









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































nwChaml:«:rlain-Hitler Collusion (Chapter 8)

secret negotiations meant to overthrow Hitler while maintaining
a fascist government in Germany. As Lord Lloyd had revealed
forcefully, democracy was not an issue for the British leadership
and neither was fascism.

On 1 November, Chamberlain, for the first time, informed his
Cabinet of these negotiations. The purpose of the negotiations,
as Anthony Cave Brown sums them up, was “to make an
alliance with a German military regime from which Hitler and
the Nazis had been extruded, one directed against Russia™®’ His
own evidence suggests that both sides in the negotiations were,
in fact, willing to have “moderate” Nazis, that is Nazis with
designs only on eastern but not western Europe, included.

Churchill, whom Chamberlain had made first lord of the
Admiralty when he established a wartime Cabinet, and other
Cabinet members were “astounded” that “British agents had
been negotiating with the enemy in time of war.”® But the
negotiations persisted. Unfortunately for the German
conspirators, they had a Nazi secret service mole in their midst
who reported their plot to the German authorities.”” The result
was that by the end of 1939 Chamberlain’s efforts to establish
peace with Germany had failed. Yet the character of the “peace”
that was sought was consistent with what Chamberlain had
sought before, during and after Munich with Hitler: there would
not be peace at all but war with the Soviet Union, the power
with whom any deal must be seen as “apostasy.”

The Chamberlain government had chosen to seek an alliance
with Germany, a country with which it was nominally at war,
rather than to bomb Germany and make it difficult for that
country to enjoy its easy victory over Poland. Unwilling to
offend the German military leaders with whom they hoped to
conclude an anti-Soviet accord, the British had declared war on
Germany after that country’s assault on Poland but had done
nothing to aid the violated nation.

* %%k

% Brown, The Secret Servant, p. 271
% Ibid, p. 217.
Y Ibid., p. 213.
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Through the early months of 1940, Chamberlain continued the
“phoney war” with Germany, still unwilling to accept the notion
of an all-out war with Hitler. Chamberlain was forced to give up
his prime ministership after the German offensive in the West in
the spring of 1940. Winston Churchill succeeded him on 10 May
as head of a coalition government that included the Labour Pa;
as well as the governing Conservatives. Though Churchill’s own
war aims were muddled, he was, as we have suggested, aware
that Hitler and the Nazis represented a threat to Britain and its
Empire and therefore little interested in notions of giving
Germany a “free hand” in eastern Europe. Churchill did
however give Cabinet and other governmental positions to most
of Chamberlain’s entourage and the “appeasers” of the 1930s
kept up secret negotiations with the Germans until 1942,

Lord Halifax remained Minister of Foreign Affairs until late
December 1940. His under-secretary, Rab Butler, sanctioned
talks between Germans and non-Germans in contact with
Goering, the supposed moderate of the Hitler government, and
British representatives abroad. For example, in July 1940, Max
zu Hohenlohe-Langenburg, a German national representing
Goering, met in Berne with Britain’s plenipotentiary in
Switzerland, Sir David Kelly. Sir Samuel Hoare, whose
long-time support for a “free hand” for Germany in the east we
have seen, had become Britain’s ambassador to Spain and used
that posting to carry on contacts with Goering’s representatives.
Nothing came of such contacts because Churchill was
determined to crush the Nazis rather than seek peace while they
remained in power. Churchill confidentially informed Roosevelt
however, as he asked for military assistance, that it was not
beyond the realm of possibility that his government might be
overthrown by forces favourable to a compromise agreement
with Hitler Germany.*

When the Americans formally became part of the war effort,
they protested to Churchill about meetings involving Foreign
Affairs officials and representatives of the enemy Nazi
government. Churchill put an end to these talks. But other talks
that included American businessmen, American and British
officials, and the Vatican continued throughout the war. The
details of these talks are beyond the scope of this book.*

% Charles Bloch, Le /1! e Reich et le Monde (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale,

1986), 369-70.
* The negotiations are discussed in John Loftus and Mark Aarons, The Secre!
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The view that Hitler’s great “apostasy,” to use Lord Lloyd’s
term, was his failure to maintain a Western European alliance
against the Soviets would not die even as the war came to a
close and the news of Hitler’s slaughter of Jews and gypsies was
revealed. Leading American establishment figures often
expressed views on this subject as retrograde as those expressed
by the British elite. An example is provided in the diaries of the
American Secretary of Defence James W. Forrestal who reports
sympathetically the views of the United States ambassador to the
Soviet Union, W. Averell Harriman, views that echo Lord
Lloyd’s racism against Asians and the peculiar nonsense that the
Bolsheviks of Russia were not Europeans.

Averell was very gloomy about the influx of Russia
into Europe. He said Russia was a vacuum into which
all movable goods would be sucked. He said the
greatest crime of Hitler was that his actions had
resulted in opening the gates of Eastern Europe to
Asia.”®

Ak

Chamberlain’s secret negotiations with Nazi dissidents and
generals, while fruitless, had a serious impact upon the
government’s handling of the war effort until the fall of the
Chamberlain administration in May 1940. Not only did the
government do nothing to help Poland, it did little either to
punish Germany for its destruction of the Polish nation or to
properly mobilize the British economy for a real war effort.
Financial journalist Paul Einzig played a large role in exposing
to the British public Chamberlain’s failure either to put the
economy on a war footing or to administer seriously the
announced economic blockade of Germany. Writing in 1960
before the secret Chamberlain-Nazi negotiations had been
exposed, Einzig was prepared to be charitable towards the prime
minister his revelations in the Financial News probably helped
to bring down. “I was and still am utterly convinced that
Chamberlain had meant well,” he emphasizes. But he adds:
“There can be an excuse for Munich, but there can be no excuse
or extenuation for the Government’s reluctance to ensure that
War Against the Jews: How Western Espionage Betrayed the Jewish People
g\lew York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994), p. 90.

Walter Millis, ed., The Forrestal Diaries (New York: Viking, 1951), entry
for 29 July 1945, p. 79.
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the utmost economic effort was made after the outbreak of the
War and before the shooting war started.” A continuation of
the half-hearted economic effort for another month or two,
concludes Einzig, could have cost the country the Battle of
Britain. Britain might have been short the requisite number of
fighter planes needed to assert British supremacy in the air over
its own territory during the Nazi blitzkrieg. Einzig details the
extent of the government’s economic sabotage of its own
supposed war effort, indicating that ministers who disagreed
with the course being followed by Chamberlain provided him
with much of his information at the time:

The exchange restrictions were leaking like a sieve,
and so was the so-called blockade of Germany.
Economic warfare in the form of preemptive
purchases of essential materials in countries which
were in a position to sell to Germany, was far from
adequate. The conversion of industry for war
requirements was proceeding at a very slow pace.
The Treasury maintained its normal scrutiny of public
expenditure. While in times of peace such scrutiny is
an essential brake to extravagance, in time of war it
necessarily entailed delays which Britain, unprepared
as she was, could ill afford. On the eve of the Nazi
invasion of the Low Countries the Government was
still engaged in lengthy negotiations with some
aircraft producers about the terms of compensation
payable to them if they were to convert their works
for war requirements and if orders placed with them
were canceled subsequently as a result of an early
termination of the War.”

Einzig correctly presumed that the reason for such laxity was
that the government expected to come to terms with Germany at
an early date. “Early in 1940 a leading Cabinet minister actually
told a leading Financial Editor quite candidly that his newspaper
was rendering a disservice by agitating for intensified economic
war effort, because if we were to convert our economy to war
requirements it would be very costly to reconvert it again to
peace requirements.””

" Paul Einzig, In the Centre of Things: Paul Einzig's Autobiography
(London: Hutchinson, 1960), p. 207. '

2 Ibid., pp. 201-202.

® Ibid., p. 201.
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The government’s complacency seemed irresponsible to Einzig.
What he was unaware of was that its policies during the phoney
war represented a continuation of its peacetime “appeasement”
policies. The Chamberlain government, like its Baldwin and
Macdonald predecessors, wanted an understanding with Nazi
Germany that if Germany was prepared to leave the West alone,
it could have a free hand in eastern Europe and make war on the
Soviet Union without fear of British or French retaliation. The
attempt, while officially at war with Germany, to form an
alliance with the Nazi dictatorship to make war against the
Soviets, seems little surprising in light of the diplomacy of the
pre-war years. All that had changed was perceptions of Hitler as
an individual. While the pre-war diplomacy assumed the need to
negotiate with Hitler, anger that he had apparently reneged on
his promise to Chamberlain at Berchtesgaden, Godesberg, and
Munich to leave the West alone, sowed mistrust among Britain’s
leaders in the Nazi dictator.

Still, in the early months of the war Britain and France were
busy trying to pull back from a major military confrontation with
Germany. By contrast, they demonstrated keenness to attack the
Soviet Union. The Finnish affair, dealt with in our last chapter,
is best explained in light of the desire on the part of the
Chamberlain and Daladier governments to fight Communism
and the Soviet Union rather than Nazi Germany. As we shall
see, a peculiarity of the early months of the war was the extent
of French and British belligerency towards the Soviets. They
were at war with Germany and not the Soviet Union but clearly
wished to have things reversed.

267



mchamberlain-Hitler Collusion (Chapter 9)

CHAPTER 9
A CONFUSION OF ENEMIES

As we observed in Chapter 8, both Britain and France proved
unwilling from September 1939 to the fall of France in June
1940 to follow up their declarations of war with military attacks
of any consequence on Nazi Germany. Yet the two countries had
bellicose plans at the ready: but they involved a plan of assault
not on Germany, their declared enemy, but on the Soviet Union,
a neutral power though it had benefited from its non-aggression
pact with the Nazis to acquire important new territories in
eastern Poland just as Poland, a year earlier, had acquired Czech
territories thanks to friendship with Germany. This chapter
outlines the continuation of the Soviet obsession on the part of
the leaders of Britain and France. It demonstrates the continued
irresponsibility of these leaders even after they had largely given
up on their plans to make Hitler the chief vehicle for removing
the Communist menace from Europe. While pretending to
recognize Nazism as the great evil menacing European
civilization, the governments of Chamberlain and Daladier
continued to focus their main hostility against the socialist
threat.

Though the French and British maintained that they could not
overthrow Hitler and must eventually come to a compromise
solution with Germany, they believed that they could overthrow
the government of the Soviet Union and had elaborate plans
ready to achieve this end. Their obsession with the Soviets was
so great that even when the negotiations with the Nazis for a
British-French-German alliance against the Communist
powerhouse appeared to collapse, they could not stop planning
the destruction of the Soviet Union. At one and the same time,
they moaned that they lacked the men and the equipment to
forestall a Nazi takeover of most of Europe, east and west, while
they planned a reckless invasion of a country more than twice as
populous as Germany, an invasion for which they were prepared
to transfer their scarce resources of men and materiel.

Much of our information comes from Les Documents Secrets de
IEtat-Major General Frangais, documents in the possession of
the French General Staff that were seized by the Nazis and then
published. Historians have generally accepted the authenticity of
these documents and William L. Shirer’s excellent, if brief,
account of France’s attitude to Finland and the Soviets in early
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1940 is based heavily on this set of “top secret” communications
among the leading politicians and military leaders of wartime
France.! The Nazis, as their preface suggested, wanted to
demonstrate that the Allies, who appeared to be doing nothing,
were trying to strangle the German economy. They had little
obvious interest in trying to demonstrate that the Allies would
rather be fighting the Soviet Union than Nazi Germany. The
thrust of the “documents secrets” is borne out by other sources,
including official British and Swedish foreign policy documents,
and French archival materials as well as first-person accounts by
participants in the key events such as Paul Stehlin, a young Air
Force captain assigned to duties in the Finnish theatre. In
post-war France, Stehlin would become Air Force Chief of Staff.

The argument made in favour of hostile action against the Soviet
Union was that it was not a true neutral. While it was not
fighting alongside Nazi Germany, it had secretly agreed with the
Nazis to divide up Poland and had taken control of the Ukrainian
portion of that hapless inter-war nation. More importantly, it
was allegedly supplying the Nazis with an important percentage
of Germany’s petroleum needs. The Allied strategy during the
“phoney war” was to use Britain’s control of the seas to deprive
Germany of trade. A defeat inflicted upon the Soviet Union,
went this argument, was therefore a defeat inflicted upon the
Nazis, and likely to force Germany to the bargaining table
sooner rather than later as the resources to fuel its war machine
diminished. Once the Soviet Union began to menace neutral
Finland, the British and French could argue that Soviet
behaviour towards small helpless nations was reminiscent of
Nazi Germany’s actions.

On the surface, then, anticommunism was not the motivating
force in Anglo-French schemes to turn the war against the
Soviets. But that surface is thin. In the first instance, as we have
seen, Britain was actively involved in efforts during the early
months of the war to produce an anti-Soviet alliance that would
include Nazi Germany. Secondly, the argument that Soviet oil
supplies were keeping the Nazi war machine in motion was
patently false. The Soviets supplied about three percent of the
Germans’ oil needs while Roumania supplied four times more.
A report in Paris-Soir on 5 April 1940 revealed the paucity of

' William L. Shirer , The Collapse of the Third Republic: An Inquiry into the
Fall of France in 1940 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1969), pp. 536-41.
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oil shipments from the Caucasus to Germany: barely 750 tons of
crude oil a day.’

Neither Britain nor France took lightly the prospect of invading
neutral countries other than the Soviet Union. As the war began,
France, for example, pledged to Belgium and Holland that it
would not use their soil to launch attacks against Germany
without receiving their explicit sanction. Such a pledge limited
severely the possibilities for Britain and France to invade
Germany.’ France had fewer scruples with regards to Roumania,
a far more important supplier of petroleum to Germany than the
Soviet Union. It did not however consider an actual invasion of
that country. France was prepared to block navigation on the
Danube provided that the British were prepared to join in such a
blockade. Its request for British cooperation was made however
in late October 1939 while Britain was still carrying on its secret
negotiations with the “German opposition” and the blockade did
not occur.* Afterwards no serious attempt was made to revive
the idea of a blockade on the Danube.

