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      ‘I had supposed that so unpleasant and fatuous a creature as Joachim von Ribbentrop was unworthy of scholarly attention. But
         then I read Michael Bloch’s biography Ribbentrop and could not put it down. The sheer awfulness of the man is fascinating. And Hitler thought him “a second Bismarck”: a chastening
         thought.’
      

      
      HUGH TREVOR-ROPER, CHOOSING RIBBENTROP AS HIS BOOK OF THE YEAR FOR 1992 IN THE SUNDAY TELEGRAPH
      

      
      ‘Most impressive: lucid, revealing, horrible in parts, yet always sympathetic and completely honest about one of the
         nastiest pieces of work of this century.’
      

      
      RICHARD HOUGH
      

      
      ‘Bloch is a professional who has taken this difficult subject and made a very readable book out of it.’

      
      NORMAN STONE
      

      
      ‘Bloch’s detailed study provides an intimate picture of the man and his times … beautifully written and sustains an
         element of dramatic tension throughout.’
      

      
      THE TIMES HIGHER EDUCATION SUPPLEMENT
      

      
      ‘How and why this likeable fellow became one of the most despicable men of his generation is well told by Michael
         Bloch. He has done his homework, and has written what may become the definitive biography.’
      

      
      THE TABLET
      

      
      ‘How Germany threw away its masterful position of June 1940 is a fascinating theme of Mr Bloch’s well-annotated and
         witty book … Michael Bloch’s alert and highly readable style is equally at ease in world diplomacy as in the in-fighting between
         various Nazi government departments. He brilliantly shows how his subject was outmanoeuvred in both. As a study in arrogance
         and affectation, Bloch’s book bears the reader along effortlessly.’
      

      
      LITERARY REVIEW
      

      
      ‘Michael Bloch has written a lengthy, learned, but eminently readable volume, telling the tale of “how not to be a
         diplomat”.’
      

      
      JEWISH CHRONICLE
      

      
      ‘This informative and entertaining biography.’
      

      
      MAIL ON SUNDAY
      

      
      ‘This new biography, rich in incident from every phase of Ribbentrop’s career, explores in fascinating detail the
         hour-by-hour developments during August 1939 and the first three days of September … The story that Michael Bloch tells so
         well reads like detective fiction.’
      

      
      MARTIN GILBERT, GUARDIAN
      

      
      ‘Writes with considerable verve and a sharp eye for the memorable anecdote and quotation.’

      
      ZARA STEINER, THE FINANCIAL TIMES
      

      
      ‘This well-researched and highly detailed study.’

      
      YORKSHIRE POST
      

      
      ‘The career of so wretched a political hack would not normally deserve the 500-odd pages that it is given; but Bloch
         has managed to weave it into a convincing and very readable account not just of Nazi diplomacy, but also of the political
         developments within the party which led up to, and through, the Second World War.’
      

      
      BRIAN INGLIS, IRISH INDEPENDENT
      

      
      ‘Bloch has written a gripping narrative of how the ambassador’s belief that he could win over English opinion by speechifying
         and lavish entertainment turned into bitter disenchantment.’
      

      
      THE TIMES
      

      
      ‘Mr Bloch skilfully interweaves three stories. An amusing one, of a clown’s antics in high office; a tragic one, of
         that clown’s part in bringing about a world war; and an instructive one, of ambition unchecked by any sense of right or wrong
         …’
      

      
      NEW ZEALAND PRESS
      

      
      ‘Mr Bloch reconstructs the course of events ably and with care … a gripping narrative.’

      
      THE ECONOMIST
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      this tale of how not to be a diplomat
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      Michael Bloch was born in 1953 and trained for the law. From 1979 he assisted Maître Suzanne Blum, the Parisian lawyer of
         the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. His books include The Duke of Windsor’s War, Operation Willi, Wallis & Edward: Letters 1931–1937, The Secret File of the Duke of Windsor and The Reign and Abdication of Edward VIII. He has edited the later diaries of James Lees-Milne, and written a much-awaited biography of Jeremy Thorpe.
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      PREFACE TO NEW EDITION


      

      Since the first appearance of this book a decade ago, new material has emerged relevant to Ribbentrop’s story, notably from

         Russian archives. A number of interesting studies have also been published about personalities and episodes which feature

         in these pages. Nothing I have seen, however, seems to me materially to affect the validity of my original account, and I

         have confined myself, in this new edition, to making relatively minor changes and corrections. It is certainly now possible

         to give more colourful details on various topics: but I am content to leave that to future historians.

      


      

      I have met or heard from several readers of this book who knew Ribbentrop, all of whom, to my relief, have told me that they

         consider my portrait of him to be essentially accurate. Particularly fascinating was the story told to me by Florian Stahmer,

         whose father was Ribbentrop’s fellow hussar in 1914 and later his friend and neighbour in Berlin-Dahlem. Heinrich Stahmer

         went on to organise Ribbentrop’s contacts with foreign ex-servicemen’s organisations, and to become the completely ineffective

         wartime German ambassador to China and Japan, while living in constant fear of the exposure of the Jewish background of his

         Austrian wife. His proudest achievement was to have prevented, as a Foreign Ministry official in 1940, the German occupation

         of the Principality of Liechtenstein – for which service he was awarded a title and a property after the war by the grateful

         Prince.

