



[image: Cover Image]









Between the Wars


Philip Ziegler


[image: image]







First published in Great Britain in 2016 by


MacLehose Press
An imprint of Quercus Publishing Ltd
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Philip Ziegler, 2016


The moral right of Philip Ziegler to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Print 978 0 85705 521 7
Ebook 978 0 85705 524 8


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk




Also by Philip Ziegler


The Duchess of Dino (1962)


Addington: A Life of Henry Addington, First Viscount Sidmouth (1965)


The Black Death (1969)


King William IV (1971)


Omdurman (1973)


Melbourne: A Biography of William Lamb, 2nd Viscount Melbourne (1976)


Crown and People (1978)


Diana Cooper (1981)


Mountbatten: The Official Biography (1985)


Elizabeth’s Britain 1926 to 1986 (1986)


The Diaries of Lord Louis Mountbatten 1920–1922: Tours with the Prince of Wales (1987) (ed.)


Personal Diary of Admiral the Lord Louis Mountbatten, Supreme Allied


Commander South-East Asia, 1943–1946 (1988) (ed.)


The Sixth Great Power: Barings 1762–1929 (1988)


From Shore to Shore – The Final Years: The Diaries of Earl Mountbatten of Burma, 1953–1979 (1989) (ed.)


King Edward VIII: The Official Biography (1990)


Brooks’s: A Social History (1991) (ed. with Desmond Seward)


Wilson: The Authorised Life of Lord Wilson of Rievaulx (1993)


London at War 1939–1945 (1995)


Osbert Sitwell (1998)


Britain Then and Now: The Francis Frith Collection (1999)


Soldiers: Fighting Men’s Lives, 1901–2001 (2001)


Man Of Letters: The Extraordinary Life and Times of Literary Impresario Rupert Hart-Davis (2005)


Edward Heath: The Authorised Biography (2010)


Olivier (2013)


George VI: The Dutiful King (2014)




Prologue


People do not often know a great deal about the decades immediately before and after they were born; the first is too late to be history, the second too early. I was born in 1929. The inter-war years, between 1919 and 1939, are therefore relatively unknown to me. In the course of my life I have, of course, read many books written during or about that period, but my knowledge was far less systematic than was true, say, of the years before 1914 or after 1945. I resolved to put that right.


This book is, therefore, a voyage of discovery. It is not a book for specialists; with the exception of the abdication crisis, there is no subject about which those who are authorities in their respective fields do not know far more than I do. I have relied on the work of these experts, am most grateful to them for their labours and hope that I have not misused or misrepresented their scholarship.


The choice of subjects is arbitrary and reflects my own tastes and interests. I have, for instance, devoted a chapter to the publication of James Joyce’s Ulysses. It might as well have been E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India, Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms, Kafka’s The Castle or Sartre’s Nausea. There can be no right or wrong in such matters: all these are great novels, the choice of any one of them could be justified convincingly. I have sought to touch on all parts of the world and all the main fields of human endeavour. I have failed. There is, for instance, no chapter on Australasia. To suggest that nothing of importance happened in Australia or New Zealand between 1919 and 1939 would be as silly as it would be impertinent: it just happened that there was no convenient peg on which to hang a chapter at a time at which something of greater moment was not going on elsewhere. Any readers of this book are likely to ask themselves: “Why on earth did he include this?” or “How can he possibly have omitted that?” They will be fully justified in doing so. There are many more or less significant incidents in world history that this book might have covered, but my primary concern has been to follow what emerged as the two main themes: the recession of European power and the road to the Second World War. These have in large part determined the choices that I have made.


All I can say with confidence is that the book has been most enjoyable to write. I hope that it will be equally enjoyable to read.
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Lloyd George, Clemenceau and Woodrow Wilson stroll, rather self-consciously, down the Champs-Élysées during the Peace Conference of 1919.