France and especially Britain were also keen not to intrude too
obviously upon the neutrality of Norway and Sweden. The two
powers recognized that Swedish ores were at least as important
to the German war effort as Soviet oil.’ Britain looked forward
to intervention in Finland against the Soviets because it would
provide a pretext to occupy the Swedish mines. When that
pretext was gone, Britain lost interest in grabbing the mines.
Even as Norway was about to fall to a German invasion, Britain
could not bring itself to deprive Germany of the possibility of
availing itself of Sweden’s mineral riches. France proposed that
the two countries blow up Sweden’s mines and compensate
Sweden financially for the loss. Sweden would be asked to
consent to the explosion of this resource, but the destruction

would occur with or without such consent. Britain however
2 Charles O. Richardson, “French Plans for Allied Attacks on the Caucasus
Oil Fields, January-April, 1940,” French Historical Studies, Vol. 8, No. 1
(Spring 1973), pp. 134-35.

General Gamelin, Armed Forces Chief of Staff, to Daladier, 1 September
1939, Les Documents Secrets de I'Etat-Major General Francais, Document 3
(Berlin 1941).

Minister of Foreign Affairs to M. Corbin, French Ambassador to London,
24 October 1939, Les Documents Secrets de |'Etat-Major General Francais,
Document 11.

Paul Reynaud, the French prime minister, made the blunt comment that oil
was not more important than iron ore at the ninth meeting of the Supreme
Council in London, 27 April, 1940, Les Documents Secrets, Document 44.
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regarded such action without Swedish consent, which it assumed
would never be offered, as unconscionable.® It would ruin the
Allies’ reputations with other neutral powers.

Such delicacy however was never evident in British or French
thinking regarding the Soviet Union. Even if they admitted that
Soviet supplies to Germany were no more important than those
of Roumania or Sweden, they were happy to argue that in the
latter two cases, the neutrality of the country in question had to
be considered while in the Soviet case it did not. Blockades
could be considered to deal with supplies from Roumania or
Sweden, but for the Soviet Union, an actual invasion, an effort
to tear apart the country could be planned.

* %k Kk

The Soviet Union had been as alarmed as France and Britain by
the speed of the German takeover of Poland. Wishing to
strengthen the Soviet frontier, which then lay only twenty miles
from Leningrad, Stalin proposed a territorial exchange with
Finland. The Finns, encouraged by the West, rejected the Soviet
proposal.

The Soviets then invaded Finland on 30 November 1939 and
though the Finns mounted a spirited resistance, the
Finnish-Soviet pact of 12 March 1940, which ended hostilities
between the two countries, largely granted Stalin’s initial
demands. In the interim, however, both France and Britain made
a cause célebre of the Finnish resistance. Having done nothing
for Poland whose independence they had guaranteed, they were
suspiciously anxious to help out a nation whom they were not
bound to help. They provided material aid to Finland in
December and thought to do much more. In January, General
Gamelin, France’s Armed Forces Chief of Staff, planned a naval
expedition to the Russian-occupied port of Petsamo as well as a
takeover of the ports and airports of the west coast of Norway as
part of a plan to aid Finland in its battle with the Soviets.
Sweden’s mines would also be seized. As Gamelin later
admitted, this effectively meant a declaration of war upon the
Soviets.”

¢ Ibid.
7 “Note du General Gamelin,” March 10, 1940, Documents Secrets, No. 23.
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The British government, while anxious to seize the mines in
northern Sweden, was reticent about an early attack on Petsamo,
which necessarily meant overt conflict with the Soviets.® The
Supreme Council, the coordinating body for France and England
during the war, agreed to put off the Petsamo operation
indefinitely, though Britain agreed “that if we couldn’t gain the
acquiescence of the Norwegians and Swedes we must try the
Petsamo project.” Even without Petsamo, France and Britain
together envisioned sending 150,000 troops into the
Scandinavian fray.'°

The hysteria that the governments of France and Britain
whipped up over Finland proved quite contagious, gripping even
the Socialist Party of France'' and the Labour Party in Britain.
Labour chairman Hugh Dalton, reflecting on the mood of the
time, would later recall:

I was...shocked by the proposal, not only to supply
Finland with arms, including aircraft, which were
badly needed by France and ourselves, but to send an
Anglo-French expeditionary force to fight in Finland
against Russia. This seemed to me sheer political
lunacy. It would, I thought, throw the Russians, with
their vast manpower and material resources, into
alliance with the Germans against us and the French.
It would immediately and recklessly create just that
tremendously powerful hostile combination which
Western foreign policy should have been striving by
all means to prevent. It might even make quite certain
that we lost the war."?

Despite the fact that the Germans were massing troops on the
Western Front, on 2 March, Daladier authorized sending 50,000
“volunteers™ (they were troops but France and Britain used the
fiction of volunteers to disguise the fact that they were making
war on the Soviet Union) and a hundred bombers to Finland.

David Dilks, The Diaries of Sir Alexander Cadogan (London: Cassell, 1971
), 5 February 1940, p. 253.
? Roderick Macleod, The Ironside Diaries 1937-1940 (London: Constable,
1942), p. 215.
" “Note du General Gamelin—Note relative a la participation de forces
franco-britanniques aux opérations en Finlande,” 10 March 1940, Documents
Secrets, No. 23.
"' Hugh Dalton, The Fateful Years: Memoirs 1931-1945 (London: Frederick
Muller, 1957), pp. 292-3.
2 Ibid., p. 293.
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Britain, now leery of any diversion from the Western front,
nevertheless agreed to send 50 bombers."”

Britain had been counting on Swedish and Norwegian
participation in the defence of Finland. But both of these
countries were anxious to avoid hostilities with the Soviets. The
French did not help their cause when they told the Swedes they
and the British were planning a full-scale war against the
Soviets. On 2 March, the Swedish consul general in Paris
communicated to King Gustave V a personal message from
Daladier. France was about to send 50,000 men to Finland via
the Norwegian port of Narvik. “The expedition fell within a
general plan of attack against the U.S.S.R. Action was supposed
to start against Baku on the 15th of March and against Finland
the same day.” The Swedish Foreign Minister, Gunther, was
present at the meeting and took notes. Stockholm immediately
refused to take part in such plans or to offer its ports as
launching bases for an offensive against the Soviet Union."

Military aid for Finland had become a pretext for a wider
strategy of attack on the Soviet Union. On 19 January 1940,
Prime Minister Daladier asked General Gamelin and the naval
commander, Admiral Darlan, to prepare a study of Allied
options for an “eventual destruction of Russian oil.” The three
hypotheses that the armed forces chiefs were to examine were:
interception of ships carrying oil to Germany via the Black Sea;
direct intervention in the Caucasus; and the facilitation of
Muslim “movements of emancipation” in the Caucasus.

On 22 February General Gamelin provided his repoit to
Daladier. Intervention in the Black Sea would have a minimal
effect on Soviet oil shipments to Germany, he believed, and so
his study focused on an Allied effort to attack Baku, the major
centre for oil wells in Russia, as well as the secondary centre,
Batum. Gamelin began by noting that an Allied intervention
against the Russian oilfields could have one of two objectives
and he gave no preference to one or the other. The purpose
could be to deprive Germany of the oil it was receiving from the
Caucasus or it could be “to deprive Russia of a primary resource
B Ibid., p. 295.

4 «I.a Suéde Pendant la Guerre: Les Livres Blancs Suédois,” in Revue
d’histoire de la Deuxiéme Guerre Mondiale, Vol. 4, No. 13 (January 1954), p.
20. Les Livres Blancs were the official foreign policy documents of Sweden for

the wartime period and were published by the Swedish Ministry of Foreign
Affairs.
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that is indispensable to its economy and thus to break down
Soviet power,” at the same time reducing supplies to Germany.
The latter objective seemed pleasing to Gamelin who observed
that an assault on Baku would not only have an impact on
Germany “but it would deprive the U.S.S.R. of an important
portion of Caucasian oil and Moscow, having need of aimost its
entire oil production for its motorized formations and its
agricultural operations, the Soviets would quickly be placed in a
critical situation.” Later, returning to this theme, he suggested:
“After a couple of months, Soviet difficulties could become so
great that this country would run the risk of a total collapse.”

Gamelin rejected any thought of a land invasion of Baku as
logistically impossible. Instead, he recommended an air assault
based either in Turkey, Iran, Syria, or Iraq. In either case, an
agreement with either Turkey or Iran would be necessary
whether for the creation of bases or the overflight of aviation on
their territory. Six to eight groups of modern bombers would be
required and, owing to France’s lack of such bombers, most of
the aircraft used would have to be British."”

After the war, Gamelin, confronted with the recklessness of
planning to add to the Allies’ enemies a well-armed country of
185 million when France felt unable to respond militarily to a
nation of 85 million with which it was already at war, blamed
the politicians. He had only answered the questions put to him
by Daladier, he argued, doing his soldier’s duty without
indicating his political assessment of the government’s proposal.
But this is easily refuted. Gamelin had had no difficulty in
chiding the government in September for accepting that Belgium
would not be used as a staging-ground for attacks on Germany
without its government’s permission. Nor did he give his
soldierly assessment of how best to attack the Soviet Union and
then leave matters to the government. He sent several notes to
Daladier in which he encouraged the prime minister to follow
the recommendations of his study on how to destroy the Soviet
oil fields. On 12 March 1940, he wrote:

My personal assessment is that it is in our interest to
pursue rapidly these studies of an attack upon Baku
and Batum (especially by aviation). The operations to
be conducted in this scheme of things would be a

* «“Note du General Gamelin, Commandant en Chef des Forces Terrestres,”
—“Extrait”— Les Documents Secrets, No. 22.
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happy complement to those conducted in
Scandinavia. But if the latter become impeded, that
would be all the more reason to act in the Caucasus.'®

Some historians, while noting the seriousness of the French
regarding the attack on the Soviets, suggest that Britain was not
truly committed to this course of action.'” The French certainly
had reason to believe otherwise. General Weygand, the French
commander-in-chief in the Middle East, wrote Gamelin on 7
March regarding the joint planning he was undertaking with
British officers to insure that Middle Eastern countries
cooperated with the Allied efforts to bomb Baku and Batum. Air
Marshall Mitchell, the British Air Force commander for the
region, met with Weygand in Ankara and told him that he had
received instructions from London “concerning the preparation
of eventual bombing operations against Baku and Batum.”
Mitchell told Weygand that he intended to ask Marshal Cakmalk
for authorization to use Turkish bases as intermediary bases for
aeroplanes whose principal base would be Djezireh in Iraq. In
turn, he asked Weygand to receive Iracéi permission to make use
of Djezireh for the anti-Soviet assault.’

Three days later Weygand wrote Gamelin that General Wavell,
British Commander in Chief in the Near East, had received a
letter from the War Office asking him to analyze the operations
required for an eventual attack on the Caucasus to be treated
within the context of war against Russia. The War Office
indicated that this eventual action would be under the control of
the Army."

On 14 March France’s ambassador to Turkey received what he
believed was a sympathetic response from Turkey’s Foreign
Minister to the French-English plans to storm the Caucasus.”

' Les Documents Secrets, General Gamelin to Daladier, 12 March 1940, No.
25.

7" Charles Richardson, “French Plans,” p. 136. It does seem indeed that British
military and political leaders recognized that French plans regarding attacks on
the Soviet Union were unrealistic, even insane. Nonetheless, the fact remains
that, on the whole, with whatever degree of enthusiasm, British officialdom
was prepared to participate in such schemes. Richardson indeed confirms this,
noting that Britain “not only failed to veto French proposals for military action
against Russia but at times took the initiative in preparing for such attacks.”
Richardson, p. 146.

'* General Weygand to General Gamelin, 7 March 1940, Les Documents
Secrets, No. 25. ’

' General Weygand to General Gamelin, 10 March 1940, /bid.

% Monsieur Massigli, French ambassador to Turkey, to the Minister of War,
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This was encouraging to Gamelin, who believed that Turkey
should lead the land attack onto Soviet territory. Gamelin did
not feel that the anti-Soviet plans of France and Britain need be
re-examined in light of the armistice between the Soviets and
Finland on 12 March. Despite France’s weak air defences
against Germany, Gamelin was now prepared to deploy four
French groupes d’aviation in the war against the Soviets,
leaving the Royal Air Force to provide five.”! Since Britain
continued to plot with France for an attack on the Soviet Union,
it is clear that the resolution of the Finnish issue made little
difference in that country’s attitude to the Soviets. Finland had
simply been a pretext for targeting the Soviet Union; even with
that pretext gone, the leaders of the British and French political
and military establishments were anxious to plan an attack on
the Soviet Union.

Daladier was forced to resign as French premier a week after the
Soviet-Finnish agreement because of perceptions that he had
acted too slowly to make use of the Finnish events to launch an
attack on the Soviets. Paul Reynaud, who succeeded Daladier as
premier and formed a new Cabinet, wrote to the British
government that it was unfortunate that the Finnish situation had
been resolved. Had the Allies intervened to save Finland and
thereby created a complete break with the Soviet Union, this
break would “free us from the legal impediments which Soviet
non-belligerence imposes on the extension of intervention in
other theatres of operation.”*

Turkey, it soon appeared, was, contrary to what was earlier
believed, reticent about joining an Allied attack against the
Soviets. While the government remained sympathetic to the
Allies, it could not ignore that much of public opinion in Turkey
held that eventually the Allies would come to terms with
Germany and there was little point in taking sides. Massigli, the
French ambassador in Ankara, wrote the Minister of Foreign
Affairs on 28 March urging that the operation against Baku
proceed as quickly as possible. It seemed to him that it would
lead to paralysis of the Soviet Union and encourage Turkey to
believe that it was safe to join with the Allies in blockading the
Black Sea against German shipping.” The same day the

Paris, 14 March 1940, Documents Secrets, No. 26.