      


      

      My thanks are to due to Ursula Mackenzie, who originally commissioned this work as editorial director of Transworld Books

         and is now reissuing it as publisher at Time Warner Books UK; to Hugh Trevor-Roper (Lord Dacre of Glanton), for kindly contributing

         the new Foreword; to my agent, Peter Robinson; and to my editor, Tim Whiting.

      


      

      MICHAEL BLOCH 
July 2002
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      FOREWORD

      
      BY HUGH TREVOR-ROPER

      
      When Hitler became Chancellor of Germany in January 1933, his future political programme was fixed in his mind. Once he had
         made himself dictator he would resume Germany’s drive for world power, ‘the Thirty Years War’ as he called it, which had merely
         been interrupted, not ended, by the defeat of 1918. But he would resume it with an important difference. In particular he
         would avoid the blunder of the Kaiser’s ministers who, by their naval and colonial ambitions, had brought Britain into the
         war, and thus saved France from defeat, prolonged the struggle on two fronts, and finally nullified Germany’s real victory
         over Russia. To prevent this from happening again, Hitler was determined to secure British support or at least neutrality:
         France could then be ‘annihilated’, as in 1870, and Russia reconquered and colonized; for it was there, not in sea-power or
         overseas colonies, that the new German empire would be created which would solve all Germany’s problems. The whole programme
         was to be carried out by him personally, while his genius was at its peak, so no time was to be lost: the diplomatic preparation
         for it must begin at once.
      

      
      How was this to be done? The first enemy to be overcome was the German diplomatic corps, whose conservative officials had
         no appetite for another war and believed that the terms of the peace treaties could gradually be revised by negotiation. To
         circumvent this established freemasonry and push forward his ‘dynamic’ programme Hitler needed a diplomatic agent entirely
         his own, a sophisticated outsider able and willing to cut corners on his behalf. But where was such a treasure to be found?
         Certainly not among the provincial stalwarts of the Party who had accompanied the Führer through the heroic Kampfzeit, the years of street-fighting, rabble-rousing, Jew-baiting, on the way to power. How fortunate, then, that late in 1932 there
         had leapt onto the now unstoppable Nazi bandwagon the hero (or anti-hero) of this excellent biography, Joachim von Ribbentrop.
         He seemed just the man.
      

      
      Hitherto unpolitical, untainted by vulgar fanaticism, from a respectable military family, Ribbentrop had spent much time abroad,
         was fluent in French and English and was a declared anglophile. As a wine merchant, with a rich wife, he had acquired useful
         social contacts, could drop important foreign names, and had contrived, by an ingenious device, to add the coveted prefix
         ‘von’ to his own. In the manoeuvres which led to Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor he had played a useful part, and as his
         reward had suggested the highest post in the professional hierarchy of the Foreign Ministry. As he was a complete amateur
         with minimal education and no diplomatic experience, this astonishing impertinence was vetoed by the Foreign Minister, but
         it showed where his ambition lay, and anyway he had other more valuable assets. As the British Ambassador wrote, ‘he has no
         moral courage and flatters Hitler to the top of his bent’. This was enough for Hitler, who appointed Ribbentrop first as his
         personal diplomatic agent, then as his Ambassador to Britain, finally, for the last seven years of the Third Reich – years
         of international crisis and world war – as his Foreign Minister.
      

      
      The crucial period was that of his London embassy. Politically and socially that proved a disaster. He got everything wrong.
         He assured Hitler that King Edward VIII, of whom he had great hopes, would not only refuse to abdicate but would dismiss Baldwin
         as Prime Minister and appoint a pro-German government. When the event proved him wrong, he explained that the King had been
         deposed by a Jewish conspiracy. He saw Neville Chamberlain’s policy of ‘appeasement’ as another anti-German conspiracy. The
         British ministers found his inane and arrogant vapourings insufferable, but their Aesopian rebukes fell unheeded from that
         impervious skin. Socially the memory of Frau von Ribbentrop’s lavish entertainment was eclipsed by that of her husband’s gaffes.
         The most famous of these was his Nazi salute on presenting his credentials to the new King George VI; but there were many
         others – the scene in Westminster Abbey at the King’s coronation is not to be missed. We read this whole chapter in Mr Bloch’s
         book with alternating horror and hilarity. Sometimes we may even feel sorry for the poor fellow. He suffered from an inferiority
         complex – social, intellectual, marital: his dominating wife, the Lady Macbeth in the story, was always in the offing, and
         sometimes in the office. The net result of his experience was that, having arrived in Britain advocating an Anglo-German alliance
         against Russian communism, he left it, just over a year later, declaring that he had ‘written England off for ever’; and in
         the critical years 1938–9, as Foreign Minister, he would call for war against Britain and go himself to Moscow to sign the notorious
         Nazi-Soviet Pact.
      