1


Peace


1919–20


In Paris, in the first six months of 1919, a group of intelligent, experienced and well-intentioned men were busily preparing the ground for the next World War. This was, of course, the very opposite of their intentions. Europe was just emerging from more than four years of disastrous and hideously destructive conflict. Nearly two million Germans had died in the fighting, almost as many Russians, well over a million French and Austro-Hungarians, three-quarters of a million British with another two hundred thousand from the Empire. Italy had been scarred by the fighting; vast tracts of France and Belgium devastated. If there was one thing that the negotiators took for granted it was that it must never happen again. This had to have been the war to end wars.


*  *  *


In the eyes of the victorious Allies at least, it was unequivocally Germany which had been responsible for the First World War. Their prime consideration was that this should never be allowed to happen again. There were, of course, many other issues which would have to be regulated before the world could begin to recover from the carnage of war, but in the eyes of the participants the future of Germany was their first preoccupation. The subsidiary problems, it was fondly assumed, would quickly be disposed of. Even where Germany was concerned the negotiators saw no reason to believe that there would be serious disagreement. At the end of 1918 Raymond Poincaré, the French President, told an American journalist that he did not expect the Peace Conference would have the least trouble in arriving at complete agreement: “All the principles were already in harmony and the general lines and details would be settled as soon as the delegates got to work.” The remarkable thing about this observation is that Poincaré was not merely mouthing pious platitudes for the benefit of the press but actually believed that what he said was true. Still more remarkable is that his fellow delegates, even if they had certain minor reservations, should have shared his optimism.


The first problem, of course, was to decide who those fellow delegates should be. It was not just a question of settling the frontiers of Germany and deciding what reparations should be extracted from the defeated enemy: the future of many other nations was in the melting pot. To the Poles, the Romanians, the Yugoslavs, the Bulgarians, the Czechs, the Slovaks, the Hungarians, the Greeks, the treatment of Germany was a matter for concern certainly, but a peripheral consideration when compared with the question of their own independent existences. And then there were the Turks, the Arabs, the Japanese: if every nationality whose interests were involved had been given equal opportunity to voice their views at the Conference, no hall would have been large enough to accommodate them, no debate long enough to provide time for all their speeches. When Roman Dmowski, head of the Polish National Committee in Paris, was given a chance to expatiate on the woes of his country, he began, complained an American delegate, “at eleven o’clock in the morning and could reach 1919 and the pressing problems of the moment only as late as four o’clock in the afternoon. Edvard Beneš for Czechoslovakia began a century earlier and finished an hour later”.


Clearly, if anything were to be achieved, it would have to be in a smaller forum. On 12 January, 1919, the political leaders of Britain, France, Italy and the United States, accompanied by their foreign secretaries, met at the Quai d’Orsay, the French foreign office on the banks of the Seine. On the insistence of the British, the Japanese were then invited to join the inner group, creating the Council of Ten or Supreme Council. This also proved too cumbersome: the Japanese – on the somewhat flimsy grounds that they were not represented by their Prime Minister – were dropped as abruptly as they had been taken up. Foreign secretaries, too, were decided to be superfluous. The Council of Ten gave way to the Council of Four – Britain, France, Italy and the United States. Even this was not the end. Vittorio Orlando, the Italian Prime Minister, took little interest in anything that did not directly relate to his own country and, anyway, was so preoccupied by his precarious political standing in Italy that he missed as many meetings as he attended. The Big Four became, de facto, the Big Three. The future of Europe, indeed to a large extent, the future of the world was in their hands. The fact that two of the three countries were English-speaking led to a change in the way that the world’s affairs were managed. Until 1919 French had been the traditional language of diplomacy; now, to the indignation of the host-nation, the Americans and British insisted that English should rank with French as being the official language of the Conference.


