely proves (if it proves anything) that Hitler
was not interested at this time in war against France and
Great Britain; and that Italy was not interested in war at
all. Or maybe it shows that historians should be careful not
to seize on an isolated clause in a document without reading
further, '

Of course, in British eyes, their government only wanted
to keep things quiet, while Hitler wanted to stir them up.
To the Germans, the status quo was not peace, but a slave
treaty. It all depends on the point of view. The victor
Powers wanted to keep the fruits of victory with some
modifications, though they did it ineffectively. The van-
quished Power wanted to undo 'its defeat. This latter ambi-
tion, whether ‘aggressive’ or not, was not peculiar to Hitler.
It was shared by all German politicians, by the Social
Democrats who ended the war in 1918 as much as by

I. Ke'itel directive, 22 March 193g: ibid., vi, Appendix 1,
2. Keitel report, 4 April, 1939: ibid., Appendix IIL,
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Stresemann. No one defined precisely what undoing the
defeat of the first World war meant; and this applies also to
Hitler. It involved recovering the territory lost then; re-
storing the German predominance over central Europe
which had previously been given by the alliance with Aus-
tria-Hungary; ending of course all restrictions on German
armaments. The concrete terms did not matter. All Ger-
mans, including Hitler, assumed that Germany would be-
come the dominant Power in Europe once she had undone
her defeat, whether this happened by war or otherwise; and
this assumption was generally shared in other countries.
The two ideas of ‘liberation’ and ‘domination’ merged into
one. There was no separating them. They were merely two
different words for the same thing; and only use of the
particular word decides whether Hitler was a champion of
national justice or a potential conqueror of Europe.

A German writer® has recently criticised Hitler for want-
ing to restore Germany as a Great Power at all. The first
World war, this writer argues, had shown that Germany
could not be an independent Power on a world scale; and
Hitler was foolish to try. This is not much more than a
platitude. The first World war shattered all the Great
Powers involved, with the exception of the United States,
who took virtually no part in it; maybe they were all foolish
to go on trying to be Great Powers afterwards. Total war is
probably beyond the strength of any Great Power. Now
even preparations for such a war threaten to ruin the Great
Powers who attempt them. Nor is this new. In the eighteenth
century Frederick the Great led Prussia to the point of
collapse in the effort to be a Great Power. The Napoleonic
wars brought France down from her high estate in Europe,
and she never recovered her former greatness. This is an
odd, inescapable dilemma. Though the object of being a
Great Power is to be able to fight a great war, the only way
of remaining a Great Power is not to fight one, or to fight it
on a limited scale. This was the secret of Great Britain’s
greatness so long as she stuck to naval warfare and did not

1. Wolfgang Sauer in Die nationalsozialistische Machtergreifung (1960).
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. try to become a military power on the continental pattern
Hitler did not need instruction from a historian in order t(;
appreciate this. The inability of Germany to fight a long war
was a constant theme of his; and so was the danger which
threatened Germany if the other Great Powers combined
against her. In talking like this, Hitler was more sensible
than .the German generals who imagined that all would be
well if they got Germany back to the position she occupied
before Ludendorff’s offensive in March 1918. Hitler didpnot
however draw the moral that it was silly for Germany to be
a Qrcat P(.)wer. Instead he proposed to dodge the problem
by Ingenuity, much as the British had once done, Where
they .rched on sea power, he relied on guile. Far from
wanting war, a general war was the last thing he wanted. He
wanted the fruits of total victory without total war: 'and
thanks to the stupidity of others he nearly got them. ,Othcr
Powers thought that they were faced with the choice
between total war and surrender. At first they chose sur-
rende'r R .then they chose total war, to Hitler’s ultimate ruin.

This is not guesswork. It is demonstrated beyond perad-
venture by the record of German armament before the
secqnd World war or even during it. It would have been
obvious long ago if men had not been blinded by two mis-
takes. ]?efore the war they listened to what Hitler said instead
of lo9k1ng at what he did. After the war they wanted to pin
on him t}}e guilt for everything which happened regardless
of the CYldche. This is illustrated, for example, by the al-
most universal belief that Hitler started the ind’iscriminate
boml?lflg of civilians, whereas it was started by the directors
of British strategy, as some of the more honest among them
ha..vc boasted. However, the record is there for anyone who
w1sl}es to use it, dispassionately analysed by Mr Burton
Klein. I have already quoted his conclusion for Hitler’s
first three years: until the spring of 1936 German rearma-
ment was l.argcly a myth. This does not mean merely that
:che preliminary stages of rearmament were not producing
increased strength, as always happens. Even the preliminary
stages were not being undertaken at all seriously. Hitler
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cheated foreign powers and the German people in exactly
the opposite sense from that which is usually supposed. He,
or rather Goering, announced: ‘ Guns before butter.” In fact,
he put butter before guns. I take some figures at random
from Mr Klein’s book. In 1936, according to Churchill, two
independent estimates placed German rearmament expen-
diture at an annual rate of twelve thousand million marks.r
The actual figure was under five thousand million. Hitler
himself asserted that the Nazi government had spent ninety
thousand million marks on armaments before the outbreak
of war. In fact total German government expenditure, war
and non-war, did not amount to much more than this
between 1933 and 1938. Rearmament cost about forty
thousand million marks in the six fiscal years ending 31
March 1939, and about fifty thousand millions up to the
outbreak of war.?
Mr Klein discusses why German rearmament was on such
a limited scale. For one thing, Hitler was anxious not to
weaken his popularity by reducing the standard of civilian
life in Germany. The most rearmament did was to prevent
its rising faster than it otherwise would have done. Even so
the Germans were better off than they had ever been before.
Then the Nazi system was inefficient, corrupt, and muddled.
More important, Hitler would not increase taxes and yet
was terrified of inflation. Even the overthrow of Schacht
did not really shake the financial limitations, though it was
supposed to do so. Most important of all, Hitler did not
make large war preparations simply because his ‘concept of
warfare did not require them’. ‘Rather he planned to solve
Germany’s living-space problem in piecemeal fashion — by
a series of small wars.’® This is the conclusion at which I
also arrived independently from study of the political
record, though I suspect that Hitler hoped to get by without
war at all. I agree that there was no clear dividing line in
his mind between political ingenuity and small wars, such

1. Churchill, The Second World War, 1, p. 226.
2. Klein, p. 17.
3. ibid., p. 26.
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as the attack on Poland. The one thing he did not plan was
the great war often attributed to him.,

Pretending to prepare for a great war and not in fact
doing it was an essential part of Hitler’s political strategy;
and those who sounded the alarm against him, such as
Churchill, unwittingly did his work for him, The device was
new and took everyone in. Previously governments spent
more on armaments than they admitted, as most do to the
present day. This was sometimes to deceive their own
people; sometimes to deceive a potential enemy. In 1909,
for instance, the German government were accused by
many British people of secretly accelerating naval building
without the approval of the Reichstag. The accusation was
probably untrue. But it left a permanent legacy of suspicion
that the Germans would do it again; and this suspicion was
strengthened by the evasions of the disarmament imposed
by the treaty of Versailles which successive German
governments practised, though to little advantage, after
1919. I.rhtler encouraged this suspicion and exploited it.
ThCI‘C'lS a very good illustration. On 28 November 1934
Baldwin denied Churchill’s statement that German air
strength was equal to that of Great Britain’s. Baldwin’s
figures were right; Churchill’s, supplied by Professor Linde-
mann, were wrong. On 24 March 1935 Sir John Simon and
Anthopy Eden visited Hitler. He told them that the Ger-
man air force was already equal to that of Great Britain, if
not indeed superior. He was at once believed and has be’en
belicved ever since. Baldwin was discredited. Panic was
created. How was it possible that a statesman could exag-

gerate his armaments instead of concealing them? Yet this
was what Hitler had done.

German rearmament was largely a myth until th i
of Iggfi. Then Hitler put somegre};lity z’nto it, Hiser:f())l:i,r\tg
was principally fear of the Red Army; and of course Great
Britain and France had begun to rearm also. Hitler in fact
raced along with others, and not much faster. In October
1936 he told Goering to prepare the German army and Ger-

man economy for war within four years, though he did not
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lay down any detailed requirements. In 1938-39, the last
peacetime year, Germany spent on armaments about 15
per cent of her gross national product. The British propor-
tion was almost exactly the same. German expenditure on
armaments was actually cut down after Munich and re-
mained at this lower level, so that British production of
aeroplanes, for example, was way ahead of German by
1940. When war broke out in 1939, Germany had 1,450
modern fighter planes and 800 bombers; Great Britain and
France had g50 fighters and 1,300 bombers. The Germans
had 3,500 tanks; Great Britain and France had 3,850.7 In
each case Allied intelligence estimated German strength at
more than twice the true figure. As usual, Hitler was
thought to have planned and prepared for a great war. In
fact, he had not.

It may be objected that these figures are irrelevant. What-
ever the deficiencies of German armament on paper, Hitler
won a war against two European Great Powers when the
test came. This is to go against Maitland’s advice and to
judge by what happened, not by what was expected to
happen. Though Hitler won, he won by mistake — a mistake
which he shared. Of course the Germans were confident
that they could defeat Poland if they were left undisturbed
in the west. Here Hitler’s political judgement that the
French would do nothing proved more accurate than the
apprehensions of the German generals. But he had no idea
that he would knock France out of the war when he in-
vaded Belgium and Holland on 10 May 1940. This was a
defensive move: to secure the Ruhr from Allied invasion.
The conquest of France was an unforeseen bonus. Even after
this Hitler did not prepare for a great war, He imagined that
he could defeat Soviet Russia without serious effort as he
had defeated France. German production of armaments
was not reduced merely during the winter of 194041 ; it was
reduced still more in the autumn of 1941 when the war
against Russia had already begun. No serious change took
place after the initial setback in Russia nor even after the

1. ibid., p. 17,

I9



Second Thoughts

catastrophe at Stalingrad. Germany remained with ‘a
peacelike war economy’. Only the British bombing attacks
on German cities stimulated Hitler and the Germans to take
war seriously. German war production reached its height just
when Allied bombing did: in July 1944. Even in March 1945
Germany was producing substantially more military
material than when she attacked Russia in 1941. From first
to last, ingenuity, not military strength, was Hitler’s secret
of success. He was done for when military strength became
decisive, as he had always known he would be.

Thus I feel justified in regarding political calculations as
more important than mere strength in the period before the
war. There was some change of emphasis in the summer of
1936. Then all the Powers, not merely Hitler, began to take
war and preparations for war seriously into account. I erred
In not stressing this change of 1936 more clearly, and per-
haps in finding too much change in the autumn of 1937.
This shows how difficult it is to shake off legends even when
trying to do so. I was taken in by the Hossbach memoran-
dum. Though I doubted whether it was as important as
most writers made out, I still thought that it must have some
Importance for every writer to make so much of it. I was
wrong; and the critics were right who pointed back to 1936,
though they did not apparently realize that, by doing this,
they were discrediting the Hossbach memorandum. I had
better discredit this ‘official record ’, as one historian has
called it, a little further. The points are technical and may
seem trivial to the general reader. Nevertheless scholars
usually and rightly attach importance to such technicalities,
Ix} modern practice, an official record demands three things.
First, a secretary must attend to take notes which he writes

up afterwards in orderly form. Then his draft must be sub-
m.itted to the participants for correction and approval,
Finally, the record must be placed in the official files, None
of this took place in regard to the meeting on 5 November
1937, except that Hossbach attended. He took no notes.
Five days later he wrote an account of the meeting from
memory in longhand. He twice offered to show the manu-
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script to Hitler, who replied that he was too busy to read it.
This was curiously casual treatment for what is supposed to
be his ‘last will and testament’. Blomberg may have looked
at the manuscript. The others did not know it existed. The
only certificate of authenticity attached to it was the signa-
ture of Hossbach himself. One other man saw the manu-
script: Beck, chief of the general staff, the most sceptical
among German generals of Hitler’s ideas. He wrote an
answer to Hitler’s arguments on 12 November 1937; and
this answer was later presented as the beginning of the
German ‘resistance’. It has even been suggested that Hoss-
bach wrote the memorandum in order to provoke the
answer.

These are speculations. At the time, no one attached im-
portance to the meeting. Hossbach left the staff soon
afterwards. His manuscript was put in a file with other
miscellaneous papers, and forgotten. In 1943 a German
officer, Count Kirchbach, looked through the file, and
copied the manuscript for the department of military his-
tory. After the war, the Americans found Kirchbach’s copy,
and copied it in their turn for the prosecution at Nurem-
berg. Both Hossbach and Kirchbach thought that this copy
was shorter than the original. In particular, according to
Kirchbach, the original contained criticisms by Neurath,
Blomberg, and Fritsch of Hitler’s argument -~ criticisms
which have now fallen out. Maybe the Americans ‘edited’
the document; maybe Kirchbach, like other Germans, was
trying to shift all the blame on to Hitler. There are no
means of knowing. Hossbach’s original and Kirchbach’s
copy have both disappeared. All that survives is a copy,
perhaps shortened, perhaps ‘edited’, of a copy of an un-
authenticated draft. It contains themes which Hitler also
used in his public speeches: the need for Lebensraum, and his
conviction that other countries would oppose the restoration
of Germany as an independent Great Power. It contains no
directives for action beyond a wish for increased armaments.
Even at Nuremberg the Hossbach memorandum was not
produced in order to prove Hitler’s war guilt. That was
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- taken for granted. What it ‘proved’, in its final concocted

form, was that those accused at Nuremberg — Goering,
Raeder, and Neurath — had sat by and approved of Hitler’s
aggressive plans. It had to be assumed that the plans were
aggressive in order to prove the guilt of the accused. Those
who believe the evidence in political trials may go on
quoting the Hossbach memorandum. They should also warn
their readers (as the editors of the Documents on German
Foreign Policy for example do not) that the memorandum, far
from being an ‘official record’, is a very hot potato.

