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FOREWORD AND DEDICATION





THE New Zealander who is supposed to write this book is as remote as that other foreshadowed by Macaulay. No-one believes he would ever have the opportunity of telling this sad tale of Britain’s decline and fall. But, in fighting this war, it is as well to have in our mind’s eye a picture of what would happen to us if the Germans won, either through persuading us to accept a dishonourable peace or (what is equally unlikely) through gaining the victory in the field.


This is no fanciful picture. It is painted from life, with England as the background instead of Bohemia or Poland or any other country now under the Nazi heel. It is not intended to cause despondency or alarm, but to confirm and justify that resolution with which we are now fighting.


If such a tale is to have a dedication it can only be


to


THOSE WHO WILL NOT LET THIS HAPPEN
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EXTRACT FROM THE RECORDS


of the New Zealand Society of Pre-Cataclysmic Research


EDITED BY PROFESSOR APA-KE-MAUI





THE document which I have the privilege of submitting to members of the Society in this volume of the Records was recently discovered during excavations on the site of the former City of Wellington, which was overwhelmed by the volcanic disturbances occurring in the Antipodes at about the time when the greater cataclysm struck the Continent of Europe. The find, which was made by my assistant, Mr. Rowatorua, is important as being the longest and most complete printed document yet discovered on this site. It was unearthed at the bottom of a deposit of charred and confused literary fragments—probably the remains of a public library—which will require much careful deciphering and editing before they can be made available to members of the Society. This document, however, appears to lack only the first twenty-one pages, and is otherwise in so perfect a condition that it was felt by the Committee that it should be published at the earliest possible opportunity.


As an archaeologist and not an historian, I am not entitled to offer much comment on the contents, and an authoritative volume of historical notes on the text will shortly be published by my friend and colleague, Dr. Omawei, of Auckland University. As the reader will see for himself, the document takes the form of a quasi-historical record of events occurring towards the end of the second world war of the Twentieth Century as they were witnessed by the writer. The standard of material culture depicted agrees with all the discoveries made by archaeologists investigating that period, and from this point of view the work should be of valuable assistance to us in enlarging and making more detailed our picture of the civilization of the period.


Whether the work can be trusted as an accurate record of events is another matter. The writer, one Charles Fenton, about whom nothing is known except those details with which he himself provides us, was a “correspondent”—in other words a contributor living abroad—of the Wellington Courier, one of the daily news-sheets which used to be published at a low price during his epoch; and it is known from numerous contemporary references that “journalists”, as such men were called, were notorious for the sensational and inaccurate reports which they circulated. Fenton’s account of events, although not apparently written in a spirit of levity, does not entirely agree with the theory of world development at that time as it has been formed by modern historians, and it has accordingly been suggested that the document should be regarded as a work of fiction. It is pointed out, for instance, that he does not record the exact year in which the events he describes took place. On the other hand it is clear from in- ternal evidence that they can be ascribed to the fifth decade of the Twentieth Century, and there are several references to incidents and developments which are known to have occurred during the German bid for hegemony. My personal view is that the work, although commonplace in style and to some extent distorted in outlook, may prove of value to both historians and sociologists.


In conclusion I may say that it had been hoped to illustrate the text with photographs of recent discoveries made by archaeologists both here and in Europe. This unfortunately has proved to be impossible, but I cannot do better than to refer members to the admirable volume of drawings recently published by Mr. Rota-iki-pa-wei, after his return from the Society’s expedition to the site of the ancient city of London. His sketch of the ruins of St. Paul’s Cathedral drawn from a precarious perch on a broken arch of London Bridge, and accompanied by an imaginative reconstruction of the same scene during the period of its prosperity, is a fine example of how even the dry bones of antiquity can be revived by the artist’s visionary eye.



















PROLOGUE





… speech at Hamburg in January was the most effective of his career. It made him master of half the world. He did not follow it up with pamphlet raids but let it sink in of itself, helped by some feckless pronouncements by British Cabinet Ministers and journalists. I happened to listen in to it at home (quite accidentally, because no-one at that time thought German speeches of much significance), and at once I began to be anxious. I cabled, of course, that the British public would know how to respond to this familiar blend of threats and promises. I wish I had not been lying.


Some of the newspapers, prompted by the Press Department of the Foreign Office, were foolish enough to answer the speech in detail. It was then that one overheard some ominous comments in the street. Ideas had certainly been put into people’s heads. “I wonder if he really meant what he said about wanting to treat the Czechs and Poles decently if we only let him alone? Certainly the Scandinavians don’t seem too badly off.” … “It is quite true; the French Government did let us down.” … “Between you and me there is something in what he says about letting bygones be bygones, and calling it quits.” … “Well, there must be room in the world for both countries, and if it was anyone else but Hitler” … “He didn’t even ask for colonies.” … “Mind you, Russia is the real enemy.” … “It’s a senseless war, really. I can’t bear to think of those poor starving children in Germany.”