*  *  *


Two prime ministers and a president: each, of course, representing the interests of his own country yet also three individuals with very much their own personalities and points of view who were capable on occasion of acting with striking disregard for their national advisers or the demands of their own domestic politics. By far the oldest and in some ways the most formidable was the French premier, Georges Clemenceau. Once his President, Raimond Poincaré, whom Clemenceau disliked and despised, had formally opened the Conference, the premier took matters into his own hands, almost completely ignoring his affable but lightweight Foreign Minister, Stéphen Pichon. He was fiercely patriotic and jealous in defence of anything which he saw as being in the national interest. He spoke English far better than his British and American colleagues spoke French but he would not for a moment have contemplated using any language other than French when discussions were officially in progress. Most of his life had been spent in politics and by instinct he was radical and anti-clerical; but he was not over-concerned with philosophical issues. His aim always was to get the best deal for France: if that conflicted with some abstract principle then so much the worse for the principle. His method of conducting a meeting was autocratic: when somebody had propounded a view which corresponded with his own he would glare round the room. “Y a-t-il d’objections?” he would demand, then, before any opposition had had a chance to voice itself: “Non? Adopté!” “I must say Clemenceau is extremely rude to the small Powers,” noted the young British diplomat, Harold Nicolson, “but then he is extremely rude to the big Powers also.” His nickname was “The Tiger” and like a tiger he preferred to hunt alone, killed with speed and efficiency and guarded his prey with singular ferocity. He rejoiced in doing his own thing with scant regard for the cherished conventions and formalities of other people. After the official opening of the Conference he found himself walking down the steps with the British Foreign Secretary, Arthur Balfour. Balfour was wearing a top hat, Clemenceau a bowler. Balfour apologised for his apparent solecism: “I was told,” he explained, “that it was obligatory to wear a top hat.” “Moi aussi,” said Clemenceau.


Though Balfour was by instinct discreet and conformist his own Prime Minister would have been as likely as Clemenceau to defy convention. David Lloyd George was a Welshman and he displayed all the sensibility, the eloquence and the volatility traditionally associated with that wayward breed. He was a left-wing liberal, a radical from the lower middle classes in charge of an administration that was predominantly conservative and dominated by the landed gentry. His position was therefore precarious, a consideration which rarely affected his course of action. His main problem as a negotiator was that his fellow statesmen did not altogether trust him: they believed that he was erratic and inconsistent; quick to change his opinion if he saw tactical advantage in so doing; at times intoxicated by his own eloquence; a man of few principles and by no means committed even to those principles that he had. In this they were unfair, but not without some grounds for their opinion. It was easy to admire Lloyd George, even to love him, but it was difficult to put complete faith in his integrity or the coherence of his views.


Clemenceau and Lloyd George were very different animals; they surveyed each other with perplexed surmise, wondering what the other was going on about and what he might do next. Compared, however, with the American President, Woodrow Wilson, they were recognisably creatures of a similar species who found themselves confronted by an alien, if not from outer space then at least from a different world. Wilson was that admirable if slightly alarming phenomenon, an idealistic politician. He was also an American: a circumstance which perhaps made it easier for him to retain his ideals unblemished but also inspired a sense, if not of inferiority, then at least self-doubt when confronted by the wily and world-weary Europeans. He came across the Atlantic as a Messiah resolved to sweep the professional politicians out of the temple and impose new standards of honour and integrity. Yet he came also as a timid debutant, aware that he had little experience of international affairs and anxious not to expose his ignorance or in any way make a fool of himself. Balfour was impressed by him and surprised to find him as competent round a conference table as he was on paper: “His attitude at the meetings of the Big Four is firm, modest, restrained, eloquent, well informed and convincing . . .” And yet at the same time the Europeans found him a little ridiculous, inclined to sanctimony, self-important, overwhelmed by the conviction of his own rectitude. He came armed with his precious Fourteen Points, on the basis of which he believed negotiations should be conducted. “God himself was content with ten commandments,” complained Clemenceau. “Wilson modestly inflicted fourteen points on us . . . fourteen commandments of . . . empty theory.”