2 Note of General Gamelin on the conduct of the war, 16 March 1940,
Documents Secrets, No. 27.

2 Charles Richardson, “French Plans,” pp. 146-47.
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Supreme Council approved plans for an immediate study by
French and British experts of the proposal for bombing Soviet
oilfields. The study was to focus on the likelihood of this
yielding effective results, the repercussions of this operation for
the USSR and the probable attitude of Turkey.”

As Massigli learned a few days later, Turkey would not
participate in an offensive action taken against the Soviet Union.
Massigli advised his minister that he did not feel that this should
impede French action. Massigli saw no reason why France
should require Turkish consent for an operation that would
involve “the overflight of a small proportion of its territory.”

French and British planning of the bombing of Baku continued
apace. On 2 April General Lelong, military attaché to the French
embassy in London, wrote Gamelin of the detailed operations
which were being worked out with the British. Subsequent
messages over the next three days filled out these plans.
Incredibly, as Norway approached its final days of freedom,
Britain was offering to commit six squadrons to the destruction
of Soviet refineries. Britain and France together would use 90 to
100 aeroplanes in the attack.”

On 17 April General Weygand informed Gamelin and Air Force
Chief of Staff General Vuillemin that the attack on the Soviets
should be delayed until the end of June or the beginning of July.
This would allow enough time for the technical arrangements for
the bombing attack to be perfected and give Turkey a chance to
ready itself for a Soviet response to its collaboration, however
unwilling, with the Allies in this attack. Giving little thought to
what Soviet retaliation the Allies might face, Weygand wrote
that “such an operation ought not to last longer than a few days
and should consist of massive bombardments of places where
destruction or fire is recognized to be most effective.””’

» Massigli to Minister of Foreign Affairs, 28 March 1940, Documents
Secrets, No. 28.

¥ “Projet de résolutions de la sixiéme séance du Conseil Supréme,” 28 March
1940, Les Documents Secrets, No. 30.

» Massigli to Minister of Foreign Affairs, 1 April 1940, Documents Secrets,
No. 32.

¥ Lelong to Gamelin, 2 April 1940, Documents Secrets, No. 33; “Notes sur les
liaisons effectuées les 4 et 5 avril 1940 au G.Q.G. Aerien,” and “Liaison
effectuée au G.Q.C. Aerien le 5 avril 1940,” Documents Secrets, No. 34.

7 Weygand to Gamelin, 17 April 1940, Documents Secrets, No. 38.
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Only ten days later however, as the French War Committee,
which included all the ministers with responsibilities related to
the war, discussed possible aid to Norway, it became clear that
France‘s ability to defend itself against Germany, much less
engage another large, militarized European power, was
questionable. General Gamelin and his second in command,
General Georges, told the ministers that France could not afford
the luxury of sending more troops to Norway to join the 40,000
it had already dispatched. Rather France had to focus on defence
of its own borders. Nonetheless, the meeting discussed the
“question of eventual operations in the region of the Caucasus
and in the Balkans.”*

No such operations would occur though General Weygand
continued his preparations in Syria for an assault on the
Caucasus until he left for France on 17 May.” In April,
Germany seized Denmark and Norway, in May Holland and
Belgium. Finally, on 17 June, after six weeks of fighting that
ended the phoney war, France capitulated to Germany. But the
degree of planning that went into the aborted Allied effort to
make war on the Soviet Union cries out for analysis. Why were
two countries at war with Germany largely unwilling to attack
that country and quite prepared to make war on the Soviet
Union, first using the pretext of aiding the Finns and when that
pretext was gone, with the flimsy pretence that the
Soviet-German non-aggression pact was a full-scale alliance
between the two countries?

Paul Stehlin, as a young captain about to be assigned to Finland,
received this explanation from General Bergeret, associate to
Air Force Chief of Staff General Vuillemin.

Russia is henceforth associated with Germany. They
are making war together so as to divide up Europe
and looking to extend beyond that. Thus by striking
the Soviet Union we will deprive Hitler Germany of
resources that she needs, and at the same time we will
move the war from our borders. General Weygand
commands in Syria and in Lebanon the armed forces
which will head in the general direction of Baku to
stop the production of petroleum; from there they will

% Minutes of the meeting of the French War Committee, 26 April 1940,
l?ocuments Secrets, No. 41.
¥ Charles Richardson, “French Plans,” p. 153.

279



The Chamberlain-Hitler Collusion (Chapter 9)

go northwards to meet the armed parties of
Scandinavia and Finland on the way to Moscow.*

Stehlin, though far junior to Bergeret, could not contain himself
from expressing his view that this was a dangerous course of
action. Over the next few days, he learned that the other junior
officers who had been posted to this operation shared his view
that the operation was mad. Like him, they viewed the French
commanders as incompetents. The air force had no offensive
capacity, much of the armed forces’ equipment was in disrepair,
and the operational plans were outdated.” It seemed incredible
that France and England believed they could launch a full-scale
war against the Soviet Union, which had the world’s largest
army,

and still continue to be at war with Germany.

If the junior officers could see the obvious — that a war in the
Soviet Union left France and Britain in a weak position to
defend the continent, much less to carry out assaults on
Germany — , why were the senior officers so blind? Why were
their political commanders generally also fixated on the attack
on the Soviet Union? Why did they irresponsibly exaggerate
even among themselves the economic role of the Soviet Union —
which was, in fact, negligible — in fuelling the Nazi war
machine? Why pretend that a blow against the Soviets was, in
any meaningful sense, a blow against Hitler? Historian Charles
Richardson suggests some answers with regards to the French
supporters of a war against the Soviet Union. While some of
those who supported collective action to help the Finns were
long-time supporters of collective action against Nazi and
Fascist aggression, “for the first time they were joined by the
former appeasers of Hitler who were now eager for bold action
against Communist Russia.”** The very men and women who
had insured that France gave no support to Austria,
Czechoslovakia, Ethiopia, Spain, and Albania, not to mention
Poland for whom the country had nominally gone to war, now
cried out for vengeance against the Soviet invaders of Finland.

Finland appealed to the Right for many reasons. Though it was
nominally a democracy, it was led by the generals who had

* Paul Stehlin, Témoignage pour I'histoire (Paris: Robert Laffont, 1964), p.
215.

3 rbid, p. 217,

32 Charles Richardson, “Allied Attacks,” p. 131.
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defeated the Communists’ attempts to make a revolution in
Finland during 1918 and 1919. Fascist movements had
attempted coups in the country in 1930 and 1932 and exerted
sufficient influence to have the Communist movement banned in
Finland.

But the main attraction of Finland was that it was, however
briefly, at war with the Soviet Union. It provided a pretext for an
attack on the country that the Right detested and wanted
destroyed. France and Britain brought the matter before the
League of Nations to have the Soviet Union condemned even
though they had made no effort to have the League condemn the
Nazi invasion of Poland. The views of the Right were expressed
succinctly by Professor Rougier of the Faculty of Arts at
Besangon. Writing to former Prime Minister Camille
Chautemps, who shared Rougier’s thoughts with Prime Minister
Daladier, Rougier observed:

A unique opportunity arises for the Allies to liquidate
the war in a few months, to unanimously rally
American opinion and the opinion of neutral
countries, to force Italy to make up with us, to
provoke perhaps the fall of the Bolshevik regime, and
to finally liquidate our domestic Communist Party.
This unique opportunity is the U.S.S.R. aggression
against Finland and the decisions of the League of
Nations.”

Chautemps would become a supporter of General Pétain’s
accession to power in France in June, 1940, and capitulation to
the Nazis. He served in various posts in the Vichy government
and was found guilty after the war of collaborating with the
enemy, though his sentence of five years in prison was later
quashed.” Rougier also played an important role in the Vichy
government.”

The view that Finland represented an “opportunity” to make war
against both the Soviets and French Communists was
widespread in France. Bourgeois newspapers made the small
nation their central focus and were far more vicious in their
attacks on the Soviet Union than in their attacks on Nazi

® Henri Amouroux, Le peuple du désastre, 1939-1940: La grande histoire des
Frangais sous |’occupation (Paris: Robert Laffont, 1976 ), p. 221.

* William L. Shirer, The Collapse of the Third Republic, pp. 845, 856, 958.

> Henri Amouroux, Le peuple du désastre, p. 221.
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Germany. As Charles Richardson observes, the strongest
pressures on the French government for reprisals against the
Soviets for the invasion of Finland came from those who had
supported Munich and would soon support Vichy. Admirers of
Mussolini and opponents of sanctions against Italy for having
invaded Ethiopia, in short the Fascist-inclined, joined Professor
Rougier in regarding Soviet actions in Finland as ap
“opportunity.”

The government, which was a coalition of centrist and
right-wing forces, was, from the start of the war, harsher in its
dealings with the supporters of the Soviet Union in France than
the supporters of Germany, though it was the latter against
whom France had declared war. The government banned the
Communist press because it had reported favourably the
Nazi-Soviet nonaggression pact of 22 August 1939. Party leader
Maurice Thorez told the Chamber of Deputies three days later,
that the Nazi-Soviet pact notwithstanding, French Communists
supported all military efforts to defend France against a German
attack and were prepared to support the French government if it
came to the defence of other countries, such as Poland, that the
Nazis might attack. Such a concession was not welcomed by the
government, which proceeded to ban the Communist Party
outright and to forbid any of its elected members to remain in
Parliament unless they renounced the Nazi-Soviet pact. This led
to the expulsion of 53 of the 65 Communist members of the
Chamber of Deputies.

Communists suffered harassment, censorship and arrest. Notes
Richardson: “When contrasting this treatment to the leniency
extended to the Republic’s enemies on the right, one must
conclude that the French government considered the
Communists the chief threat to their internal security.”®

The far Right was at least honest enough to admit that they
regarded the Soviet Union and Communism as the enemies of
the kind of Europe they wanted to see. They supported German
Nazism and Italian Fascism and wanted France to adopt policies
similar to those put in place by the dictators. The traditional
Right as well as the Socialists had a harder time explaining why
they wanted to focus their fight on the Soviet Union, making an
assault against Germany unlikely and increasing the risk of a
Nazi assault on France. So, for example, the conservative

% Charles Richardson, “ French Plans,” p. 132.
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Senator Emile Mireaux, echoing Professor Regier, called the
Soviet attack on Finland “a capital event.” It would force
Germany and the Soviets closer together and Soviet weakness
would drag Germany down with its Communist ally. As
historian Jean-Baptise Duroselle observes, not only was this
reasoning absurd but it was also, with minor nuances, the view
of the principal decision-makers in France, including Daladier,
Gamelin, and Darlan. It is, in fact, difficult not to conclude that
the leaders of France and Britain were lying even to themselves
about what they were doing because what they were doing was
so shameful. They were abandoning a war against Germany that
they had not really begun to fight for a war against the Soviet
Union.”

Daladier was clearly warned about the right-wing strategy, a
strategy that was aided by right-wing dominance within the
press. One of his diplomatic counsellors explained: “certain
milieux want to make the U.S.S.R. appear to be enemy number
one and use this to make arguments in favour of a shaky peace
with Germany.”*® Many of these individuals had been opposed
to war with Germany all along and now had a pretext to end that
war and make war on the country they loathed most.** While
Daladier may not have sympathized with this strategy and would
prove an opponent of Vichy unlike many of the loudest
defenders of a war for Finland, he played into the hands of the
Right with many of his public statements. On 3 March he told a
Jjournalist that “I cannot see any difference between Bolshevism
and Nazism if it is not the difference between plague and
cholera.” Further,” Russia wants to spread the war as widely as
possible in the hope that Bolshevism will thereby find a
favourable terrain.”*

* %k Kk

In light of what we have discovered about British and French
foreign policy throughout the Hitler period, none of the above
should seem too surprising. The Chamberlainites and
conservative French administrations had supported the concept
of giving Hitler a free hand in central and eastern Europe
317 Jean-Baptiste Duroselle, L’Abime 1939-1945 (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale,
983), p. 90.

* Jean-Louis Crémieux-Brilhac, Les Frangais de I’An 40: Tome 1: La Guerre
Oui Ou Non? (Paris: Gallimard, 1990), p. 226.

¥ Ibid., p. 235.
“ Ibid., p. 229.
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provided that he agreed to leave western Europe alone. Their
hope was that Hitler, who they believed had rescued Germany
from Communist revolution, would destroy the Soviet Union,
the fount of social unrest in conservative demonology. They did
not want to fight a war against Hitler because, apart from the
fact that they had only minor disagreements with his policies,
they believed that the social disruption caused by another war
would cause proletarian revolts across the continent. Only
Hitler’s plans to attack Western countries and his “apostasy” in
signing a pact with the Soviets that divided Poland between the
Soviet Union and Germany caused France and Britain to declare
war on Hitler. But they were reluctant to wage war on Nazi
Germany and risk both social revolution and an end to their
plans for destroying the Soviet Union. Britain negotiated with
the Hitler government until Germany invaded Poland, offering
as many assurances as possible of its commitment to let
Germany have a “free hand” in central and eastern Europe.
Afterwards, it negotiated with important Nazi and military
figures who it believed were more conciliatory than Hitler,
though the basis of the discussions remained the same: Germany
could control central and eastern Europe and it would be
encouraged to attack the Soviet Union. This time Britain and
France would join in the attack.