Thus it began—with half-serious comments in pubs and buses, inspired I believe not mainly by real cowardice or lack of resolution, but by a queer blend of simple humanity and sheer weariness of discomfort and anxiety. In both Britain and Germany trade was being ruined; in both Britain and Germany home life was being destroyed, and the women and children were suffering. Blood all the time was being uselessly spilled. And now Hitler, in apparently chastened mood, offered an end to all this. It was such a simple solution—just the “Cease Fire”, the status quo nunc.


The Government, the Services, the trade unions—all that complex of ruling elements which had taken charge of the British war effort—heard little of these whispers; and they were too closely engaged in the struggle to entertain these doubts themselves. But there were others who had their ears


to the ground, and who welcomed thankfully the first spontaneous rumblings of mass pacifism in Great Britain. Peace to them meant dividends, concessions, cartels; it meant escape from the heavy taxation on profits and all the other restrictions which the war effort had imposed on private enterprise; it foreshadowed a triumphal rise through a post-war slump to a new boom; and possibly a more profitable war later on. Above all, since it implied the abrogation of the German-Russian Pact, it meant the banishment once again of the dread spectre of Bolshevism.


As I say, I must leave it to someone more detached than I to describe the slow evaporation of England’s fighting spirit. It was the most despairing task of my career to go on sending encouraging messages to New Zealand, when every day I learnt more about the organized letters to M.P.s, the whispering campaign in the clubs, the commercial pressure brought through neutral countries. I have reason to believe that by the summer a complete plan of an Anglo-German financial set-up was already being keenly discussed in City offices.


When Parliament began to reflect the new movement a fissure rapidly revealed itself. The parties supporting the National Government were rent from top to bottom, and out of the confusion that pathetic idealist, Matthew Evans, emerged as the last Prime Minister of the United Kingdom. “No shameful peace, no selfish war,” ran his queer slogan, and it was of course a cry of surrender. Behind him stood that “able man” Sir John Naker, the new Foreign Secretary.


Hitler waited a week, and then, early in September, seized the glittering prize. He issued his brief appeal—for “Anglo-German co-operation in a world that is crying out for peace founded on justice”. Oddly enough, I cannot now remember how I felt at this time, or the kind of remarks I made to my wife, to my colleagues, to the man who cut my hair. Did we just talk about the weather and the revival of commercial football pools? The lazy blue skies hung over an autumnal and unreal England and it was in a dreamlike frame of mind that I stepped into the plane that was to take me to the signing of the Peace of Nuremberg.


I hardly awoke from my dream during the four days I was in Germany. Our representatives solemnly went through the motions of co-operation with our late enemy to build a better and a happier Europe, and the only real unpleasantness was caused by the presence of the captive French, Czechs, Poles, Scandinavians, Dutch, Flemings, and Walloons, brought to initial the constitutions of their “autonomous” republics.


I was surprised that the Führer refrained from openly gloating. He remained quite impassive, but ominously self-assured. Ribbentrop—what an escape that man had had!—could not altogether avoid the bearing of one who had finally triumphed against odds, but he observed the decencies. Evans was pale and intense, and somehow dignified. It was only Sir John Naker whom I wanted to kick out on to the Kornmarkt: his smile was so beautifully eloquent of hypocrisy and greed.


During the private discussions I walked about the impressive galleries of the Germanic Museum, reflecting on the extraordinary capacity of this race to create and destroy. But there was not long to wait; Hitler had everything cut and dried. It was not like Munich. There was no sense of drama, because the struggle was over.


I waited for the Nazi Party Rally, the postponed Rally “of Peace”, to which the British delegation were invited as guests of honour. I saw poor Evans, looking for all the world like Ramsay MacDonald, wearily watching the hordes goose-step past, and responding now and again with an apologetic Nazi salute.


“Not thus doth Peace return!” This time, it will be remembered, there was no waving from the balcony of Buckingham Palace. The popular reaction was less one of relief than of guilty satisfaction. Here was what we had asked for, and it was for us now to make the most of it.


The necessary moral obtuseness was soon acquired. Had consciences remained tender life would not have been worth living. I remember saying good-bye to a Polish colleague, a man lately fêted as a representative of our noble ally. He was one of many of his race who were “extradited” at the instance of the German-controlled Government in Poland; in fact, Britain had betrayed him. Yet I was quite capable of murmuring something about adapting oneself to the new conditions, and he made a wry smile. It is not easy to adapt oneself to the conditions in a concentration camp. The French who had taken refuge with us quietly disappeared under a thin smokescreen of regretful courtesies.


From our new selfish point of view, things jogged along all right at first. Even my own messages to a shocked Dominion held just enough of enthusiasm for the brave new world in which Germany and Britain claimed a joint leadership. No miracles happened, but people half expected something more disconcerting, and that didn’t happen either. After an earthquake it must seem a complete answer to prayer if one’s own house is left standing; and here was the political, financial and economic structure of the British Empire still intact. We prodded it a little gingerly; it did not give way. That was enough. Let Hitler settle as he thought best the problems of south-eastern Europe—that was his responsibility. Let France go her own way—our new statecraft had proved we could do without her. And had we not found a room in Hampton Court for the former Polish Ambassador?