The Hossbach memorandum is not the only alleged blue-
print of Hitler’s intentions. Indeed, to judge from what
some historians say, Hitler produced such blueprints con-
tinually — influenced no doubt by his ambition to be an
architect (yet another goak). These historians even under-
rate Hitler’s productivity. They jump straight from Mein
Kampf to the Hossbach memorandum, and then to the Tzble
Talk during the Russian war.2 In fact Hitler produced a
blueprint nearly every time he made a speech; this was the
way his mind worked. Obviously there was nothing secret
about these blueprints either in Mein Kampf which sold by
the million after Hitler came to power, or in speeches
delivered to large audiences. No one therefore need pride

1. Hossbach’s account: affidavit in International Military Tribunal, xlii,
p- 228, and, with variants, in Hossbach, Von der militirischen Verantwort-
lichkeit in der Zeit vor dem Zuweiten Weltkrieg (1948), p. 28. Kirchbach’s copy
and subsequent doubts: G. Meinck, Hitler und die deutsche Aufrustung
1933~7, (1956), p. 236. Beck’s counter-memorandum in: W. Foerster,
Ein General kimpft gegen den Krieg ( 1949), p. 62. Beginning of the Resist-
ance: Hans Rothfels, Die deutsche Opposition gegen Hitler (1951), p. 71. At
Nuremberg, Blomberg, Goering, and Neurath testified against the
authenticity of the memorandum, Their testimony is generally held to
be worthless; or rather of worth only so far as it tells against Hitler,

2. Now they can halt also at Hitler’s second or, as it is called in the
Enghsh edition, his secret book, which he wrote in 1928 and which re-
mained unpublished until recently. Of course there is nothing secret
about it. It is a rehash of the speeches which he was making at the time;
and it was unpublished merely because it was not worth publishing. The
‘secret’ is typical of the romantic fancies with which everything to do
with Hitler is treated.
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himself on his perspicacity in divining Hitler’s intentions.
It is equally obvious that Lebensraum always appeared as one
element in these blueprints. This was not an original idea of
Hitler’s. It was a commonplace of the time. Volk ohne Raum,
for instance, by Hans Grimm sold much better than Mein
Kampf when it was published in 1928. For that matter,
plans for acquiring new territory were much aired in Ger-
many during the first World war. It used to be thought that
these were the plans of a few crack-pot theorisers or of
extremist organisations. Now we know better. In 1961 a
German professor reported the result of his investigations
into German war aims.* These were indeed ‘a blueprint for
aggression’ or, as the professor called them, ‘a grasp at
world power’: Belgium under German control; the French
iron-fields annexed to Germany; the Ukraine to become
German; and, what is more, Poland and the Ukraine to be
cleared of their inhabitants and resettled with Germans.
These plans were not merely the work of the German
general staff. They were endorsed by the German foreign
ministry and by ‘the good German’, Bethmann Hollweg.
Hitler, far from transcending his respectable predecessors,
was actually being more moderate than they when he
sought only Lebensraum in the east and repudiated, in Mein
Kampf, gains in the west. Hitler merely repeated the ordi-
nary chatter of rightwing circles. Like all demagogues,
Hitler appealed to the masses. Unlike other demagogues,
who sought power to carry out Left policies, Hitler domina-
ted the masses by Leftwing methods in order to deliver them
to the Right. This is why the Right let him in. ,

But was Lebensraum Hitler’s sole idea or indeed the one
which dominated his mind ? To judge from Mein Kampf, he
was obsessed by anti-semitism, which occupies most of the
book. Lebensraum gets only seven of the seven hundred pages.
Then and thereafter it was thrown in as 4 final rationalisa-
tion, a sort of ‘pie in the sky’ to justify what Hitler was
supposed to be up to. Perhaps the difference between me
and the believers in Hitler’s constant plan for Lebensraum is

1. Fritz Fischer, Griff nach der Weltmacht (1961).
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over words. By ‘plan’ 1 undex:stand something ]:Vlflc{l 1s’
prepared and worked out i.n dtj,tall. T%lcy seem to take I_I;'a]n
as a pious, or in this case impious, wish. In my sense Hitler
never had a plan for Lebensraum. There was no study of the
resources in the territories that were to be conquered; no
definition even of what these territories were to be. There
was no recruitment of a staff to carry out these ‘plans’, no
survey of Germans who could be moved, l?t alone any
enrolment. When large parts of Soviet Russia were con-
quered, the administrators of the conquered territories found
themselves running round in circles, unable to get any
directive whether they were to exterminate the existing
populations or to exploit them, whether to treat them as
friends or enemies.

Hitler certainly thought that Germany was most likely to
make gains in eastern Europe when she became again a
Great Power. This was partly because of his belief in
Lebensraum. There were more practical considerations. For
a long time he thought, whether mistakenly or not, that it
would be easier to defeat Soviet Russia than the Western
Powers. Indeed, he half believed that Bolshevism might
break down without a war, a belief shared by many western
statesmen, Then he could collect his gains with no effort at
all. Moreover Lebensraum could easily be presented as an
anti-Bolshevik crusade and thus helped to win the hearts of
those in western countries who regarded Hitler as the
champion of Western civilisation. However he was not dog-
matic about this. He did not refuse other gains when they
came along. After the defeat of France, he annexed Alsace
and Lorraine, despite his previous declarations that he
would not do so; and he carried off the industrial regions of
Belgium and north-eastern France for good measure, just as
Bethmann had intended to do before him. The rather vague
terms which he projected for peace with Great Britain in
the summer of 1940 included a guarantee for the British
Empire, but he also intended to claim Irak, and perhaps
Egypt, as a German sphere. Thus, whatever his theories, he
did not adhere in practice to the logical pattern of status quo
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in the west and gains in the east. The abstract speculator
turned out to be also a statesman on the make who did not
consider beforehand what he would make or how.

He got as far as he did because others did not know what
to do with him. Here again I want to understand the
‘appeasers’, not to vindicate or to condemn them. His-
torians do a bad day’s work when they write the appeasers
off as stupid or as cowards. They were men confronted with
real problems, doing their best in the circumstances of their
time. They recognised that an independent and powerful
Germany had somehow to be fitted into Europe. Later
experience suggests that they were right. At any rate, we are
still going round and round the German problem. Can any
sane man suppose, for instance, that other countries could
have intervened by armed force in 1933 to overthrow Hitler
when he had come to power by constitutional means and
was apparently supported by a large majority of the German
people? Could anything have been designed to make him
more popular in Germany, unless perhaps it was inter-
vening to turn him out of the Rhineland in 1936? The
Germans put Hitler into power; they were the only ones who
could turn him out. Again the ‘appeasers’ feared that the
defeat of Germany would be followed by a Russian domina-
tion over much of Europe. Later experience suggests that
they were right here also. Only those who wanted Soviet
Russia to take the place of Germany are entitled to con-
demn the ‘appeasers’; and I cannot understand how most
of those who condemn them are now equally indignant at
the inevitable result of their failure.

Nor is it true that the ‘appeasers’ were a narrow circle,
widely opposed at the time. To judge by what is said now,
one would suppose that practically all Conservatives were
for strenuous resistance to Germany in alliance with Soviet
Russia and that all the Labour party were clamouring for
great armaments. On the contrary, few causes have been
more popular. Every newspaper in the country applauded
the Munich settlement with the exception of Reynolds News.
Yet so powerful are the legends that even when I write this
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I can hardly believe it. Of course the
fzr;)t;:a(;zrsd’oglzught firstly of thei{' own coux}trlesBas nlllost
statesmen do and are usually praised for d}i)m%l ut t 1ey
thought of others also. They doubted whether the peop e}f
of eastern Europe would be best served by war., The ]?rltls
stand in September 1939 was no doubt heroic ; ’t_)ut it was
heroism mainly at the expense of .othel_‘s. The British people
suffered comparatively little du.rmg six years of war. The
Poles suffered catastrophe durlflg the war, and did not
regain their independence after it. In 1938 Czechoslovakia
was betrayed. In 1939 Poland was saved. Less t.han one
hundred thousand Czechs died during the war. Six and a
half million Poles were killed. Which was better ~ to be a
betrayed Czech or a saved Pole? I am glad. Germany was
defeated and Hitler destroyed. I also appreciate that others
paid the price for this, and I recognize the honesty of those
who thought the price too high. . '

These are controversies which should now be discussed in
historical terms. It would be easy to draw up an in.dictment
of the appeasers. Maybe I lost interest from having often
done so already at a time when, to the best of: my recollec-
tion, those who now display indignation against me were
not active on the public platform. I am more interested to
discover why the things I wanted did not work out than in
repeating the old denunciations; and if I am to condtzm-nl
any mistakes, I prefer to condemn my own. However it is
no part of a historian’s duty to say what ought to have been
done. His sole duty is to find out what was done an.d w¥1y.
Little can be discovered so long as we go on attributing
everything that happened to Hitler. He supp}ied a powerful
dynamic element, but it was fuel to an existing engine. He
was in part the creation of Versailles, in part the creation of
ideas that were common in contemporary Europe. Most of
all, he was the creation of German history and of the Ger-
man present. He would have counted for nothing without

the support and cooperation of the German people. It

seems to be believed nowadays that Hitler did everything
himself, even driving the trains and filling the gas chambers
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unaided. This was not so. Hitler was a sounding-board for
the German nation. Thousands, many hundred thousand,
Germans carried out his evil orders without qualm or ques-
tion. As supreme ruler of Germany, Hitler bears the
greatest responsibility for acts of immeasurable evil: for the
destruction of German democracy: for the concentration
camps; and, worst of all, for the extermination of peoples
during the second World war. He gave orders, which
Germans executed, of a wickedness without parallel in
civilized history. His foreign policy was a different matter.
He aimed to make Germany the dominant Power in Europe
and maybe, more. remotely, in the world. Other Powers
have pursued similar aims, and still do. Other Powers treat
smaller countries as their satellites. Other Powers seek to
defend their vital interests by force of arms. In international

affairs there was nothing wrong with Hitler except that he
was a German.
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Chapter 1
Forgotten Problem

More than twenty years have gone by since the second
World war began, fifteen since it ended. Those who lived
through it still feel it as part of their immediate experience,
One day they suddenly realise that the second World war,
like its predecessor, has passed into history. This moment
comes for a university teacher when he has to remind him-
self that his students were not born when the war started
and cannot remember even its end. The second World war
is as remote to them as the Boer war was to him; they may
have heard anecdotes of it from their parents, but more
likely, they have to learn of it from books if they learn at all,
The great figures have left the scene. Hitler, Mussolini,
Stalin, and Roosevelt are dead; Churchill has withdrawn
from leadership; only de Gaulle is having a second innings.
The second World war has ceased to be ‘today’ and has
become ‘yesterday’. This makes new demands on his-
torians. Contemporary history, in the strict sense, records
events while they are still hot, judging them from the mo-
ment and assuming a ready sympathy in the reader. No one
will depreciate such works with the great example of Sir
Winston Churchill before him. But there comes a time when
the historian can stand back and review events that were
once contemporary with the detachment that he would
show if he were writing of the Investiture conflict or the
English civil war. At least, he can try.

Historians attempted this after the first World war, but
with a different emphasis. There was relatively little interest
in the war itself. The dispute over grand strategy between
Westerners and Easterners was regarded as a private war
between Lloyd George and the generals, which the
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academic historian passed by. The official Bl"itish' military
history — itself a polemical contribution to this private war
— proceeded so leisurely that it was only completed in 1948.
There was no attempt at an official civil history, except for
the Ministry of Munitions. Hardly anyone examined the
attempts at a negotiated peace. No one studied the develop-
ment of war aims. We have had to wait almost until the
present day for detailed study of such a decisive Fopic as ic
policy of Woodrow Wilson. The great subjec'c' wl:uch
eclipsed all else and monopolised the interest of historians
was how the war began. Every government of a Great
Power, except the Italian, made copious revelations from its
diplomatic archives. The conscientious historian saw his
shelves filling with books in every major language and re-
gretted that he could not read others. Periodicals in French,
German, and Russian were devoted exclusively to the sub-
ject. Historians established their reputation as authorities on
the origins of the first World war — Gooch in England, Fay
and Schmitt in the United States, Renouvin and Camille
Bloch in France, Thimme, Brandenburg, and von Wegerer
in Germany, Pribram in Austria, Pokrovsky in Russia, to
name but a few.

Some of these writers concentrated on the events of July
1914; others ranged back to the Moroccan crisis of 1go5 or
to the diplomacy of Bismarck. But all agreed that here was
the field of consuming interest for the recent historian.
University courses stopped abruptly at August 1914, as
some still do. The students approved. They wanted to hear
about William II and Poincaré, about Grey and Izvolski.
The Kruger telegram seemed more important to them than
Passchendaele, the treaty of Bjérké more important than
the agreement of St Jean de Maurienne. The great event
which had shaped the present was the outbreak of war. What
happened afterwards was merely a muddled working-out of
inevitable consequences, without lessons or significance for
the present. If we understood why the war began, we should
know how we got where we were — and of course how not to
get there again,
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With the second World war it has been almost the exact
opposite. The great subject of interest, for reader and writer
alike, has been the war itself. Not merely the campaigns,
though these have been described again and again. The
politics of the war have also been examined, particularly
the relations of the Great allies. It would be difficult to count
the books on the French armistice of 1940, or on the meetings
of the Big Three at Teheran and Yalta. The ‘Polish ques-
tion’ in relation to the second World war means the dis-
putes between Soviet Russia and the Western Powers with
which the war ended, not the German demands on Poland
with which it began. The origins of the war excite com-
paratively little interest. It is generally felt that, while new
details may emerge, there is nothing of general significance
to find out. We already know the answers, and do not need
to ask further questions. The leading authors to whom we
turn for accounts of the origins of the second World war —
Namier, Wheeler-Bennett, Wiskemann in English, Bau-
mont in French — all published their books soon after the
war ended; and all expressed views which they had held
while the war was on, or even before it began. Twenty years
after the outbreak of the first World war, very few people
would have accepted without modification the explana-
tions for it given in August 1914. Twenty years and more
after the outbreak of the second World war nearly every-
one accepts the explanations which were given in Septem-
ber 1939.

It is of course possible that there really is nothing to find
out. Maybe the second World war, unlike almost any
other great event in history, had a simple and final explana-
tion which was obvious to everyone at the time and which
will never be changed by later information or research. But
it seems unlikely that historians a hundred years hence will
look at these events exactly as men did in 1939; and the
present-day historian should seek to anticipate the judge-
ments of the future rather than repeat those of the past.
There are indeed practical reasons why historians have
neglected this theme. Every historian tries to be a detached
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and impartial scholar, choosing h.is subject a}'ld making his
judgements without t'hought of hls.surroundmgs. Yet, as a
human being living in a community, he responds even if
unconsciously to the needs of his time. The great Professor
Tout, for example, whose work transformed the stu'dy of
medieval history in this country, no doubt changed his em-
phasis from politics to administration purely for reasons of
abstract learning. All the same, it was not ifrele\_zant to Fhe
change that the twentieth-century hist(_)rlan is training
potential civil servants, whereas the nineteenth-century
historian trained statesmen. So, too, the writers on the two
world wars were bound to consider what still raised prob-
lems, or provided answers for the present. No one is going to
write a book that will not interest some others; least of all to
write a book that does not interest himself.