As it became less and less likely that a compromise with Nazi
Germany could be worked out, the Allies found their foreign
policy objectives and methods of the 1930s in ruins. The Finnish
crisis was an effort to pick up the pieces. Once again, Britain
and France could turn attention away from Nazi Germany and
make the Soviet Union out to be the principal threat to European
countries. Communism, not Nazism, could be treated as the
principal threat to Western civilization. The Allies had tumbled
back through time to the period of the Bolshevik Revolution
when they had found pretexts to try to overthrow a Communist
state without admitting that their real aim was to negate the
possibility of having a state whose underlying economic
principle was neither capitalist nor feudal.

CONCLUSION
The argument that this book has made, simply put, is that
Chamberlain made what he considered to be a formal deal with

Hitler in September 1938 that gave the Nazi dictator control
over central and eastern Europe in return for a solemn assurance
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that Nazi guns would never be aimed in the direction of western
Europe or any corner of the British Empire. This collusion was
the logical result of official British reaction to the Nazi
government from the time Hitler came to power in 1933. From
the beginning, the governments of Ramsay MacDonald, Stanley
Baldwin and Neville Chamberlain, took the view that whatever
Hitler’s faults, he was the best if not only alternative to the
Communists of Germany. Though they recognized that Hitler’s
intentions to rearm Germany in violation of the Versailles
Treaty could ultimately represent a military threat to their own
country, they were convinced that Hitler’s focus was on
expansion eastwards to grab the lebensraum that he claimed the
German population required. The goals of Nazi expansionism
would, they believed, inevitably produce a military clash
between Hitler and Stalin that they hoped might result in a
dismemberment of the Communist state. This would rid the
elites of Europe of the Communist threat which had menaced
them since 1917 and which they had been unable to extirpate in
the aftermath of the establishment of the Bolshevik regime
because of troop mutinies and demonstrations at home opposed
to intervention in the affairs of the former Russian Empire. They
were so obsessed with the perceived Communist danger that
they were prepared to gamble on the security of their own
country, wistfully hoping that Hitler would prove the instrument
of their fondest goal. Though the French elite, more concerned
than the British about the possibility of a German invasion of
their country, were divided on this approach, the French right
received a big boost in pursuing a pro-Hitler foreign policy from
the British opposition to making anti-Nazism rather than
anti-Sovietism the fundamental objective of Franco-British
foreign policy.

The Anglo-German Naval Pact in 1935 and the British and
French refusal to react to Germany’s remilitarization of the
Rhineland in 1936 grew out of this perspective of how the
democracies should deal with Hitler on the one hand and Stalin
on the other. Britain reconciled itself to the rearming of
Germany and the march into the Rhineland before they had
occurred. We argued that it did so because it was willing to
countenance a free hand for Germany in the east and, in any
case, was unwilling to see Hitler overthrown for fear that the
next German government might be controlled by Communists.
Prime Minister Baldwin was explicit in Cabinet that France,
which considered repelling the Germans from the Rhineland,
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had to be made to see that Hitler was the best alternative
available as leader of Germany if the communist danger in
Europe was to be averted. With the free hand to Hitler conceded
early on, it is fair to say that Britain accepted in advance both
the takeovers of Austria and the Sudetenland. Indeed, as we have
seen, Britain was prepared almost a year before Munich to fet
Hitler do as he wished in Czechoslovakia. Public revulsion
however forced Chamberlain to attempt to get Hitler to modify
his appetite at the same time using the Czech crisis as a pretext
to meet three times with Hitler in an effort to get, as he admitted
to the king, a “general agreement” with Germany that would
unite the two nations against the Soviet Communists. The three
Chamberlain-Hitler meetings in September 1938 formalized
what had been an informal understanding between Britain and
Germany to that point, with France, with varying degrees of
enthusiasm and reluctance, concurring: Germany could do as it
wished in central and eastern Europe and the democracies were
not to intervene, particularly should Germany carry its warfare
to the Soviet Union. Racism against Slavic peoples made this
betrayal of the interests of much of Europe on the altar of
antibolshevism appear more palatable.

The “deal” between Hitler, on the one hand, and Chamberlain
and Daladier, on the other, at Munich, which in turn simply
confirmed the deal worked out by Chamberlain and Hitler at
Berchtesgaden and Godesberg, fell apart because when push
came to shove, Hitler had more faith in British and French
democracy than the rulers of Britain and France themselves.
While he trusted Chamberlain and Halifax, he was convinced
that the pro-Nazi foreign policy that Britain and France were
following would not outlive the prime ministerships of
Chamberlain and Daladier. Aware that public opinion in both
countries was against the Fascist dictators and their intimidation
of both their own peoples and aggression against their
neighbours, Hitler believed that he had to face the possibility of
a return of the Popular Front in France or of a government in
Britain led by a firm anti-Nazi such as Churchill, Eden, or
Cooper. Such governments, he reasoned, would disavow the free
hand in the east that he had received from the leaders of Britain
and France and take advantage of a German assault on eastern
and central Europe to attack Germany from the west. Unwilling
to risk having to fight on two fronts at once, he began plans to
attack the West so as to neutralize the Western countries before
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he invaded more countries of central and eastern Europe to
pursue his lebensraum.

Chamberlain received reports of Hitler’s change of plans from
late 1938 onwards but tended to discount them until March 17,
1939 when he learned that Ruthenia, Czech territory which was
seen as crucial to Hitler’s supposed plans to create a puppet
Ukrainian state that would justify Germany invading the Soviet
Union, had been handed by Hitler to Hungary. To stall for time
and to cause Hitler to rethink his strategy, Chamberlain, who
had long written off Poland and especially Danzig and the Polish
Corridor as within the German sphere of influence, gave Poland
assurances of British support against any attack by Germany.
France followed with a similar guarantee. In practice, the two
countries had no intention of going to war with Germany on
Poland’s behalf but wanted to confront Hitler with the
unpalatable possibility of a two-front war. This was meant to get
Hitler to behave more moderately and feverish negotiations
began to restore the Chamberlain-Hitler understanding and avert
war. These came to nought because Hitler proved to be more
influenced by the “extremists” than the “moderates.” So war was
declared but, rather than fight, Britain and France negotiated
with the so-called moderates in an ultimately failed bid to
remove Hitler from the equation but to restore the free hand in
central and eastern Europe to Germany and unite Germany with
France and Britain to make the Soviet Union the enemy. In
violation of their guarantee to Pcland, France and Britain did
nothing to punish Germany for its murderous assault on its
eastern neighbour, preferring to continue their efforts to get
Germany to divide up Europe with them and stick to whatever
agreement was reached. Only the fall of the Chamberlain
government removed the official efforts to reach a peace
agreement with a Nazi-led Germany.

It is important not only that the truth of what transpired in
Britain and France as Germany rearmed comes out but also that
the underlying causes be exposed. There is an assumption in
much writing on this period and on other periods that the leaders
of the democracies, however conservative their economic and
social policies, are democrats. While they may be interested in
the protection of the property and privileges of elites, they are
considered to be willing to fight for and perhaps lose their
battles within a framework of mass democracy and elected
governing bodies. Unfortunately such an assumption is often
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untrue. It is quite clear from the evidence of the 1920s and 193(s
that the elites in Britain and France, as well as other countries,
were contemptuous of the parliamentary regimes they were
forced to work under, hostile to labour parties and trade unions,
and terrified of Communists and large-scale strikes. Largely
unwilling to allow sufficient redistribution of wealth and power
to weaken the ideological threat posed by socialism and
communism, many members of the elites welcomed the fall of
democracy in such countries as Italy, Spain, Portugal and
Germany. The enthusiasm of the big businessmen and landlords
of the fascist countries for the new regimes, regimes whose
establishment owed much to the bankrolling of the dictators by
vested interests, confirmed the increasingly anti-democratic
views of the British and French establishment. While they
happily moaned the lack of democracy in the Soviet Union, they
made excuses for the right-wing dictators, suggesting that the
countries they led were somehow unsuited to democracy.
Unfortunately, it would seem that when wealth is too greatly
concentrated, the powerful social class controlling that wealth
will stoop to any level to maintain their privileges. The general
incompatibility of democracy with plutocracy seems to be
confirmed by the behaviour of the British and French elites of
the 1930s.

We conclude however by pointing out once again that even if
most of the leaders of the democracies were not truly democrats,
the citizens of these countries generally were. And it was the
decency of the people as a whole that ultimately led to the
breakdown of the Chamberlain-Hitler collusion. Hitler’s faith
that British democracy would not accept a “free hand” for
Germany in central and eastern Europe led to his resolve to
crush that country before he proceeded with his eastern agenda.
The strength of popular feeling against Hitler’s foreign and
domestic policies, which almost prevented Munich, narrowed
the Chamberlain government’s manoeuvrability considerably as
the war began. Negotiations with the German government that
had continued in the period after the guarantee to Poland had to
be kept secret and the negotiations with the German military
after the war started were kept under even closer wraps. About a
month after the war began, Joseph Kennedy, the American
Ambassador to Britain and a critic of Britain’s decision 10
declare war on Germany, asked John Simon, then the Chancellor
of the Exchequer, why Britain did not pull out of the war.
Simon, himself pessimistic about the war with Germany,
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responded that if the government “were to advocate any type of
peace, they would be yelled down by their own people, who are
determined to go on.””' In the end, whatever either Hitler or
Chamberlain thought of British democracy was irrelevant. It
continued to exist and to assert itself, getting in the way of
deal-making by the elite with the dictators of Europe. The fact
that the leaders of both Britain and France felt compelled in the
end to make war on Germany is a testimony to the strength of
democracy in both these countries in this period despite the
efforts of their leaders to keep the people out of
decision-making. Unfortunately, though historians have tried
ever since to tell us that the leaders and the people were at one
in standing up to the dictators, our evidence argues that the
opposite is true. It was the voice of the people, not of the elites
that was raised up against Hitler and that forced the British
government to launch a war that would ultimately destroy the
fascist regimes of Germany and Italy.

“ Nicholas Bethell, The War Hitler Won (London: The Penguin Press, 1972),
pp. 283-284.
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APPENDIX

THE HISTORIANS AND THE CHAMBERLAIN-HITLER
COLLUSION

Most of the evidence in this book has been readily available to
historians of the period leading to the Second World War. Yet
most historians of the period deny that Britain gave Nazi
Germany a “free hand” in central and eastern Europe before
1939 or ignore the issue altogether. They deny that
Chamberlain’s “appeasement” of Hitler implied sympathies for
fascist ideology or Hitler’s aims of German conquest. While
they generally admit the fierce anti-Sovietism of the British
rulers, they insist that there was no collusion between the leaders
of Britain and France, on the one hand, and Germany on the
other, to have the Nazis invade and dismember the Soviet Union.
This chapter outlines their conclusions and evidence and
suggests that, whatever the intent of these historians, there is a
great deal of self-delusion to their arguments. We also point out
however that some historians do present evidence that buttresses
the argument that the British and French rulers were prepared to
grant Hitler a free hand in eastern Europe and were anxious to
provoke a war between Germany and the Soviet Union. They
document the pro-fascist sentiments of political and military
leaders or they demonstrate the cynicism of the British or French
governments with regards to Hitler’s conquests. But few of these
historians examine closely the Chamberlain-Hitler meetings of
September 1938 and so none demonstrates, as this book does,
that there was formal collusion between Hitler and Chamberlain
to give Hitler undivided control over the fate of central and
eastern Europe. Indeed, with only a few exceptions, as noted in
the chapter, even most of the critical historians draw back from
their evidence and there is a strong tendency to exonerate
Chamberlain from accusations that he truly condoned Hitler
even among authors who freely admit the widespread
anti-democratic sentiments within the ruling elites of Britain and
France. He is presented as a kindly, if quite naive, pacifist, who
was fooled by Hitler’s assurances because he was so desirous of
preventing another war. This is a view totally opposed in the
current book which presents the evidence that Chamberlain was,
in fact, promoting war between Nazi Germany and the Soviet
Union and that the defence of the property rights of the rich was,
in practice, the value that Chamberlain cherished most. On the
whole the argument of this chapter is that historians, reluctant to
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believe that a long-standing parliamentary democracy could be
lead by a man who believed an alliance with Nazism was the
best way to preserve “Western civilization,” that is capitalist and
even feudal rights, have ignored or fudged crucial evidence.

AJ.P. Taylor’s important work, The Origins of the Second
World War, serves as a useful point of departure. First released
in 1961, its suppositions and conclusions have framed much of
the subsequent debate about both underlying and immediate
causes of the war. Taylor was anxious to produce an objective
history of the years leading to the war and to question earlier
claims that Hitler followed a predetermined plan of conquests
which Western leaders ought to have deciphered if they had the
moral courage to face facts. His underlying argument is that the
leaders of Britain and France pursued traditional diplomatic
courses of action and that war resulted when it finally became
clear to them that Hitler, despite earlier pretences, had an
insatiable appetite for conquests and could not be dealt with
through diplomatic means. Even then they would have preferred
to continue to make compromises with Nazi Germany and some
Nazi officials were also prepared to compromise. But events
finally made it impossible for either side to turn back. Taylor
suggests that it is wrong to use hindsight to condemn political
leaders and foreign affairs officials for being unable to transcend
their conventional assumptions regarding diplomacy among
nations or to disregard the mixed signals the Nazi regime gave
the Western nations. On the whole, while he dislikes the word
appeasement, Taylor argues that Chamberlain and his associates
were indeed interested in peace and pursued rational policies
meant to avoid war. They ought not to be condemned for that in
his view by historians who know things about the Nazis that had
not yet been revealed to Chamberlain’s generation in office.

Taylor’s influential book has been rightfully criticized for its
relative inattention to ideology. In Taylor’s particular
interpretation of the diplomatic record, little thought is given to
the underlying ideas that politicians, civil servants or military
officials brought to their consideration of options in dealing with
fascist regimes. Taylor does observe that there were many
English and French citizens who believed that fascism was
superior to communism and indeed suggests that many French
right-wingers believed Hitler was preferable to Leon Blum. But
he only rarely indicates that the admirers of fascism included the
government leaders — he does mention Halifax’s toadying
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statement to Hitler in November 1937 that Nazi Germany was
“the bulwark of Europe against Bolshevism™ -~ and never
explores ideological as opposed to merely strategic aspects of
foreign policy. As Alan Cassels puts it, Taylor “deals with
foreign policy in vacuo.” Neither political movements nor
ideologies play a real role in his account of events.?