Demobilization was our first concern. It was a pity it was not also Hitler’s, but then he had become our bulwark against Bolshevism again, and Ribbentrop did not turn a hair. The great wave of unemployment was rather disconcerting, but it was obvious, as the Chancellor of the Exchequer said, that a new prosperity was waiting round the corner, now that Europe was dedicated to eternal peace. Much was to be expected of the comprehensive trade agreement being thrashed out with Germany—the big London hotels were full of the delegates, whom you could tell by their ostentatious Swastika armbands.


It was curious how cynical we tried to become in our defeatism. Yet we talked a good deal about the Navy, and it was arranged to hold a Spithead review in the summer. There were plenty of hidden doubts about the future, but the prevailing mood was nostalgic. Something very precious had passed silently from the, national life.






No more to watch at night’s eternal shore,


    With England’s chivalry at dawn to ride;


No more defeat, faith, victory—Oh! no more


    A cause on earth for which we might have died.








When the real troubles began we bore them stoically. “An inevitable period of friction and readjustment,” the Prime Minister called it—and in this he included the I.R.A. bombs, the Communist strikes, the troubles in India, and the extraordinary nuisance value which our latest native brand of Fascists, the Greyshirts, were acquiring. You will not, I am afraid, find a particularly full account of these latest developments in the files of the Wellington Courier, or of any other newspaper. No-one wrote about trends, and the troublesome events seemed to happen in a vacuum. Parliament had got itself adjourned, and there was little demand for its recall; editors were told that the quickest way of restoring confidence was to refrain from too much comment. We concentrated on Utopian visions of the future, and on the lighter side of life. “Crisis” was an outmoded word. There were still enough people making handsome profits out of the peace.


On Friday, 10th March, of the fateful year that followed the peace, my wife Elizabeth and I, with our young child Julia and her nurse, went down to spend a long week-end with friends at Debenford. There was no news about, we said in Fleet Street—in fact, we were always complaining about the absence of news. Labour troubles in the North, the usual depressing cables from Calcutta, some Jews beaten in Whitechapel—none of this was news to a case-hardened England. Now if Hitler would give some indication of his future policy, it would be different. The coming of the new era awaited his word. Even a hint or two that he would like some colonies back would have been a relief. But he was strangely silent, while all that Goebbels could talk about was the influence the Jews had over the policies of the United States.


Yes, it was safe to take a holiday, and seek the first signs of spring in the byways of Suffolk. The world had had a surfeit of high politics, and the chief virtue of the Peace of Nuremberg, as an ex-Prime Minister had said (forgetting that there were still 2,000,000 men under arms in Germany, and that Europe was full of refugees), was that it sent men back to the corners of the earth to which they belonged, there to rediscover the simple and abiding things. What if we had sacrificed some of our imperial pretensions, and had become a humbler people? We had purged away dross, and could the better treasure the gold. The swans gliding on the Deben and the ploughman crossing by the evening ferry perhaps knew a secret of happiness denied to those who had gone out and built empires.


It was an incomplete philosophy, and would have appeared so among the harassed Friday-night shoppers in the East End. The great crowds cannot step aside from history; and in our hearts we knew that even the peace of the Suffolk marshes was a prize of war, only to be defended by the same determination that once drove back the marauding Danes.


That night, while the high tide flushed silently into Martlesham Creek, Downing Street received an urgent telephone call from Heir Hitler in Berlin.



















Chapter One


FORCED FRIENDSHIP





THE best-remembered blue sky is that from which a bolt has fallen. But I will not stop to describe Debenford, its trees, its flats, its shining estuary, its vicarage, and grand old church. They, with our friends there, and Ashdene Cottage, are symbols which no-one else would wish to bother about. All I will affirm is that when the crisis of Saturday, 11th March, overtook us we were in a place we shall always remember and that we believe to have been one of the pleasantest spots in the world.


It was a matter of looking at the Daily Express when I came down to breakfast I had lain overlong in bed listening drowsily to the jubilation of a thrush in one of the tall cedars on the lawn, and had no desire to look at a paper at all. But my host, Gerald Cooke, himself buried in the pages of The Times, handed me the Express with the remark: “Looks as if your friends in Fleet Street had got the wind up again.” With a slight and familiar sinking of the heart I looked at it.


“Another threat of war,” the headlines screamed at me. “Germany masses her armies.” … “Menacing speech by Führer.”


The news, when one got down to it, proved to be vague, but none the less alarming. There had been German troop movements towards the north-east, and a Dutch source gave their number as twenty divisions. One knew and mistrusted Dutch sources, but there must be something in it. Hitler had spoken at a gathering of Party leaders at Breslau, reverting abruptly to the intransigent style of his early war speeches. It might be intended only for home consumption, but there were some ugly passages. “The colonial question must be settled here and now. Those who speak of conferences do not realize the temper of the German people. The German people will not plead before a conference table for their rights. They will demand them with a voice of thunder, and no international Jewish combine shall dare to oppose that voice.…” Another passage, referring to the armed might of the Reich, “perfected by its recent trial”, contained the sentence: “The German Air Force is the strongest weapon that any nation has ever possessed. Others have boasted of their defences, but I say now that if I were to give the word the war-planes of the Reich could take off in their thousands and lay any hostile capital in ruins.”


