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FOREWORD


In late 2014, I was asked to give a lecture at Cumberland Lodge established as an educational foundation by Amy Buller in Windsor Great Park. The King (George VI) and Queen (known later as the Queen Mother) had gifted use of this former royal residence to her foundation in 1947.


I personally knew the ethos and culture of the Lodge. I had first visited the place as an LSE PhD student in 1984, which involved stimulating discussions long into the night lubricated by intelligent company and red wine. The opportunity to address a group of new LSE undergraduates could not be passed over.1


I took the opportunity of my visit to discuss the origins of Cumberland Lodge with its programme director and he introduced me to Amy Buller's story. We searched for a rather weary copy of her book and I read the introduction with an open mind and a keen spirit.


I was born in 1961, when the Second World War was still part of the dominant British narrative of national survival and rebirth. Recovery from that conflict was still shaping the global political economy and stirring passions across Europe, as the Cold War teetered on the brink of a new hot one with the building of the Berlin Wall.


As a young boy I had a very close relationship with my English grandfather and a more distant one with my German one. Like all young children, and perhaps in particular boys, I was keen to know what each had done during the war. This was still difficult territory to navigate in my early years.


In England the public talk of the war was always filled with a mixture of pride and nostalgia with occasional overtones of regret. But it was never the regret of a loser, rather that of personal loss and economic devastation. My mother's father had served in the British Royal Navy and although he didn’t like talking about his war experiences very much, when he did it was with a sense of quiet satisfaction that his duty had been done and he was part of the generation that defeated Nazism. He never hated Germans and one of his heroes incidentally was another German, Karl Marx.


With my German family it was altogether different. Asking what they did in the war was always more challenging. Firstly there was a language barrier so I had to rely on my father's interpretation of his father's war to find out if and how much his family had supported the National Socialists. How on earth did the Nazis take control? What did our family do to stop it? Or even more grievous was the silence that so many young Germans faced when so many of my generation asked why did you take part? The response is often a mixture of self-justification, confusion, excuses and suppressed guilt.


In my family's case my grandfather did get involved. This information was not kept secret, as in some families, neither was it boastful, just statements of fact. Unemployment was high, politics was rotten, Germans wanted certainty and hope. My father's father joined the Party and eventually put on a soldier's uniform and fought on the Eastern Front. He is long departed but the question of ‘guilt by association’ still remains as part of the DNA of the German lived experience.


These questions have ruminated in the German part of my psyche for nearly fifty years. Every now and then in my subconscious search for clearer explanations of this past, a new discovery shines a fresh light on this uncertain memory which continues to shape modern Germany and Europe. I, like many Germans, am always searching for credible reasons for such an incredible catastrophe of Germany's own making. One of the great strengths of modern Germany is that it continues to confront that past. Many recognize the deep legacy of living through Nazism is not yet over.


The Buller book held up a mirror to the context of my own lecture addressing modern Islamist terrorism. In the original edition in 1943, A.D. Lindsay's foreword to Darkness over Germany neatly summed up how I felt this text might still resonate with the challenges we face today – extremism and a descent into madness. In 1943 he wrote:


It was in about 1934 when she [Amy Buller] told me that she had again been in Germany and had been seeing a good deal of men and women who were bitterly opposed to the Nazis. Many had told her of their isolation and how much they would like to meet men and women from England but added, ‘You will not be allowed to talk to us unless you allow the Nazis to talk to you first.’2


I scoured Internet sites for out of print books and fortunately found one dropping through my letterbox within the week. In it I felt I heard voices from the wilderness, the intimate voices from a distant world that spoke to me of betrayal and broken-heartedness but also of blindness and idealism leading to Europe's greatest twentieth-century catastrophe.


Would these voices be heard in the same way in Germany, I wondered? My German publisher Elisabeth Sandmann wondered too.


To get a better understanding of the context of Buller's writing, it was important to explore the Buller archive housed at St Antony's College, Oxford. This gives an insight into the Anglo-German world in which Buller shaped her ideas. Using these original sources to inform my interpretation of the book, I believe that Buller's work makes a unique contribution to long-standing questions about how ordinary Germans dealt with the darkness of fascism as it descended on Germany.


The archive is a reflection of her persistence and strong networks both within the UK intelligentsia and German intellectual circles. She was certainly considerably more than what one rather dismissive academic said of her: some schoolteacher who did a few exchanges to Germany. In the voices of ordinary Germans (captured by an Englishwoman), it is a testament to the failure to prevent a catastrophe. It is not an exhaustive book but it is insightful and may put a fresh spin on a familiar story for readers.


I certainly believe those reading these voices can be reconnected to a more nuanced narrative of the past; not in any way to absolve any sense of guilt but to give a voice to those who did not have the courage to fight and instead remained resolutely silent, and in recognition that the creeping totalitarianism of the Nazi regime left many Germans feeling alone.3 How might that be a memory that resonates with many people across the world today?