The first World war seemed to present few problems on
the military side. Most people, particularly in Alli.ed
countries, regarded the war as a slogging-match, much like
a nineteenth-century prize-fight, which went on until one
combatant fell down from exhaustion. Only when men’s
minds were sharpened by experience of the second World
war did they begin to debate seriously whether the first war
could have been ended earlier by a superior strategy or a
superior policy. Besides, it was generally assumed after the
first World war that there would never be another; there-
fore study of the last war seemed to provide no lcsson§ for the
present. On the other hand, the great problem which hz.ld
caused the war still lay at the centre of international affairs
when the war ended. This great problem was Germany.
The Allies might claim that the war had been brought aboqt
by German aggression; the Germans might answer that it
had been caused by their refusal to grant Germany her
rightful place as a Great Power. In either case, it was the
place of Germany which was in dispute. There rcmamf:d
other problems than Germany in the world from Soviet
Russia to the Far East. But it was reasonable to assume that
these would be manageable and that there would be a
peaceful world if only the German people were reconciled
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to their former enemies. Hence the study of war-origins had
an urgent and practical importance. If the peoples of
Allied countries could be convinced of the falsity of German
‘war-guilt’, they would relax the punitive clauses in the
treaty of Versailles, and accept the German people as
victims, like themselves, of a natural cataclysm. Alterna-
tively, if the Germans were persuaded of their war-guilt,
they would presumably accept the treaty as just. In
practice, ‘revisionism’ took only the first course. British and
American historians, to some extent French historians also,

laboured to show that the allied governments were a good

deal guiltier and the German government more innocent
than the peace-makers of 1919 supposed. Few German
historians attempted the contrary demonstration. This was
natural enough. Even the most aloof historian feels the tug
of patriotism when his country has been defeated in war and
humiliated after it. On the other side, foreign policy had
been the subject of controversy in every Allied country
before the outbreak of war. The critics of Grey in England,
of Poincaré in France, of Woodrow Wilson in the United
States — to say nothing of the Bolsheviks in Russia who had
attacked the government of the Tsar ~ now stepped forward
as the scholarly champions of a ‘revisionist’ outlook. The
rights and wrongs of these controversies, international and
domestic, no longer matter. It is enough that they stoked the
fires of interest which led men to study the origins of the
first World war.

This fuel has been lacking for the origins of the second
World war. On the international side, Germany, as a
Great Power, ceased to be the central problem in world
affairs almost before the war was over. Soviet Russia took
her place. Men wanted to know about the mistakes that had
been made in dealing with Soviet Russia during the war,
not about those made in dealing with Germany before it
started. Moreover, as both the Western powers and Russia
were proposing to enlist different sections of Germany as
their ally, the less said about the war the better. The
Germans seconded this neglect. After the first World war,
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they insisted that they must still be treated as a Great
Power. After the second, they were the first to suggest that
Europe had ceased to determine world events — with tl}e
unspoken implication that Germany could never again
provoke a great war, and could therefore be left to go her
own way without interference or control. It was much the
same on the domestic side. There had been fierce con-
troversy within Allied countries before the war — indeed far
fiercer than anything known before 1914. But the contes-
tants made up their quarre! during the war and were
anxious, for the most part, to forget it afterwards. The for-
mer advocates of ‘appeasement’ could renew their old
policy with more justification; the former advocates of
resistance gave up their old alarms in regard to Germany
with the need to resist Soviet Russia,

The origins of the second World war had little attraction
when men were already studying the origins of the third.
There might still have been some kick in the subject if
there had remained great areas of doubt and question. But
an explanation existed which satisfied everybody and
seemed to exhaust all dispute. This explanation was: Hitler.
He planned the second World war. His will alone caused it.
This explanation obviously satisfied the ‘resisters’ from
Churchill to Namier. They had given it all along, were
already giving it before the war broke out. They could say:
‘We told you so. There was no alternative to resisting Hitler
from the first hour.” The explanation also satisfied the
‘appeasers’. They could claim that appeasement was a
wise, and would have been a successful policy if it had not
been for the unpredictable fact that Germany was in the
grip of a madman. Most of all, this explanation satisfied the
Germans, except for a few unrepentant Nazis. After the
first World war, the Germans tried to shift the guilt from
themselves to the Allies, or to make out that no one was
guilty. It was a simpler operation to shift the guilt from the
Germans to Hitler. He was safely dead. Hitler may have
done a great deal of harm to Germany while he was alive,
But he made up for it by his final sacrifice in the Bunker.
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No amount of posthumous guilt could injure him. The blame
for everything — the second World war, the concentration
camps, the gas chambers — could be loaded on to his un-
complaining shoulders. With Hitler guilty, every other
German could claim innocence; and the Germans, pre-
viously the most strenuous opponents of war-guilt, now
became its firmest advocates. Some Germans managed to
give Hitler’s wickedness a peculiarly effective twist. Since
he was obviously a monster of wickedness, he ought to
have been resolutely resisted. Hence any guilt left over
after Hitler had been condemned could be passed on
to the French for failing to expel him from the Rhineland
in 1936 or on to Chamberlain for flinching in September
1938. , ,

Everyone was happily agreed on the cause of the second
World war. What need then of ‘revisionism’? A few
neutrals raised a peep of doubt, particularly from Ireland.
But. usually participation in the cold war against Soviet
Russia silenced even those who had been neutral in the war
against Germany ; and a similar consideration the other way
round worked with Soviet historians also. A school of
persistent revisionists remains in the United States — sur-
vivors of the campaigners after the first World war, who
still regard their own government as more wicked than any
other. Their works are not impressive from a scholarly point
of view. Moreover this revisionism is mainly concerned with
the war against Japan, and for a good reason. Hitler
declared war on the United States, not the other way
round; and it is difficult to see how Roosevelt could ever
have got his country into the European war, if Hitler had
not gratuitously done it for him. There is not much room
for controversy even in regard to Japan. The fight has gone
out of the issue. Once there was a practical question at
stake: whether the United States should cooperate with
Japan or with China ? The question has now been answered
by events, much to the disarray of American policy. It is
universally agreed that Japan is America’s only reliable
friend in the Far East; and the war against her therefore
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appears as a mistake on somebody’s part — though perhaps of
course on the part of the Japanese. -

These considerations of present-day politics help to
explain why the origins of the second World war are not a
subject of strong controversy. All the same, they are not
enough to explain the almost universal agreement among
historians. Even the most ‘engaged’ scholar is affected Py
academic standards; and many scholars. are not h'ea'vﬂy
engaged. If the evidence had been sufﬁ(.:lently conflicting,
scholars would soon have been found to dispute the popular
verdict, however generally accepted. This has not hap-
pened ; and for two apparently contradictory reasons — there
is at once too much evidence and too little. The evidence of
which there is too much is that collected for the trials of war-
criminals in Nuremberg. Though these documents look
imposing in their endless volumes, they are dangcrqus
material for a historian to use. They were collected, hastily
and almost at random, as a basis for lawyers’ briefs. This is
not how historians would proceed. The lawyer aims to make
a case; the historian wishes to understand a situation. The
evidence which convinces lawyers often fails to satisfy us;
our methods seem singularly imprecise to them. But even
lawyers must now have qualms about the evidence at
Nuremberg. The documents were chosen not only to
demonstrate the war-guilt of the men on trial, but to con-
ceal that of the prosecuting Powers. If any of the four
Powers who set up the Nuremberg tribunal had been
running the affair alone, it would have thrown the qu
more widely. The Western Powers would have brought in
the Nazi-Soviet Pact; the Soviet Union would have
retaliated with the Munich conference and more obscure
transactions. Given the Four-Power tribunal, the on}y
possible course was to assume the sole guilt of Germany in
advance. The verdict preceded the tribunal; and the docu-
ments were brought in to sustain a conclusion which bad
already been settled. Of course the documt?nts are genuine,
But they are ‘loaded’; and anyone who relies on them finds
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it almost impossible to escape from the load with which they
are charged.

If we seek instead for evidence assembled in a more
detached and scholarly way, we discover how much worse
off we are than our predecessors who studied the origins of
the first World war. A generation or so after the first war
every Great Power except Italy had made an almost com-
plete revelation from its diplomatic records for the imme-
diate pre-war crisis. In addition, there were vast series of
published documents ranging far back with more or less
intensity — Austro-Hungarian documents going back to
1908, British to 1898, German and French to 1871; the
Russian publications, though more spasmodic, were also
voluminous. There were some obvious gaps. We could
complain about the lack of Italian documents, which is now
being remedied ; we could complain, as we still do, about the
lack of Serbian documents. In the published collections
there may have been some deliberate omissions; and no
conscientious historian would be content until he has seen
the archives for himself. Still, broadly speaking, it was
possible to follow the diplomacy of five out of the six Great
Powers in unparalleled detail and range. The evidence has
not yet been fully digested. As we go over it, we find new
topics to explore, new interpretations to make.

The contrast with the material available for studying the
years before 1939 is lamentable indeed. Austria~-Hungary
had disappeared from the ranks of the European Great
Powers. Of the remaining five, three had produced until
recently no line or sentence of evidence from their archives.
The Italians have begun to repair this omission: they have
published their documents from 22 May 1939 until the out-
break of war, and they will in time outdo everyone by
carrying their publication back to 1861. French and Russian
policy remains totally without illumination from their
archives. The French have some excuse. Most of their
records for the years between 1933 and 1939 were burnt on
16 May 1940, at the alarm of a German break-through at
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Sedan. Duplicates are now being laboriously reassembl.ed
from the French posts abroafi. Th.e reasons for Soviet
silence are, like everything clsc? in Soviet policy, a matter of
conjecture. Have the Sowet government something
peculiarly disgraceful to hide? Do they shrink from _sub;
mitting their conduct, however remote, to .gene-ral scrutiny?
Are there perhaps no records — the commissariat of foreign
affairs having been too incompetent to make any? Or have
the Soviet government learnt the lesson of many past
disputes over historical topics ~ that the. onl)" watex:tlg.ht
way of sustaining a case is never to submlt. cv.ldence in its
support? Whatever the varied reasons f(?r this silence on the
part of three Great Powers, the result is that we can turn
only to German and British documents for a continuous
record of diplomatic transactions between the wars. Ht.:nce,
the perhaps misleading impression that international
relations between the wars were an Anglo-German duo-
logue.

Even here the material is less adequate than it was for the
period before 1914. The Allies captured thc. German
archives in 1945; and originally intended to publish a com-
plete series from 1918 to 1945. Later this_ was cut dO\:\/n on
grounds of expense to the years since Hitler’s accession to
power in 1933. Even this plan is not complete: ther.e isstill a
yawning gap between 1935 and 1937. The archives have
now been restored to the German government at Bonn; and
this may well lead to further delays. Moreover the Allied
editors, conscientious as they were, shared the Nuremberg
outlook on war-guilt at one remove. As an additional com-
plication, the German foreign ministry, whose records thes.e
are, often claimed to be working against Hitler, not on his
behalf; and we can never be sure whether a partfcular
document represents a serious transaction or wl.lether it was
composed in order to provide evidence for the innocence of

. its author. The British publication will ultimately cover.thc
entire period from the signing of the peace of Versailles
until the outbreak of war in 1939. But it is a slow process.
At the moment, we have virtually nothing on the nineteen
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twenties, and another gap between the middle of 1934 and
March 1938. The volumes are restricted to British policy in
action. They do notreveal its motives, as the volumes relating
to the period before the first World war tried to do. There
are few minutes to show the process of debate within
the Foreign Office, and no records of ministerial deliber-
ations, though it is notorious that the prime minister and
the cabinet counted for more, the foreign office for less, than
in the earlier period.

We are also much worse off in regard to less official
records. Most of those who made the first World war sur-
vived to write at length afterwards in apology or justifica-
tion. In the second World war, some leaders died while the
war was on; some were killed at the end, with or without
trial; others were too proud, or too cautious, to write. It
makes a startling contrast to set down the substantial
volumes produced after each World war by those who were

in the decisive positions when it started. Here is the list for
the first World war:

GREAT BRriTAIN: Prime minister.
Foreign secretary.

FrANGE:. President, _
Prime minister who was also foreign
minister,

Russia: Foreign minister.

ItaLy: Prime minister,

GERMANY: Chancellor.

Foreign minister.
The list for the second World war reads thus:
France: Foreign minister.

The Italian foreign minister, who was shot, left diaries.
The German foreign minister wrote a fragmentary defence
while waiting to be hanged. There are a few scraps of cor-
respondence by the British prime minister; a few pages of
autobiography by the British foreign secretary. From the
three dictators —~ Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin — and from

39



Origins of the Second World War

the Russian foreign minister, not a line, not a worc!. We
have to make do with gossip from secondary figures — inter-
preters, foreign-office clerks, journalists; men who often

knew little more than the general public. '
However, historians never have enough evidence to

satisfy them. I doubt whether much will be gair.led by
waiting another ten or fifteen years; and much might be
lost. The few survivors of civilisation may have given up
reading books by then, let alone writing them. I have
therefore attempted to tell the story as it may appear to
some future historian, working from the records. The result
may be to demonstrate how much historians miss or mis-
understand. We must go on writing history all the same,
Like my imaginary successor, I have often had to confess
ignorance. I have also found that the record, considered in
detachment, often pushed me towards interpretations dif-
ferent from those which men (including myself) gave at the
time. This has not weighed with me one way or the other.
I am concerned to understand what happened, not to
vindicate or to condemn. I was an anti-appeaser from the
day that Hitler came to power; and no doubt should be
again under similar circumstances. But the point has no
relevance in the writing of history. In retrospect, though
many were guilty, none was innocent. The purpose of
political activity is to provide peace and prosperity; and in
this every statesman failed, for whatever reason. This is a
story without heroes; and perhaps even without villains.
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Chapter 2

The Legacy of the First
World War

The second World war was, in large part, a repeat per-
formance of the first. There were obvious differences. Italy
fought on the opposite side, though she changed back again
before the end. The war which began in September 1939,
was fought in Europe and North Africa; it overlapped in
time, though not in space, with the Far Eastern war, which
began in December 1941. The two wars remained distinct,
though the Far Eastern war created great embarrassments
for Great Britain and the United States. Germany and
Japan never linked forces; the only real overlap was when
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor provoked Hitler,
very mistakenly, to declare war on the United States. Other-
wise the European war and its origin can be treated as a
story in itself, the Far East providing occasional distractions
off-stage. In the second World war approximately the same
European allies fought approximately the same adversaries
as in the first. Though the tide of battle swung more
violently to and fro, the war ended in much the same way —
with the defeat of Germany. The link between the two wars
went deeper. Germany fought specifically in the second
World war to reverse the verdict of the first and destroy
the settlement which followed it. Her opponents fought,
though less consciously, to defend that settlement; and this
they achieved — to their own surprise. There was much
Utopian projecting while the second war was on; but at the
end virtually every frontier in Europe and the Near East
was restored unchanged, with the exception — admittedly a
large exception ~ of Poland and the Baltic. Leaving out this
area of north-eastern Europe, the only serious change on the
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map between the English Channel and the Indian'Ocean
was the transference of Istria from Italy to Yugoslavia. The
first war destroyed old empires and brought new states into
existence. The second war created no new states and
destroyed only Esthonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. If one asks
the rather crude question, ‘what was the war about?’, the
answer for the first is: ‘to decide how Europe should be
remade’, but for the second merely: ‘to decide whether this
remade Europe should continue’. The first war explains the
second and, in fact, caused it, in so far as one event causes
another. ‘

Though the outcome of the first World war was the re-
making of Europe, this was far from being its original cause
or even its conscious purpose. The war had certain imme-
diate causes on which men are now more or less agreed.
The assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand
provoked Austria-Hungary to declare war on Serbia; the
Russian mobilisation in support of Serbia provoked Ger-
many to declare war on Russia and on France, Russia’s
ally; the German refusal to respect the neutrality of
Belgium provoked Great Britain to declare war on Ger-
many. Behind these lay deeper causes about which historians
still differ. Some point to the conflict between Teuton and
Slav in Eastern Europe; others call it ‘the war of the
Turkish succession’. Some blame Imperialist rivalry outside
Europe; others the breakdown of the Balance of Power on
the European continent. More precise topics of dispute have
been stressed: the German challenge to British naval
supremacy; the French desire to recover Alsace-Lorraine;
Russia’s ambition to control Constantinople and the
Straits. This very opulence of explanations suggests that
none alone is the right one. The first war was fought for all
these reasons — and for none of them. At any rate, this is
what all the contesting Powers discovered once they were
" in. Whatever plans, projects, or ambitions they might have
had before the war, the Powers fought simply for victory, to
decide Humpty Dumpty’s question: ‘Who’s to be master?’
The combatants sought to ‘impose their will on the enemy’
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— in the military phrase of the day — without any clear idea
what that will would be. Both sides found it difficult to
define their war aims. When the Germans put forward peace
terms, as they did in 1917 to Russia and, less specifically, to
the Western Powers, their only concern was to improve
their strategical position for the next war; though in reality
a second war would not be necessary if the Germans won
the first. The Allies had, in some ways, an easier time of it:
they could simply demand that the Germans should sur-
render the fruits of their early victories. Beyond this the
Allies gradually formulated a series of idealistic war-aims,
with American assistance or under American prompting.
These certainly did not represent the objects with which the
Allies had started the war; they did not even represent the
objects for which, for the most part, they were now fighting
it. The idealistic programme sprang rather from the convic-
tion that a war, fought on such a scale and with such
sacrifices, ought to have a great, ennobling outcome. The
ideals were a by-product, a gloss on the basic struggle,
though they were not without influence on later events.
Essentially, victory remained the war-aim. Victory would
provide the subsequent policy. Failing this, victory would,
at any rate, provide the result. And so it did. The second
World war grew out of the victories in the first, and out of
the way in which these victories were used.