The Times gave the news in more qualified fashion, but did not conceal its gravity. To say that the German troop movements might be only a prelude to the long-promised German demobilization did not exclude the possibility of another less pleasant alternative. Hitler’s speech was given in full, and a brief diplomatic commentary deplored its tone, pointing out that a settlement of the questions left outstanding by the war was one of the first objects of the British Government.


“I’m afraid I shall have to run up to Town to look into all this,” I said, with a feeble attempt at light-heartedness. “It may prove to be a mare’s nest, and in that case I can catch the four-thirty down in time for dinner.” Elizabeth looked at me anxiously, and I could feel the concern of our hosts, who, however, took the matter with their customary matter-of-fact calm. It was arranged that my wife should stay on, and that I should telephone as soon as I knew how things were going.


“By the yellow Tiber there was tumult and affright”—in fact all the symptoms of a crisis as pre-war London had displayed them. There was remarkably little news from the Continent, the usual “well-informed sources” having closed down with unanimous rapidity. Officials at the Wilhelmstrasse had declined to comment on the current rumours, merely remarking that, as the Führer’s speech had shown, the situation was one of gravity. The Foreign Office in London was equally uninformative: reports from various European centres had been “grossly exaggerated”; the Government were not inclined to view the situation as a crisis: it was true that in view of certain unexpected developments a Cabinet meeting had been called for that afternoon, but this was no more than a normal precaution due to the desire of the Foreign Secretary to acquaint his colleagues with the facts; any tendency to panic was strongly deplored.


If such remarks were intended to have a reassuring effect it was unfortunate that the Home Office should have announced simultaneously that the London A.R.P. organization was to be revived. There was a frenzied remobilization of wardens and ambulances going on all day, and those firms which had discarded their wartime defences of sand-bags and boarded windows looked askance at those which had retained them.


I soon realized that there was to be no return to the country for me that week-end, and rang up Ashdene Cottage. “Is there going to be another war?” Gerald asked, and all I could do was to say that it was best to prepare for the worst.


By six o’clock the Cabinet had risen, but there was no statement forthcoming in spite of the crowds waiting in Downing Street and Whitehall. Privately I learnt that the Government were in continuous touch with Berlin, but no-one was bold enough even to guess at the nature of the negotiations. Fresh reports of troop movements had come in from the Low Countries, and were published in the evening papers, and there was also a story of unidentified aircraft seen flying along the East Coast. Personally I had come to the conclusion that we were to be treated to a display of Blitzkrieg at its worst, and had hinted as much in my dispatches to Wellington.


There was an extraordinary atmosphere of helplessness everywhere. If this had not been foreseen by the Government, what could the private man do? Even the attempts to revive A.R.P. were, I was told, half-hearted. I was thankful that Elizabeth and the child were in the country.


At half-past eleven that night, when I was contemplating going to bed in my clothes after a day spent mainly in making fruitless inquiries, some enlightenment was vouchsafed. An urgent message was circulated from the Foreign Office requesting the representatives of all the newspapers to be present in the Locarno Room at nine o’clock the following morning, as an important statement was to be made. Inquiries into its nature were useless, and the infuriated editors of Sunday newspapers had to go to press without satisfaction. They could only record the official announcement broadcast with the late News that His Majesty’s Government had been engaged in important and delicate negotiations with the German Government and that it was expected that these would shortly be brought to a successful conclusion. Dubious, but relieved of its immediate fears, the nation went to bed.


The next morning I took my place in a congregation of my colleagues seated rather incongruously on gilt chairs arranged in rows at one end of that august meeting place. Some of us were yawning and bleary-eyed after our labours overnight. Officials, among whom I recognized Billings of the F.O., were gathered at the far end of the great table. Then the door opened, and in walked none other than Ribbentrop himself, bulky in a great fur-collared overcoat, followed by the Prime Minister and Sir John Naker.


There was a mutter from, someone behind me—someone possessing the omniscience of the true reporter which I was never able to achieve: “Flew over in a special plane this morning; arrived at seven-thirty.” To me the appearance of the German Foreign Minister was a complete shock, and so it was to many others. I was expecting a temporizing statement, even the announcement of an immediate conference, but the presence of Ribbentrop must mean that everything was settled. There was tense expectation in the air.


The statesmen had taken their seats at the head of the conference table. They were surrounded by officials, some standing on either side of the central group, others hovering in the background. Dr. Evans and Sir John Naker were conferring in low tones over a piece of paper. Ribbentrop sat staring superciliously down the room, apparently bored with the whole proceedings.


Then there was a brief stir as the Prime Minister rose to his feet and looked down the room towards us. A shaft of sunlight from the long windows touched his grey curly hair. We leant forward to catch his cultured, diffident voice—perhaps this time a little more diffident than usual.