The book's enduring message


We live in troubled times and we are looking for answers in a world of uncertainty. Sometimes there are clues from the past that can guide us. Lord (David) Ramsbotham, Buller's godson, has argued that she believed that identifying national strengths and weaknesses with regard to the protection and projection of core values we wish to maintain, must involve constructive dialogue between the generations.


The book comes at a time when Germany has been reassessing its grim past to understand that past more deeply and frame a modern German identity. In Europe we stand at another historic juncture. Refugees from the Middle East conflicts have reached Europe in unprecedented numbers to add to the fears of ‘Islamisation’ stoked by political movements like Pegida. Politicians and activists often descend into cliché, half-truths and modern myths underpinned by a deep intolerance to ‘foreigners’ not seen in Germany for a generation.


But it also comes at a time when political discourse has shifted towards the narratives of nationalism and populism; an age when emotion can trump reason in political debate, where politicians can claim that experts and expert opinion is harming the political decisions that need to be made; an age in which politicians spend a lot of time shaping a political discourse suggesting they have simple answers to complex problems.


The election of President Trump has had a dramatic effect on American political discourse. The expectation of turbulence over a modern presidential term has rarely been higher. The re-emergence of a populist political culture may have many reasons but it is certainly a force that cannot be ignored by liberals. In Britain they misjudged the referendum vote, which has charted a path to Brexit from the European Union. In France politicians of the nationalist Front National are making sizeable gains in the popularity stakes. For so long an outsider party, it is now very much shaping political debate as a credible political force.


In Turkey the president and his supporters have made opposition more difficult and have silenced opponents with imprisonment, including many journalists. These are no longer tolerant times and the divisions in politics are less susceptible to the compromise and consensus of the recent past. In fact the polarisation of political debate and therefore the style of uncompromising governance is very much de rigeur.


Amy Butter — theological beginnings


But let's get back to the life and times of the author of Darkness over Germany.


Ernestine Amy Buller was born in 1891 in London. Great Britain was still at the heart of an Empire on which the sun never set. Amy and her older sister moved to South Africa as children and she only returned to England in 1911, aged twenty. Her fascination with Germany began as soon as she returned to Europe, travelling around the country and learning about its culture and history between 1912 and the outbreak of the Great War in 1914. By then she had returned to London and enrolled at Birkbeck College where she became one of a handful of women to graduate in 1917. This was a world long before women's liberation and feminism, in which women were mostly seen and not heard in polite circles. In the corridors of power and influence, men called the shots. Women had still not been given the vote in elections!


Buller was raised in a religious home, in the Baptist tradition. She converted to Anglo-Catholicism while undertaking her studies at Birkbeck. This was to have a significant impact on her involvement in the great debates of the times and particularly helped shape the networks she would build among Britain's senior clergy for the rest of her life. Not long after the end of the Great War she joined the staff” of the Student Christian Movement4 (SCM) and it was through the SCM that she met powerful mentors like William Temple who would later become the Archbishop of Canterbury.5 It proved a vibrant forum for the debates that emerged out of that catastrophic conflict.


The surge of interest in politics, ethics, philosophy and religion among students was fuelled by the trauma and tumult engulfing Europe.


The younger generations who had fought the war were keen to build new alliances and find ways to make this truly the war to end all wars. In that climate the fashion for ‘fellowship groups’ thrived, providing forums in which men and women could come together to discuss the major issues of the times.


The SCM was not only a forum for debate but also activism. In the years immediately following the war it enabled Buller to gain first hand knowledge of Czechoslovakia and other parts of Europe like Denmark and France as they underwent radical political change. It is easy to forget that this was a time of tumultuous upheaval and revolution in Europe too. Revolution in Russia sparked a refugee crisis that the church responded to and Germany too had become a violent political battleground.6 Buller was involved in organizing debates and it was this valuable experience with the SCM that shaped her honest and collaborative approach to public discourse for the rest of her working life.


Buller quickly gained a reputation as a woman of clear convictions and deep faith and the SCM fostered the diplomatic talents she would so effectively deploy in years to come. She also displayed an idealistic streak which ten years hence encouraged her to try and replicate the fellowship approach in her Anglo-German discussion groups. The philosophy was simple that people should not just meet, but if possible ‘live’ and work together for a few days to deepen their understanding of their differences in human terms not simply through rational academic debate.


Buller was not from a monied family and so she soon decided she needed paid work. Despite being invited to study theology at Oxford University, she turned down the life of a theologian. Instead the qualities she had displayed as part of the collective leadership of the SCM stood her in good stead for the vacant role of Warden at Liverpool University's women's only residential hall. It was a position that gave her an academic berth that was to begin her lifelong association with University education, although it was not to become a life of scholarship. By the time she arrived in Liverpool, Buller nevertheless had experience, administrative confidence and a reputation as a principled fighter.