The most pertinent of Wilson’s Points, so far as the negotiators were concerned, related to self-determination: no population, he believed, should be subjected against its will to foreign rule. The principle was patently admirable; the problems started when one tried to define what constituted a population and when its rulers should be deemed foreign. Wilson’s task was all the harder in that he was trying to impose his vision on a world which was already bound by a plethora of private deals that had been struck long before the Americans with their idealistic baggage had appeared on the scene. Italy, for instance, considered that it had already been promised territories currently inhabited by Greeks, Slavs, Germans and Albanians; Romania, territories inhabited by Hungarians; in the Middle East it was understood that France was to take over lands which the Arabs felt should rightly be under their governance; in Africa Great Britain took it for granted that the bulk of the former German colonies should be added to its own Empire. Were all such arrangements to be swept aside to accommodate President Wilson’s prejudices? Not if the Italians, French and British were to have anything to do with it. From the moment that the Conference opened it was clear that the participants were not merely pursuing different objectives but were advancing along paths so divergent that it seemed all too possible that they might never meet.


*  *  *


The Conference should never have had its seat in France. The original plan had been to hold it in a neutral country, probably Switzerland, but Clemenceau argued that peace should be made in the country that had borne the brunt of the fighting. “I never wanted to hold the Conference in his bloody capital!” Lloyd George complained, but, he claimed, he had allowed himself to be overborne by the old man’s protestations. In fact it seems that Clemenceau himself had been overborne and had resigned himself to a Conference held outside France. It was only when the Americans got cold feet about the security available for their President in a neutral country that France was accepted as the venue. “Switzerland,” Wilson declared, basing his view on information which he presumably found convincing but does not seem to have been available to any other participant, “was saturated with every kind of poisonous element.” The French were delighted to accept the accuracy of this revelation; the British were doubtful but did not care that much; Paris it was.


The result was that the Conference took place in the capital of a country which had been ravaged by war and whose population was possessed by an urge to wreak vengeance on those who they deemed to have been been responsible for their sufferings. One cannot tell whether, if the meetings had taken place in a neutral country, the deliberations would have been more dispassionate or the conclusions more balanced, but the rancorous mood of the Parisian population must to some extent have penetrated the walls of the Quai d’Orsay and coloured the mood of the chief negotiators.


It was not because of that, however, that what could have been, perhaps should have been, the most important by-product of the Conference was never allowed to realise its full potential. Woodrow Wilson arrived in Paris armed not merely with his Fourteen Points but also with the blueprint for an organisation that he believed could transform the world. The League of Nations, as he conceived it, would have had as its members every independent country in the world. It would have wielded an authority, legal as well as moral, far more mighty than that enjoyed by any of its constituent parts. Wilson’s League would have provided a forum in which any international dispute could be discussed and resolved. It would have made war inconceivable if not impossible. The French were sceptical: in principle they quite liked the idea, but Clemenceau would never have contemplated any significant sacrifice of national sovereignity unless he had first been very sure that French interests would be protected. The British were sceptical: the League would be no substitute for the British Fleet, said Winston Churchill. Even the Americans were sceptical: Senator Henry Cabot Lodge believed that Wilson was prepared to sacrifice the independence of the United States not in the interests of world government but to fuel his own insensate lust for glory. Only Woodrow Wilson unequivocally believed, yet so great was his prestige, so spectacular had been his welcome when he arrived in Europe, that it seemed for a time as if his dream might come true.


So, up to a point, it did. The League of Nations took off, but, tragically, Wilson, when pursuing his dream in Europe, had failed to fortify his power base at home. Lodge proposed various reservations on American membership of the League which would have reduced its potential role to the level of futility. Wilson rejected them all and went on a crusade around the United States, preaching the merits of a powerful and truly all-inclusive League. He may have convinced the American man in the street, but when the entry of the United States into the League of Nations was debated in the Senate he failed to obtain the necessary two-thirds majority. Wilson, already a sick man, died a few years later; the League of Nations, without American participation, limped along, doing some useful work but notably failing to provide the strong international presence that, a few years later, might have made the bellicose adventures of Germany and Italy much more difficult, if not prevented them altogether.