“I have invited you here to-day, gentlemen,” he said, “as witnesses of an historic act of peace. I am well aware of the rumours which during the past twenty-four hours have been reaching this country from various unauthorized sources—rumours of yet another war, rumours of menaces directed against this country by a Great Power—a crystallization, in fact, of all the irresponsible talk that has been flying about since this country signed a peace with Germany last autumn.


“To-day I am privileged to dispel not only these rumours but something of much greater moment—all fear of war in our time. I am about to put my initials to an instrument which will bind Great Britain and the German Reich in a union closer than has ever before been achieved by two Great Powers, a union which will effectively remove …”


Here the precise words, with their sing-song intonation, were drowned in a growing roar which shook the tall sash windows. We turned involuntarily to look, and glimpsed phalanx after phalanx of broad-winged bombers sweeping low across the narrow segment of sky which was visible from our seats. The noise lasted for an intolerable minute, while Evans stood irresolute, fingering a sheet of blotting paper. Then as the roar swept on in a diminuendo over London, Sir John Naker leant forward. “I am advised by the German Foreign Minister”, he said in an expressionless voice, “to say that the German Air Force has chosen to celebrate to-day’s proceedings with a goodwill flight over London and the other larger cities of the British Isles.”


The Prime Minister bowed his acknowledgement and in a rather shaken manner scrambled to his conclusion. “I am, in fact,” he said, “about to initial a Treaty of Friendship and Mutual Assistance with the German Reich, thus confirming the Peace of Nuremberg on a just and reasonable basis put forward by Herr Hitler with the thorough agreement of His Majesty’s Government. I believe it will be in accordance with public feeling in both countries.”


He stopped, looked towards us almost as if expecting comment, and sat down. A few seconds later he had initialled the document.


After a pause, Sir John Naker came down towards us with the genial Rotarian countenance which he reserved for the Press. “Now, boys,” he chuckled, wagging his finger at us like an indulgent schoolmaster, “no questions! no questions! Billings there will let you have a copy of the instrument. Yes, I know it’s been sudden, but you’ll find it’s all for the best. Glad to see you all here so early in the day. Good morning, all.” He turned his broad back on us and made his way, with the others, to the door.


We stared at our copies, finding it difficult this time to disentangle the diplomatic verbiage. It was, indeed, a military alliance, by which Germany guaranteed Great Britain, India, the Dominions, and the Colonies, and we the Greater Reich with all its attendant “autonomous protectorates”. Each country “recognized as part of its own vital interest the integrity and orderly government of the other”. There were to be staff talks, and an exchange of military and naval information. Naval bases in the Mediterranean and elsewhere were to be shared and jointly administered. An elaborate system of trade preferences was to be set up, foreshadowing, it seemed, a customs union. The Mandated Territories, naturally, were to be handed back; but in any case there was to be an “open door” all round, British capital being as free to develop Galicia as German traders to establish themselves on the Gold Coast. There was a lot about “cultural exchanges”, and—most ominous of all—a Press pact, by which neither Government would permit its newspapers to attack the other country’s political institutions. Lastly, there was something about eternal peace.


Exclamations expressive of varying degrees of surprise, excitement, and dismay accompanied the departing diplomats, and then we all began to shout and gesticulate at once. I can remember feeling rather helpless, with a dim idea that, since the ineluctable processes of history had produced this inevitable document, one could only wait to see what would happen next.


But a journalist must get his story. A thousand questions were waiting to be asked; and there was a rush to consult Billings or some other official of the Press Department. But Billings looked as bewildered as the rest of us. He said there was nothing to add. The treaty spoke for itself, and in any case the Prime Minister would be broadcasting during the evening.


The American who shared my taxi back to Fleet Street was voluble and incoherent. Like me, he must send a message at once, and he was equally at a loss for “a line”. He muttered conflicting clichés, varying from “Hitler’s Paper Triumph” to “The Beginning of the End”.


“Who can tell what it means?” he asked despairingly. “A people like this cannot be robbed of their birthright by a hole-and-corner rendezvous at nine on a Sunday morning.


“I am beginning to think it amounts to very little, really,” he went on, as the cab cut the corner of Trafalgar Square. “The return of the colonies is the only concrete clause in it; and that was expected. The rest just flatters Hitler’s vanity—lets him link arms with a respectable old aggressor like your British Empire. You have got to live side by side in your respective spheres, and there is no harm in drawing up a nice, neighbourly contract in black and white.”


He laughed, probably because he knew he was talking nonsense.


The bells of the few Wren churches in the City which had survived the second “Great Fire” were keeping up tradition by summoning to prayer the inhabitants of an unslept-in part of London. The few people in the streets were walking westwards, feeling that the rumours of Saturday night might find some visual expression in the neighbourhood of Downing Street. The special editions were not yet on the streets. A London Sunday morning was still nearly its old, blank self.


Our taximan, however, had heard something of what had happened, and displayed a mild interest in it. When he was being paid he remarked: “So they’ve been signing another treaty down in Whitehall, have they, gentlemen? Well, after that Nuremberg business, I suppose they might as well make a proper job of it.”