Darkness over Germany is not a traditional academic book and I’m sure it was never intended to be. I think instead Buller wanted to adopt a more accessible journalistic and impressionistic style so that it became a book informed by her German experiences and widely read rather than a piece of academic research read by a handful of professors. As we shall see later it attracted unusual readers.


Butter's German mission


As Germany experienced its own revolutionary and counterrevolutionary struggles after the armistice in 1918 it became clear to the British establishment that radicalism in France, revolution in Russia7 as well as a defeated Germany could eventually spill across the English Channel. Britain had an Empire to preserve, a monarchy to protect and a determination not to be dragged into the European tumult.


After the signing of the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, Buller and other intellectuals were drawn into these discussions, principally through her roles within the SCM. She was beginning to nurture a strong personal network of powerful churchmen and academics.


When the Nazi Revolution began in the early 1930s, with her language skills and knowledge of Germany, Buller was a natural person to ask to undertake the delicate work to find out what was really happening in Germany with Adolf Hitler's appointment as Chancellor.8 It is quite possible that her principal mentor Archbishop Temple, who from the outset supported her development of what became known as the Anglo-German discussion groups, was in fact the instigator of them. Temple gave his patronage to the venture and was an active sponsor of Buller's new mission, writing in support of her efforts to establish links with the German Foreign Office from 1935 onwards.


Part of the support for this German engagement came from a sensibility within the English establishment that Versailles9 had been an unjust treaty and was partly responsible for the popular support for Nazism. Buller found herself in the company of Lord (Philip) Lothian10 and other liberal-minded Establishment figures and academics like the Vice-Chancellor of Oxford University A.D. Lindsay.


Buller herself continued with her frequent trips, and in a letter to the German Ambassador to London, Baron Leopold von Hoesch, in July 1935, she first outlined the desire to take a group of educationalists to Germany. She clearly had sufficient expression of interest from fellow Britons to suggest assembling a group of serious intellectuals to go to Berlin would be easy. As she later explained in a briefing to the first travelling party the purpose of the German engagement was very straightforward:


The object is one of friendly enquiry by a group of people who are deeply concerned to further understanding between England and Germany, and who hope that a small contribution to that understanding may be made by asking for an opportunity to be given for them to listen to exponents of the main trends of thought under National Socialism.11


The year of 1935 was the beginning in earnest of her mission to set up these Anglo-German discussion groups. They were structured and organized in line with the practice at SCM conferences and although not religious in character Buller always insisted in correspondence with her German counterparts that the groups should be independent of the state and free from political interference. Buller could only really guarantee this on the British side and it must have been obvious from the start that Nazi officials would never allow her to dictate who the participants on the German side would be. They were after all in the midst of a Nazi revolution.


With the full support of Ambassador Hoesch, Buller was able to organize a full study conference in Berlin in September 1935 under the patronage of A.D. Lindsay and Archbishop Temple.12 The group that finally assembled in the lavish surroundings at the Kaiserhof Hotel in Berlin consisted of dozens of eminent Nazi thinkers, educators and diplomats alongside a high-powered delegation of British intellectuals.13


Buller ensured topics as wide-ranging as political economy, political philosophy, the nature of the state, the civil service, education and the role of women were on a varied agenda.


Among those attending this first Studienwoche was the chief Nazi ideologue Reichsleiter Alfred Rosenberg. It seems the Nazi Party leadership was particularly keen to impress the English in its search for allies. Rosenberg tried hard in his keynote speech to paint a picture in which the Nazi movement could justify its reasoning for a clear break with the past. It played to the sensibilities that Germany had suffered great hardship and needed a complete realignment across German society after the failures of the Great War:


It is quite clear that the German revolution is in many things a declaration of war to lives and customs that were valid before the Great War. To us it seems natural that after the great and fateful event of the World War, the people could not go back to their homes and simply take up their old lives as if nothing had happened.14


Rosenberg's speech must have tried to set the tone of the event. But other evidence demonstrates even at this point the convivial gathering could not disguise the rampant anti-Semitism that had become rife in Nazi circles. It undoubtedly raised the question of why the Nazis were so successful in the minds of some of the English delegation and what the consequences for Europe might be. It's perhaps no accident that this first, largely successfully visit, took place just a week before the notorious Nuremberg Laws were passed in 1935 which began to strip Jews of their inalienable rights, possessions and standing in German society.


Buller and her sponsors used the success of the Kaiserhof visit to press on quickly for a second. The plans developed to hold further events either in Berlin or London. Buller herself even talked of visiting the Nuremberg Party Congress in 1935, to further the informal talks with the Nazi leadership to pursue this aim.


Already there were those among the British group who were suspicious of how their event was being potentially manipulated and even bugged by the Gestapo.15 Despite these reservations the English recognized the Anglo-German forum might become a useful way to explore just how much opposition and criticism the Nazis would entertain. It might help gauge if it would end up as an absolute dictatorship.