      
      War with Britain, alliance with Russia – was not this a complete volte-face, an exact reversal of Hitler’s programme? Not necessarily, for Ribbentrop had assured Hitler, on the basis of his own understanding
         of ‘British psychology’, that if threatened with war Britain would never fight: it would be terrified into neutrality, and
         so the purpose of his London mission would be achieved after all. Hitler believed him, welcomed him back from Moscow as ‘a
         genius’ and ‘a second Bismarck’, and invaded Poland, with the consequences we all know.
      

      
      Wrong again! And this time fatally wrong, for the war against Britain was to prove the central and only continuous cord of
         the great alliance which would ultimately bring Nazi Germany down. Those Germans who shrank from the war blamed Ribbentrop
         for it: ‘this war’, Goering would say, ‘is Ribbentrop’s doing’, for the Foreign Minister had deliberately blocked all attempts
         at settlement. Embittered by his failure in Britain, intoxicated by his success in Russia, arrogantly confident in his own
         weak judgement, he had landed Hitler in precisely the war which Hitler had wished to avoid and had trusted him to avert; and
         now there was no going back.
      

      
      Hitler went forward, and nine months later was rewarded with his great victory in France. Thereupon he sought to return to
         his original programme. He offered peace to Britain and prepared war against Russia. Ribbentrop was brought into the former
         of these operations; the plot to seduce or kidnap the Duke of Windsor and set him up as a rival king, or rather pawn, was
         entrusted to him; but he was not, as yet, initiated into the latter. When he was, he opposed it. Overruled, he surrendered,
         as he always did; but he still hankered for peace with Russia, and when that war was going badly, would repeatedly, but vainly,
         suggest settlement on that front. Meanwhile he was at work on another great scheme for the chastisement of Britain. Like so
         many of his schemes, it would prove ‘a diplomatic disaster’: for it would end by adding the United States to the enemies of
         Germany.
      

      
      In his megalomaniac moods, Ribbentrop liked to conjure with vast and vague – and often self-contradictory – coalitions: anti-Comintern
         pacts, continental blocs, European unions, global systems – all of course to be directed by the German Foreign Ministry, i.e.
         himself. Among these fantasies a recurrent element was Japan. Hitler had little interest in Japan, and did not even want its
         help against Russia; but Ribbentrop persisted and by 1940 had spun a ‘Tripartite Pact’ with Japan and Italy. This pact, which was mainly for show, contained no obligation
         of military support except in defence against attack. Nobody could say that at Pearl Harbor Japan was the victim of an American
         attack. But in March 1941 Ribbentrop had blithely given the Japanese Foreign Minister, then visiting Berlin, ‘an astonishing
         verbal guarantee’ that, if Japan should find itself at war with the United States, it could count on German military support,
         and it was on this fragile basis that Germany ‘frivolously’ declared war on America. Since Hitler had broken every treaty
         signed in his name, this fidelity to a mere verbal assurance is an odd exception. But Ribbentrop had assured Hitler that the
         United States would not constitute a serious adversary for Germany. He knew America, he said, and understood ‘the American
         soul’ – just as he had understood ‘British psychology’ in 1939.
      

      
      So Hitler’s war had burst its original frame. It had been overtaken by Ribbentrop’s war against the ‘Anglo-Saxons’. All the
         errors of 1914 had been repeated and, now as then, a long war on two fronts threatened ultimate defeat.
      

      
      Is it fair to blame Ribbentrop for this? At his trial at Nuremberg he claimed that he was a mere instrument of the charismatic
         Führer by whom he, like everyone else, was mesmerized and who alone bore responsibility: if he dissented, he was overruled.
         No doubt there is truth in this, but not the whole truth. For who supplied Hitler with his foreign intelligence? Who screened
         the documents put before him, allowed or blocked access to him of ambassadors? Ribbentrop fought hard for his monopoly of
         the Führer’s ear, clung to his side, saw to it that he heard only good news from abroad. Such indirect evidence is elusive
         and we cannot easily assess Ribbentrop’s responsibility. Events too have their own momentum and long wars are seldom contained
         within their initial aims.
      

      
      In the jungle of the court, however, the other beasts knew whom to blame. By 1942 they were plotting the downfall of Ribbentrop.
         Goering, who held him responsible for the war, and Goebbels, who aspired to supplant him, joined forces against him. But this
         formidable coalition was fatally split when Goebbels, in his drive for ‘total war’, closed Goering’s favourite restaurant.
         On such small wheels do the fates of great nations sometimes turn. Ribbentrop survived all plots, including the plot to assassinate
         Hitler in July 1944 in which Bormann tried to implicate him. Bormann was firmly silenced: Ribbentrop, Hitler told him, was
         ‘as good as gold’. Only in his last ‘political testament’, in which he sought to impose a new Nazi government on a defeated Germany, would Hitler quietly shed the shadow which could not survive the substance
         behind it.
      

      
      At Nuremberg, the shadow reappeared. What a miserable figure he cut there! He pleaded ignorance of everything, responsibility
         for nothing. The other defendants despised him. Physically and psychologically he had disintegrated. I saw him as the wet
         empty residue of a balloon which had once floated proudly in the air, inflated by the hot breath of the Führer. And yet this
         wretched creature had been, for seven years, the arrogant Foreign Minister of the Reich, the dictator’s expert on foreign
         affairs, the advocate of ever-widening war. He cannot be written out of history. Who can tell what course history might have
         taken without him? But we lose ourselves in such speculations. Hitler was Europe’s fate, and Ribbentrop was his unalterable
         choice. We must leave it at that.
      