What, I wondered, was Hitler’s notion of a proper job? After I had sent my first startling cablegram I sat back for a moment, and my eye lighted on an old wartime copy of an illustrated paper. On the cover was a portrait of the Führer, his little eyes glowing with an inexhaustible fanaticism; and inside were some rather unpleasant pictures, smuggled out of Prague.


The tide of excitement soon began to rise, and by dusk the streets and clubs were full. On the whole, to my surprise, it was a pleasurable excitement, and the impression began to gain ground that the Government had cleverly averted another tiresome crisis in cutting the Gordian knot and frankly acknowledging the interdependence of the two greatest Powers in the world. Leader writers were busy describing this “great new experiment in international relations”, and one of them was tactless enough (but positively on this occasion only) to write of “new opportunities for the civilizing influence of Great Britain”.


Cabinet Ministers contributed nobly to the atmosphere of anti-crisis. Ribbentrop, wise man, had flown back early to Berlin, upon which they felt capable of assuming an attitude of dignified and assured insouciance. They lit complacent cigarettes on the steps of Number Ten, and the Prime Minister, within earshot of a gossip writer, remarked to the Chancellor of the Exchequer that he had decided to make a start with pruning his roses. Sir John Naker threw some crumbs to the pelicans in St. James’s Park, dined informally at a popular restaurant, and then went to see the film version of Merrie England. All interviews were refused; and not even the Dominions High Commissioners were seen. “The policy of His Majesty’s Government,” it was officially explained, “of which the agreement with Germany forms a part, can be elaborated only in Parliament, but the Prime Minister will broadcast a statement to the nation at eight o’clock to-night.”


The broadcast stands on record as one of history’s most celebrated manifestations of unconscious hypocrisy. Everyone wanted to believe it, so it passed. But as soon as that tired but pathetically hopeful voice died on the ether England began talking again, and went on talking far into the night. All had their hopes—the privileged that they would keep their privileges in a world that had become far too restive, the workers that they would catch up with the cost of living, the unemployed that they would find jobs again. Perhaps in a stable balanced Europe all wishes would be fulfilled.


The Greyshirts also had their hopes. They marched down the Mile End Road, and beat up quite a number of Jews before order could be restored by the police.


I was up early next day to read the papers. The Government had a good Press, in the sense that no-one suggested that they might have taken a different course. Each journal in its own way put the best face it could on what had happened. There was nothing anywhere that was constructive, that indicated or commended a policy for the future.


The news columns were more revealing. Dispatches from Germany showed that the crowds in Berlin, in marked contrast to those in London, had spent a Sunday of triumphant rejoicing, culminating with a speech from the Führer in the Sport Palace. That speech was gone over in London with a toothcomb, but, though it contained many expressions of goodwill towards the British Empire, there was no clear indication of what he hoped to do with it in the future. The best indication was perhaps provided by the news that, while he was yet speaking (and anticipating somewhat the terms of the treaty), an unspecified number of troops had set sail from Hamburg, under convoy, to take possession of the former German colonies in Africa.


The interpretative message that I put together that morning was necessarily ill informed, but not more so than anyone else’s, and I felt that in a discreet way I had warned my startled readers to expect the worst. Usual sources of information had now completely broken down, and the busy London scene through which I walked to the cable office had suddenly become as remote as that of a strange city. Yet the red buses and the taxis were the same, like the people hurrying up familiar office stairs. It was as though some firm to which one had devoted one’s working life had quietly gone bankrupt, but was still being carried on as a going concern by a shadowy Official Receiver.


However, it was not long before I came up against the first signs of inner change. As I was about to hand in my painstaking cablegram the clerk, polite and friendly, said: “Ah, Mr. Fenton, we have a nice little office fixed up for Mr. Johnson already. Smart work, eh? Perhaps you will step along.”


In a moment I was standing before a nervous young man who, seated at a trestle table, looked as surprised to be there as I was to find him. The clerk announced me, and withdrew.


“Well, Mr. Fenton,” said this unexpected apparition, “I’m from the Foreign Office. It is a matter of glancing at outgoing cables, under the terms of the Treaty. No abuse of the other country’s institutions, and so on. A pure formality, of course,” he added hastily.


“What is this—a censorship?” I said, amazed.


“Well, no, it’s not that,” he replied. “It’s just that the F.O. thinks it would help the Press in this matter if there is someone at hand who can initial messages before they are sent.”


“But why pick on me?” I asked.


“Oh, but this applies to everybody, of course,” he said. “I’m here to cover the Eastern Union cablegrams, but there’s someone in every newspaper office in London and at all the agencies.” He held out his hand for my typescript.


“Well, this beats me,” I said. “However, I don’t think I’ll trouble you. I am prepared to take full responsibility for what I have written.”


Then it all came out. Mr. Johnson coughed apologetically, and said: “As a matter of fact, I doubt if the cable company will dispatch the message if I haven’t initialled it. Those seem to be the instructions.”


So, in this little bare room, standing before a callow youth who was more of a straw than I was on the tide of change that was sweeping over England, I realized that we could no longer take for granted the Freedom of the Press. The young man picked up a blue pencil and poised it helplessly over the flimsy paper. He fumbled a little, initialled each page, and handed the wad back. “This looks all right,” he said weakly.