There were two décisive victories in the first World war,
although at the time one was obscured by the other. In
November 1918 Germany was decisively defeated by the
Western Powers on the Western front; but before that Ger-
many had decisively defeated Russia in the East, and this
had a profound effect on the pattern of the inter-war years.
Before 1914 there had been a Balance, in which the Franco-
Russian alliance was set off against the Central Powers.
Though Great Britain was loosely associated with France
and Russia in the Triple Entente, few supposed that her
weight was essential to turn the scale. The war, when it
started, was a continental war, fought on two fronts: each
continental Power put into the field millions of men, the
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British a mere hundred thousand. For the French in parti-
cular, Russian cooperation seemed the vital necessity, and
British support an agreeable extra. All this changed as the
war proceeded. The British also built up a mass army and
put their millions on the Western front. These were secon-
ded by the prospect of more millions when the United
States entered the war in 1917. This strengthening of the
Western front came too late to save Russia. The two revolu-
tions of 191y, combined with military catastrophe, drove
her out of the war. In March 1918 the new Bolshevik rulers
made a peace of surrender at Brest-Litovsk. Subsequent
defeat in the West compelled Germany to abandon the
gains which she then made. The larger result could not be
undone. Russia fell out of Europe and ceased to exist, for
the time being, as a Great Power. The constellation of
Europe was profoundly changed — and to Germany’s ad-
vantage. Where there had formerly been a Great Power on
her Eastern frontier, there was now a No Man’s land of
small states and beyond it an obscurity of ignorance. No one
could tell, for long years after 1918, whether Russia had any
power and, if so, what use she would make of it.

At the close of 1918 this did not seem much to matter.
The significant thing then was that Germany had been
defeated without Russia’s assistance, and defeated pre-
dominantly — if not exclusively — on the Western front.
Victory in this narrow, congested area determined the fate
of all Europe, if not of all the world. This unexpected out-
come gave Europe a different character from what it had
before 1914. Then the Great Powers were France, Germany,
Italy, Austria-Hungary, and Russia, with Great Britain
only half-involved. The centre of Europe was Berlin. Now
the Great Powers were France, Germany, and Great Bri-
tain ~ Italy included by courtesy, and the United States
occupying the former British position on the circumference.
The centre of this new Europe lay on the Rhine, or one
might even say, at Geneva. Russia had ceased to count as a
Great Power; the Habsburg Monarchy had ceased to exist.
‘Europe’ as a political conception moved bodily westwards.
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In 1918, and for many years afterwards — indeed until the
spring of 1939 — men assumed that the shaping of the world
lay in the hands of those who had formerly been ‘the
Western Powers’.

Though both Russia and Germany were defeated in
1918, the results of the two defeats were very different. Russia
disappeared from view — her revolutionary government, her
very existence, ignored by the victorious Powers. Germany
however remained united, acknowledged by the victors.
The decision which ultimately led to the second World
war was taken, from the highest and most sensible motives,
a few days before the first war ended. This was the decision
to grant an armistice to the German government. The
decision was taken primarily on military grounds. The Ger-
man army had been beaten in the field. It was in retreat.
But it had not been routed or destroyed. The British and
French armies, although victorious, were also near exhaus-
tion. It was difficult to gauge from outside the extent of
Germany’s collapse. Only Pershing, the American com-
mander-in-chief, had no fears of a fresh campaign. His
forces were fresh, almost unblooded. He would have liked
to push on to Berlin. It was an additional attraction for him
that by 1919 the Americans would be carrying the brunt of
the war and could then dictate to the Allies almost as much
as to the Germans, in a way that they could not do in 1918.
For the European Powers, however, this was a reason for
ending the war quickly if it were at all possible to do so.

The Americans had no concrete war aims, no precise
territorial demands. This, too, made them, paradoxically,
less eager for an armistice. They wanted only the ‘uncon-
ditional surrender’ of Germany, and were ready to go on
until this was achieved. The Allies also wanted the defeat of
Germany; but they had urgent practical desires as well.
Both Great Britain and France wanted the liberation of
Belgium; the French wanted the liberation of north-eastern
France; the British wanted the elimination of the German
fleet. All these could be secured by an armistice. How then
could the two governments justify further bloodshed to their
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war-weary peoples? Even apart from this, an armistice, as
sought by the German government, would satisfy the more
general aims of the Allies. They had always insisted that
they did not desire the destruction of Germany; they were
fighting to prove to the Germans that aggressive war could
not succeed. This proof would now be given. It was obvious
to the Allies and to the German military leaders that Ger-
many had been defeated; only later did it appear that this
was less obvious to the German people. In November 1918
it seemed rather that the German people, too, had made
their contribution to ending the war. The Allies had gener-
ally claimed, though not with unbroken unanimity, that
they were fighting the German emperor and his military
advisers, not the German people. Now Germany had be-
come a constitutional monarchy, and became a republic
before the armistice was signed. The German government
was democratic; it acknowledged defeat; it was ready to
surrender all Germany’s conquests; and it accepted, as basis
for a future peace, the idealistic principles laid down by
President Wilson in the Fourteen Points — principles which
the Allies also accepted, however grudgingly, with two
reservations. Thus everything argued in favour of an armis-
tice; and little against it. ‘

The armistice was more than a cessation of fighting. Its
terms were carefully framed to ensure that Germany could
not renew the war. The Germans had to surrender large
stocks of war-material; to withdraw their forces behind the
Rhine; and to hand over their fleet for internment. The
Allies occupied the left bank of the Rhine and the bridge-
heads beyond it. These terms succeeded in their purpose: in
June 1919, when the Germans were debating whether to
sign the peace treaty, their High Command had to confess,
however reluctantly, that renewal of the war was impossible.
But the armistice had another side. It tied the Germans in
the immediate present; it tied the Allies for the future. They
were anxious to ensure that the German nation acknow-
ledged defeat; and therefore the armistice was concluded
with re presentatives of the German government, not with a
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military delegation. The Germans duly acknowledged de-
feat; in return — and almost without realising it — the Allies

_acknowledged the German government. Enterprising

Frenchmen might try later to smuggle in ‘separatism’ by
the back door; highflying historians might lament that the
work of Bismarck had not been undone. It was in vain. The
armistice settled the question of German unity so far as the
first World war was concerned. The Habsburg Monarchy
and the Ottoman Empire vanished. The German Reich
remained in existence. More than this, the Allies not only
recognised the German Reich; its continued existence now
became essential to them if the armistice were to be main-
tained. The Allies were transformed, without conscious in-
tent, into allies of the Reich against anything which
threatened to destroy it — against popular discontent, against
separatism, against Bolshevism.

This was carried further by the peace treaty, again with-
out deliberation. The. treaty contained many harsh pro-
visions — or so it appeared to most Germans. The German
consent to it was given grudgingly and unwillingly, after
long debate whether it would not be better to refuse to sign.
Consent was given because of the weakness of the German
army, the exhaustion of the German people, the pressure of
the Allied blockade, and not from any conviction that the
terms were just or even tolerable, Nevertheless, the German
government accepted the treaty; and, by doing so, acquired
a valuable asset. The treaty was designed to provide security
against a new German aggression, yet it could work only
with the cooperation of the German government, Germany
was to be disarmed; but the German government would
arrange this — the Allies only provided a Control commis-
sion to see that the disarmament had been carried out.
Germany was to pay reparations; again, the German
government would collect the money and pay it over — the
Allies merely received it. Even the military occupation of
the Rhineland depended on German cooperation. The civil
administration remained in German hands; and a German
refusal to cooperate would produce a state of confusion for
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which the peace treaty made no provision, In the immediate .

situation of 1919 the peace treaty seemed crushing and
vindictive; a Dikfat or a slave-treaty as the Germans called
it. In a longer perspective, the most important thing in the
treaty is that it was concluded with a united Germany.
Germany had only to secure a modification of the treaty, or
to shake it off altogether; and she would emerge as strong,
or almost as strong, as she had been in 1914.

This was the decisive, fateful, outcome of the armistice
and the peace treaty. The first World war left ‘the German
problem’ unsolved, indeed made it ultimately more acute.
This problem was not German aggressiveness or militarism,
or the wickedness of her rulers. These, even if they existed,
merely aggravated the problem; or perhaps actually made it
less menacing by provoking moral resistance in other
countries, The essential problem was political, not moral.
However democratic and pacific Germany might become,
she remained by far the greatest Power on the continent of
Europe; with the disappearance of Russia, more so than
before. She was greatest in population — sixty-five million
against forty million in France, the only other substantial
Power. Her preponderance was greater still in the economic
resources of coal and steel which in modern times together
made up power. At the moment in 1919, Germany was
down-and-out. The immediate problem was German
weakness; but given a few years of ‘normal’ life, it would
again become the problem of German strength. More than
this, the old balance of power, which formerly did some-
thing to restrain Germany, had broken down. Russia had
withdrawn; Austria-Hungary had vanished. Only France
and Italy remained, both inferior in man-power and still
more in economic resources, both exhausted by the war. If
events followed their course in the old ‘free’ way, nothing
could prevent the Germans from overshadowing Europe,
even if they did not plan to do so.

Men by no means ignored ‘the German problem’ in
1919. A few, it is true, denied its existence. These were the
men — a tiny minority in every country — who had opposed
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the war as unnecessary, men who had always regarded the
German danger as imaginary. Even some of those who had
supported the war and conducted it with vigour were now
inclined to think that Germany was weakened for a long
time. A British statesman might be forgiven for supposing
that his troubles were over, when the German navy sank
beneath the waves. Germany was threatened with revolu-
tion, racked by social discontent; and it was generally held,
except by revolutionaries, that such experiences destroyed
a country’s strength. Moreover men, reared in the stable
economic world of the later nineteenth century, assumed
that a country could not flourish without a balanced budget
and a gold currency. On such a test Germany had a long
way to go; and it seemed more important, for everyone’s
sake, to raise her up than to hold her down. Even the most
alarmist Frenchmen did not claim that they were threatened
with a new German invasion there and then. The danger
lay in a hypothetical future; and who could tell what the
future would hold? Every great war had been followed by
the murmur that it was but a truce and that the defeated
Power would strike again. It rarely did so, or with half-
hearted effect. France, for instance, waited over forty years
before acting against the settlement of 1815; and then with
no terrible result. Men who thought like this guessed wrong;
but they had history on their side. Germany’s recovery,
though delayed, was unprecedented in its speed and
strength.,

There was an alternative way of denying the German
problem. German power could be admitted; but it could be
added that this did not matter. Germany would again grow
strong, would again rank among the Great Powers. But the
Germans had learnt not to promote their aims by war. If
they came to dominate the lesser states of Europe by
economic power and political prestige, this—far from being
dangerous — was to be welcomed. The Great War had pro-
duced independent national states throughout Europe;
strangely enough, this was now deplored by many idealists
who had once been champions of nationalism. The national
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states were regarded as reactionary, militaristic, economi-
cally backward. The sooner Germany pulled them together,
the better for everyone concerned. This view was early
propounded by the enlightened Cambridge economist J. M.
Keynes; and Lloyd George himself was not altogether hos-
tile to it. The important thing was not to prevent German
recovery, but to ensure that it would take a peaceful form.
Precautions should be taken against German grievances
not against German aggression. ’
In 1919 this view still lay beneath the surface. The peace
treaty was i_n large part shaped by the desire to provide
security against Germany. This was least true of the terri-
torial provisions. These were determined by principles of
natura..l Justice, as then interpreted. Germany only lost land
to which she was not entitied on national grounds. Even
the G?rmans did not complain about the loss of Alsace and
Lorraine or north Sleswig — or at least did not complain
openl)f. They complained about the loss of land to Poland:
but this los§ followed inevitably once the existence of Poland
was recognised, and, though Poland was treated generously.
this sprang from an exaggeration of her national claims, noé
fron} considerations of strategy. On one point Lloyd George
carried the day in favour of Germany against his own
Aflhes. .Thf: French and the Americans proposed that Dan-
z1g, a city inhabited by Germans though economically essen-
tial to I.’oland, should be incorporated in Poland. Lloyd
George: 1psisted that it become a Free City under a High
Commissioner appointed by the League of Nations. In this
odd way the German grievance which ostensibly produced
the Second World War was actually set up for Germany’s
benfsﬁt. One territorial provision of a negative nature went
against the: national principle for reasons of security. Ger-
man—spe?.kmg Austria, the rump of the Habsburg monarchy,
was forbidden to unite with Germany without the permis-’-
sion of the ;cague of Nations. This was a grievance for most
Austx:lalcls, including the German corporal Hitler, who was
at this time still an Austrian citizen. It was not a grievance
for most Germans of the Reich. They had grown up in
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Bismarckian Germany, and regarded Austria as a foreign
country. They had no wish now to add her troubles to their
own. This was still more the case with the German-speaking
peoples elsewhere — in Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and
Rumania. They might be aggrieved at becoming citizens of
alien national states. The Germans of the Reich knew little
about them, and cared less.