      
      Mr Bloch’s book is a political biography. Its core is a scholarly, well-organized, well-presented account of the foreign policy
         which emerged from the long, unequal symbiosis of Hitler and Ribbentrop. But what of the private life of its hero? Alas, the
         poor fellow did not have much. Always hard at work, cultivating the Führer, fighting off his numerous enemies, and wrestling
         with his own intellectual inadequacy, he had little time for relaxation and enjoyment. As a latecomer to the sweets of office
         and the banquet of power, he had to work hard to catch up with those already at the table. But he soon did. The purveyor of
         wine to rich Jews became a ferocious anti-Semite. To be always within reach of the Führer, he requisitioned convenient private
         castles, in Austria and later in East Prussia, and when the expropriated owner of the romantic lakeside castle of Fuschl ventured
         to protest, he was despatched to a concentration camp. Nor was that the worst fate with which critics were threatened. The
         Foreign Minister declared that he would personally shoot, in the office, any of the officials who dissented from him, first
         about Britain, then about Russia, on both of which he had changed his own mind, and would change it again. He once offered
         to shoot Stalin, if he could get near enough under pretence of peace negotiations. He was fond of shooting and evidently good
         at it. In 1939 he requested that the new Russo-German frontier be adjusted so that he could shoot, in a particular Polish
         forest, the rare ‘royal red deer’; and in October 1941 he regaled his Italian counterpart, Count Ciano, with a splendid shoot
         on his official Bohemian estate of Schönhof. Ciano was shocked to find 400 Alpine soldiers, commanded by their officers, acting
         as beaters, a thing inconceivable in wartime Italy. Two thousand four hundred pheasant were brought down on that occasion, 410 of them by Ribbentrop. Ciano did even better with 620. But two years
         later Ribbentrop rectified that little victory: he contrived to have Ciano himself shot.
      

      
      Mr Bloch has an eye for such details and his narrative is seasoned with many farcical or shocking episodes, all recounted
         in an imperturbably cool, if sometimes sardonic style which leaves the reader free to savour the farce or – generally – to
         absorb the shock. Generally, but not always. A lady who was reading Chapter 11 to me nearly fainted in sympathy with the unfortunate
         President Hácha of Czechoslovakia whose ordeal is there described: so bullied by Ribbentrop that he fainted twice and – worse
         still – was revived each time by an injection administered by Hitler’s ‘odious physician Dr Morell’. Having interrogated Morell
         in 1945, I can sympathise too. Other episodes, shocking in themselves, have been softened by time and can be enjoyed as farce:
         Ribbentrop’s reception of Ciano at Fuschl in August 1939, for instance, which caused the Italian to ask himself, ‘Could there
         ever be a more revolting scoundrel than Ribbentrop?’ Among my favourite scenes are those of Ambassador Ribbentrop splashing
         self-indulgently in his bath while British cabinet ministers and London tailors awaited his leisure; and of Ribbentrop, not
         yet ambassador, pushing into Lady Vansittart’s dining room to seize the place of honour before the resident ambassador, to
         whom, correctly, it had been assigned, could get there. This last detail nestles in a footnote on page 99. Do not overlook
         the footnotes.
      

      
      The reader of this excellent biography will not, I fear, come to love its hero, but will learn much about the mechanics of
         Nazi government and the fate from which Europe – perhaps by his incompetence and certainly at great cost – was saved. Perhaps
         they will end by echoing the comment of the famous Swedish chancellor Axel Oxenstjerna during the original, the seventeenth-century
         Thirty Years War: ‘You see, my son, by how little wisdom the world is ruled.’
      

      
      Copyright © Hugh Trevor-Roper 2003

   

      

      CHAPTER 1


      

      BACKGROUND AND EARLY LIFE 
1893–1929


      

      Ulrich Friedrich Willy Joachim Ribbentrop, known by his last fore-name of Joachim, future Foreign Minister of the Third Reich,

         was born on 30 April 1893 at Wesel, a Prussian garrison town of some twenty thousand inhabitants on the Lower Rhine near the

         Dutch frontier, where his father, First Lieutenant Richard Ribbentrop, aged thirty-three, was then stationed with the 1st

         Westphalian Field Artillery Regiment.