The result is that Taylor takes Chamberlain’s commitment to
peace at face value, and does not question the subtext of
statements by Chamberlain, Halifax and other ministers that
equate abandonment of various countries to Hitler with peace.
Indeed he makes Churchill and Vansittart, men who correctly
predicted the threat which Hitler posed to the Empire, seeming
villains while presenting Chamberlain in a positive light.

Churchill had recently fought a long campaign
against concessions to India; his opposition to
concessions in regard to Germany was the logical
sequel to this. Vansittart and some other senior
members of the foreign service took much the same
view. It was a view which shocked most Englishmen
and which, by its apparent cynicism, deprived its
holders of influence on policy. Power, it was held,
had been tried during the first World war and
afterwards. It had failed; morality should take its
place.?

The view that Chamberlain and company represented morality in
foreign policy determination while Churchill and Vansittart
represented only power politics demonstrates clearly Taylor’s
bias. He adds that “non-interference in other countries was a
long-standing tradition of British foreign policy, advocated by
John Bright and by Chamberlain’s father in his Radical days”
and “Chamberlain was adopting towards Nazi Germany
precisely the attitude which the Labour movement had always
demanded should be adopted towards Soviet Russia.”™ He does
pose the central question of this book though only to dismiss it.

' A.LP. Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War (Harmondsworth,
Middlesex: Penguin, 1979), p. 175.

? Alan Cassels,“Switching Partners: Italy in A.J. P. Taylor’s Origins of the
Second World War”, In Gordon Martel, ed., The Origins of the Second World
War Reconsidered: The A.J.P. Taylor Debate after Twenty-five Years (Boston:
Allen and Unwin, 1986), p. 88.

> Taylor, Origins, p. 173.

* Ibid., p. 173.
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The British and French governments acknowledged
Soviet Russia only to emphasize her military
weakness; and this view, though it rested no doubt on
their information, represented also their desire. They
wanted Soviet Russia to be excluded from Europe;
and therefore readily assumed that she was so by
circumstances. Did their wishes go further? Did they
plan to settle Europe not only without Soviet Russia,
but also against her? Was it their intention that Nazi
Germany should destroy the ‘Bolshevik menace’?
This was the Soviet suspicion, both at the time and
later. There is little evidence of it in the official
record, or even outside it. British and French
statesmen were far too distracted by the German
problem to consider what would happen when
Germany had become the dominant power in Eastern
Europe. Of course, they preferred that Germany
should march east, not west, if she marched at all. But
their object was to prevent war, not to prepare one;
and they sincerely believed — or, at any rate
Chamberlain believed — that Hitler would be content
and pacific if his claims were met.?

Taylor does not so much interpret differently the evidence
presented in this book as he ignores it. He seems, in particular,
to have avoided the German documents in foreign policy,
including Dr. Paul Schmidt’s accounts of the
Chamberlain-Hitler meetings. The result is that he claims that
the Godesberg meeting “ended in failure” and that Chamberlain,
faced with a choice between war and Britain’s “abdication as a
Great Power,” leaned to the latter® He apparently sees no
necessity to support the absurd claim that Chamberlain, a
zealous imperialist, was so much the pacifist that he sought to
abandon Britain’s role as a leading nation in world affairs. Yet
Taylor’s own evidence often seems to contradict his claims that
Chamberlain was simply taking Hitler at his word and could not
be expected to judge him at various junctures through the lenses
that he could wear as the war finally approached. He makes
clear that Chamberlain’s government was desperate, after
Munich, to escape their guarantee to the Czechoslovak
government to respond to any aggression upon the territories
that remained within the rump Czechoslovak state. Indeed they
were “concerned to get out of such commitments in central
Europe as they already had.”” In short, Taylor, while suggesting

S Ibid., p. 204.
S Ibid, p. 223.
7 Ibid., p. 245.
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that Chamberlain was concerned with moral persuasion of
Germany to limit her aims and respect nationalities such as the
Czechs, equally suggests that his government did not fool itself
into believing that they had won Hitler over to their view at
Munich. Rather they wished to distance themselves from the
necessity of having to intervene when Hitler committed his
various depredations within central and eastern Europe.

Interestingly, while rejecting after slight discussion the notion
that anti-communism and anti-Sovietism played a far-reaching
role in the formulation of British foreign policy, Taylor, at least
some of the time, endorses the view that Britain was prepared to
grant a free hand to Germany in the east. This is true, for
example, in his explanation of why British appeasers began
gradually to move towards a policy of opposing Hitler rather
than making concessions to him. He suggests there was a
backlash in Tory ranks against the fierce German criticisms of
Churchill and Duff Cooper, the strongest advocates of massive
rearmament.

They believed in mutual non-interference. Hitler
could do what he liked in Eastern Europe; he could
demolish Czechoslovakia or invade the Ukraine. But
he must leave British politicians alone.?

Taylor makes no more effort to square his claims that
Chamberlain was motivated by moral principles with his claims
that his government was prepared to throw all of eastern Europe
to the wolves than he attempts to square Chamberlain’s
supposed willingness to believe Hitler with his anxiety not to
have to enforce a guarantee of Hitler’s good behaviour in
Czechoslovakia. Within his framework such claims ultimately
do not have to be reconciled because his emphasis is on the
chance character of events.

Taylor’s underplaying of the importance of ideology in the
formation of foreign policy is particularly evident in his
handling of the issue of Chamberlain’s hostility towards any
alliance of the democracies with the Soviet Union against Nazi
aggression. Writes Teddy Uldricks:

He seriously underestimates the strength of
anti-communism as a motive force in British foreign
policy, not only toward Soviet Russia, but in regard

Y Ibid., p. 245.
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to Germany as well. Thus, Taylor notes, the Great
Purges (especially the destruction of the Soviet
officer corps) reinforced the prime minister’s belief
that the USSR was scarcely worth having as an ally,
but he misses the more important point that
Chamberlain was doctrinally opposed to any real
alliance with the communist state — even if Stalin had
been a benevolent ruler instead of a bloody tyrant.’

Taylor, along with many other historians, points out that the
British government in the 1930s did not want to make the
economic sacrifices necessary to put the country on a war
footing. Britain’s economic position had been weakening since
before World War One and continued to deteriorate after the
war. Faced with the Great Depression of the 1930s, it had little
desire to match the fanatical Nazis in devoting a large portion of
national resources to mobilization for war. It preferred to focus
on peaceful negotiations of contentious issues with Germany
and other states. But this begs the question of why Britain did
not confront Germany early on in the Nazi period when the arms
advantage of Britain and France was overwhelming and they
could force Hitler either to respect Versailles limitations on
German arms or leave office.

While the tone of Taylor’s Origins is apologetic for the
Chamberlain government, his acceptance that the government
cared little about the fate of eastern Europe and his claim that
Britain and France were launched by events into war and were
not fighting over any great principles could hardly be of comfort
to those who wished to argue that World War Two was a
struggle of freedom and democracy against Nazi tyranny and
oppression of Jews and other nationalities. Indeed in 1975 in a
summary of events leading to the war that opened his book on
World War Two, Taylor portrayed both Chamberlain and
Halifax in a more sinister light than in Origins. He interpreted
Halifax’s visit to Hitler in November 1937 as a green light to
Germany in Danzig, Austria, and Czechoslovakia provided that
Hitler handled his takeovers judiciously. As for Chamberlain:
“In his view, Germany even under Hitler was a lesser evil than
Soviet Russia, and German predominance in eastern Europe,
however unwelcome, would be a barrier against Communism.”"’

 Teddy }. Uldricks, “ A.L.P. Taylor and the Russians,” In Gordon Martel, ed.,
The Origins of the Second World War Reconsidered , p. 172.

" A.JP. Taylor, The Second World War: An llustrated History (London:
Penguin, 1976), p. 30. The book was originally published one year earlier by
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Simon Newman, writing in 1976, attempted to refute much of
the Taylor thesis and to paint the Chamberlain government as
firm anti-Nazis whose war with Hitler in September 1939 did
indeed result at least in part from their defence of principles of
individual and national rights. Newman countered Taylor’s
claims that Britain had little interest in central and eastern
Europe with evidence that Britain was intensifying its economic
involvement in the region even as it was appeasing Hitler. “The
Foreign Office strategy, executed with Chamberlain’s express
consent, had been to resist German expansion in central and
southeastern Europe by economic means.”'' Apart from moral
objections to a German takeover of various nations, the British
government, argues Newman, were sensitive to the fact that a
German-dominated central and eastern Europe would threaten
Britain’s control of the waterways that linked the various
components of the British Empire.

Newman does establish that Britain tried to improve its
relatively weak investment and trade links with eastern Europe
during the 1930s. But he fails to establish that this was part of a
grand strategy to prevent a German military takeover of the
region and indeed there is no logical reason why increased
British trade in eastern Europe would have caused Germany to
pause before invading the various states of the region. The focus
on economic policy however allows Newman to avoid a serious
examination of what had changed in British-German relations
between Munich and the unilateral guarantee to Poland. He
states: “But the political commitment that was then made to
Poland is at least more understandable if we accept that British
policy in 1938 was not based on willingness to grant Germany a
free hand in central and south-eastern Europe.”"?

For Newman, demonstration of a supposed British economic
stake in keeping the Nazis from seizing eastern Europe results in
a conclusion that there is little need to examine what had
changed from Munich to the guarantee of Poland. British policy
had been consistently to defend the integrity of eastern European
countries. As we have seen throughout this book, an

Hamish Hamilton.

""" Simon Newman, March 1939: The British Guarantee to Poland: 4 Study in
the Continuity of British Foreign Policy (London: Oxford University Press,
1976), p. 150.

"2 Ibid., p. 53.
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examination of the actions and attitudes of Chamberlain,
Halifax, Henderson, Simon and other policy-makers simply does
not bear this out. It is also clear that, while British leaders
should have been concerned about the threat that Hitler’s control
over eastern Europe would pose to the British Empire, voices
such as Churchill’s and Vansittart’s that emphasized this threat
were drowned out by the voices of those obsessed with the
vision of Hitler’s destroying the Soviet Union.

Newman unfortunately pulls optimistic conclusions from thin
evidence. We have seen that the British and French were little
concerned about Hitler’s treatment of his own people, including
the Jews of Germany. Kristalinacht was viewed as a nuisance
because it hurt Hitler’s image with the public in Britain but no
more. Newman however writes:

Although there is little reference to these excesses in
the British Cabinet minutes, they were widely
reported in Britain and affected public opinion
deeply. According to Cadogan, writing much later,
‘Hitler’s open atrocities against the Jews in the
autumn of 1938 certainly deeply impressed
Chamberlain....And of course Halifax was no less
shocked.””

It seems remarkable that a remark by Cadogan well after the
events of November 1938 would be more suggestive to Newman
than his own evidence that the Cabinet did not agonize over the
issue of its dealings with a regime that persecuted a religious
minority among other groups. As we have seen, Chamberlain, at
the time, worried not about the victims of Nazi persecution but
of the impact of this persecution on his government’s ability to
convince the British people that the Nazis were partners with
Britain in defending western Christian civilization against
Oriental Communist barbarism.

The Soviet Union figures weakly in Newman’s account. He
admits that the Chiefs of Staff insisted that Soviet help was
necessary if Polish resistance to a Nazi invasion were ever to be
successful. He then adds: “The decision to guarantee Poland,
however, was not taken on the basis of strategic considerations
alone. For instance neither the professional diplomats nor the
politicians shared the assumption that Russia would in fact help

3 Ibid., p. 71.
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when the time came. Intentions had to be judged as well as
capabilities, and the ideal strategic configuration was not always
politically feasible.”'* Newman, like Taylor, fails to deal with
the impact of ideological hatred of the Soviet Union on the
conduct of British foreign policy. The Soviets, after all, had
been attempting since 1934 to form a united front against
fascism between themselves and the parliamentary democracies.
They had provided the arms that allowed democratic Spain to
hold out for three years against the Nazi and Fascist-supplied
Franco forces. They had made plain to the democracies in 1938
their willingness to join in any plans to defend Czechoslovakia
against German aggression. On what basis then were the
Soviets, with their anti-fascist record, to be regarded as
poorly-intentioned, while Poland, which had collaborated with
Hitler until March 1939 — even picking up a piece of
Czechoslovakia after Munich — was to be regarded as
well-intentioned? Like Taylor, it would appear, that Newman
wishes to avoid a thorough investigation of the underlying
thinking of policy makers.

By the late 1980s it was common for historians to go much
further than Taylor or even Newman in proclaiming the essential
decency and high moral principles of the appeasers. Newman’s
questionable refutation of Taylor’s claims that the British
government cared little about the fate of eastern and central
Europe was largely unchallenged. The view that the
governments of Britain and France eventually went to war with
Germany over matters of principle rather than because of a
particular, unfortunate set of events, as Taylor would have it,
became further entrenched. In 1986, P. M. H. Bell’s contribution
to the “Origins of Modern War” series, entitled The Origins of
the Second World War in Europe to distinguish it from Taylor’s
work, provided the state-of-the-art overview of then-current
conclusions about the period leading up to World War 2. Bell
suggested that anti-communism played more of a role in
determining British policy than Taylor believed but rejected the
view that it is central to understanding British policy overall. He
admits that conservatives liked Germany’s anti-Sovietism but
then adds:

The effect of these ideological issues on the course of
British policy was limited. In the general matter of
relations with Germany, the policy which became

" Ibid., p. 120.
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known as ‘appeasement’ arose from hard
considerations of strategic and economic interests, as
well as from the soothing climate of opinion
represented by the League, pacifism, and
disarmament, or from anti-Bolshevik zeal."”