One other territorial provision was strictly of a strategical
nature in origin. This was the occupation of the Rhineland
by Allied forces. The British and Americans proposed it as a
temporary measure of security, and laid down that it should
last only for fifteen years. The French wanted it to be
permanent; and, since they failed to get this by the peace
treaty, hoped to achieve the same result by tying evacuation
to a satisfactory payment of reparations by the Germans.
Reparations became the dominant problem of the next few
years; and the more intractable from being two problems —
soon indeed three. Ostensibly, reparations sprang from the
sensible demand that the Germans should pay for the
damage they had caused. The French, however, retarded
any settlement in the hope of remaining on the Rhine. War
debts between the Allies added a further cause of confusion.
When the British were called upon to repay their debt to the

" United States, they declared in 1922 that they would claim
from their Allies only enough to meet the American obliga-
tion. The Allies in their turn proposed to pay their debt to
Great Britain with what they received from Germany as
reparations. The final decision had thus passed, unperceived,
to the Germans. They had signed the treaty; they had ad-
mitted an obligation; they alone could discharge it. They
could agree to pay reparations, and in this way a peaceful
world would be achieved; the Rhineland would be evacua-
ted, the question of war-debts would lose its sting. Alter-
natively, they could refuse to pay, or plead their inability
to do so. Then the Allies were presented with the question:
what security did they possess other than the signature of
the German government?

The same question was raised by German disarmament.
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This aimed at security and nothing else, despite the rider
that it was instituted to make possible the disarmament of
others. German disarmament worked if the Germans chose
to make it work. And if not? Once more the Allies were
faced with the problem of enforcement. The Germans had
this measureless advantage that they could undermine the
system of sef:urity against them merely by doing nothing;
by not paying reparations and by not disarming. They
could behave as an independent country normally behaves.
'I:he Allies had to use conscious effort, ‘artificial’ expe-
dients, 1f the system of security were to be maintained, This
ran against the common sense of mankind. The war had
been fought to settle things. What was the good of it if now
.there had to be new alliances, more armaments greater
mterr.lationaI complexities than before the war start,ed? The
question had no easy answer; failure to answer it cleared the
way for the second World war.

The peace of Versailles lacked moral validity from the
start, It had to be enforced; it did not, as it were, enforce
itself. This was obviously true in regard to the Gern’lans. No
German accepted the treaty as a fair settlement between
equals ‘without victors or vanquished’. All Germans meant
to s_hakc off at any rate some part of the peace treaty as soon
as 1t was convenient to do so. They differed as to timing —
some wanting to repudiate at once, others (perhaps the
majority) wishing to leave this to a future generation. But
t‘he German signature in itself carried no weight or obliga-
tion. Therc was little respect for the treaty in other countries.

‘ Men in 1919 were constantly aspiring to do better than the
peacemakers at Vienna a century before; and the gravest
c.hargc against the Congress of Vienna was its attempt to
rivet a ‘system’ on the future. The great liberal victories of
the nineteenth century had been won against this ‘treaty
system’; how could liberally-minded men defend a new
treaty system, a new rigidity ? Some liberals now advocated
a ‘system’, but one very different from the security of the
peace treaty. Having previously advocated national inde-
pendence for all, they swung round to beliefin an overridin g
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international order, the order of the League of Nations.
There was no room in this order for discrimination between
former enemies and former Allies; all were to join in a
system for ensuring and enforcing peace. President Wilson
himself, who contributed as much as any man to the drafting
of the peace treaty, acquiesced in the clauses directed
against Germany solely from the belief that the League of
Nations would get rid of them — or make them unnecessary
- once it was established.

Enforcing the peace treaty ran against practical difficul-
ties quite apart from these moral objections. The Allies
could threaten; but each threat was less effective and less
weighted than the one before. It had been easier to threaten
to continue the war in November 1918 than to threaten its
renewal in June 1919. It was easier to threaten renewal in
June 1919 than in June 1920; easier then than in 1923; and
finally virtually impossible to threaten renewal at all. Men
became increasingly reluctant to leave their homes in order
to fight a war which they were told they had already won;
taxpayers were increasingly reluctant to pay for a new war
when they were already groaning under the cost of the last
one. Besides, every threat broke on the question: if it had
not been worth while continuing the war to secure ‘uncon-
ditional surrender’, how could it make sense to renew it for
some lesser object? ‘Positive pledges’ could be taken; the
Rubr or other industrial regions of Germany occupied. But
what would be achieved? Only a new signature by the
German government, which could be honoured or dis-
honoured as before. Sooner or later, the occupying forces
would have to come away. Then the former situation would
be restored: the decision would rest in German hands.

There were other measures of coercion than the renewal
of the war and occupation of German territory. These
measures were economic — some form of the blockade which
was believed to have contributed decisively to Germany’s
defeat. The blockade helped to push the German govern-
ment into accepting the peace treaty in June 191g. Once

removed, it could not be restored in its wartime rigour, if
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only for fear of its being too effective. For if Germany were
reduced to economic chaos and her government collapsed,
who then would operate the terms of the treaty? The
negotiations between Germany and the Allies became a
competition in blackmail, sensational episodes in a gangster
film. The Allies, or some of them, threatened to choke
Germany to death; the Germans threatened to die. Neither
side dared carry its threat to extremity. Increasingly, threats
dwindled; and inducements took their place. The Allies
offered to restore Germany to her rightful place in the
world if their demands were fulfilled ; the Germans an-
swered that there would not be a peaceful world until these
demands were reduced. It was an almost universal belief,
except in Bolshevik circles, that the only secure future for
mankind lay in a return to the liberal economic system of
a free world-market which had been abandoned — tem-
porarily, it was supposed — during the war. The Allies had
a valuable bargaining weapon in offering to re-admit Ger-
many to this world-market. But the Germans had it too, for
a stable world could not be restored without them. The
Allies were thus led, by their own policy, into treating
Germany as an equal; and with this they were back at the
old, intractable problem. If Germany were put on an equal
footing with others, she would be the strongest Power in
Europe; if special precautions were taken against her, she
would not receive equal treatment.

What the Allies really wanted was a treaty system direc-
ted against Germany which the Germans would voluntarily
accept. It is strange that anyone ever thought this possible;
but this was a moment of history when abstractions pulled
hard in international relations. The old monarchies had
valued treaties in so far as these conferred rights; they had
never troubled much about treaties which involved obliga-
tions. The new attitude corresponded to the ‘sanctity of
contract’ which is the fundamental element in bourgeois
civilization. Kings and aristocrats do not pay their debts,
and rarely keep their word, The capitalist system would
collapse unless its practitioners honoured, without question,
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their most casual nod; and the Germans were now expected
to observe the same ethic. There were more practical rea-
sons for the reliance on treaties; the.most practical being the
lack of anything else. Here lay the great contrast between
the period after the first World war and previous epochs of
a similar nature. The problem of one great Power in Europe
being markedly stronger than the rest was by no ‘means
new. On the contrary, it had occurred again and again dur-
ing the past four hundred years. Men had not relied on
treaty provisions or on promises by the stronger not to use
his strength. The weaker, more pacific Powers, had gravita-
ted together, almost unconsciously. They had formed
alliances and associations which had defeated or deterred
the aggressor. So it had been against Spain in the sixteenth
century; against Bourbon France in the seven.teenth century;
and against Napoleon in the nineteenth. So it had been, for
that matter, in the first World war.

This old, tried system failed to work after 191g. The great
coalition dissolved. There was a reason of high principle for
this. Though the victors had acted according to the doc-
trine of the Balance of Power, they were ashamed to have
done so. Many men believed that the Balance of Power had
caused the war, and that adherence to it would cause
another. On a more practical level, the Balance of Power
seemed unnecessary The Allies had had a great fright; but
they had also achieved a great victory. They slipped easily
into the assumption that it would be final. Those who have
won one war find it difficult to conceive that they can lose
the next. Each of the victorious Powers felt free to pursue
its own policy, to follow its own inclinations; and th?:sc ('iid
not happen to coincide. There was no deliberate rejection
of the wartime partnership. Events pulled the Allies apart;
and none of them strove hard enough to avert the process.

The united front among the Allies did not long survive
the peace conference, nor indeed continue without chal-
lenge during the conference itself. The French presseq x_"or
security; the Americans and, to some extent, the British
were inclined to think that they had done their work. The
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victors managed to agree on a peace treaty, but President
Wilson failed to secure its confirmation by the American
Senate. Though this was a blow against the new order, it
was not such a decisive blow as was later made out.
‘America’s relations with Europe were determined more by
geography than by policy. Whatever the treaty arrange-
ments, the United States were far away from Europe across
the Atlantic Ocean. American troops would have been
withdrawn from Europe even if the Senate had endorsed
the treaty of Versailles. As it was, some remained on the
Rhine. It would no doubt have increased the prestige of the
League of Nations if the United States had been a member R
but British policy at Geneva suggests that membership of a
second Anglo-Saxon Power would not necessarily have
transformed the League into the effective instrument of
security which the French desired. Much was made both in
1919 and later of the American failure to implement the
treaty of guarantee with which Wilson and Lioyd George
persuaded Clemenceau to renounce annexation of the
Rhineland. This abortive treaty, too, offered only a paper
security. No American troops were to remain in F rance, nor
British troops either; and, with both British and American
forces reduced to the peacetime level, there would have been
no troops to send in case of danger. Briand pointed this out
in 1922 when Lloyd George revived the proposal, though
without American participation. The Germans, he said,
will have plenty of time to reach Paris and Bordeaux before
British troops arrive to stop them; and this is exactly what
happened, despite a British alliance, in 1940. The Anglo-
American guarantee, even if had been implemented, was no
more than a promise to liberate France if she were con-
quered by the Germans - a promise fulfilled in 1944 even
without a treaty. The United States were debarred both by
geography and by political outlook from belonging to a
European system of security; the most that could be expec-
ted from them was that they would intervene belatedly if
this system of security failed.

The American withdrawal was not absolute., Though the
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United States failed to confirm the treaty of Versailles,
Americans wanted a peaceful Europe and a stable economic
order. American diplomacy was ceaselessly active in Euro-
pean questions. The two schemes for the payment of Ger-
man reparations, the Dawes plan and the Young plan, were
both devised under American guidance; each bore the name
of an American chairman. American loans restored German
economy — for good or ill; American insistence on the pay-
ment of allied war debts complicated the problem of
reparations. American representatives attended the pro-
longed discussions on disarmament. Americans indeed
constituted the ‘world opinion’ for whose benefit these dis-
cussions, economic and political, were largely conducted;
and American historians made the campaign against Ger-
many’s ‘war guilt’ more effective than if it had been left
solely in German hands. The United States could not
dissociate themselves from Europe merely by rejecting the
treaty of Versailles. America’s participation in the war had
largely determined the defeat of Germany; equally Ameri-
can policy after the war largely determined her recovery.
Americans were misled by their own strength. They started
from the correct assumption that Germany, after defeat,
was no danger to themselves; they went on from this to the
mistaken assumption that she could not be a danger to the
countries of Europe.

American policy would have mattered less if the European
Great Powers had been of one mind. France, Italy, and
Great Britain were a formidable coalition, despite the de-
preciatory remarks made about them later. They had held
their own against Germany, though they had not managed
to defeat her. Italy was the weakest of the three, both in
economic resources and political coherence. She was also
estranged from her allies by resentment that she had not
received her due share of war-prizes. She missed her cut of
the Ottoman empire and was fobbed off, after much com-
plaint, with worthless colonial land. On the other hand, she
enjoyed an illusory security, a detachment from Europe
which almost turned her into an island. Her enemy had
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been Austria-Hungary, not Germany; qnd when the
Habsburg Monarchy fell to pieces, she acquired a screen of
small neighbours. The ‘German problem’ seemed remote
from her. Italian statesmen even welcomed the embarrass-
ment which this problem caused to France. Sometimes they
exploited the embarrassment; sometimes they posed as
impartial arbiters between France and Germany. Italy had
in any case little to contribute to a system of security; and
that little she did not contribute.

Italian abstention too would have mattered less if Great
Britain and France had seen eye to eye. Here was the final
and decisive crumbling of the wartime coalition. The two
countries remained closely associated. The occasional talk in
England that France was aiming at a new Napoleonic
domination of Europe, or had even achieved it, was no
more than a temporary aberration. Broadly speaking, the
two continued to act together as ‘the Western democracies’,
trustees for Europe and joint-victors in the Great War. The
association was, if anything, too close; for each managed to
retard the policy of the other. The British had denounced
Germany fiercely enough while the war was on; they had
insisted without illusion that this was a struggle for existence.
It seemed to them now that the struggle had been won. The
German navy had vanished ; the German colonial challenge
was over; and, in economic matters, the British were more
concerned to restore Germany than to hold her down. The
heads of the fighting services were early instructed that they
need not anticipate a major war for at Jeast ten years; and
this instruction was annually renewed until 1932. Much was
made later of British ‘disarmament by example’, If by this
be meant disarmament beyond the limit of national safety
as then envisaged, there was none. There was British dis-
armament from economy; there was disarmament from
negligence and mistaken judgement; there was no disarma-
ment from principle. On the contrary, the British assumed
that they were more secure than they had been. The British
dissolved their mass army after the Great War in the belief
that they would never have to fight another; and when
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later they failed to build up armoured forces, this was on
the advice of the most respected military authorities who
held that tanks were of less use than horses. British naval
predominance was greater than ever before in European
waters, certainly much greater than before 1914. All other
navies had vanished except the French; and it was incon-
ceivable that Great Britain and France would ever go to war
despite occasional hotheaded talk.

If *security’ meant simply freedom from invasion, then
the British Isles seemed more secure than at any time in their
history. British sentiment swung back towards isolation as it
had often done after a great war. It doubted whether the
war had been worth while; became resentful of former allies
and friendly towards the former enemy. British statesmexi
did not go as far as this. They still wished to cooperate with
France; and they recognised that a peaceful, stable Europe
was itself a British interest. But this did not make them
ready to underwrite every French claim against Germany,
They tended to regard talk of the German danger as his-
torical romanticism, which indeed it was in the immediate
present. The French obsession with security seemed not so
much exaggerated as mistaken; and even those British
statesmen who sought to lull this obsession with a form of
words did not suppose that they would ever have to translate
their words into action. More than this, British promises of
support to France were not offered as a supplement to the
other measures of security; they were designed as an alter-
native, with the intention that the French would let the
other measures go. Englishmen reflected deeply on their
mistakes of policy in the pre-war years. Some, of course, held
that Great Britain ought not to have become involved in
continental affairs at all. But many of those who held that
the war had to be fought when it came, also held that it
could have been avoided if Great Britain had made a formal
defensive alliance with France. This would have warned the
Germans that Great Britain would fight; it would also have
warned the French, and still more the Russians, that she
would not fight in an ‘eastern quarrel’. Now, after the war,
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alliance with France expressed a modified form of,' isolati'on.
Great Britain, by pledging herselfto dCfCI.ld France’s fron‘tler,
would also show that she had no commitment b.eyond. it.