Despite the political climate in Britain becoming considerably more hostile to the Nazi regime, Buller along with Lord Lothian had established in their own minds a rationale for their continued efforts. It's true the openness of the forum was dealt a major blow with the death of Ambassador Hoesch16 in late 1935 and the arrival of von Ribbentrop as the Nazi Ambassador to St James’.17 Nevertheless the intensity of the planning for these reciprocal visits grew.


In meetings and correspondence with Ambassador von Ribbentrop, Buller continued to follow the rules of diplomatic contact. Sometimes the ingratiating tone of her letters makes a modern reader's toes curl, but in truth it was the only way she could guarantee the Anglo-German discussion groups’ continued acceptability to the Nazi leadership. The next successful visit took place in 1936 directly after the Berlin Olympics. It was carefully planned, much larger and included a wider range of high profile academics. But from 1937 organizing visits to Germany started to get much harder. Buller was conscious that public discussion of the venture, particularly in the British press, might compromise the support of Nazis like von Ribbentrop who were quite clearly in it for the propaganda gains. Without his patronage her Anglo-German venture was increasingly a dead duck and she must have realized that she would have less and less control over any agenda on visits to Germany:


Very few of our German friends knew until they arrived in the room who we were and what our purpose was and I was unable to let my British group know anything except three names before they actually arrived in Berlin, which showed their trustfulness that this thing was worth doing. But I have been strongly urged this time to see that both the German and British groups are better informed before our actual meetings take place.18


By 1937 Buller realised that she was walking a propaganda tightrope. On the one hand it was hard to avoid the realization that the Nazi organizers were manipulating the group's agenda. On the other hand Buller was also well aware that she needed to avoid hostile publicity of the events in the British press, which was ratcheting up its hostile commentary on the Nazis. It may well have been that as a woman and outsider Buller had to fight to be heard, but it possibly made it difficult for her to listen too.


As well as these organized formal visits Buller continued making other regular informal visits to friends in Germany and she would have sensed the deterioration in the ability of Germans to voice their criticisms openly. She persisted though with the venture and was supported by some of the German career diplomats with whom she exchanged copious correspondence. Perhaps they believed that the venture might continue to exercise a moderating influence on relations between the two countries as the Nazi leadership became more strident in its philosophy and actions.


Press antipathy meant that allegations of appeasement of such an overtly militaristic dictatorship began to circulate. Of course appeasement became the British government's official diplomatic position, but led by Winston Churchill there was a very strong backlash, which prompted several prominent supporters of the Anglo-German discussion groups to openly criticize continuing with the venture.


Buller stuck to her plans doggedly, even after the Austrian Anschluss in 1938. She had retained the support of a number of the people associated with the British side of the venture including Archbishop Temple and albeit with increasing reluctance Lord Lothian. But times were becoming fraught with the growing international militancy of the Nazi regime. For Buller it must have become frustratingly difficult in England to keep any officially sanctioned conversations with the Nazi regime going.


Her principal political patron Lord Lothian19 eventually pulled out of the conference planned for Easter 1938 arguing that, ‘It would be a profound mistake for one who had been publicly so identified with the German case as myself to go to Berlin at this moment’.


The conference never took place and instead it was organized for several prominent Nazi officials to visit Oxford, Lord Lothian's country mansion Blickling Hall and London, where they met members of the Labour Party. Reports from the time suggest these events were used to continue the attempts to persuade the Nazis of the dim view the English took of their treatment of the Jews and other persecuted minorities as well as the increased suppression of freedom.20 By now of course the Nazi leadership were not for turning.


There is plenty of evidence Buller was hostile to the Nazi’s outlook, but felt it imperative to continue to work with them to foster a manageable relationship between Germany and England. With hindsight it was a forlorn hope and some have suggested it displayed a lack of political nous or even outright naivety on her part.


But Buller was not alone in her generation in trying to seek desperate alternatives to war, as in fact the British government's policy of appeasement turned out to be. There is sufficient evidence that she persisted because of her belief that greater fellowship could avert a fresh conflict between Germany and England.


In a letter to the Director of Hamburg University, Dr. Adolf Rein,21 in which she is plainly trying to resurrect a new meeting in Germany for Easter 1939 after the failures of 1938, Buller demonstrates that hope is ebbing away to avert conflict between the two countries she so clearly loved:


Before our frontiers close against one another and all our efforts and longing for a better understanding between our nations get lost once more in a deadly struggle... I would make a plea that through all of the tragic suffering that is ahead, we and you should keep alight our profound conviction, built on a knowledge of one another's countries and personal friendship, that war between Germany and England is an unmitigated tragedy and that when the time comes those of us who are still alive will undaunted try once more to build bridges out of a terrible wreckage.22


Against the backdrop of Neville Chamberlain's failed Munich agreement and the German invasion of Czechoslovakia in March 1939,23 it is hard to see why else Buller would have persisted with such desperate attempts to organize an event in Berlin for Easter 1939. With hindsight it's hard not to feel that her continuing associations with the Nazi high command must have increasingly cast Buller in an unfavourable light in England.