“Anti-Bolshevik zeal” from Bell’s point of view played a role in
preventing an alliance with the Soviets, an admission that makes
more sense than Newman’s suggestion that there was scepticism
about whether the Soviets would fight if there was a German
attack on one of its allies.

Bell writes admiringly of Chamberlain, explaining
Chamberlain’s change of heart about Hitler in March 1939 as a
response to the invasion of Prague.

Chamberlain too saw the issue in moral as well as
power-political terms. He was a loyal and upright
man, and in March 1939 he felt that he had been
double-crossed. Even more, the growth of nazi power
now palpably threatened the whole system in which
he had spent his life and to which he was devoted —
Parliament, the rule of law, the workings of business,
the rules of decent behaviour.'®

This is, of course, a view of Chamberlain which this book
demonstrates to be untrue. Neither he nor his government placed
a primary value on parliament or the rule of law. Halifax’s
endorsement of Lord Lloyd’s book defending fascists even as
the British and French were nominally at war with Germany
(though not yet with Japan and Italy) demonstrates the limited
importance that the British elite gave to parliament.
Chamberlain’s flattering comments to Hitler, his cynicism
regarding the granting of a free hand to both Germany and Japan
to attack Soviet-held territories, and his willingness to negotiate
with Nazis even after the war started reveal that he was not
especially “loyal and upright.” His good mood after Hitler made
plain at Godesberg that Germany would leave the West alone if
it had a free hand in the East questions the extent to which he
believed “moral” arguments should carry the day.

% P.M.H. Bell, The Origins of the Second World War in Europe (London:
Longman, 1986), p. 107.
" Ibid., p. 108.
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Bell presents Britain’s timidity before Hitler in contradictory
terms. He excuses the apparent British indifference regarding
Hitler’s rearmament program and his illegal militarization of the
Rhineland by noting that Britain had “discounted” these events
before they occurred and therefore reacted with alarm to
neither.'” Yet Britain’s subsequent desire to “appease” Hitler is
explained in terms of Britain’s military unpreparedness and
unwillingess to risk the enmity of more than one of Germany
and Japan. He sees no need to explain either why Britain
“discounted” Hitler’s rearmament rather than stopping it or why
it failed to fully rearm afterwards to deal with the German threat.

Bell, following in the tradition of Taylor, Newman, and many
other historians, excuses Britain’s acquiescence in Germany’s
takeover of Austria and Sudetenland. He mentions the huge
crowds that met Hitler in his hometown in Austria without
noting that most Austrians opposed the Anschluss and that Hitler
sent in troops before they could vote on the issue of becoming
part of Nazi Germany. He justifies Munich by noting that
Prague, unlike Warsaw. was unharmed by World War 2.'"* He
claims that the Soviets were won over to the pact with Hitler
because he offered them territory and Britain did not, largely
ignoring the fruitless attempts of the Soviets to make an alliance
with the Western democracies. Britain’s negotiations with the
Soviets in 1939 are said to have stalled because “when the
British committed themselves to Poland, they to all intents and
purposes ruled out an alliance with the USSR unless they threw
the Poles overboard first.”"® This ignores, as we suggested in
Chapter 7, that Britain was aware that Poland could not be
defended without Soviet help. Unsurprisingly Bell presents the
view that Britain gave its guarantee to Poland to warn Hitler
against future aggressions no matter where rather than to present
Hitler with the uncomfortable prospect of a two-front war.

Apologia for the appeasers reached a new plateau with the
publication in 1989 of the massive work by Donald Cameron
Watt, How War Came: The Immediate Origins of the Second
World War 1938-1939. Watt not only confirms much of
Newman’s version of events but goes farther in asserting the
uprightness and morality of Chamberlain and his ministers and
in denouncing their contemporaries who suspected they were in

" Ibid., pp. 205, 209-210.

" Ibid.,pp. 228-229, 242,
¥ Ibid., p.261.
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bed politically with the German Nazis. In Watt’s account, the
Cabinet in the months leading to Munich was moved by a desire
to prevent a war such as World War One which they believed
could only result in millions of deaths and in national
bankruptcy. Aware of Britain’s limited resources for making
war, they felt that disaster would result if they were forced at
once to confront German assertiveness in eastern Europe, Italian
threats in the Mediterranean, and Japanese aggressiveness in the
Far East. Watt recounts the standard line that Chamberlain and
his ministers believed that nations would, except in rare
instances, behave morally towards one another and expected that
Britain’s charitable treatment of Germany at Munich was more
likely to lead to peace than war.

Watt’s assumptions about the good intentions of the British
government as it pursued appeasement policies cause him to
read the documents of this period in a most peculiar light. So,
for example, he reports that Chamberlain was sceptical in
November 1938 when given reports that Hitler might strike in
the Balkans, Asia Minor, or India. He expected instead that
Hitler’s next moves would be in eastern Europe. This we have
seen in Chapter 7 was undoubtedly true. But Watt’s view of
Chamberlain’s reaction to these possibilities is: “He [ed.
Chamberlain] was one of those who feared that Hitler was
planning to strike eastwards in conjunction with Poland against
the Ukraine.”” As we saw in Chapter 7, Chamberlain, Halifax,
Daladier, and Bonnet, among other leading officials in Britain
and France, relished the prospect of a Nazi attack on the Soviet
Ukraine. Their words make it clear that it is delusion to say that
any of them, especially Chamberlain, “feared” an attack on
Ukraine.

Watt observes that the British Cabinet wished to strengthen
“moderate” forces in Germany. “The full Cabinet, meeting on
November 30, agreed that Britain should do what it could to
strengthen the moderates.”” But Watt provides no discussion of
what the moderates stood for against what the extremists stood
for. As we have seen, the “moderate” Nazis, like Goering, were
individuals who believed that the Chamberlain-Hitler deal would
be respected by Britain and France and that Germany could set
out to conquer all the territories it wished to its east without

* Donald Cameron Watt, How War Came. The Immediate Origins of the

Second World War, 1938-1939 (London, Heinemann, 1989), p. 91.
2 Ibid., p.91.
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worry of an unprovoked attack by the West. The extremists,
rejecting the moderates’ claims that a war with the West would
be ruinous, argued that the West, despite the Hitler-Chamberlain
understanding, would take advantage of German war-making in
the east to attack Germany from the west with possibly ruinous
consequences.

Watt traces the mood of Chamberlain as events unfolded after
Munich. Chamberlain remained euphoric in mid-February 1939
when he met American Ambassador Joseph Kennedy in London.
He excuses Chamberlain’s initial unwillingness to denounce the
German takeover of the remains of Czechoslovakia by
suggesting that he was in shock and reacted “like some amputee
needing time to recognize the full extent of his loss.”” As we
have mentioned above, Chamberlain’s government had
attempted ever since Munich to withdraw from its guarantee of
what remained of that country; a German takeover of the
Czechoslovak rump state was, in short, expected. Chamberlain’s
reaction was not spur of the moment and not a result of denial
that Czechoslovakia had indeed been obliterated. Whether his
change of heart two days later was a caving in to public opinion,
genuine shock that Ruthenia had been given to Hungary, or
some combination of the two, it was not the result of a sudden
recognition that Hitler had betrayed Britain. This betrayal was
expected but what was unexpected by Chamberlain was his
personal conversion to the view that Hitler might, despite their
deal, be intending to attack in the West.

Unlike Taylor who believes the appeasers tried to avoid war
right to the bitter end, Watt trivializes the feverish and
ultimately failed negotiations that preceded the war.

To understand the negotiations that were to follow it
is essential to realize that these were entered into on
the British side with very little expectation of success
but with the conviction that negotiation should be
tried. No Cabinet member was prepared to accept the
responsibility of not seeming to be willing to
negotiate, to try any opening in the hope that
somehow Hitler might be out-manoeuvred. They were
certainly not prepared to allow Hitler to say that a
refusal to negotiate left him no option for war.”

2 Ibid., p. 167.
B Ibid., p. 502.
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Clearly, if the negotiations were viewed as no more than pro
Jorma by the British government, they would have ceased the
moment war was declared. But as we saw in Chapter 8, they
continued secretly but officially as the war raged until
Chamberlain’s departure from office.

Watt is not content to provide his own perspective on
Chamberlain’s motives; he believes it necessary to impugn
Chamberlain’s contemporaries who had a different view. He is
particularly negative in his discussion of the two world leaders
who saw through Hitler early on: Stalin and Roosevelt. The
former, of course, was a brutal dictator and his reign of terror at
home may excuse Watt’s willingness to fail to credit his
prescience with regard to Hitler’s intentions. More surprising is
his vitriol directed against the American president. He
comments, in part:

What is more surprising is to discover how the
President’s secretiveness, his distrust of his
supporters, and his total confidence in his own
judgment and vision were to encourage him to
entertain a series of beliefs and convictions about
those with whom he was dealing that left him very
nearly as ill informed and as myopic in his judgment
of European, indeed of world, politics as Stalin was.
Like Stalin, he suspected a constant conspiracy on the
part of British financial interests to accept Germany’s
terms for a division of Europe. Like Stalin he
consistently misinterpreted Neville Chamberlain’s
horror and fear of European war as cloaking a
psychological affinity for the totalitarian powers. Like
Stalin with his fears of a Baltic invasion, Roosevelt
imagined strategic threats to the United States where
none existed. By contrast with Stalin, however, his
intelligence sources were all second-hand and, in the
main, grossly unreliable. Indeed some were certainly
subject to Soviet influence.?

As an indication of how gullible President Roosevelt could be,
Watt observes that he was “convinced by Claud Cockburn [ed. a
Communist journalist], who had invented it, of the existence of
the ‘Cliveden Set,” allegedly a clique of British politicians and
financiers who met at Cliveden, the country seat of Lord and
Lady Astor in Buckinghamshire, a ‘pro-German group with
heavy backing’ from the City and financial interests, and an ally

% Ibid., p. 125.
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of those Wall Street interests with whom the New Deal
ideologists from the President downwards felt themselves to be
at war.”?

It is difficult to know where to begin in responding to such
statements. In the first place, it ought to be clear from the
evidence in this book that Roosevelt was right in all the
particulars mentioned by Watt. British financial interests and the
Conservative government that sought to represent them WERE
interested in an “understanding” with Germany that would mean
effectively a division of Europe in which central and eastern
Europe were conceded as a German sphere of influence.
Chamberlain DID admire the dictators and so did his
government as a whole. Roosevelt was a moderate reformer
whose minor movements in the redistribution of wealth in his
country were sufficient to cause reactionaries in the United
States, many of whom would have been quite happy with a
fascist regime in their country, to denounce him bitterly. He was
a wealthy capitalist with no affinity whatever for Communism or
class struggle. The suggestion that he got his ideas from known
Communists and leftist= is absurd, a ruse to disguise the fact that
the essential information he was receiving was correct. Watt
forgets that the United States, like other countries, had diplomats
abroad who reported to the American leaders. The dispatches
from Joseph Kennedy, American Ambassador in London, while
they reveal his own sympathies for the Nazis, also indicate quite
clearly the extent to which he found that the British leadership
was at one with his views. As for the ‘Cliveden set,’ it is clear
from Adam Von Trott’s correspondence, mentioned in Chapter
8, that it existed and that its members, who included the prime
minister, were broadly sympathetic to fascism.

Not all historians of Britain — nor of France — in this period are
as anxious as Donald Cameron Watt to disregard evidence
suggesting base motives for the conduct of foreign policy. As
early as 1942, historian Frederick Schuman concluded that the
leaders of Britain and France must have granted Hitler a free
hand in the East. The public statements of members of the
British elite not bound by government responsibilities suggested
the popularity of the free hand strategy among the class from
which the Cabinet was drawn. The government’s persistent
belief that it could come to a deal with Hitler only made sense,
Schuman argued, if it had offered him a free hand in the East.*

% Ibid., p. 127.
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The famous Italian historian-politician Gaetano Salvemini came
to the same conclusions” though both historians, writing at a
time before many documents relevant to foreign policy-making
in the thirties had been released by Western governments, had to
rely on circumstantial evidence that allowed their detractors to
claim that they were only speculating and had no hard evidence
with which to brand the rulers of Britain in the 1930s as having
collaborated with the Nazis. Unsurprisingly then, the toughest
critique of British foreign policy-making to appear in the three
decades following Schuman’s scathing account does not
emphasize the question of the free hand. Margaret George, an
American specialist on British foreign policy, provides solid
evidence of the primary role that anti-communism played in
arguing for a policy of appeasement. She also makes note of the
fact that when Labour MP Hugh Dalton challenged Stanley
Baldwin to deny that the government was prepared to grant
Hitler a free hand in the East, Baldwin’s denial was in a form
that suggested the MP was correct but that the government did
not wish to have the odious label “free hand” attached to its
dealings with Nazi Germany.?®

Recently several historians have added to the story told by
Schuman, Salvemini, and George. Robert Rothschild, for
example, casts grave doubt on the approach of historians such as
Watt and Newman. Rothschild, a political scientist, served in the
Foreign Ministry of Belgium from 1937 to 1939 and later as an
ambassador for many years at various postings. Apart from
traditional sources, his account rests on his own personal
experiences. Unlike Taylor, Newman, Watt, and others who
suggest that a high moral sense motivated the appeasers,
Rothschild suggests that fear of communism produced “anaemia
of their moral force.” He writes:

In reality, in spite of the infatuation of naive
intellectuals fooled by Kremlin propaganda, the
communists in the countries that remained faithful to
democracy would remain without great influence on
the masses. Nevertheless, the ruling circles would
continue to be haunted by a threat which — at that
time — existed only in their imagination. Hanging on

% Frederick Schuman, Europe on the Eve ( New York: A.A. Knopf, 1942).
77 Gaetano Salvemini, Prelude to World War 11 (London: Victor Gollancz,
1953). ’

2 Margaret George, The Warped Vision: British Foreign Policy, 1933-1939
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1965), p.92.
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desperately to values of the past broken to pieces by
the irresistible pressure of new times rather than by an
inefficient Marxist conspiracy, they allowed
themselves to be carried away by a deep wave of fear
and repulsion which hid from them true perils. It was
a myth, there is no doubt, that was a principal cause
of the anaemia of their moral force.”