Hence British policy, even at its most cooperative, (.hd not
work against German recovery; it only offered security ofa
sort against the consequences of that recovery. The price of
British support was that France should renounce all interest
east of the Rhine, and hence all standing as a European
Great Power. The same promptings had come from London
before 1914; but then the French had two irons'in tbe ﬁre.
The association with Great Britain had offered some limited
help if France were actually invaded, and ultimately pro-
vided much greater help than had been expected, after tl.le
invasion took place. But this association was secondary in
French politics right up to the outbreak of war. What‘gave
France independence as a Great Power was the alliance
with Russia, which automatically halved German strength.
Even in 1914 the French military leaders rightly a.ttac.hed
much greater importance to the Russian forces rolling into
East Prussia than to the tiny British Expeditionary Force
on the French left flank. The Russian alliance continued to
give France independence and an illusory greatness until
1g17. Then Russia was defeated and fell out of the war.
France’s European policy collapsed. The war was won
solely in the west — the east being liberated as a consequence
of this, not in association with it; and Franc.c found herself
the junior partner of the Western democra.mes.

Some French statesmen welcomed this development.
Clemenceau, in particular, had always disliked th? alliaflce
with Russia, as alien to French democracy and as involving
her in remote Balkan quarrels. He had tried to prevent the
alliance being made; he was delighted when it collapsed;
and his fierce hostility to Bolshevism sprang not merely
from resentment against Russia’s desertion — it was also an
insurance that the alliance would not be renewed. Clemen-
ceau knew England and the United States better than most
Frenchmen; and he believed passionately that the future
both of France and of humanity lay with the Western
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Powers. He told the Chamber on 29 December 1918: ‘For
this Entente, I shall make every sacrifice.” And so he did. It
was only because Clemenceau was of all French statesmen
the most favourable to Great Britain and the United States
that the treaty of Versailles was agreed at all. Other French
leaders were less single-minded. Only a few ranters on the
extreme Right kept up the old hatred of England; virtually
none disliked America. But many distrusted the constancy
of the two Anglo-Saxon Powers; some, intoxicated by vic-
tory, dreamt of restoring France to the position of European
predominance which she had enjoyed under Louis XIV or
even before the time of Bismarck; the more modest recog-
nised that Eastern allies would redress Germany’s superior-
ity in manpower and restore France’s former position as a
Great Power.

That Eastern ally could not be Russia. The ostensible
reason for this was Bolshevism. The Western Powers had
entangled themselves in wars of intervention against Bol-
shevik rule even while the war against Germany was still on;
then they encouraged the cordon sanitaire of states on Russia’s
western border; finally they resigned themselves to a policy
of non-recognition, morally sustained even when the door
was grudgingly opened to some Russian trade. The Soviet
leaders, on their side, ostentatiously broke with the corrupt
world of capitalism when they seized power in November
1917, and staked all on international revolution. The Third
International continued to be more important in their eyes
than the Soviet Foreign Ministry even when this revolution
failed to come off. In theory the relations between Soviet
Russia and the European Powers remained those of sus-
pended war. Some historians even regard this concealed war
as the key to the inter-war period. Soviet historians claim
that Great Britain and France wished to win over Germany
for a European crusade — a new war of intervention against
Soviet Russia; and some western historians allege that the
Soviet leaders constantly stirred up trouble in international
affairs in the hope of fomenting revolution. This is what
each side ought to have done if it had taken its principles
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beliefs seriously. Neither did 0. The B’ol.she.wks im-
fessed their sense of security and then; 1nd{ﬂ'§ren?e

he rest of the world when they went over to Socialism in
g e1r country’. Western statesmen never took the Bol-
:h:gh% c:*langer seriously en01_1gh to p}an new wars of inter-
vention against it. Communism contlnued. to haunt Europe
as a spectre — a name men gave to their own fears and
blunders. But the crusade against Conunun1§m was even
more imaginary than the spectre of Communism.

There were other, cruder reasons why no attempt was
made to draw Russia back into Eux:opean affairs. Defeat
during the war destroyed her reputation as a Great Power;
revolution after it was supposed, not altogethe}‘ wrongly, to
have condemned her to weakness for a generation. Aftc.:r all,
Germany was being pulled down by a political r'evohmon of
the mildest character; how much more devastating must the
results be in Russia of a basic social upl‘.leaval. As w.cl’l,
many Western statesmen were somewhat relieved at Russia’s
disappearance. Though she had been a useﬁ}l counter-
weight against Germany, she had also been a difficult and
exacting ally. Throughout the twenty years of .the Francfo—
Russian alliance, the French had held out against Russian
demands on Constantinople. They had yielded, most
reluctantly, in 1915, and were delight‘esi to be able to re-
pudiate their wartime promise. The British i:ared less about
Constantinople, but they, too, had had their troubles with
Russia in the Near and Middle East. The post-war Co'm-
munist propaganda in India, for instz'a.n'ce, was no?hmg h};e
so menacing as the old Russian activity in P'erSIa. QU{te
apart from such specific questions, _mternatl'o?al 'aﬂ‘alrs
always run more easily without Russian participation, as
everyone knows nowadays. The most practical reason for
Russia’s exclusion was, however, a simple matter of geo-
graphy. The cordon sanitaire did its work. This had b(}?ln
foreseen by Balfour, and apparently by Balfour alo‘ne. e
told the Imperial War Cabinet on 21 March 1917: ‘If you
make an absolutely independent Po}and ... you cut off
Russia altogether from the West. Russia ceases to be a factor
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in Western politics, or almost ceases.’ And so it proved.
Russia could not play a part in European affairs even if she
would. But why should she ? The cordon sanitaire worked also
the other way round, though this was less perceived for
some years, It excluded Russia from Europe; but it also
excluded Europe from Russia. In a perverse way, the barrier
designed against Russia became Russia’s protection,

The new national states which made up the cordon sanitaire
had another, more important function in French eyes. They
were providential substitutes for the vanished Russian ally:
less erratic and independent, more reliable and respectable.
Clemenceau told the Council of Four: ‘Our firmest guaran-
tee against German aggression is that behind Germany, in
an excellent strategic position, stand Czechoslovakia and
Poland.” If even Clemenceau believed this, it is not sur-
prising that other Frenchmen made alliance with the
Succession states the dominant theme of French foreign
policy. Few of them realized its paradoxical character. The
new states were satellites and clients: inspired by national
enthusiasm, but carried to independence by Allied victory
and helped thereafter by French money and French military
advisers. The French treaties of alliance with them made
sense as treaties of protection, like those which Great
Britain made with the new states in the Middle East.
Frenchmen saw things the other way round. They regarded
their Eastern alliances as assets, not liabilities; bringing
protection to France, not commitment. They recognised
that the new states needed French money. So had Russia,
and a great deal more money at that. The need would be
temporary. In every other way, the new states were a great
improvement. Unlike Russia, they would not be distracted
by irrelevant ambitions in Persia or the Far East. Unlike
Russia, they could never be on close terms with Germany.
Democratic and national on the French model, they would
be more stable in peacetime and steadier in war. They
would never question their historic role: to distract and
divide German forces for France’s benefit.

This was a surprising exaggeration of Czech and Polish
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strength. The French were misled by the experience of the
recent war. Despite their somewhat belated use of tanks,
they continued to regard infantry as, in Pé:tain’s phrase,
¢queen of the battlefield’; and they counted rifle strength as
the decisive factor. France, with a population of forty
million, was obviously inferior to Germany, with sixty-five
millions. But add the thirty millions in Poland, and France
became equal or, with the twelve million Czechoslovaks,
superior. Moreover, men see the past when they peer into
the future; and the French found it impossible to imagine a
future war which did not begin with a German attack on
themselves. Therefore they always asked — how can our
Eastern allies help us, and never — how can we help them?
Their own military preparations after 1919 were increas-
ingly defensive. The army was equipped for trench warfare;
the frontier was lined with fortifications. French diplomacy
and French strategy ran in clear contradiction. There was
contradiction even within the diplomatic system itself. The
Anglo-French entente and the Eastern alliances did not
supplement each other; they cancelled out. France could
act offensively, to aid Poland or Czechoslovakia, only with
British support; but this support would be given only if she
acted defensively, to protect herself, not distant countries in
Eastern Europe. This deadlock was not created by changed
conditions in the nineteen thirties. It existed implicitly from
the first moment, and no one, either British or French, ever
found a way round it.

These difficulties are clear to us. They were less obvious to
men at the time. Despite the disappearance of Russia and
the withdrawal of the United States, Great Britain and
France still composed the Supreme Council, laying down
the law to all Europe. As well, alliances and future wars
were alike dwarfed by the new institution which came out
of the peace-conference: the League of Nations. It is true
that there was a deep, underlying divergence between
England and France as to the nature of the League. The
French wanted the League to develop into a system of
security directed against Germany; the British regarded it
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as a system of conciliation which would include Germany.
The French believed that the last war had been caused by
German aggression; the British came more and more to
hold that it had happened by mistake. The two countries
never argued this difference out to a conclusion. Instead,
each pretended to compromise with the other, though with
the unspoken reservation that it was not convinced. Each
waited for events to prove the other wrong; and each was in
time duly satisfied, though not to any good purpose. In
practice, the British interpretation carried the day. For one
thing, the Covenant of the League was couched in general
terms. It was directed against aggression, not against
Germany; and indeed it was difficult to use the League
against Germany unless she were already a member with
equal rights. Again, a negative policy is always stronger than
a positive: abstention is easier than action. Most of all, the
British view followed inevitably from the decision of
November 1918: the decision to make an armistice, and
then peace, with the German government. Once it had been
decided not to destroy Germany, then sooner or later she
must return to the comity of nations. The British and French
governments were both too distracted by difficulties,
domestic and foreign, to have a clear and consistent policy.
But so far as there was a coherent pattern in the post-war

years, it was the story of efforts to conciliate Germany and of
their failure,



Chapter 3

The Post-War Decade

The history of Europe between the wars revolved rou:nd
‘the German problem’. If this were settled, everything
would be settled; if it remained unsolved, ‘EUI.‘OpC would
not know peace. All other problems lost tl.lCH‘ sting or were
trivial in comparison. The Bolshevik peril, for example —
never as acute as people thought — ended abx“uptly when the
Red armies were thrown back from Warsaw in August 1920;
from that moment there was not the slightest prospect,
during the next twenty years, that Comnu{msm wc?uld
triumph anywhere in Europe beyond the Russmn. frontlt.:rs.
Again, Hungarian ‘revisionism’ made much noise during
the nineteen twenties — more noise indeed tl.lan Ger{nan re-
visionism from a territorial point of view. It did not raise more
than a shadow even of local war, never a shg.dow of gen.er;'a.l
upheaval. Italy, too, bickered with YugoslaYla ovo‘:r Adr1at1<3
questions; and later claimed to be an un.satlsﬁcd h;.a,ve-not
nation. The most Italy could do was to hit the headhne's, not
raise an alarm, The German problem stood alor!c. This was
new. The problem of German strength had existed before
1914, though not fully recognized; but there'had been other
problems — Russia’s desire for Constantl.nople; French
desire for Alsace-Lorraine; Italian irredentism; the South
Slav problem within Austria-Hungary; the endless troubles
in the Balkans. Now there was nothing of any moment except
sition of Germany.
th?rr})l(;re was a second di};ference of great significance. Before
1914 the relations of the Great European Powers 'had often
been shaped by questions outside.Eurqpe — Persia, Egypt,
Morocco, tropical Africa, Turkey-in-Asia, and the Far East.
Some good judges believed, though wrongly, that European
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questions had lost their vitality. H. N. Brailsford, an
intelligent and well-informed observer, wrote early in 1 914:
‘The dangers which forced our ancestors into European
coalitions and Continental wars have gone never to
return. ... It is as certain as anything in politics can be,
that the frontiers of our modern national states are finally
drawn.’* The exact opposite proved to be the case. Europe
was turned upside down and then continued to harass
statesmen. Not a single one of the problems outside Europe
which had raised difficulties before 1914 caused a serious
crisis among the European powers between the wars. No
one could really suppose, for example, that Great Britain
and France would go to war over Syria, as they might once
have done over Egypt. The only exception was the Abys-
sinian affair of 1935, but this concerned European politics
in the shape of the League of Nations; it was not a conflict
over Africa. There was another apparent exception: the Far
East. This caused grave difficulties in international affairs,
but Great Britain was the only European power on whom it
had practical impact.

This, too, was new. Great Britain was now the only world
power in Europe. Before 1914, too, she had been a world
power of the first rank. But Russia, Germany, and France
also counted for much in ‘the age of imperialism’. Now
Russia was outside Europe and in alliance with the anti-
European revolt of the colonial peoples. Germany had lost
her colonies and had relinquished her Imperial ambitions at
any rate for the time being. France, though still a colonial
power, was obsessed with European difficulties and let her
Empire take second place in disputes with others, including
of course the British. The Far East showed how things had
changed. Before 1914 there had been a balance there, quite
as complicated as the balance in Europe. Japan had had to
reckon with Russia, Germany, and France as well as with
Great Britain; and the British could safely go sometimes
with Japan, sometimes against her. The United States had
an active policy in the Far East for a few years after the

1. H. N. Brailsford, The War of Steel and Gold (1914), p. 35.
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it was short indeed. By the time of the .Man-
‘:l?:;iat,)rl: tcxl'isis of 1931, Great Britain faced Japan in tlﬁe
Far East virtually alone. It is easy to understand why the
British felt distinct from the Powers of Europe e}r}d why they
often wanted to withdraw from European politics.