I thanked him, and walked out unhappily. Poor Mr. Johnson, little as he looked the part, was a portent, and a very unpleasant one.


“A tiresome business, this,” suggested the clerk, when I gave in the initialled sheets, “but we shall get used to it.”


I hurried back to the office, anxious to consult my colleagues upon this new development. On the way I had a bright idea. I called in at the Post Office, and dispatched a private cable to my editor. It ran something like this:


“TODAYS STUFF CANNOT ENTER NATIONAL SINCE ORMONDE RECENTLY ENTERED DERBY FENTON.”


At Wellington they tumbled to my elementary code, and that day the staid Courier was as effective as any of its rivals in bringing home to New Zealand a sense of great changes. My dignified message was read between the lines by the whole Dominion, for it achieved the distinction, incredible in that time of peace and liberty, of being headed:
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As a matter of fact, Mr. Johnson, though a portent, was but a temporary one. The Foreign Secretary called the important editors together. With them went my Australian colleague, Dorman, to represent the Dominion journalists, to whom he afterwards reported what had happened. He said that the tiny bubble of optimism that the Government had succeeded in blowing the day before had already burst. Naker had been unable to conceal his anxiety. He had spoken of “Herr Hitler’s somewhat natural impatience” and “the necessity of showing the utmost goodwill at the outset”, and had declared that “the success of this great experiment” depended altogether upon the discretion of the Press. But the outcry against a Foreign Office censorship had been too much for him, and he had agreed to the withdrawal of Mr. Johnson and his colleagues.


In the afternoon Parliament met. This simple fact was of great comfort to the people. The pre-Hitler machinery of State in the United Kingdom was vast and complicated, with feudal trappings, but the sovereign power ultimately rested with the sober and simple entity known as the House of Commons, and the House of Commons, as was often proudly and ungrammatically declared, “is us”. To the average Englishman the authority of Parliament was unchallenged and unchallengeable; subconsciously, he probably believed that its mere assembling would set a term to any unfortunate nonsense that Naker, say, might have been up to.


To be riding in a bus along Whitehall, past the Cenotaph, and to be bound for yet another important debate in the cramped Press gallery of that tawdry, stuffy, and majestic Chamber had a steadying effect upon my nerves. Big Ben struck two, in the tones that meant “heart of Empire” to half the world. A good crowd had gathered, and there was some excitement in Parliament Square. It was caused by one of those tiresome Greyshirt processions, which the police were dispersing. Demonstrations of any kind, it will be remembered, were forbidden within half a mile of the High Court of Parliament.


Among my papers is Hansard for the Thirteenth of March. I have often glanced through it since the day I bought it, and it has assumed in my mind the proportions of a classic tragedy.


“The House met at a quarter before Three of the clock, Mr. Speaker in the Chair.” The formula calls to mind that dignified little procession, perhaps the most moving of all the State ceremonial of England, when, preceded by the Serjeant-at-Arms with his mace, the bewigged Speaker walked through the lobbies and the House to his chair. Everyone would bow, and it was an expression, not so much of patriotism, as with cheers for the King, but of an even deeper loyalty to the ancient liberties of which Parliament was the age-long guardian.


How much had not been accomplished in this mock-Gothic Chamber in the course of a century, by the last Parliaments in the long line that went back centuries more! One thought of the wise social legislation brought to fruition, the scandals exposed and ended, the voices of successive statesmen summoning the nation to its constructive tasks. Thus had British democracy and empire been slowly and delicately integrated, through storm and calm, until to-day, it had come to provide the framework of millions of happy and useful lives.


And now this great institution, palladium of English liberties, was still in being, its meeting-place overflowing with the full complement of duly elected members. Everyone, I was told, was there for prayers; and very moving it must have been. Even the Cabinet were in their places, Naker and the rest; but surely those of them (I exclude Evans) who knew what they had done or assented to must have felt like Judas in the Upper Room.


I never mastered British Parliamentary procedure, and cannot explain how it came about that a meeting summoned during the Easter recess to deal with an emergency and to ratify a treaty should begin with a string of questions to Ministers about pensions and municipal finance in West Ham. But I have the clearest recollection of the famous incident that came in the middle of these proceedings, and added to the feeling of tension in the debate that followed.


There was suddenly a great commotion in the Distinguished Strangers’ Gallery. It was already stiff with diplomats, but here came the German Ambassador, followed by a suite of seven or eight attachés and brown-shirted secretaries such as had never before been seen in these surroundings. The Dutch and Flemish Ministers, with some others, hastened to make room for them, but they did not at once sit down. Instead, standing to attention and raising their right hands towards the Chair, they interrupted the quavering voice of the Minister of Health with the raucous, staccato cry, like blasphemy in church, “Heil Hitler!”


The Speaker made no sign, but, while the House kept shocked and humiliated silence, a bold member of the Labour Opposition jumped to his feet, and cried: “On a point of order, sir. Will not the officers of the House, in accordance with practice, see that the strangers responsible for this unseemly interruption are summarily ejected?”