      


      

      In his days of power, Ribbentrop’s haughty and conceited manner, coupled with his pretentious use of the noble particle ‘von’

         to which he was not entitled by birth, led many to regard him as a parvenu, a man of modest origins driven by ambition and

         social insecurity to ape the ways of the gentry. Yet he had cause to be proud of a background which, while not aristocratic,

         was deeply rooted in the officer class which commanded such prestige in Wilhelmine Germany. The Ribbentrops hail from Lippe-Detmold,

         a small, picturesque rulership of the old German Empire, situated between Westphalia and Hanover in the heart of North-Western

         Germany, its hills and forests bisected by the River Weser. Their original family name was Meyer, and they owned a farm called

         Ribbentrup near the town of Salzuflen, the existence of which can be traced back to the twelfth century. The first recorded

         member, who may be presumed to be the common ancestor of all the Ribbentrops, was Heinrich Meyer zu Ribbentrup who died in

         1547. His immediate descendants included at least two officials in the Lippe administration – Barthold, who represented his

         sovereign at the signing of the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, and Friedrich Christian, a magistrate who died in 1735 and is

         the first person known to have used the modern form of the name Ribbentrop.1


      

      During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the Ribbentrop clan multiplied and spread out beyond the small frontiers of

         Lippe, serving other sovereigns of Protestant Northern Germany as officials or soldiers. In the nineteenth century, some of them emigrated overseas; and two of them made their mark in the British Empire. Friedrich Christian

         Heinrich Ribbentrop, a religious philosopher of the school of Hegel, took refuge in London after the 1848 Revolution and became

         a noted preacher and missionary. Berthold Ribbentrop entered the Indian Forestry Service in 1867, and in 1900, having retired

         to Kensington, wrote the standard textbook on forestry in British India.2


      

      During the nineteenth century, two Ribbentrops, both eminent soldiers, were admitted to the junior ranks of the Prussian nobility.

         Their relationship to Joachim Ribbentrop was so distant that it is difficult to trace the kinship; but their influence upon

         his imagination was so considerable that no biography would be complete without some mention of them. Friedrich von Ribbentrop

         (1767–1841), who received his title in 1823, was Quartermaster-General of the Prussian army which defeated Napoleon, and a

         friend of the legendary Prussian commanders Blücher and Yorck von Wartenburg.* Joachim was intensely proud of this presumed ancestral uncle, and as Foreign Minister obtained a portrait of him from the

         army general staff to hang in his office, although Friedrich was a somewhat unsuitable Nazi hero as he had been an ardent

         Freemason.3 Wolfgang zu Putlitz, who was German Consul in London in the 1930s and secretly working for British intelligence, managed

         to divert Nazi suspicions by presenting Ribbentrop, soon after his arrival as Ambassador, with a medal bearing the name and

         profile of Friedrich, which had been bought for three marks in a Berlin junk shop. Ribbentrop was so thrilled to receive this

         gift that he refused to hear a word of criticism of the discerning Putlitz, who thus was able to continue his covert activities

         until he defected to the Allies soon after the outbreak of war in 1939.4


      

      The other Ribbentrop to be ennobled, Karl Barthold Sigismund von Ribbentrop (1822–93), was no close connection of Friedrich

         von Ribbentrop, but like him achieved prominence in the Prussian army, in which he rose to be a lieutenant-general in the

         artillery. He received his particle in 1884, only nine years before Joachim’s birth. He had two children, a son and a daughter.

         It was this daughter, Gertrud Charlotte von Ribbentrop (1863–1943), who would be persuaded in 1925 to adopt Joachim Ribbentrop, thus enabling him to add to his name the coveted ‘von’ though not, in fact, to achieve genuine noble status.*5


      

      Although genealogically remote from these Ribbentrops who achieved a foothold for themselves and their descendants in the

         Taschenbuch des Adels, Joachim’s own branch of the family was not undistinguished. Since the early nineteenth century they had been artillery officers

         in the service of the Duke of Brunswick, whose army was famous for its gunners. Joachim’s great-grandfather played a role

         in putting down the 1848 Revolution in Brunswick, for which he was granted a house on the ducal estate at Blankenburg by his

         grateful sovereign. His son Ferdinand Ribbentrop commanded a battery of Brunswick artillery at the decisive battle of Mars

         la Tour during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, being awarded the Iron Cross First Class. Ferdinand, however, was no lover

         of Prussia, for in later years he joined a secret society dedicated to restoring the Guelph dynasty, which had been dispossessed

         by Bismarck first in Hanover in 1867 and then in Brunswick in 1884, both of those states being incorporated into the Prussian

         Kingdom. ‘Remember that the Prussians are our enemies’, he is said to have told his grandson towards the end of his life.

         ‘Have nothing to do with them.’6


      

      However, his son Richard Ribbentrop, born at Brunswick in 1859 and commissioned as an artillery ensign in 1879, was, according

         to Joachim, an enthusiastic admirer of Bismarck and the new Prussian-dominated German Empire.7 He appears to have been a very conventional officer, known for his forthright views and hot temper. In 1891 he married Sophie

         Hartwig, the daughter of a Saxon landowner. Whether by family inheritance or his wife’s dowry, Richard must have been a man

         of means; for no Prussian officer was permitted to marry at this period unless he could show capital of 90,000 gold marks,

         the income from which was considered the minimum necessary to supplement army pay in order to maintain a married household.