There remained the task for which the Conference had primarily been set up: the reshaping of Europe from the ravaged ruins which five years of war had left behind. The two great entities that had dominated Central and Eastern Europe during the nineteenth century – the Ottoman and the Austro-Hungarian Empires – had crumbled into ruins. The age of the nation state had dawned – but which were the nations and how were their boundaries to be drawn? Poland, for one, clearly had to be given frontiers that would enable it to establish a viable country, but this could only be done at the expense of other claimants. In the east it would involve the incorporation of territories that Russia considered to be traditionally its own. Russia was in chaos and, in the short term, could safely be ignored, but in the interests of the long-term stability of Europe it was obviously desirable not to establish frontiers that would seem unacceptable to whatever government finally established itself in Moscow. The same was true in the west. In this case it was the Germans who would lose out territorially. Nobody, in early 1919, was disposed to pay much attention to German protestations, but by the time that the frontiers between Poland and Germany were eventually established in 1922 Germany had to a great extent been accepted back into the comity of nations. Nevertheless, in territorial terms, it was the clear loser. The result satisfied nobody: which up to a point suggested that it was fair and reasonable but left a substantial German minority under Polish rule. It was an uneasy compromise that carried within itself the seeds of its own destruction. Of all the conclusions reached at Versailles, it pointed the most inexorably towards September 1939.


And then there were the Czechs. Edvard Beneš, Shadow Foreign Minister in the putative government of an independent Czechoslovakia, was one of the most eloquent and persuasive of those delegates who pleaded for a homeland that would be politically homogeneous and economically viable. In this case there were, of course, two ethnic groups which had to be accommodated, but at the end of the First World War it seemed that Czechs and Slovaks were ready to make common cause in the building of a new nation. More significantly, however, there were three million Sudeten Germans who would willy-nilly be included in what was becoming Czechoslovakia. Like their compatriots in the new Poland, they were not in a position to make much of a fuss about their incorporation in this alien nation but they remained an ill-digested fragment of what was anyway a fissiparous community. It was painfully analogous to the situation in Poland. The negotiators at Versailles assured themselves that they were building a stable continent yet they were instead creating the conditions that would almost inevitably lead to increasing instability and eventual war.


Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Hungary: there seemed to be no country in Eastern Europe that, in the opinion of its inhabitants, was within its proper frontiers or could boast a population that was politically or ethnically united. The lines of partition were arbitrary, drawn on a map by men who knew little of the human beings of whom they were so summarily disposing but who knew too that no amount of research and agonising could produce a result that would be satisfactory to everybody. What made the situation more complicated was that they suspected – and in all probability suspected rightly – that delay could only make things worse.


*  *  *


It was not in Europe alone that the negotiators were creating a new world. The collapse of the Ottoman Empire meant that the Middle East was largely a blank canvas in urgent need of filling in. Any illusions the Americans might have cherished that this process could be conducted with calm objectivity and without undue regard to previous commitments were rapidly dispelled. “It is appalling that these ignorant and irresponsible men should be cutting Asia Minor to bits as if they were dividing a cake,” Harold Nicolson wrote indignantly to his wife. “Isn’t it terrible, the happiness of millions being decided in that way?” Irresponsible, perhaps, but the French and British were far from ignorant. On the contrary, for generations they had been active in that area, carving out zones in which they felt themselves pre-eminent and selecting those among the Arab leaders whom they felt could safely be relied on to act, if not as puppets, then at least as safe and reasonably docile friends. The rapid growth of oil production in the area lent a new significance to these manoeuvres. Mark Sykes and François Georges-Picot had done a deal in 1916, under the aegis of the British and French governments and with the silent agreement of Russia, which more or less partitioned the Middle East into zones of British or French supremacy. By the end of 1918 things had changed little in essentials. Both sides were vaguely discontented with their share of the loot; but that it was loot, that it was their loot, and that there was little room for American interference, was common ground. The Americans were a fact of life, however, and could not be ignored, especially with Wilson propagating extravagant ideas of independence among the Arab leaders. The best course, the French and British concluded, would be to make some apparent concessions to Arab nationalism; the Arab nationals concerned, however, being hand-picked to ensure that they would champion the cause of their sponsoring great power. The favoured British candidate for an “independent” Arab leader was the man who would become King Faisal: engaging, ambitious, courageous and a descendant of the Prophet, with that most evasive hero, the mysterious and magnetically attractive Lawrence of Arabia, always at his side. To what extent Faisal should enjoy real independence, what areas should remain under British or French mandate, whether the United States should also enjoy a mandated area, what the term “mandate” actually meant, were all issues that were discussed at great length at Versailles. Little was reached by way of conclusions, and it was well into the 1920s before the Middle East achieved any semblance of stability.