Her idealism was being overwhelmed by realpolitik. Buller may even have been slightly obsessed with the religious foundation of Nazism to the point where she willfully suppressed the immediate sense of political disaster that was looming over Europe.


The last small Nazi delegation to visit London, as part of these Anglo-German discussions, arrived in March 1939 and included the head of the German women's organization Fuhrerin Gertrud Scholtz-Klink.24 Scholtz-Klink's quasi-religious speech captures the way in which leading Nazis had subverted the interests of Germany and the Germans to the will of Adolf Hitler:


The foundation of every state is the family, as created by nature; the stronger and healthier it is, the stronger is the State too. This makes it axiomatic that the relationship between man and wife forms the foundation of a nation and cannot only be self-centered ... but that there must stand above them a third, greater aim of duty: the nation into which they have both been placed ... After many periods of splendor in the course of centuries Germany has now been through fourteen years when, instead of ideals rooted in the community and realized in the nation, a Marxist-Bolshevist philosophy entirely foreign to us preached an outlook based on utter individualism and so brought a proud people conscious of it own character to slow decay ... Our leader Adolf Hitler saved us from this fate; he has helped us to recover the good in ourselves and to see every German as a brother. In a national renaissance such as this there is no difference of the sexes, for neither men nor women alone could tread this path since in true communities the sexes always tend to supplement each other ...‘Risen in the community which will testify to future generations how all Germans found the way back to their proper selves thanks to their greatest son, Adolf Hitler.’


Scholtz's speech in London is a strong illustration of how confident and righteous the Nazis believed their ultimately deeply flawed cause was. Whilst it is hard to see Buller signing up to such a vision for women, these were strange and idealistic times. In London it was clear the Nazis had cemented their hold on German society and they firmly thought theirs was a civilizing mission.


As late as July 1939 Buller was still involved in protracted correspondence with the German Embassy in London enquiring whether her official invitation to the Reichsparteitag in Nuremberg could be assured. Incredibly she received a response wishing her ‘happy holidays’ just days before the Nazis invaded Poland and war was declared between the two countries.


In modern day parlance Buller had persisted in talking to the extremists until it was no longer credible after war was declared on 3 September 1939. But as we shall see in the midst of the conflict she insisted on pursuing her mission to present the argument that it was important to understand the ideas that had radicalized German youth in particular, so that the Allied governments could consider alternative strategies to deal with the enemy once it was militarily defeated.


Buller's mission to talk transformed into a mission to write


At the outbreak of war, Buller was back with her students at Liverpool University. Whilst the ‘phoney war’25 persisted, between the invasion of Poland and the Battle for France in 1940, there was little she could do with her knowledge of Germany other than regale her students with stories of her friends who had had their lives affected by Nazism. But as the bombing of British cities escalated beyond the London Blitz after September 1940, and the war showed every sign of spreading, as Germany launched offensive after offensive in Russia, Scandinavia, Africa, the Middle East and Southern Europe, Buller began to turn her attention to the need to find a solution for how to deal with Germany and the Germans who survived once the war was over.


The war had almost certainly turned a corner in the minds of the British by the time she was writing Darkness over Germany. Up until mid-1942 the darkness had threatened to envelop Britain too. Whilst the British had the support of the United States in aid, it was not until after the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 that the Americans entered the war as a combatant nation.


The British press was quick to capture the mood change and reported a series of events on the battlefield that conveyed encouraging progress on fighting Nazism. In January of 1942 Adolf Hitler announced that Germany had now entered a phase of total war that made it clear to the Allies as a whole, and German sympathizers in particular, that a negotiated settlement was no longer possible with Hitler in charge. Only the total capitulation of Germany would end the war.


Amongst the Allies there was also a public mood shift in June of 1942 in the aftermath of the assassination of Reinhard Heydrich in occupied Czechoslovakia. On the orders of Hitler the Nazis set about exterminating the Czech village of Lidice in retaliation when it was discovered that it was the home of his assassins. When this was eventually reported in the allied press, what started out as a Nazi propaganda exercise in terror, turned into a propaganda victory for the Allies. After Lidice, no one could doubt the need to utterly defeat Nazism.26


In a 1942 lecture given by Buller she recognizes that the Germany she knew was being pulled inexorably towards the edge of the abyss. It seems to have re-galvanized her efforts to have an impact on the debate in the circles of power she still had access to, on how to shape British relations with Germany when the war was finally over:


Hitler’s recent speech means the end of any real law and order in Germany and henceforth Himmler's men may take sudden action against anyone, and both among civilian and army people any suspect may be arrested. Dr’t Hooft says there is a real danger that considerable numbers drawn from just the elements of German life with which we would wish to negotiate and see back in control may get wiped out if Hitler does decide to hit out on the home front as savagely as some anticipate once he knows the end is approaching.27