         The first child of the marriage, a son, Lothar, was born in 1892; Joachim, the second son, in 1893. A daughter, Ingeborg,

         followed in 1896.8


      

      Joachim Ribbentrop had few memories of his native Wesel, for during his infancy his father was promoted captain and sent to

         command the battery of field horse artillery at the Palace of Wilhelmshöhe outside Cassel, where the Emperor Napoleon III had been held prisoner

         in 1870 and which was now a summer residence of the German Imperial Family. There Joachim and his brother passed their early

         childhood in an atmosphere of military discipline and court protocol. In his memoirs, Joachim recalled a visit of the future

         King Edward VII to Wilhelmshöhe to see his nephew the Kaiser, and the worries of Captain Ribbentrop and his colleagues as

         to whether the imperial carriage horses would be strong enough to pull the heir to the English throne, with his enormous bulk,

         up the hill. He remembered too how he and his brother used to mock the imperial guard, marching up and down beside them with

         wooden sticks for bayonets: once when they were engaged in this prank the Kaiser himself suddenly appeared, and was highly

         amused.9


      

      Richard Ribbentrop, however, was furious, and punished his children severely for this act of lèse-majesté. He seems to have belonged to the school of parenthood which believes that it is a father’s duty to be stern with his sons

         and make himself feared by them; and Joachim admitted that he found him a remote and forbidding figure. His mother, however,

         remained in his memory as the incarnation of sweetness and gentleness. She was an accomplished pianist, and he would sit entranced

         for hours while she played to him. But in the late 1890s she fell ill with tuberculosis, and her children’s contact with her

         became limited to brief bedside visits.10


      

      Around the turn of the century, Richard was promoted major and transferred to Metz in the imperial province of Lorraine, then

         a great German military centre, where he performed various staff jobs and served for a period as Aide-de-Camp (ADC) to the

         commanding general. It was there that his wife died on 28 February 1902.11 Almost half a century later, Dr Kelley, the prison psychiatrist at Nuremberg, speculated on how Ribbentrop’s loss of his

         adored mother when he was only eight years old might have affected his personality. Could his craving for maternal support

         account for his sense of insecurity, and his later dependence on his wife? Could his fear and awe of his father, from whom

         there was now no family protection, account for his ambition, and his later dependence on Hitler?12


      

      In 1905, Richard Ribbentrop remarried. He was forty-five and his new bride, Olga-Margarethe (‘Deta’) von Prittwitz und Gaffron,

         only twenty-two. She came from a minor branch of a large and distinguished Prussian landowning dynasty.13 The family moved into a fine villa in the empire style in the centre of Metz, which, writes Joachim, became ‘the scene of much social life, over which my dear stepmother presided

         most ably’.14 As this is all he has to say about her (she was still alive when he wrote his memoirs in prison), it may be assumed that

         their relations were not close. His father’s remarriage may also have instilled in him an early awareness of class distinctions,

         for a Prittwitz, coming from an ancient clan of generals and ambassadors, undoubtedly ranked higher in the social scale than

         a Ribbentrop.

      


      

      Our knowledge of Joachim’s childhood in Metz is mostly confined to what he tells us in his memoirs. There we see him as a

         high-spirited boy, whose twin passions were sport and music. As a sportsman, he excelled at both riding and tennis, winning

         a military tennis tournament before he was fifteen. His scholastic achievements were less impressive. At the end of his first

         term at the Kaiserliches Lyzeum, he was graded thirty-second out of a class of fifty;* but he was encouraged to improve when his father made the gift of a violin conditional on more satisfactory progress. When

         at last Joachim earned the right to own this instrument, he applied himself to it with devotion and enthusiasm, studying with

         a former pupil of the great Josef Joachim and dreaming of a future as a concert violinist. (Before his death, he described

         his violin as ‘a true comrade which never let me down’; he was by all accounts an accomplished amateur performer.) In spite

         of the official policy of Germanization, French influence remained strong in Metz; and the young Ribbentrop was exposed early

         to the French language and culture, crossing the border into France on family holidays and also attending (according to his

         entry in Who’s Who) a French school in Grenoble.15


      

      In 1908, not quite fifty, Richard Ribbentrop resigned his commission. A certain mystery surrounds this event. At his trial,

         Joachim made the puzzling statement that his father resigned ‘because of personal differences with the Emperor’; and in his

         memoirs he added that Richard had never forgiven William II for sacking his hero Bismarck in 1890, and that his disagreement

         with imperial policy had become so acute that he felt he could no longer remain in the Kaiser’s service.16 That a provincial staff major should resign through disapproval of a sovereign to whom he was bound by oath sounds fantastic. During 1908, however,

         Germany was rocked by the Eulenburg scandal, in which a bevy of high-ranking imperial favourites were accused of participating

         in homosexual orgies; and possibly Richard expressed himself on the subject of the Kaiser’s friends in a manner unacceptable

         to his brother officers. At all events, he left the army without applying for the customary permission to continue wearing

         the uniform; and he decided to go abroad with his family, settling in the pleasant resort of Arosa in the Swiss Alps. He was

         to return to the colours in 1914, being awarded the Iron Cross First Class for his part in the famous victory at Brzezany

         in Austrian Poland the following year, and eventually ending his military career as a lieutenant-colonel.