It is also easy to understand whY.the German problem
seemed exclusively a European affair. The United States
and Japan did not feel themselves threatened .by a Power
which had no fleet and, apparently, no colqmal interests.
Great Britain and France were acutely conscious that they
must settle the German question alone. Imms:dlately after
1919 they assumed that it would be settled fairly qulcl;lyil—
at any rate in the sense that the peace treaty would be ully
applied. Nor were they altogether mistaken. The fro.ntl_ers
of Germany were all defined by 1921, when a plcb1§;:1t.e,
somewhat artificially interpreted, divided Upper Silesia
between Germany and Poland. G?rman disarmament
proceeded more slowly than laid down in the treaty and mtg
some evasion; but it proceeded. The German army cease
to exist as a major fighting-force, and no one had to worry
about actual war with Germany for many years to come.
The occasional evasions were made much of: at a later
date; and people then talked as though the disarmament

clauses of the treaty had either never been observed or were

value. In fact they achieved their purpose so long as
fc)}f;cl;oremained in force. As late as 1934 Germany could not
contemplate war against Poland, let a.lone against ]?‘ra.nmle.
Of the other treaty-provisions, the trials of war-criminals
were dropped after a few unsatisfactory attempts. Tl}xs wais
partly a surrender to German outcry and obstruction, ;
sprang more from the feeling that it was absurd to RroceleI
against lesser criminals when the chief offender, William II,

in Holland. ‘

waﬁ;if;m much of the peace-treaty was being enforced. .It
was reasonable to assume that it would gradual.ly lose its
contentious character. Men cannot go on wranghng over a
settled question year after year, however embittered they
may feel at first. The French forgot Waterloo; they even
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tended to forget Alsace and Lorraine, despite repeated
resolves not to do so. The Germans, too, might have been
expected to forget, or at any rate to acquiesce, after a time.
The problem of German power would remain; but it would
not be aggravated by an acute determination to destroy the
settlement of 1919 at the first opportunity., The reverse
happened: resentment against the treaty increased with
every year. For one part of the treaty remained unsettled;
and the disputes over this put the rest of the treaty in con-
stant question. The unsettled issue was the payment of
reparations - a striking example of good intentions, or to be
correct, good ingenuity, gone wrong. In 1919 the French
wished to lay down uncompromisingly the principle that
Germany must pay the full bill for war damage — an in-
determinate liability that would swell in the future with
every step of German economic recovery. The Americans,
more sensibly, proposed to state a fixed sum. Lloyd George
appreciated that, in the heated atmosphere of 1919, this
sum, too, would be far beyond German capacity, He hoped
that in time men (himself included) would come to their
senses: the Allies would make a reasonable demand, the
Germans would make a reasonable offer, and the two figures
would more or less coincide. He therefore swung round
behind the French, though for exactly the opposite reason:
they wanted to make the bill fantastically large, he wanted
to scale it down. The Americans gave way. The peace
treaty merely stated the principle of reparations; their
amount was to be settled at some time in the future.

Lloyd George had meant to make reconciliation with
Germany easier; he made it almost impossible. For the
divergence between British and French views which had
been covered over in 1919 rose again to the surface as soon
as they tried to fix a figure: the French still trying to push it
up, the British impatiently scaling it down. Nor did the
Germans show any willingness to cooperate. Far from
attempting to estimate their capacity to pay, they deliber-
ately kept their economic affairs in confusion, well knowing
that, if they once got things straight, the bill for reparations
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would follow. In 1920 there were angry meetings between
the Allies, and then conferences with the Germans; more
conferences in 1921} still more in 1922. In 1923 the French
tried to enforce payment by occupying the Ruhr. The
Germans first answered with passive resistance; then sur-
rendered at discretion, under the catastrophe of inflation.
The French, almost as exhausted as the Germans, agreed to
a compromise: the Dawes plan, drafted — largely at British
prompting — under an American chairman. Though this
temporary settlement was resented by both French and
Germans, reparations were in fact paid for the next five
years. Then there was another conference — more wrangling,
more accusations, more demands, and more evasions. The
Young plan, again under an American chairman, emerged.
It had hardly begun to operate before the great depression
struck Europe. The Germans claimed that they could not
go on paying. In 1931 the Hoover moratorium suspended
reparations for twelve months. In 1932 a last conference at
Lausanne wiped the slate clean. Agreement was at last
reached ; but it had taken thirteen years, years of mounting
suspicion and grievance on all sides. At the end the French
felt swindled; and the Germans felt robbed. Reparations
had kept the passions of war alive.

Reparations would, no doubt, have been a grievance in
any case. It was the uncertainty and argument over them
which made the grievance chronic. In 1919 many people
believed that the payment of reparations would reduce
Germany to a state of Asiatic poverty. J. M. Keynes held
this view, as did all Germans; and probably many French-
men did also, though without regretting the consequence.
During the second World war an ingenious young French-
man, Etienne Mantoux, demonstrated that the Germans
could have paid reparations, without impoverishment, if
they had wanted to do so; and Hitler gave a practical
demonstration of this when he extracted vast sums from the
Vichy government of France. The question has only an
academic interest. No doubt the apprehensions of Keynes
and the Germans were grotesquely exaggerated. No doubt
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the impoverishment of Germany was caused by war, not by
reparations. No doubt the Germans could have paid repara~
tions, if they had regarded them as an obligation of
honour, honestly incurred. In actual fact, as everyone now
knows, Germany was a net gainer by the financial trans-
actions of the nineteen twenties: she borrowed far more from
pri.vate American investors (and failed to pay back) than she
paid in reparations, This was of course little consolation to
the German taxpayer, who was not at all the same person as
the German borrower. For that matter, reparations gave
little consolation to the taxpayers of allied countries, who
immed.iately saw the proceeds transferred to the United
States in repayment of war debts. Setting one thing against
another, the only economic effect of reparations was to give
employment to a large number of bookkeepers, But the
economic facts about reparations were of little importance.
Rep?r.ations counted as a symbol. They created resentment,
suspicion, and international hostility. More than anything
clse, they cleared the way for the second World war.
Reparations fixed the French in an attitude of sullen, but
rather hopeless, resistance. They had, after all, a not un-
justified claim. North-east France had been devastated
during the war; and, whatever the rights and wrongs of war-
guilt, it was reasonable that the Germans should help to
restore the damage. But the French soon cheated over
reparations, as everyone else did. Some Frenchmen wanted
to ruin Germany for ever. Others hoped that reparations
would not be paid, so that the armies of occupation should
stay in the Rhineland. French taxpayers had been told that
Germany would pay for the war; and were indignant against
the Germans when their own taxes went up. In the end,
the French were cheated in their turn: they got virtually
nothing except the moral blame for having demanded
reparations at all. As the French saw it, they had made a
series of concessions over reparations in order to please the
Germans. Finally they had abandoned all claim to repara-
tions. The Germans emerged more dissatisfied than ever.
The French concluded from this experience that concessions
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in other fields — over disarmament or frontiers — would be
equally futile. They also concluded, though less consciously,
that the concessions would be made. The French were dis-
tinguished, in the years before the second World war, by
lack of faith in their leaders and in themselves. This despair-
ing cynicism had a long and complicated origin which has
often been dissected by historians. But the record of repara-
tions was its immediate, practical cause. Here the French
had certainly lost; and their leaders had as certainly dis-
played a singular incapacity, or at least a singular failure, to
fulfil their promises. Reparations did almost as much dam-
age to democracy in France as in Germany itself.
Reparations had also a critical influence on the relations
between France and Great Britain. In the last days of the
war, the British — both politicians and public — had shared
the French enthusiasm for reparations. It was a British
statesman of high competence, not a Frenchman, who
proposed to squeeze the German orange till the pips
squeaked ; and even Lloyd George had been more clamorous
for reparations than he subsequently liked to imagine. Soon
however the British changed round. They began to de-
nounce the folly of reparations once they had themselves
carried off the German merchant navy. Perhaps they were
influenced by the writings of Keynes. Their more practical
motive was to restore the economic life of Europe so as to
promote the recovery of their own export industries. They
listened readily to the German stories of the endless woes
which would follow the payment of reparations; and, once
they had condemned reparations, they soon condemned
other clauses of the peace treaty. Reparations were wicked.
Therefore the disarmament of Germany was wicked; the
frontier with Poland was wicked; the new national states
were wicked. And not only wicked: they were a justified
German grievance, and the Germans would be neither con-
tent nor prosperous until they were undone. The British
grew indignant at French logic, at French anxiety about
German recovery, and particularly indignant at French
insistence that treaties should be honoured once they had
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been signed. French claims to reparations were pernicious
and dangerous nonsense; therefore their claim for security
was pernicious and dangerous nonsense also, The British
had some plausible ground for complaint. In 1931 they
were forced off the gold-standard. The French, who had
claimed to be ruined by the war, had a stable currency and
the largest gold-reserve in Europe. It was a bad beginning
for the years of danger. The disagreements over reparations
in the years after the first World war made it almost
impossible for the British and French to agree over security
in the years before the second.

The most catastrophic effect of reparations was on the
Germans themselves. Of course they would have been
aggrieved in any case. They had not only lost the war. They
had lost territory; they had been compelled to disarm; they
had been saddled with a war-guilt which they did not feel.
But these were intellectual grievances: things to grumble
over in the evenings, not the cause of sufferings in everyday
life. Reparations hit every German, or seemed to, at each
moment of his existence. It would be useless to discuss now
whether reparations in fact impoverished Germany; and it
was equally useless to argue the point in 1919. No German
was likely to accept the proposition which Norman Angell
had advanced in T#e Great Illusion that the payment of an
indemnity by the French in 1871 benefited France and
injured Germany. The common sense of mankind says that
a man is the poorer for paying out money; and what is
true for an individual appears true for a nation. Germany
was paying reparations; and was therefore the poorer for it.
By an easy transition reparations became the sole cause of
German poverty. The businessman in difficulties; the under-
paid schoolteacher; the unemployed worker all blamed
their troubles on reparations. The cry of a hungry child was
a cry against reparations. Old men stumbled into the grave
because of reparations. The great inflation of 1923 was
attributed to reparations; so was the great depression of
1929. These views were not held merely by the German
man-in-the-street. They were held just as strongly by the
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most distinguished financial and political experts. The
campaign against ‘the slave-treaty’ hardly needed the
prompting of extremist agitators. Every touch of economic
hardship stirred the Germans to shake off ‘the shackles of
Versailles’.

Once men reject a treaty, they cannot be expected to re-
member precisely which clause they reject. The Germans
began with the more or less rational belief that they were
being ruined by reparations. They soon proceeded to the
less rational belief that they were being ruined by the peace
treaty as a whole. Finally, retracing their steps, they con-
cluded that they were being ruined by clauses of the treaty
which had nothing to do with reparations. German dis-
armament, for instance, may have been humiliating; it may
have exposed Germany to invasion by Poland or France.
But economically it was to the good so far as it had any
effect at all.* This is not what the ordinary German felt. He
assumed that, since reparations made him poorer, dis-
armament did also. It was the same with the territorial
clauses of the treaty. There were defects of course in the
settlement. The eastern frontier put too many Germans in
Poland — though it also put too many Poles in Germany. It
could have been improved by some redrawing and by an
exchange of populations — an expedient not contemplated in
those civilised days. But an impartial judge, if such existed,
would have found little fault with the territorial settlement
once the principle of national states was accepted. The so-
called Polish corridor was inhabited predominantly by
Poles; and the arrangements for free railway-communica-
tion with East Prussia were adequate. Danzig would ac-
tually have been better off economically if it had been
included in Poland. As to the former German colonies — also
a fertile cause of grievance — they had always been an
expense, not a source of profit.

1. With remarkable, though not unique, ingenuity the German
generals managed to make disarmament more expensive than armament
had been. It cost the German taxpayer less to maintain the great army
and navy of 1914 than to maintain a small army and no navy after 1919,
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All this was lost sight of, thanks to the link between
reparations and the rest of the treaty. The German believed
that he was ill-dressed, hungry, or out-of-work, because
Danzig was a Free City; because the corridor cut off East
Prussia from the Reich; or because Germany had no
colonies. Even the highly intelligent banker Schacht attri-
buted Germany’s financial difficulties to the loss of her
colonies — a view which he continued to hold, sincerely no
doubt, even after the second World war. The Germans
were not being self-centred or uniquely stupid in holding
such views. This outlook was shared by enlightened liberal
Englishmen such as Keynes; by nearly all the leaders of the
British Labour party; and by all Americans who thought
about European affairs. Yet it is difficult to see why the loss
of colonies and land in Europe should have crippled Ger-
many economically. After the second World war Germany
had much greater territorial losses, yet became more
prosperous than at any time in her history. There could be
no clearer demonstration that the economic difficulties of
Germany between the wars were due to defects in her
domestic policy, not to unjust frontiers. The demonstration
has been in vain; every textbook continues to attribute
Germany’s difficulties to the treaty of Versailles, The myth
went further, and still does. First, the economic problems of
Germany were blamed on the treaty. Then it was observed
that these problems continued. From this it was held to
follow that nothing was done to conciliate Germany or to
modify the system set up in 1919. ‘Appeasement’ was
supposed to have been attempted only in 1938; and by then
it was too late.

This is far from the truth. Even reparations were con-
stantly revised, and always downwards; though no doubt the
revision dragged out tiresomely long. In other ways ap-
peasement was attempted sooner, and with success. Lloyd
George made the first attempt. Emerging with difficulty
from the morass of reparations, he resolved to summon a
new, and more genuine, peace conference, which should be
attended by everyone, by the United States, by Germany, by
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Soviet Russia, as well as by the Allies. A fresh start should
be made on creating a better world. Lloyd George’s initia-
tive was seconded by Briand, then French premier — another
political wizard, who could conjure problems out of
existence. The partnership had an abrupt end. In January
1922 Briand was defeated in the French Chamber -
ostensibly for having taken a lesson in golf from Lloyd
George, actually because he was ‘weakening’ over the peace
treaty. Poincaré, his successor, was unmoved by a British
offer to guarantee France’s eastern frontier; and a French
representative attended the conference, which met at Genoa
in April 1922, only to insist on the payment of reparations.
The Americans refused to attend.

The Russians and Germans attended, but with the not
unjustified suspicion that they were to be played off one
against the other. The Germans were to be invited to join in
exploiting Russia; the Russians were to be urged to claim.
reparations from Germany. Instead the representatives of
the two countries met secretly at Rapallo and agreed not to
work against each other. The treaty of Rapallo wrecked the
Genoa conference, and acquired great notoriety in the
world. At the time, the Bolsheviks were regarded as out-
casts, and it was therefore counted great wickedness in the
Germans to conclude a treaty with them, Later on, when
the Germans became the cause of offence, the moral
obliquity of Rapallo was chalked up against the Russians.

In fact the treaty of Rapallo was a modest, negative
affair. It is true that it prevented a European coalition for a
new war of intervention against Russia; it is also true that it
prevented any revival of the old Triple Entente. Neither of
these was a practical proposition in any case; and the treaty
did no more than record the fact. But there was equally little
chance of active cooperation between the two signatories.
Neither was in a position to challenge the peace-settlement;
both asked no more than to be left alone. The Germans
thereafter provided Soviet Russia with a certain amount
of economic assistance, though - absurdly enough - the
Americans, who did not recognise Soviet Russia at all,
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provided more. The Russians enabled the Germans to evade
the restrictions of the treaty of Versailles (to which after all
the Russians were not a party) by setting up gas schools and
flying schools on Soviet territory. These were trivialities.
There was no sincerity in German-Soviet friendship; and
both sides knew it. The German generals and conservatives,
who promoted the friendship, despised the Bolsheviks; and
they in their turn were friendly with Germany only accord-
ing to the Leninist maxim of taking a man by the hand,
preparatory to taking him by the throat. Rapallo gave a
warning that it was easy for Russia and Germany to be
friendly on negative terms, whereas the Allies would have to
pay a high price for the friendship of either. But it was a
warning which took effect in a comparatively distant future.