Rothschild, no left-winger, observes that the response in Britain
and France to Hitler was that he was a welcome alternative to
the Communists. He notes that Chamberlain, who interfered
with Eden’s handling of foreign policy concerning Italy, accused
the Foreign Secretary of “antifascism,” and named his
sister-in-law official agent in Rome where she competed with
the embassy for the attention of the Italian and British
governments. Her corsage carried a golden insignia of the
Fascist Party.”® This evidence of Chamberlain’s “profascism”
clearly sits poorly with Watt’s and Newman’s portrait of an
anti-fascist who only dealt with the dictators at all because he
felt a compulsion above all to prevent another war in Europe.
Rothschild discounts the much-restated argument of
Chamberlain that Britain lacked the armed strength to combat
Germany. It is a “specious” argument, he suggests, because it
avoids the question: who was responsible for this lack of
preparedness?”’

Rothschild has little better to say about Eden, Halifax or
Daladier. While Eden may have been “antifascist” from
Chamberlain’s point of view, he was, before 1938, an appeaser
and he had, while still Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs,
encouraged Ribbentrop to believe that Britain would not react if
Germany annexed Austria. Halifax meanwhile had been won
over by Hitler’s anti-communism to take weak stands against
Nazi aggression. As for Daladier, Rothschild points out that
even after war against Hitler had been declared, he remained
obsessed with combating Communism and was not convinced
that the Third Reich as opposed to the Soviet Union was the
main enemy.”

¥ Robert Rothschild, Les Chemins de Munich: Une Nuit de Sept Ans
1932-1939 (Paris: Perrin, 1988), p. 87, trans. from French by the authors.
¥ Ibid., p. 2170.

' Ibid., p. 374..

2 Ibid., pp. 280-3, 309.
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Rothschild does not deal with the issue of the free hand in
central and eastern Europe or the question of whether Western
thinking about Hitler changed because of new information in
early 1939 that the Nazis were thinking of attacking the West
before they assaulted more of eastern Europe. He focuses upon
public opinion as the precipitating factor in forcing the
governments of France and Britain to finally stand up to Hitler.
The new public opinion polls in Britain showed that by early
1938 most of the population favoured the country taking a
tougher stance against the dictators. When public opinion polls
were taken for the first time in France in late 1938, they showed
a similar result. He believes that popular disgust with Hitler after
the occupation of Prague finally forced the leaders of the two
countries to face up to Hitler.”

Historian Michael Carley reinforces Rothschild’s general
observations about the role of anti-communism in determining
foreign policy in France and Britain in a detailed study of
Franco-Soviet trade negotiations in the period before World War
2. After demonstrating the Soviet willingness to make whatever
concessions were necessary for a trade deal, he points out that
the right-wing in France made it impossible for a deal to be
reached. He notes:

The Great Depression provided an opening. French
heavy industry was in trouble; it broke with the
ideological anti-Communism of the right, as it had
begun to do in the 1920s, and sought business in the
USSR. It found the Soviet side willing; French
industrialists were the key to better political relations.
But the Banque de France and Finance bureaucracies
resisted, dragged their feet, made excuses for not
financing Soviet exports. The *“wall of money”
hampered better relations with the USSR. The
right-wing press still sent up its hue and cry. Behind it
were powerful, rich men who frightened the mlmsters
of the unstable French governments after Poincaré.**

Further:

Franco-Soviet trade negotiations had thus failed as
political negotiations failed. When the Soviets offered

» Ibid., pp. 294, 295, 392.

* Michael Jabara Carley, “Five Kopecks for Five Kopecks: Franco-Soviet
Trade Negotiations 1928-1939,” Cahiers du Monde Russe et Soviétique, 33:1
(janvier-mars 1992), p. 50.
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“five kopecks for five kopecks,” the French dallied
over the bid and would not ante-up. How could they,
when Communism and civil war threatened France;
why should they, as long as a Soviet-German
rapprochement seemed unlikely? When this latter
assumption proved a fateful miscalculation, and the
Soviet government concluded a non-aggression pact
with the Nazis in August 1939, the French and British
accused Stalin of perfidy and double-dealing. But
when the Soviets’ five kopecks were down on the
table, it was the French who would not take the risk,
and it was the British who did not want them to. The
failure of Franco-Soviet trade negotiations is a
little-known episode in the history of the Western
powers’ lamentable inability to provide for their own
defence during the 1930s.%*

Carley, in brief, establishes that the ideological anti-communism
of the French forestalled a trade agreement with the Soviets, a
measure that could have led as well to closer political links
between the two countries. As we have seen, a section of the
traditional political elite did accept the need for a defence pact
with the Soviets but once the pact was concluded, it was largely
sabotaged by the large right-wing within the elite who, even in
the face of the Nazi threat, were unwilling to forge links with the
Communist power. This is an example of the moral anaemia that
Rothschild decries. But, of course, in and of itself, it does not
establish that the British and French governments wanted to give
a free hand to Hitler in central and eastern Europe, much less
that Chamberlain formally negotiated such a deal with the Nazi
dictator. The work of historian Wesley R. Wark, by contrast,
provides much evidence of the “free hand,” though it is beyond
the scope of his inquiry to determine whether formal collusion
with the Nazis occurred. In a masterful study of the intelligence
operations in Britain from 1933 to 1939 and their impact on the
government’s response to Hitler’s activities, Wark casts much
doubt on the accounts of such conventional historians as Taylor,
Newman, and Watt. Indeed, in Wark’s work, the extreme
anti-communism and racism of members of the elite, vastly
understated in the traditional accounts, play a central role in the
gathering of intelligence and the giving of advice to the
government. Both the War Office and the Admiralty are open
supporters of the free hand to Germany in central and eastern

3 Ibid., p. S1.
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Europe in Wark’s work while Halifax and Cadogan are
presented as at least sometime supporters of this policy.

Wark makes plain that early appeasement of Nazi Germany
cannot be explained in terms of the British government’s fear of
a war with that country. Until September 1936, that is after the
Anglo-German Naval Agreement and the German occupation of
the Rhineland, the British government was receiving
underestimates of German rearmament. He notes that the
government’s signing of the Naval Agreement is sometimes
attributed to Hitler’s having told Simon and Eden in March 1935
that Germany had reached air parity with Britain. But, “the
British were not, in fact, deceived.”¢

What then were British military planners telling the
government? Major Whitefoord, head of MI3(b), the War Office
intelligence unit, in a paper in June 1935 entitled “Germany and
British Security in the Future,” argued for a free hand for
Germany in the east. This should not, he felt, be seen as a
problem for Britain because “the annexation of purely Slav
districts would weaken the racial cohesion of the Reich.”
Whitefoord expected and indeed hoped for a clash between Nazi
Germany and the Soviet Union. “From a conflict between
Germany and Russia, which would probably ruin our two
potential enemies in Europe, we have little to lose, and might
even gain considerably.” Even if Germany were to become
dominant in eastern Europe and threaten British interests,
Whitefoord felt that Britain would not be best served by an
alliance with “Russia and the weaker states in Europe.” Instead
it should concentrate on securing “firm defensive alliances in
Western Europe coupled with an alliance with America to
oppose any German attempt at world domination.”’
Whitefoord’s views, Wark cautions, “may have been more
extreme than those of his War Office colleagues,” but their
underlying military judgments were those that prevailed in the
War Office until the government gave its guarantee to Poland in
March 1939.® As Wark notes, the British had traditionally
feared Russia as a threat to its position in the Middle East and
India. Such concerns, “along with prevalent anti-Bolshevist
attitudes” resulted in the War Office having “thrown away its

* Wesley R. Wark, The Ultimate Enemy: British Intelligence and Nazi
Germany, 1933-1939 (Ithaca:Cornell University Press, 1985), p. 44.

" Ibid.. p. 88.

*® Ibid.

310



he Chamberlain-Hitler Collusion (Appendix)

chances for objectivity.” The War Office was not defeatist as the
Foreign Office charged. Rather it regarded German rearmament
as normal and expected the Nazis’ goals “would be moderate
and reasonable,” that is restricted to conquests in eastern
Europe.”

In September 1936, as it became clear that the regular German
army would expand beyond 36 divisions, the War Office began
to fear that Hitler’s army “might one day threaten the West.” For
the next two years and more, both Army Intelligence and Air
Intelligence exaggerated the extent of German rearmament. It
was not however a simple case of military defeatism that caused
the War Office to oppose any British involvement in defending
Czechoslovakia against German aggression. “The War Office’s
latent antagonism to any Central European entanglement was
rekindled and fed by a long-standing pessimism about the Czech
powers of resistance.”™*

The Admiralty was as indifferent to the fate of eastern Europe as
the War Office. Admiral Chatfield, first sea lord and chairman
of the chiefs of staff from 1933 to 1938, focused on the Far East
and “could see no vital interest in Europe that need involve
Britain in war.” In January 1937, responding to a Vansittart
essay warning of German intentions in the east, Chatfield
commented: “If Germany...tries to expand to the Southeast, we
must, in my opinion, accePt it. Europe must work out its own
salvation in that quarter.”®' Though he focuses mainly on the
intelligence units and war departments rather than on politicians
and the Foreign Office, Wark notes:

Chatfield was not alone in this kind of thinking.
Others — such as Sir Alexander Cadogan and Lord
Halifax at the Foreign Office, members of the War
Office staff, and Chatfield’s close friend and
supporter the Cabinet secretary Sir Maurice Hankey —
at times shared an uncertainty about whether
Germany could or should be allowed to conduct her
Drang nach Osten.*

Indeed, “even when German actions in Europe became
threatening, the Admiralty sought to uphold the Anglo-German

¥ Ibid., p. 89.
® Ibid., pp. 90, 102.
' Ibid., pp. 128, 144.
2 Ibid., p. 144.
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Naval Agreement as the foreign policy key.” Chatfield wrote the
report of the chiefs of staff in March 1938 on the likely impact
of Britain responding aggressively to a German assault on
Czechoslovakia and it reflected his conviction that the east was
not worth fighting for.

Though he is cautious in his assessment of the evidence, Wark
concludes: “Both the Admiralty and the War Office developed
visions of a limited liability policy that would rule out an
Anglo-German clash so long as Hitler did not directly threaten
Britain or the status quo in the West. ”*

As mentioned earlier, Wark’s research focuses mainly on the
armed forces and only secondarily on the politicians. He accepts
the traditional view of events after the invasion of Prague. He
also tends to accept the view that Chamberlain’s appeasement
policies followed from his assessment that Britain was no longer
a military match for Germany. But he makes clear that the
information provided Chamberlain after September 1936 was
overly-pessimistic. He does not however lay the blame for the
use of this information solely on the military providers. The
politicians, he notes, like the intelligence authorities, believed
the totalitarian states could “combine efficiency with the
ruthless exercise of power toward well-defined goals.” This
“suggests a weakening faith in the democratic system.™* Here
indeed is an interpretation of British elite behaviour in the 1930s
well at odds with the traditional interpretations of which Watt’s
1989 account, as noted, is the most apologetic for the leaders of
Britain.

* %k %k

Even many contemporaries of Chamberlain, who opposed
appeasement, could not believe that the British prime minister
acted in full knowledge of the consequences of his actions or the
full authority to act otherwise. For example, Dorothy Thompson,
a liberal journalist, writing in 1939 before the outbreak of war,
recognized that Munich plainly involved the granting of a free
hand in the east to Hitler, and that it would have required
incredible naiveté to believe that it did not. Yet she exonerated
Chamberlain in the following words:

“ Ibid, p. 230.
“ Ibid., p. 238.
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It is very difficult to believe that when Chamberlain
went to Munich he did not know that he was giving
Hitler a free hand in the east and that he did not know
exactly what giving that free hand would mean. But
since Mr. Chamberlain is English it is possible that he
really thought that Hitler would behave like an
Englishman and take what he wanted in such a way as
not to shock and horrify the world and stop at the
right moment....

If Chamberlain had ever read ‘Mein Kampf® — which
[ am reasonably sure he has not done — he might have
been aware a long time ago. But, being English, even
that is doubtful. For the English mind believes on]Sy
what it sees. It believes in the event, not in the plan.*

In fact, Chamberlain had read Mein Kampf and had received
many briefs about the implications of its contents. Vansittart,
Churchill, Phipps, Rumbold, Temperley, Liddell Hart, and
others who warned Chamberlain about the devastating
consequences that collaboration with Hitler could produce, were
as English as Chamberlain. Thompson’s patronizing racialism
makes little sense.