The development which, above all others, was to endanger that stability had occurred long before the Treaty of Versailles. It was in October 1917 that Balfour had told Lord Rothschild that the British government was committed to establishing a national home for the Jewish people in Palestine.


“National home” did not mean “nation”, he insisted: a distinction that the Jewish leader, Chaim Weizmann, professed to accept, though he could have had little doubt that the state of Israel would be a political fact before many years had passed. Many Jews were dubious about the proposition: they saw themselves as loyally British, French or German and deplored a development that would to some extent distinguish them from their fellow citizens. Some Gentiles had doubts on other grounds. What, they wondered, was to become of the unfortunate Arabs whose homeland was to be thus invaded? Would they be displaced? Could they be expected to co-exist peacefully with their new neighbours? To Weizmann and the other ardent Zionists such doubts were insignificant compared with the transcendent glory of a Jewish homeland. Two thousand years of victimisation would be at an end: those Arabs who were too short-sighted to see that their future would be far brighter in an efficiently run and politically stable Jewish state must be cajoled or coerced into acquiescence. If the worst came to the worst, they would have to be ignored.


By the time that Weizmann and his colleagues made their way to Versailles in January 1919 the main issues about the Jewish homeland had tacitly or explicitly been settled. What remained to be decided were the exact frontiers of the new state and who should police an operation that was likely to be hotly contested during the first few years at least. Weizmann was not particularly concerned about whatever Arab opposition to the Jewish state might be voiced at Versailles. He knew that he was far more articulate and eloquent than anyone who might argue the Arab cause and, anyway, the Arabs had as yet hardly begun to take in what was going on, let alone to organise effective opposition. He was more conscious of the danger from his own side, from those Jews who thought that the whole idea of a homeland was ill-conceived and dangerous. On the whole, though, he felt confident that all would go well. He was proved right. Very little of significance about the Jewish homeland was actually decided at Versailles, but the fact that its existence was taken for granted was of immeasurable importance. By the time that the Conference had ended, for better or for worse, the future Israel had become a fact of life.


*  *  *


It is above all by their treatment of the defeated foe that the negotiators at Versailles are remembered. The conventional rendering of events is attractively straightforward: Britain and the United States were inclined to be magnanimous, but the vengeful French insisted on terms so harsh, both territorial and financial, that their acceptance by the Germans could never be more than resentfully half-hearted. The Treaty of Versailles thus prepared the way for the rise of Fascism and the Second World War. Like all generalisations this is a gross over-simplification and needs to be infinitely qualified; like most generalisations it contains a disconcerting measure of truth.


That the French were vengeful and that they had some right to be so can hardly be disputed. What is more to the point is that they were afraid. Twice within fifty years their country had been overrun by a victorious enemy from the east; their prime consideration was that this should not be allowed to happen again. The best way of ensuring this, they concluded, perhaps the only way of ensuring this, was by reducing Germany to a condition where politically, economically and militarily it would never have the strength to challenge France again. Fear was the main driving force behind the French policy at Versailles. The fact that they also hated the Germans added piquancy to their quest for permanent supremacy but did not fundamentally shape it. It was still a potent and omnipresent factor, however. Inevitably, the animosity dwindled as memories of the war grew more distant, but for the first year or two after the end of hostilities the French viewed the Germans as almost subhuman, not fit to be treated as full members of the human race. In the spring of 1919 an English lady went into a chemist’s shop in Versailles and asked if they had any aspirin. For some reason the chemist took it that she was the wife of one the German delegates who had recently arrived in town. “We have, but not for you!” he replied proudly. For a French shopkeeper to renounce the opportunity for a sale argued a formidable degree of animosity. The French negotiators were somewhat more sophisticated, but the underlying sentiment was much the same.