The conference of Genoa was Lloyd George’s last creative
effort. His position as the sporadically enlightened leader of
an obscurantist coalition made it impossible for him to
achieve any striking result. In the autumn of 1922 he fell
from power. The Conservative government under Bonar
Law’ which succeeded him was impatiently sceptical of
European affairs. The way was clear for Poincaré, then
French premier, to attermpt the enforcement of reparations
by occupying the Ruhr. This was the one break in the
record of appeasement; and it was a break of a limited
kind. Whatever secret hopes some Frenchmen might have
that Germany would disintegrate, the sole purpose of the
occupation was to get an offer of reparations from the
Germans; and it had to be ended as soon as an offer was
made. The occupation had a terrible effect on the French
franc. Poincaré may have thought at the outset that France
could act independently. By the end of 1923 he was as
convinced as Clemenceau had been that the prime necessity
for France was to be on close terms with England and
America. The French voter passed his own verdict on the
affair in 1924 by returning a Left coalition hostile to Poin-
caré. The occupation of the Ruhr provided, in the long run,
the strongest argument in favour of appeasement. For how
did it end? In fresh negotiations with Germany. It gave a
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renewed, and more powerful, demonstration that the treaty
of Versailles could be carried out only with the cooperation
of the German government; in that case more was to be
gained by conciliation than by threats. The argument was
not only effective in the present; it went on being effective
in the future. When Germany began to disregard the con-
ditions of the treaty on a more massive scale, men — par-
ticularly Frenchmen — looked back to the occupation of the
Rubhr, and asked: what would be gained by the use of force ?
Only new German promises to fulfil the promises which
they are now breaking. The cost would be ruinous; the
result negligible. Security could be regained only by
winning the Germans over, not by threatening them,

It would be wrong to suggest that the occupation of the
Ruhr was without effect on Germany. Though it taught the
French the folly of coercion, it also taught the Germans the
folly of resistance. The occupation ended with a surrender
by Germany, not by France. Stresemann came to power
with the avowed policy of fulfilling the treaty. Of course this
did not mean that he accepted the French interpretation of
the treaty or that he would acquiesce in the French de-
mands. It meant only that he would defend German in-
terests by negotiations, not by resistance, Stresernann was as
determined as the most extreme nationalist to get rid of
the whole treaty lock, stock, and barrel: reparations,
German disarmament, the occupation of the Rhineland,
and the frontier with Poland. But he intended to do this by
the persistent pressure of events, not by threats, still less by
war. Where other Germans insisted that revision of the
treaty was necessary for the revival of German power,
Stresemann believed that the revival of German power
would inevitably lead to revision of the treaty. There was a
great outcry in allied countries against Stresemann after his
death when the publication of his papers revealed clearly
his intention to destroy the existing treaty-settlement. The
outcry was grotesquely unjustified. Given a great Germany -
and the Allies had themselves given it by their actions at the
end of the war — it was inconceivable that any German could
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accept the treaty of Versailles as a permanent settlement.
The only question was whether the settlement would be
revised and Germany become again the greatest Power in
Europe, peacefully or by war. Stresemann wanted to do it
peacefully. He thought this the safer, the more certain, and
the more lasting way to German predominance. He had
been a bellicose nationalist during the war; and even now
was no more inclined to peace from moral principle than
Bismarck had been. But, like Bismarck, he believed that
peace was in Germany’s interest; and this belief entitles
him to rank with Bismarck as a great German, even as a
great European, statesman. Maybe even as a greater. His
task was certainly more difficult. For Bismarck had only to
maintain an existing settlement; Stresemann had to work
towards a new one. It is the measure of his success that,
while he lived, Europe moved towards peace and treaty
revision at the same time.

This achievement was not due to Stresemann alone. Allied
statesmen also contributed their part, foremost among them
Ramsay MacDonald, who came to power in 1924; and
thereafter, whether in or out of office, set his mark on British
foreign policy for the next fifteen years. The MacDonald
policy seemed to end in catastrophic failure with the out-
break of the second World war in 1939. His name is now
despised; his very existence ignored. Yet MacDonald should
be the patron-saint of every contemporary Western politi-
cian who favours cooperation with Germany. More than
any other British statesman, MacDonald faced ‘the German
problem’ and attempted to solve it. Coercion was futile, as
the occupation of the Ruhr had just shown. The alternative
of bringing Russia back into Europe as a Great Power was
ruled out on both sides during the nineteen twenties, for
good or ill. Only conciliation of Germany remained; and if
conciliation were to be practised at all, it should be practised
wholeheartedly. MacDonald did not ignore French anxieties.
He met them more generously than any other British states-
man had done or was to do. He assured Herriot in July 1924
that violation of the Treaty ‘would lead to the collapse of the
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permanent foundations on which rests the peace so painfully
achieved’; and he promoted at the League of Nations the
abortive Geneva Protocol, by which Great Britain, along
with the other members of the League, guaranteed every
frontier in Europe. But he was thus generous with the French
because he thought that their anxieties had no real founda-
tion. Even in August 1914 he had not believed that Germany
was a dangerous and aggressive power, bent on the domina-
tion of Europe. He certainly did not believe it in 1924.
Therefore the promises of the Protocol, which looked
‘Black . . . and big on paper’, were in fact ‘a harmless drug
to soothe nerves’. Every problem could be solved by ‘the
strenuous action of good-will’. The important thing was to
launch negotiations. If the French could be lured into nego-
tiating only by promises of security, then the promises
should be given, much as a small child is lured into the sea
by assurances that the water is warm. The child discovers
that the assurances are false; but he gets used to the cold,
and soon learns to swim. So it would be in international
affairs. Once the French began to conciliate Germany, they
would find the process less alarming than they imagined.
British policy should urge the French to concede much, and
the Germans to ask little. As MacDonald put it some years
later: ‘Let them especially put their demands in such a
way that Great Britain couldisay that she supported both
sides.’

MacDonald came just at the right time. The French were
ready to disentangle themselves from the Ruhr by moderat-
ing their demand for reparations; the Germans were ready
to make a serious offer on the other side. The temporary
settlement of reparations by the Dawes plan, and the wider
relaxation of temper between France and Germany which
accompanied it, were essentially MacDonald’s doing. The
general election of November 1924 ended the Labour
government; but, though MacDonald ceased to direct
British foreign policy, he continued to shape it indirectly.

1. Minutes of Five Power Meeting, 6 December 1932: Documents on
British Foreign Poligy, second series, 1v, No. 211,
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The path of conciliation was, from the British point of view,
to0 attractive to be abandoned by any British government.
Austen Chamberlain, MacDonald’s Conservative suc-
cessor, specialised in loyalty (if only to atone for his father’s
activities in the other direction); and in his puzzled way
would have liked to renew the offer of a direct alliance with
France. British opinion — not Labour only, but Conservative
also — was now resolutely against this. Stresemann suggested
a way out: a pact of peace between France and Germany,
guaranteed by Great Britain and Italy. This was wonder-
fully attractive to the British. A guarantee against an
unnamed ‘aggressor’ offered exactly the even-handed
justice to which Grey had aspired before the war and which
MacDonald preached now; yet the friends of France like
Austen Chamberlain could console themselves that the only
conceivable aggressor would be Germany — hence the
Anglo—French alliance would be smuggled in unperceived.
The proposal was also wonderfully attractive to the Italians
who had been treated as poor relations ever since the war
and now found themselves elevated to the British level as
arbiters between France and Germany. The idea was less
attractive to the French. Even though the Rhineland was to
remain demilitarized, it would cease to provide France with
an open door through which to threaten Germany, once it
was placed under an Anglo-Italian guarantee.

But the French too had found the right statesman for the
moment. In 1925 Briand returned as French foreign minis-
ter. He was a match for Stresemann in diplomatic skill, the
equal of MacDonald in high-minded aspiration, and master
of all in romantic utterance. Other French statesmen talked
‘hard’ without meaning it. Briand talked ‘soft’, and did not
mean that either. The outcome of the Ruhr occupation
had shown the futility of the hard way. Briand now had
another chance to find security for France in a cloud of
words. He deflated Stresemann’s moral lead by proposing
that Germany should promise to respect all her frontiers,
east as well as west. This was an impossible condition for the
German government. Most Germans had acquiesced in the
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loss of Alsace and Lorraine; few of them even raised the
question until after the defeat of France in 1940. The
frontier with Poland was felt as a grievance by all Germans.
It might be tolerated; it could not be confirmed. Stresemann
stretched conciliation a long way, in German eyes, when he
agreed to conclude treaties of arbitration with Poland and
Czechoslovakia. Even so, he added that Germany intended
to ‘revise” her frontiers with these two countries at some time
in the future, though of course she would do it peacefully —a
favourite phrase of statesmen who are not yet ready to go to
war though perhaps, in Stresemann’s case, sincere.

Here was a gaping hole in the system of security — an open
repudiation by Stresemann of Germany’s eastern frontiers.
The British would not fill the gap. Austen Chamberlain
spoke complacently of the Polish Corridor ‘for which no
British Government ever will or ever can risk the bones of a
British grenadier’. Briand provided an alternative solution.
France reaffirmed her existing alliances with Czechoslovakia
and Poland; and the signatories of Locarno agreed that
French action under these alliances would not constitute
aggression against Germany. In theory France thus re-
mained free to go to the assistance of her Eastern allies
across the demilitarized Rhineland without forfeiting British
friendship. Her two contradictory systems of diplomacy
were reconciled, at any rate on paper. Locarno enshrined
the Western alliance with Great Britain, yet preserved the
Eastern alliance with the two satellite-states at the same
time.

Such was the treaty of Locarno, signed on 1 December
1925. It was the turning-point of the years between the
wars, Its signature ended the first World war; its repudia-
tion eleven years later marked the prelude to the second. If
the object of an international agreement be to satisfy every-
one, Locarno was a very good treaty indeed. It satisfied
the two guarantor Powers. They had reconciled France and
Germany and brought peace to Europe without incurring,
as they supposed, anything beyond a moral obligation, a
mere form of words. Neither Great Britain nor Italy ever
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made any preparations to fulfil their guarantee. How could
they when the ‘aggressor’ would not be known until the
moment for decision arrived? The practical result of the
treaty, odd and unforeseen, was to prevent any military co-
operation between Great Britain and France so long as it
remained in force. Yet Locarno also satisfied the French.
Germany accepted the loss of Alsace and Lorraine; she
agreed to keep the Rhineland demilitarized; Great Britain
and Italy underwrote the German promise. Any French
statesman of 1914 would have been bewildered with delight
at such an achievement. At the same time the French were
still free to operate their eastern alliances and to play a great
part in Europe if they wished to do so. The Germans could
be satisfied too. They were firmly protected against a new
occupation of the Ruhr; they were treated as equals, not as
the defeated enemy; and they kept the door open for a
revision of their eastern frontier. A German statesman of
1919, or even of 1923, would have found no cause for
complaint. Locarno was the greatest triumph of ‘appease-
ment’. Lord Balfour called it rightly ‘the symbol and the
cause of a great amelioration in the public feeling of
Europe’.

Locarno gave to Europe a period of peace and hope.
Germany was admitted to the League of Nations, though
after more delay than had been expected. Stresemann,
Chamberlain, and Briand appeared regularly at the League
Council. Geneva seemed to be the centre of a revived
Europe: the Concert really in tune at last, and international
affairs regulated by discussion instead of by the jangling of
arms. No one in these years lamented the absence of Russia
and the United States — affairs ran more smoothly without
them. On the other hand, no one seriously proposed to turn
the Europe of Geneva into either an anti-American or an
anti-Soviet bloc. Far from wishing to be independent of the
United States, the European countries were all busy borrow-
ing American money. A few wild projectors talked of a
European crusade against Communism; but there was
nothing in it. Europeans had no desire to go on a crusade
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against anyone. Apart from this, the Germans wanted to
keep friendship with Russia as a card in reserve, a form of
reinsurance treaty which might some day be used against
France’s eastern alliances. Immediately after signing the
treaty of Locarno, Stresemann renewed with the Russians
the agreement made at Rapallo in 1922; and when Ger-
many joined the League, Stresemann declared that she
could not, in her disarmed state, participate in sanctions —a
veiled assertion of neutrality towards Soviet Russia.

A graver flaw in the Locarno-Geneva system than the
absence of the United States and Soviet Russia was the
presence of Italy. She had been brought into the Locarno
arrangement solely in order to reinforce the British appear-
ance of impartiality. No one supposed at this time that Italy
could really hold the balance between Germany and France.
This did not matter while Locarno, like the League, rested
on calculation and goodwill, not on direct force. Later,
when circumstances grew harsher, the memory of Locarno
helped to foster the delusion that Italy had real weight to
throw into the scales; the Italian leaders themselves were
the victims of this delusion. In the Locarno era Italy had a
worse defect than lack of strength: she lacked moral stand-
ing. The Locarno Powers claimed to represent the great
principles for which the war had been fought; and the
League claimed to be an association of free peoples. No
doubt there was something fraudulent in these claims. No
country is ever as free or as high-principled as it makes out
to be. But there was something genuine in the claims as well.
The Great Britain of Baldwin and MacDonald ; the Weimar
republic in Germany; the Third republic in France were
truly democratic countries, with freedom of expression, the
rule of law, and good intentions towards others. They were
entitled to claim that, grouped in the League, they offered
the best hope for mankind; and that, broadly speaking, they
offered a superior political and social order to that offered by
Soviet Russia.

All this became a tawdry pretence when it was extended
to the Italy of Mussolini. Fascism never possessed the ruth-
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less drive, let alone the material strength, of National

Socialism. Morally it was just as corrupting — or perhaps

more so from its very dishonesty. Everything about Fas-
cism was a fraud. The social peril from which it saved Italy

was a fraud; the revolution by which it seized power was a

fraud; the ability and policy of Mussolini were fraudulent.

Fascist rule was corrupt, incompetent, empty; Mussolini

himself a vain, blundering boaster without either ideas or

aims. Fascist Italy lived in a state of illegality; and Fascist

foreign policy repudiated from the outset the principles of
Geneva. Yet Ramsay MacDonald wrote cordial letters to

Mussolini — at the very moment of Matteoti’s murder;

Austen Chamberlain and Mussolini exchanged - photo-

graphs; Winston Churchill extolled Mussolini as the saviour

of his country and a great European statesman. How could

anyone believe in the sincerity of Western leaders when they

flattered Mussolini in this way and accepted him as one of
themselves? It is not surprising that the Russian Commun-

ists regarded the League and all its works as a capitalist

conspiracy — though also not surprising that Soviet Russia

and Fascist Italy early established and always maintained

cordial international relations. Of course there is always

some gap between theory and practice. It is disastrous for

both rulers and ruled when the gap becomes too wide. The

presence of Fascist Italy at Geneva, the actual presence of
Mussolini at Locarno, were the extreme symbols of un-

reality in the democratic Europe of the League of Nations.

The statesmen no longer believed their own phrases; and the

peoples followed their example.

Though Stresemann and Briand were both in their
different ways sincere, they did not carry their peoples with
them; and each justified Locarno in his own country by
contradictory arguments which were bound to end in dis-
illusionment. Briand told the French that Locarno was a
final settlement, barring the way against further concessions.
Stresemann assured the Germans that the purpose of
Locarno was to bring further concessions at an ever faster
rate. Briand, the great rhetorician, hoped that a cloud of
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