      


      

      Whatever the background to the disrupting family move, the eighteen months he spent in Switzerland were remembered by Joachim

         as idyllic. He and his brother Lothar, from whom he seems to have been inseparable, enjoyed themselves hiking in summer and

         skiing and bobsleighing in winter. They studied with French and English tutors, and made many friends among the tourists of

         various nationalities who visited Arosa and the neighbouring resorts. This cosmopolitan social environment filled them with

         an urge to travel and see the world: they were neither of them interested in a military career. Their father seems to have

         approved this break with tradition, and to have encouraged them to emigrate to one of the German colonies in Africa, where

         relations of Joachim’s stepmother owned large estates. First, however, it was agreed they should spend a year in London studying

         English, staying in South Kensington with a Dr Grandage and his sister whom the Ribbentrops had befriended in Switzerland.*17


      

      Ribbentrop’s overwhelming memory of his year in the English capital, where he and his brother arrived in the autumn of 1909,

         was of the traffic in the streets. ‘We never thought there could be so many omnibuses, motor cars, vans and horse-drawn carriages

         … We were astounded to see how calmly the few policemen handled all this traffic. We thought we could feel the heartbeat of

         the world.’ Later, Ribbentrop regretted that Hitler could not have seen the London traffic from the Mansion House and so ‘understood the meaning of the British Empire’. He also liked the comfortable social ways of the English, but later discovered

         that, ‘in business and even more in politics’, this easy-going façade concealed a national character that was ‘serious and

         industrious’.18


      

      In the autumn of 1910, presumably now speaking perfect English, Ribbentrop and his brother sailed for Canada. Their original

         purpose, it seems, was to spend a holiday visiting a prominent family in Montreal called Hamilton-Ewing whom they had met

         in Switzerland and whose daughter they admired;19 but once they had got there they decided to stay. No doubt, in those halcyon days when one could move freely around the world

         without passports and work permits, they found Canada a more congenial prospect than the future their father had proposed

         for them in Tanganyika. Ribbentrop was just seventeen, and at twenty was due to inherit some capital from his mother’s estate.

         Meanwhile he decided to widen his experience with a series of odd jobs. For more than a year he held a post at a bank in Montreal,

         obtained for him by the Hamilton-Ewings; and in 1912 he worked as a labourer first on the reconstruction of the Quebec Bridge,

         later on the building of the National Transcontinental Railway between Moncton and Winnipeg.20


      

      Joachim Ribbentrop made numerous friends during his four years in Canada, where he was known as a handsome, cheerful, eager,

         well-mannered youth, without a trace of the arrogance and affectation which would mark him in later life. He made good use

         of his three languages and also his violin, with which he would delight his fellow railway workers in their log cabin at night.21 He developed his sporting talents: he eventually became a member of the Canadian national ice-skating team, taking part in

         February 1914 in the Ellis Memorial Trophy, the annual skating tournament against the United States.22 He also pursued his romance with Catherine Hamilton-Ewing, whose parents, however, were opposed to their marriage.23


      

      In the autumn of 1912, while working on the railway near Winnipeg, Ribbentrop fell seriously ill with tuberculosis. He tells

         us that he contracted this disease by drinking infected milk, but since his brother also succumbed around this time, a predisposition

         may have been inherited from their mother. In order to save his life, it was necessary to remove a kidney, a circumstance

         which was to have a profound effect on his personality since it contributed in later years to impaired concentration and bouts

         of nervous depression. Eventually he recovered. Lothar did not: on the outbreak of war, too weak to return to Europe, he was interned by the Canadian authorities, but eventually allowed on compassionate grounds

         to move to a sanatorium in Switzerland, where he died in 1918 aged twenty-six.24


      

      Ribbentrop returned to Germany to complete his recuperation and claim his inheritance; but by the middle of 1913 he was back

         in North America, this time staying with friends in New York. There, he tells us, he was ‘for a few months a daily reporter

         for a number of newspapers’, which enabled him ‘to learn something of the American soul, of its urge for action, news and

         sensation’.25 This claim should be borne in mind when one comes to consider that, in December 1941, Ribbentrop encouraged Hitler to declare

         war on the United States, depicting the Americans as a decadent nation which could present no real threat to Germany. It was,

         however, in Canada that the young Ribbentrop intended to make his future; and by the end of 1913 he had settled in Ottawa

         where, thanks to his mother’s legacy, he set himself up in business as an importer dealing in, among other things, German

         wines.26


      

      Social life in the Canadian capital revolved around Rideau Hall, the residence of the Governor-General, who at this time was

         Prince Arthur, Duke of Connaught (1850–1942), Queen Victoria’s third son and married to a Prussian princess. In his memoirs,

         Ribbentrop claimed to have been a frequent guest of the Connaughts at Rideau Hall, having been introduced there through his

         friendship with a son of the Chief Justice of Canada. This was perfectly true: he was later remembered by his fellow guests

         as a popular young visitor in the last year of peace, liked by the German Duchess who conversed with him in her native tongue,

         and appreciated by everyone for his pleasant manners and skill at tennis and the violin.27


      

      Ribbentrop felt ‘indescribably happy’ in Canada. He seemed set to make a splendid social and business career there, when all

         his plans were wrecked by Great Britain’s declaration of war on Germany on 4 August 1914. Filled with an irresistible urge

         to serve the Fatherland, he left by train for New York that same evening, after hurried farewells and with many regrets. ‘I

         left behind my property, my brother who was seriously ill, the business prospects which had just opened up, many friends,

         and a young girl I had wanted to marry.’28 He thus started life anew at twenty-one.