There were three main issues to be resolved: the boundaries of post-war Germany, the measures to be taken to ensure that German militarism was never revived and the degree to which Germany should be required to reimburse the victors for the financial losses that they had suffered during the war. The settlement of Germany’s frontiers provided the first evidence that the Conference was not going to be as uncontroversial as Poincaré had supposed. As far as the north, south and east were concerned the shape of the new Germany, however disastrous the conclusions of the Conference turned out to be, led to relatively little debate; it was in the west that the serious problems arose. In the eyes of the French the Rhine was the natural frontier between France and Germany. Geographically this made sense. Unfortunately, however, there existed to the west of the Rhine a large, densely populated and heavily industrialised province the population of which was almost entirely German-speaking. They were French at heart, Clemenceau contended optimistically; unfortunately he could find scant evidence to support his claim. The Rhinelanders showed little enthusiasm for setting up an independent state and still less for becoming part of France. Left to themselves the Americans and British would probably have favoured keeping the Rhineland in Germany, perhaps under some kind of temporary international mandate. The French protested furiously. By April 1919 the debate had become so embittered that Lloyd George and Wilson both retired to their beds and Wilson ordered a battleship, the George Washington, to be available to take him back to the United States. Eventually a compromise emerged. The main French fear was that the Rhineland would provide a base west of the Rhine where Germany could build up its forces preparatory to an attack on France. The area, therefore, should be permanently demilitarised, and be occupied for an unspecified number of years by Allied troops. For this to work in the long term the continued acquiescence of Germany would be required; in 1919 it did not seem too much to hope that this would be forthcoming.


*  *  *


Even though it might not be able to launch an assault on France from the Rhineland, the spectre of a rearmed Germany bent on revenge filled the French government and people with an apprehension that was perhaps exaggerated but could not be dismissed as wholly unreasonable. The French government’s preferred solution was that not merely the Rhineland but all of Germany should be demilitarised, and not just for a few years but for ever. The more reasonable members of their government privately admitted that, in international politics, there could be no such concept as “for ever”, but something close to it was still their aim. Britain and the United States were not altogether unsympathetic but a new and alarming factor now influenced their thinking. The revolution that had convulsed Russia had led to the almost complete triumph of Bolshevism. Russia was still in the process of rebuilding itself after the carnage of the war and revolution but already it was showing its resolve to foment the spread of Communism in the countries to its west. Germany, with its economy shattered by defeat and its political structure largely dismantled, was an obvious and tempting target. If it was totally deprived of armed forces it would be unable to combat any threat, internal or external, that Communism might pose. Something larger than a police force but smaller than an army seemed the solution. The French rather grudgingly agreed; the German government, which would have viewed with horror any suggestion that their country should even be contemplating the possibility of engaging in a new conflict, were happy to accept the proposition; those Germans who dreamed of rearmament and revenge were comforted by the notion that a structure would exist which could be quickly built on and expanded when an opportunity occurred.


*  *  *


It was the question of reparations that did most to undermine the unity of the victors and create lasting rancour among the defeated. Broadly speaking – and only the broadest speaking could save both author and reader from being lost in a jungle of statistics – there were two schools of thought. The more vengeful, led, inevitably by the French, held that Germany should make good all, or at least the greater part, of the costs of the First World War – including the expenses of the Allied war effort on top of the damage inflicted on civilians, mainly in France and Belgium. If taken literally this would have imposed on Germany a burden so overwhelming that recovery could never have been achieved; the French would not have pushed things quite to such a point, but in their view the protracted suffering of the German people was almost as important an element of any settlement as was the provision of compensation for their victims. The view championed by the Americans, on the other hand, was that the Germans should be required only to make good the damage inflicted on the civilian populations of the countries that they had bombed or overrun. This was onerous enough but something that could be reconciled with, indeed in the long term depended on, Germany’s economic recovery. The British were somewhere between the two. Lloyd George affected to strike a benevolent note. “We must offer terms,” he insisted, “which a responsible government in Germany can expect to carry out.” The period during which Germany should be expected to pay reparations should not be protracted beyond the lifetime of the generation which had made the war. When it came to deciding the actual figures, though, he proved to be little if at all more liberal than Clemenceau. The Americans would have been more generous, but, as the partner who had suffered least, they hesitated to impose their views upon their allies. The proceedings of the Reparations Commission were intolerably protracted – Lord Sumner, a judge who formed part of the British delegation, remarked that they seemed likely to last not merely until the signing of the treaties of peace but even until the outbreak of the next war – but in the end figures were agreed.