It is worth comparing this reporting of what was happening in Europe with the words written in the prologue to Darkness over Germany which Buller had already started work on in 1942. It illustrates the strength of her conviction and explains how her pre-war mission to prevent war needed refocusing on a post-war mission to win the peace:


I record these stories to emphasize the need for youth and those who plan the training of youth to consider carefully the full significance of the tragedy of a whole generation of German youth who, having no faith, made Nazism their religion.28


Buller was no fool and recognized that good government needed strong debate even at a time of war, as she pointed out in the same lecture outlining the purpose of her book:


The object of this book is to raise questions which are significant and which I believe need careful consideration by more than Cabinets. Rather to stimulate thought and discussion than to suggest answers but while holding primely that the task, in fact the only task at the moment is to win the war. I am convinced that includes understanding what happened in Germany. It is not a soft plea for soft terms but rather a settlement which will punish the guilty and that must necessarily involve not only punishing some guilty men but I think it is essential for the German youth to witness the march in of troops from all the occupied allied lands for a time at least.29


Her lectures and the book are perhaps examples of how Buller felt she could best challenge the views of her most strident male critics like Lord Vansittart. It drew on the character and determination shepherded during her SCM days in the 1920s. She would have needed such fortitude in abundance arguing against the prevailing wisdoms of dealing ruthlessly and punitively with Germany and the Germans:


The kind of thing people like Vansitard [sic] encourage seems to me not only to be a gift to the Nazis for whipping up the last ounce of strength but they do indicate not a vision of reconstruction in Europe but a nightmare of further conflict and deepened destruction.30


Buller wrote a book to remind her audience of the humanity at stake. And however much her faith was being challenged it was that faith that probably sustained her in this thankless mission. She didn’t share what she described as a British war aim of ‘killing the Germans rather than understanding them.’ She wanted a corrective to that simplistic discourse.


Over seventy years since its publication, it is this human aspect that has stood the test of time. The authenticity and richness of the voices of the Germans that Buller knew personally and whose opinions she relayed with a sense of empathy in her book reflect her profound understanding of what has been referred to latterly as the German trauma.31


Buller herself always believed once the war was underway that she was seen in some quarters as somewhat of an apologist for Germany, although her public lectures, as we have already seen, voice a rather more nuanced perspective.


In a letter to one of her friends she confided that she thought Lord Vansittart had placed her on some kind of blacklist at the beginning of the war, which had prevented her from being allowed by MI5 to lecture troops. She put this down to her trips to Germany to talk with Nazis in the 1930s as well as the publication of Darkness over Germany.32 Eventually her friends in high places meant this view did not prevail in preventing her playing her part in German reconstruction.


It is important to remember that this book was published in England when censorship of material was rigorous and sympathy for the plight of Germans would have been at an all time low. There were few English people as well placed as Buller was in 1943, plugged in both to the establishment in England and with a wide exposure to leading Nazis up until 1939, to offer a unique view of Germany. Buller's book remains a strong indication of her strength of character and the powerful sponsors she was able to call upon to get those insights heard.


Although the voices presented in this book are mediated by Buller and often impressionistic, they still make compulsive reading because they are allowed to stand largely on their own without contextualizing commentary. Many of the interviews were anonymized in case the Gestapo got hold of the names and retaliated against the individuals.33


For those hostile to any contact with official Germany after the Munich Agreement in 1938, it would have been easy to characterize Buller as an appeaser.34 But Buller's was a view shared at the heart of the establishment. It is a view often overlooked in the history of the period, and although difficult to quantify, it may well have had an effect on the magnanimity with which Churchill and others approached the eventual task of reconstruction. As we shall see presently, by early 1944 Buller's book and ideas in fact managed to reach the very top of the establishment.


What were Buller's politics?


We have no firm answers as to why the book was last published in 1945. Perhaps it was a narrative the British occupation authorities didn’t want explored? Perhaps Germany in 1945 was not a place where it could be told?


In some ways Buller's book should be judged on simple merits. It was a book written and published in Britain in the middle of a war that was not yet won, by a woman with strong links to the British Establishment that was deeply empathetic to Germans.


From the outset of this German venture there were those who harboured serious doubts about Buller's attitude to the Nazis. For some she seemed too sympathetic to the idealism in the National Socialist movement. Her empathy for the impact of change on the lives of ordinary Germans seems to have been her real motivation and through the latter 1930s her correspondence reveals her hostility to what she called the ‘Nazi gangsters’ at the commanding heights of the regime. It is improbable that such a devout woman would have deliberately reported her interviews inaccurately.