Hamilton Fish Armsirong, editor of the prestigious American
journal, Foreign Affairs, also an opponent of appeasement, was
as willing as Thompson to rationalize the behaviour of the
appeasers even though he completely disagreed with them.
Writing just after Munich, he argued that Chamberlain’s ability
to stand up to Hitler was limited by the extent to which
pro-Fascists were prominent in his Cabinet. He writes:

It is fair to Prime Minister Chamberlain to note that
many of his Conservative supporters, including,
probably, members of his own Cabinet, felt more
community of interest with Fascism than Communism
and also instinctively preferred Germany to France.
Among British reactionaries, liking for Germany and
fear of Germany blended curiously. They pictured
Hitler as a guardian of capitalism, intensely disliked
the idea of lining up on the same side as Soviet
Russia, even inside the League of Nations, and
glossed over the fact that whatever one thought of the
Communist theories to which the Soviet rulers still

* Dorothy Thompson, Let the Record Speak (Cambridge, Massachussetts:
Riverside, 1939), p. 325.
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paid lip service, and however repugnant the Stalin
tyranny, Soviet Russia was for the time being a factor
on the side of international peace.*

Armstrong is correct in pointing out that Conservatives often
identified with the fascists but on what basis does he determine
that Chamberlain was not amongst them? Chamberlain chose,
after all, to exclude men like Churchill, Eden, and Vansittart
who opposed appeasement from authority and to further the
careers of men like Halifax, Cadogan, Nevile Henderson,
Horace Wilson and John Simon who fit the description that
Armstrong provides regarding Conservatives. Indeed after his
meetings with Hitler he chose to hide information from his
Cabinet that would demonstrate that he had formally agreed to
give Hitler a free hand. Rather than a victim of conservative
forces in Britain that supported an alliance with Hitler,
Chamberlain was the leader of such forces.

* %k

The mythology of Chamberlain’s essential decency is so strong
that even the historians who have revealed his attempts to win a
deal with the German military and Nazis affer the war started
have been unwilling to assail the prevailing view of the man.
Nicholas Bethell, for example, as we noted in Chapter 8, reveals
the deal which the Chamberlain government was willing to
accept as a peace agreement with an essentially unreformed
German government from which however Hitler would be
removed. It included a de facto free hand for Germany in the
east and a military combination of Britain and Germany against
the Soviet Union. In other words, it not only restored to
Germany the free hand promised in the meetings with Hitler in
September 1938 but in return for a solemn promise by the
German military that it would leave territories to Germany’s
west alone, it involved Britain in warfare with the Soviets. This
ought to demonstrate that avoidance of war altogether was not
Chamberlain’s goal; his goal was to avoid war with Germany,
which under fascist rule, remained in his view, within the ambit
of “civilization.” But Bethell, while indicating that it is upsetting
that Chamberlain was party to such immoral negotiations,
nonetheless exonerates him.

4 Hamilton Fish Armstrong, When There Is No Peace (New York: Macmillan,
1939), p. 21.
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The victim of the tragedy of 1939 is of course Neville
Chamberlain, the honest man so blind in his kindly
tolerance that he gave Hitler the benefit of the doubt,
a man of peace so un-violent that he was almost
physically incapable of making decisions necessary to
conduct and win a war. He believed in the goodness
of human nature so deeply that he could not
understand the mesmeric hold which Hitler had over
the German people. In spite of all the facts and all the
advice he was given, he persisted in his faith that his
radio speeches and propaganda leaflets would detach
the German people from Hitler and induce them to
overthrow him.*’

Reading between the lines, we can see that Bethell is saying that
the British prime minister was a well-meaning idiot. His success
in projecting himself publicly as a pacifist once again causes a
historian, even one who recognizes his involvement in a rather
seamy business, to excuse his behaviour on the grounds that the
strength of his pacifist moral convictions made him “blind” to
Hitler despite all the signs pointing to Hitler’s intentions. This
rather begs the question of why this prime minister, whom
Bethell correctly describes as uncharismatic, was placed in
office and then retained there by his Conservative colleagues.
Were they also “kindly” dolts? Bethell’s evidence suggests
otherwise. Indeed he suggests that extreme anti-communism led
to the attempt to negotiate an alliance with a right-wing German
military-Nazi regime (minus the unpredictable Hitler) to fight
the Soviet Communists. Limiting his analysis however to 1939,
Bethell appears unaware that the “free hand” offered to
Germany in central and eastern Europe — or relatively free, since
Poland, for example, was to have nominal independence but to
be, as Cadogan noted, a “vassal” of Germany — was not invented
only after the war began. Yet his comments on the Western
elites’ attitudes to Germany and the Soviet Union in 1939 echo
the evidence that this book provides of their attitudes throughout
the period from 1933 to 1940, though with differences that we
mention below. He writes in part:

The Allied leaders likewise dismissed Russia as a
military power and made only feeble attempts to
recruit her to the anti-Nazi cause. Some of them, even
after the outbreak, persisted in the belief that Russian
communism was a greater danger than Hitlerism. In

7 Nicholas Bethell, The War Hitler Won: September 1939 (London: Allen
Lane, 1972), pp. 415-416.

315



The Chamberiain-Hitler Collusion (Appendix)

the last months of 1939 their theory of the Red
Army’s uselessness seemed confirmed by its poor
performance against Finland, but they had totally
miscalculated its ability to withstand defeats and learn
from them, to build itself up into an efficient force on
the bodies of dead comrades.

Likewise they were wrong about which ideology was
more dangerous to western Europe. It was not a
question of which was morally the worse, Hitlerism
or Stalinism. The point was that while Stalin was for
the moment in a defensive mood, content to
consolidate his power in his own country, albeit by
viciously repressive measures, Hitler was in a
thoroughly aggressive mood, resolved to march deep
into eastern Europe to obtain the living-space he
believed his country was entitled to seize. Whether
Hitler then planned to march against France and
Britain is a moot point, but what is certain is that had
such a Greater Germany ever been allowed to appear,
it would have dominated the European continent and
become an intolerable threat to British and French
independence. Churchill foresaw this danger when it
was still on the horizon. He even foresaw the day
when he would make an alliance with Russia to meet
this danger. But his was not in 1939 the view which
dominated British and French thinking.*

The main problem with Bethell’s formulation is that it is Britain
which is made to appear the anti-Nazi nation and the Soviet
Union the nation that needs to be recruited to the anti-Nazi
cause. In fact, the Soviets followed a consistently anti-Nazi
foreign policy from 1934 onwards, pressing on every occasion
for a united front of the democracies and the Soviets against the
fascist powers. The Comintern made popular fronts against
fascism the mainstay of Communist Party work in every country.
As most objective observers recognized, it was in the Soviets’
national interests to have the expansion-minded Nazi regime in
Germany defeated. But the leaders of Britain and France, more
ambivalently in the latter case, were too occupied in the
anti-Soviet cause to be much interested in the anti-Nazi cause.
After all, it was the Nazis who were viewed as crucial to the
success of campaigns to eradicate Communism from the face of
Europe. By the time the British and French, concerned that
Germany intended indeed to attack westwards before embarking
on its seizure of lands in eastern Europe, finally stood up,

“ Ibid., p. 415.
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however ambiguously, to Germany, the Soviets had given up
hope that the western powers were serious in their opposition to
Hitler or sincere in their efforts to gain an alliance with the
Soviets. Their complete unwillingness to provide any guarantee
to the Soviets along the lines of the British and French
guarantees to Poland and Roumania led Stalin to make his
devil’s pact with Hitler. Bethell is, however, hardly unaware of
these facts. Despite his efforts to defend Chamberlain
personally, he writes revealingly of the thinking of the elites of
Europe and America in a discussion of American debates in
1940 about whether to join the war on Britain’s side. “The
illusion created and fostered by so many prominent men in
Western Europe and America, that Hitler was a necessary
bulwark against communism, or ‘Bolshevism’ as it was then
commonly termed, had only recently died in Britain and France,
while in America it was still very much alive.”

Anthony Cave Brown, another author who exposes the wartime
attempts of the Chamberlain government to make an anti-Soviet
alliance with a military successor government to the government
of the Nazis, also defends the personality of Chamberlain and, in
a general way, his policy of appeasement. Of Chamberlain he
writes: “ Chamberlain was a man of property, a son of a famous
political family, and, so it seemed, he was as solid as his silver. ”
And of his foreign policy he says:

Part of his foreign policy came to be called
“appeasement,” to be used by the extreme right and
left, wrongly, as a euphemism for profascism,
antibolshevism, and British moral weakness. In
reality Chamberlain followed the same strategy as did
Stalin and Roosevelt when they found themselves
menaced by the great dictators: he played for time in
which to rearm with the only weapon at hand,
concessions to Hitler.”

Brown however then immediately contradicts himself by noting
that Chamberlain did not intend to fight Hitler. It would appear
then that he was in fact not simply playing for time to rearm
against Hitler. Brown also admits that anti-Sovietism was the
pivotal point of Chamberlain’s foreign policy. But he tries to
argue that these facts do not justify the notion that Chamberlain
was profascist and/or antibolshevist because the source of

“ Anthony Cave Brown, The Secret Servant: The Life of Sir Stewart Menzies,
Churchill’s Spymaster (London: Michael Joseph, 1988), p. 187.
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Chamberlain’s disgust with the Soviets was not their bolshevism
as such but their efforts to force an Anglo-German war. But he
offers no evidence of such Soviet scheming other than to state
that Chamberlain believed it existed. As we have suggested
earlier in this book, Chamberlain had no evidence for such a
belief but was so viscerally anti-communist that he was happy to
believe the rumours of such Soviet planning. Brown however,
apparently unwilling to question someone who “was as solid as
his sil;ger,” appears unwilling to accept the deep tarnish on that
silver.

ok ok

One wonders how Brown and other of the Chamberlain
defenders mentioned above would react to Chamberlain’s claims
to the king that imperial Britain and Nazi Germany were
together the “two pillars of European peace and buttresses
against communism “or to his sycophantic praise for Hitler’s
achievements at Berchtesgaden. Could they reconcile
Chamberlain’s supposed espousal of peace with his invitation to
Hitler at Berchtesgaden to attack Russia without having to worry
about Czech assistance to the Soviets? How would they explain
Chamberlain’s upbeat mood after his meeting with Hitler at
Godesberg where the German dictator made clear that Germany
would agree to keep its hands off the British Empire in return for
“a free hand on the European continent in Central and
South-East Europe?” How would they square Chamberlain’s
vaunted honesty with his cynical proposal to give Japan a free
hand in Soviet Asia? Or his private statements that Mussolini
would make life easier for him by making the seizure of Albania
appear legal? Or his pro-Hitler statements to the Duke of
Cobourg? More generally, one wonders at the exclusion from
most of the works cited above — Rothschild and Carley are
significant exceptions with Bethell and Taylor partial exceptions

% Ibid. Brown says in part:

The principal ingredient of Chamberlain’s two policies was that under no
circumstances was there to be any agreement, written or spoken, with the
Soviet Union. She remained the enemy. A second but no less important aspect
of the policy was that under no circumstances should England fight Germany
again. ..As Chamberlain suspected, Russia was seeking to precipitate a war
between England and Germany that would leave Russia the most powerful
nation in Eurasia, and as he declared in a letter to his sister on March 20, 1938,
just before the world crisis began: ‘With the Russians stealthily and cunningly
pulling the strings behind the scenes to get us involved in war with Germany
our Secret Service doesn’t spend all its time looking out of the window.’
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— of discussion of the positive views of fascism and Nazism
within the British ruling classes generally. Why do they ignore
Lord Lloyd of Dolobran’s pro-fascist The British Case which
Lord Halifax gave the government’s seal of approval? Or the
racist and pro-Nazi rantings of Nevile Henderson whose views
were so important to the prime minister? No doubt it seems too
painful for these writers to admit that the leaders of Britain in
the 1930s were so consumed with fear and hatred of communism
that most admired the fascist dictators who had used force to
obliterate the socialist threat and to protect the property of the
wealthy classes. The clear evidence of their own words that
many members of the elites wished that Britain and France too
could dispose of their mass-based democracies receives little
mention. But the facts will not go away. While it would be
wonderful to believe that the democracies in the 1930s were led
by people who truly believed in democracy and civil liberties, all
the evidence suggests indeed that they were led by members of
elites who were, at best, ambivalent about the political systems
within which they laboured. While perhaps few condoned in
principle the thuggery used by fascists to rid their countries of
social unrest, in practice their fear of losing their social
privileges made them accept such behaviour as necessary under
the circumstances. Their paranoid fear of Communism lead them
to believe that Adolf Hitler’s goals of expansion could be
harnessed to the elites’ goals of destroying the Soviet Union and
ridding all of Europe of the Communist threat. In the process, as
our evidence proves, they set aside all notions of decency and
honesty and focused on their primary objective.

In fairness to the historians who steadfastly maintain the line
that Chamberlain and company were decent, if deluded,
individuals who followed the only course of action that was
open to them if they wished to avoid a new European
conflagration, a superficial reading of the foreign policy
documents does support their conclusions. This is particularly so
if one refuses to give any consideration to the German foreign
policy documents, if one ignores most of Henderson’s
correspondence and some of Halifax’s, and if one takes
statements made by the government leaders in the House of
Commons at face value. Even with all these caveats it is
impossible to escape the many references to a free hand for the
Germans in eastern Europe in the statements of the armed forces
leaders and of the Committee of Imperial Defence which linked
the government and military leaders. Even these rarely reach the
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history books though Wesley Wark’s book is a significant
exception here. There is however no justification for the
exclusions mentioned above or for a failure to attempt to put
into context the public statements of officialdom. Indeed, as we
have argued throughout this book, British foreign policy in this
period can only be understood if the indisputable references to
the free hand are supplemented by a critical reading of the
available documents more generally. “Europe” often is code for
western Europe and “peace” often refers to peace purely in
western Europe particularly when it is mentioned in the same
sentence or paragraph that speaks of Nazi warfare or “conflict”
in eastern Europe or against the Soviets. “Civilization” is
equated with capitalism and its enemies are seen to include the
Soviet Union but not the Nazis or other fascists. “Moderate”
Nazis are not pacifists; instead they are Nazis who favoured
maintaining good relations with the western democracies with
the understanding that the latter would not intervene as Germany
absorbed eastern Europe and made war on the Soviet Union.
“Extremists,” by contrast, did not trust British and French claims
that they recognized a free hand for Germany in the east and
argued that only a knock-out blow against the western powers
could prevent them from meddling as Germany prepared an
all-out assault eastwards.
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