They fully satisfied no-one, but they appalled the Germans. That millions of German speakers should be placed under foreign rule was distressing, but that did not actually affect the daily lives of the much greater number who lived outside the affected areas. Reparations, on the other hand, would lay a crippling burden on the shoulders of every man, woman and child, a burden that would have to be borne for many years, almost, it seemed, in perpetuity. The Germans accepted the terms; they had no option. “We commend our unhappy country to the care of a merciful God,” said the Chairman of the German National Assembly at the end of the debate that preceded acceptance. At least, he must have thought, God could hardly be less merciful than the victorious allies.


There were many among those allies who felt that a dreadful mistake had been made. Harold Nicolson was standing near Clemenceau when someone congratulated the veteran statesman on this glorious conclusion. “Oui,” Clemenceau said, “c’est une belle journée.” Nicolson turned to his neighbour, Madame Murat. “‘En êtes vous sur?’ I ask her. ‘Pas du tout,’ she answers, being a woman of intelligence.” “Immoral and senseless,” Nicolson described the final figures. “There is not a single person among the younger people here who is not unhappy and disappointed with the terms.” It was not only the younger people who were sceptical. Jan Smuts told Lloyd George that the Treaty breathed “a poisonous spirit of revenge, which may yet scorch the fair face – not of a corner of France, but of Europe”. “This is not peace,” Marshal Foch is said to have remarked presciently. “It is an Armistice for twenty years.”


As Margaret Macmillan has argued in her admirable study of the episode, Peacemakers, it is not fair to blame what happened over those next twenty years exclusively, or even primarily on the Treaty of Versailles. If the Americans had not largely lost interest in Europe, if the British and French governments had been more resolute in enforcing the terms of the Treaty, if the economic depression had not undermined the democratic government of Germany, then things could have been very different. But the terms of the Treaty created the conditions which would inevitably lead in due course to a German wish to reverse them and yet did not so emasculate Germany as to render it forever unable to muster the strength to achieve its end. The Treaty of Versailles did not directly cause the Second World War, but if the Treaty had been drafted with greater realism and foresight, the Second World War might never have occurred.


NOTES FOR FURTHER READING


Margaret MacMillan’s Peacemakers (London 2001) provides the best overall picture of the negotiations at the end of the First World War though it does not wholly replace F. S. Marston’s The Versailles Settlement (London 1991). Among the many relevant biographies are David Gilmour’s Curzon (London 1994), Gregor Dallas’s At the Heart of a Tiger: Clemenceau and His World (London 1993) and A. Scott Berg’s Woodrow Wilson (New York 2013). John Grigg, alas, did not live to finish his majestic biography of Lloyd George, but Roy Hattersley’s David Lloyd George. The Great Outsider (London 2010) is very readable.
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De Valera and Lloyd George in Downing Street in July 1921 shortly before the signature of the Treaty of London.
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Home Rule for Ireland


1921


Number Ten, Downing Street: 2.20 in the morning of Tuesday, 6 December, 1921. The final meeting had begun three hours before, but the negotiations that had led up to it had been going on for two months or more. At last, it was all over. After some 750 years of rule from London the Irish had gained their independence.

OEBPS/images/Art_P34.jpg
THE ILLUSTRATED






OEBPS/images/Art_P10.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857055248.jpg
PHILIP
ZIEGLER

1919
BETVWEEN

THE WARS






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
==
MACLEHOSE PRESS
QUERCUS - LONDON