But to really appreciate Buller's reach and informal influence you need to understand who was listening to her. There is one particular twist in her post-war emergence as a grand dame of the Higher Education establishment in Britain that reveals her back channel influence. It is the story of how Buller came to establish her own educational foundation, St Catharine's, at Cumberland Lodge in Windsor Great Park. It became (and remains) linked with LSE and other institutions that employed the great public intellectuals in 1940s and 1950s Britain.


Shortly after the book was published, one of Buller's clergy friends Edward Woods, as the Bishop of Lichfield, had the rather quaint and intriguing duty of drawing up appropriate reading material for the Queen of England, Queen Elizabeth married to George VI.35 He put Darkness over Germany on the list. We are not privy to what the Queen immediately thought but she was sufficiently interested to ask to meet Buller herself.


The meeting took place at Buckingham Palace in March 1944, just before the Nazi wonder weapons began to rain down on London, and Buller used the occasion to plant the seed that her ambition was to build a college. If her nerves got the better of her during her royal meeting they had recovered sufficiently in her letter to the Queen after her visit. As she writes, Buller appears a little overwhelmed by the interest shown by the Queen who clearly warmed to her ideas and indicated in person her continued support:


May I be allowed to say how deeply honoured I am to have been granted an audience by Your Majesty and how profoundly inspiring it is to know of your sympathy and understanding of the problems of the younger generation on whom so much responsibility for rebuilding the world must rest.36


At the end of the war Buller continued her lecturing to troops (by now the reservations of MI5 had been overcome) and to German prisoners of war based in camps around the United Kingdom. At the same time she was bending the ear of every person of influence, standing and deep pockets she knew, to secure her ambition of setting up the college.


Queen Elizabeth it appears continued to take an interest in the developments. Buller meanwhile was pursuing an endless number of fruitless leads.


Fortunately for Buller, her assistant, Elizabeth Elphinstone, was also associated with the Royal Household. It seems just when Buller had run out of hope of ever getting the right support for the foundation, Queen Elizabeth’s active interest had led to discussion with King George VI. Ultimately it led to granting use of the former royal residence to start a college at Cumberland Lodge.


The royal couple remained involved in the college long after it was founded. This whole saga offers a window onto another view England took of Germany; one that has not been without controversy in Britain from then until now. It runs counter to the simple popular narrative; Germany of the Third Reich equals universal bad and Britain equals a just cause.37


Buller's more nuanced view was easily overlooked in the period when the British government and military were determined to fight on to an unconditional surrender against a corrupt, brutal and almost messianic Nazi regime. Of course it is indisputable that by 1944 the Nazis were in the full flow of committing unspeakable crimes against humanity.


Perhaps in today's world Amy Buller would have become a politician. After all her book was a not-so-subtle manifesto of what ought to be done at the end of the war. Not an easy position to take, argue and maintain in a world where men made all the decisions about governance and war.


We shouldn’t overlook the historical reality of women in public discourse at the time. Women had only just been given the vote in Britain and there were few prominent women in public life and even fewer close to the circles of power and influence. In Britain, women were virtually non-existent in universities, in politics and in the church hierarchy. This makes Buller's contemporaneous view of Nazi Germany all the more fascinating precisely because she was involved in all these circles. Perhaps she identified the most natural place for a woman to freely express and disseminate her views was in the permanence of the written word.


In some ways the book reveals Buller at war with her own conscience. Living through a second world war had a profound impact on Buller's own sense of faith (not unlike many devout Christians) and she was prone to question just how much faith in Christianity had been undermined by both these twentieth-century wars. The book is as much about a loss of faith in Christianity as it is about the rise of the Nazis and their false gods. Buller's biographer wrote:


She saw the falsehoods of the Nazi idols, but while she realized the need for a true God, she seemed to admit to herself that men were not going to agree together on that God. She came to believe therefore, as many said of her, ‘in the search’.38


Buller certainly was not a hostage to political ideology. She understood the Hitler myth as a way of Germans expunging the humiliation of the Versailles Treaty and the pain that had resulted from the destitution visited on Germany as a consequence. As this rather curt observation notes. ‘It has been well said when men are drowning they will not be very particular about the type of rope that picks them up.’39


But no book like this, soaked as it is in the ethos of the times, should be taken at face value. The 1930s were an intense political period, emerging from the Great War and a Great Depression. It is easy to forget that people in those times approached the politics of ‘communism’ and ‘fascism’ through a different lens.


Immediately following the Great War it was liberal democracy that had a crisis of legitimacy and certainly many people, including in Britain, were attracted to one or the other, communism or fascism. Those within the establishment in Britain certainly saw the rise of communism as an existential threat and fascism as a potential bulwark against it, if not in Britain at least in continental Europe. In Britain a prominent Labour politician, Oswald Moseley, founded the British Union of Fascists, which for a time attracted large numbers of supporters in their blackshirts.40


It is worth a note here on the original distributor of the book, the Right Book Club. It was set up by a number of those on the Right as an antidote to Victor Gollancz's Left Book Club which had so successfully published cheap versions of political tracts from the left to arm workers with evidence. There is no suggestion here that Buller was influenced by this political debate, but even if Buller herself wasn’t overtly political, not in any case a political activist, her book cannot be said to be devoid of a political meaning. The Right Book Club will have surely weighed this up.