The Germans had clattered down into their seats, like a Roman emperor and his familiars at the circus. There was a pause; the Labour man remained on his feet, while a faint sound of “Hear, hear” came from the benches around him. The Treasury Bench tried to look as though nothing remarkable was happening.


At last the Speaker found his voice. It shook as he took the only dignified course, picking up the thread that had been rudely, perhaps permanently, broken. “The Right Honourable the Minister of Health,” he said, looking straight in front of him; and the thin voice that had been interrupted resumed its part in the orderly proceedings of the Mother of Parliaments.


At last the Foreign Secretary rose to open for the Government in the big debate. He had quite regained his self-possession; one could see that he knew exactly what he was going to say, that he was prepared to answer certain objections and determined to ignore others, and that by the sheer force of his personality he intended to keep the debate on the plane of slightly cynical, but genial, common sense.


His brisk, cheerful tones dispelled some of the gloom of the “Heil Hitler!” incident. He was, in fact, brilliantly persuasive. For all his tortuousness he had always been a good Commons man, and he wooed the House like a rather too practised lover. There at least he was sure of himself, however delicately he might still have to tread before the representatives of the Wilhelmstrasse.


There is no need to repeat his arguments. They look false enough now, but most people welcomed them gladly enough at the time, as holding out the one chance of a prosperous and not undignified future for Great Britain. The House listened to them hopefully, but in silence.


He came at length to the circumstances of the last fatal week-end.


“As time went on”, he said, “it became increasingly clear to His Majesty’s Government and to the Government of the German Reich that the new situation should be clarified and crystallized, for all the world to see, in a treaty of friendship and mutual assistance. This instrument, freely negotiated, is that which the House——”


It was here that the first interruption occurred. There were cries of “Question”, and Churchill was first on his feet to ask with calm deliberation whether His Majesty’s Government, in these “free negotiations”, had been uninfluenced by the fact that Germany on the previous Thursday had begun the transport of twenty divisions from the interior to the north-east coast.


“And by Hitler’s threat on Friday night to bomb London to bits,” added a bold member of the Labour Opposition, guessing at the truth.


Almost the whole House was now on its feet, the Opposition back-benchers emboldened at last to make a demonstration, screaming “Traitors!” at the Government, and the Government members calling “Mischiefmakers!” in reply. The Speaker made no attempt to quell the tumult, and Naker remained seated until it had died down. Then (says my Hansard):


“Honourable members opposite”, he said (with a deprecating gesture of his hands), “are inclined to ignore the processes of history. Their antique jingoism has little meaning to-day. One could not but admire their valour (were it ever put to the test), but we on this side of the House prefer a higher patriotism. To us the British Empire is no mere temporary phenomenon, consistent with but one phase of historical development. We do not seek to preserve it by vainly trying to keep the rest of the world unchanged; we seek to develop it by meeting changing conditions in a spirit of realism and co-operation.”


So he went on, and no interruptions could break his apparent complacency. He became very plain and matter-offact, almost casual, and in a bare twenty minutes he had finished the speech in which, as British Foreign Secretary, he virtually handed his proud country to the mercy of the enemy. But when he sat down there was sweat on his forehead.


Some of the speeches that followed, on the Opposition side, were almost worthy of this great and tragic occasion. One notable Tory Parliamentarian evoked the great leaders of past times, who would have wept had they seen the extremity to which modern leadership had brought the nation. Labour leaders spoke of painfully won social reforms, and asked who would be their guardian now. All pleaded that the House might, at the last moment, take a mighty risk to redress a great error; all, at the same time, clearly knew they were making valedictory speeches.


On the Government side there was gallant wishful thinking. Backbenchers exhibited a renewed faith in Nazi promises, and the Lord Privy Seal almost made it appear that Great Britain, out of sheer altruism, had condescended to help Germany in her European problems. “Naught”, he said, with sublime inappropriateness, “shall make us rue.”


Chamberlain’s unforgettable speech will find its way (if civilization survives) in the school history books. “Peace was my life’s ambition, but not this peace.” His voice trembled when he said that it was his faith in his country’s courage and integrity that had enabled him to make the great experiment of Munich. Could it be that faith was unjustified?


Evans rose to wind up the debate. One was aware of the strange similarity between the two men. They had many ideals in common, and were equals in sensibility, but Evans had no strength of character.


The House held its breath. Who knows but that in that brief moment there lay the chance that a great leader might have seized, to rescue England, if not from destruction, then from shame? Did the House feel that the shades of Pitt, Disraeli, Gladstone were crowding round the last holder of their great office, begging, even commanding him to shrink from the final betrayal? If so, the moment passed, and soon members were settling down to listen to an uninspired recapitulation of all the arguments which, during the last six months, had been brought to defend a policy of surrender. There was a sense of anticlimax as, rather unexpectedly, the Prime Minister sat down; and the question was put. No-one had the heart to challenge a division; the last formalities were rapidly attended to; and, in the midst of an intolerable silence, the Speaker rose and left the Chamber. British democracy, fruit of centuries of struggle on this hallowed spot, had gone by default.
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