What did the book achieve?


There is a sense in which one of the difficulties with assessing this book is that so little came after it by way of Bullers's own writings. This makes it hard to place it in a context of a scholarly canon of Buffer's work. Nor is it a scientific piece of work where subsequent historians could labour over and test her footnotes and sources.


It has perhaps subsequently made it far easier to be dismissive of the book's contribution to understanding 1930s Germany and its people.


Unlike Sebastian Haffner41 in his 1940 book Germany: Jekyll and Hyde, Buller did not dwell on Hitler himself, she was certainly no expert on the dictator and devotes just a few pages to him. She limits her observations to suggesting Hitler was the beneficiary of anxiety and a deep malaise arising from the parlous state of the German economy and a need for radical change. Buller certainly didn’t believe Hitler was the instigator of that need for change.


Darkness over Germany demonstrates Buller was much keener on trying to explain the sensibilities of the ordinary people she had befriended and encountered and how they had become seduced or trapped by the Hitler Myth.


It is not a new observation that many Germans were full of gloom at the outbreak of war unlike the fervent patriotism in 1914, but read today, Buller's book presents us with authentic voices from that pre-war period of German optimism, but which was already tinged with fear and foreboding by some Germans. This puts in a different light the more positive support that grew after the war began and Hitler's armies achieved repeated blitzkrieg victories – particularly after the fall of Paris in June 1940 – when more and more Germans did warm to the Nazi military successes. By then resistance by individuals was futile or fatal.


Darkness over Germany is also not concerned with the conceptual condition of the nation-state, but rather the state of mind of young Germans in particular and how in the future they could be made less vulnerable to extremism.


She wanted to foster the idea that an absence of critical thinking in Germany had allowed academics to become easy bedfellows with political determinists and extremists. She makes the case that the universities need to be the bulwark of civilization, underpinning its values and defending an open society. This is in fact the philosophy she used to underpin the educational foundation she established at Cumberland Lodge in 1947 and which still projects this ethos today.


Ultimately Buller's thesis in the book was that it was foolhardy to fight a war without considering the peace. This can be seen as a thoroughly enlightened view that Britain and her allies couldn’t simply identify an enemy without considering how they would properly engage with them once they were defeated.


It is a warning from history of how we must pay close attention to populists and even extremists and work out how we are to deal effectively with the narratives of fear they often peddle.


Why now?


Let's be clear, this book is not about Nazi atrocities. It couldn’t be; it came too early in our understanding of the Holocaust, even though it was abundantly clear that the SS, Wehrmacht and Gestapo were all up to their necks in atrocities by 1943.


Once again we are living in turbulent times. There are examples of modern atrocities aplenty and the rise of intolerance and national sentiment driven by emotion rather than reason is polluting political discourse pretty much everywhere. It is perhaps wise just now to look back to deepen our understanding of how easy it is to divide opinion and mobilize hostility against a particular group with an appeal to nationalism, despite that group not really being a significant cause of national troubles. That didn’t and doesn’t stop them being scapegoated as such.


Beyond this introduction, the book follows the layout of the original. It is not presented as an academic text and should hardly be judged by those exacting standards. It is a very personal book based on conversations Buller had with friends and contacts in Germany, as their nation was consumed by its intoxication with National Socialism. Buller lends an ear to the voices of the Nazi faithful, the indifferent, the agnostics, the opportunists and those who knew their card was marked by a regime they detested. The voices Buller illuminates helps to show this in a very raw and emotional way.


But make no mistake; of all the British overtures to understand the Nazi philosophy and the people who undertook to support and uphold it, Buller's Anglo-German discussion groups had a privileged view precisely because they had access to the movers and shakers in the Nazi movement. Buller also had access to the general mood because of the numerous personal visits she made to people like schoolteachers, university directors, public servants, priests and ordinary men, women and children who celebrated or struggled against the impact of National Socialism on their private and public lives. Nazism succeeded because so many people saw the benefits and little of the harm of joining in.


So we hear from the teacher who shares their anxiety about politics creeping into the classroom and senior teaching staff who lament the loss of independence from the state and political interference. She explores the motives of the Catholic priest who is able to challenge the state with a simple urging of the Bavarian greeting of ‘Gruss Gott’ rather than ‘Heil Hitler’ but is blacklisted as a result by local Nazi bigwigs.


Buller explores the plight of the women who want to protect their children but others who see no harm in the Nazi movement's approach to womanhood. She recognizes the fear of talking openly in company as the Nazis embedded themselves in the lives of the communities through an active network of spies, even placed in each apartment block.
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