      


      

      Ribbentrop sailed from New York on 15 August 1914 on the Potsdam, a Dutch steamer bound for Rotterdam. On entering the English Channel, the ship was intercepted by a British patrol and made

         to stop at Falmouth. Ribbentrop was fortunate: the English officer who examined him turned out to have served in Canada and to know many of his

         friends there; he indulgently accepted Ribbentrop’s explanation that he was unfit for military service and merely rejoining

         his family in Germany, and allowed him to continue his journey. Nevertheless, Ribbentrop proceeded to hide in the ship’s coal

         bunker until they were safely out of reach of the Royal Navy.29


      

      In Ribbentrop’s days of fame, a number of stories were published to the effect that he had been a German spy in Canada, and

         that in 1915 he had covertly returned to the United States to take part in a sabotage mission designed to deprive the Allies

         of American war materials.30 No evidence has ever been produced to support these fantastic allegations; and Ribbentrop’s wartime career appears to have

         been both conventional and honourable.31 On his return to Germany, he enlisted in a famous cavalry regiment, the Torgau Hussars, to which his maternal grandfather

         had belonged; and he served with this unit, first on the Eastern and then the Western Front, until wounded in the summer of

         1917. By that time he had received a commission and been awarded, like his grandfather and father before him, the Iron Cross

         First Class.* According to the memoirs of Hitler’s piano-playing friend Putzi Hanfstaengl, he did however once blot his copybook by going

         absent without leave, an episode which later became known to Hitler and Goering.32 During his three years as a regimental soldier, Ribbentrop taught himself Russian (although he seemed to remember little

         of that language twenty years later); and he befriended another hussar some three years his junior, Count Wolf Heinrich von

         Helldorf, a friendship which was to have fateful consequences.

      


      

      After being invalided out of active service, Ribbentrop was briefly employed at the War Ministry in Berlin; and in April 1918,

         as a First Lieutenant (the highest army rank he would achieve), he was attached to the German War Ministry Office in Constantinople,

         serving as assistant to a Major Meier who had the job of obtaining local provisions for the German forces serving in Turkey.

         It must have been a demoralizing post since, while Germany still had hopes of winning the war in Europe in the spring of 1918,

         it was already clear that the Ottoman Empire was finished. During his six months in Constantinople, Ribbentrop had his first contact with Franz von Papen, a dashing thirty-eight-year-old cavalry

         officer who was then Chief of Staff of the 4th Turkish Army.33 He also got to know two young diplomats at the German Embassy, Hans-Heinrich Dieckhoff and Wilhelm Fabricius: these men (who

         could scarcely have imagined that they would one day be serving as ambassadors under Lieutenant Ribbentrop) were both married

         to sisters of Albert Jenke, a German engineer who was then manager of the Constantinople Waterworks and in 1922 would marry

         Ribbentrop’s sister Ingeborg.*


      

      At the end of October 1918 Turkey capitulated to the Allies; and after various adventures, which included a glimpse of the

         Russian Civil War in Odessa, Ribbentrop and his colleagues finally managed to regain their defeated homeland in March 1919.

         Ribbentrop reported for duty to the War Ministry in Berlin. He later claimed to have been assigned to the section preparing

         peace talks (although in the event the Allies allowed no negotiation of the terms they presented to Germany); and according

         to his Who’s Who entry he was ‘ADC to German peace delegation, 1919’. No doubt this lent a romantic touch to the curriculum vitae of a statesman

         who, during the 1930s, sought to obtain revision of the Treaty of Versailles. Unfortunately for Ribbentrop, his critics would

         eventually point out that his name appeared nowhere on the list of 180 people attached to the delegation, and that no one

         who had been present at the Peace Conference had any recollection of him there.34 When he came to write his memoirs, Ribbentrop explained that General von Seeckt, the chief German military delegate, had

         asked to have him as his ADC, but that for some reason the summons to accompany this great soldier to Paris never came.35


      

      When the allied peace terms were presented on 7 May 1919, they came as a shock to the German people, who had expected a lenient

         settlement following the replacement of the militaristic monarchy by a liberal republic. Germany was required to give up not

         only Alsace-Lorraine (the scene of Ribbentrop’s childhood) to France, but vast historic eastern lands to Poland. She was to be deprived of her colonies. Her army and navy were to be reduced to tiny proportions. She was also to acknowledge

         her ‘war guilt’, pay reparations and hand over many of her leading figures for trial by the Allies. The nation was divided

         into two camps: the majority which bitterly accepted there was no choice but to sign the Treaty, but hoped ways would be found

         in the future of either evading or revising its provisions; and those extreme nationalists who considered signature, however

         catastrophic the alternatives, inconsistent with honour. In his memoirs, Ribbentrop implies that he belonged to the second

         of these groups;* and while this may have been so, there is no evidence that he played any part in the right-wing politics of the post-war

         years. He never joined a Freikorps, the irregular bands of patriotic ex-servicemen formed to fight communist risings in Germany; nor does he appear to have

         been involved in any way with such radical populist movements as the incipient National Socialists.† In fact, from July 1919 onwards, he was a member of a liberal weekly luncheon circle in Berlin of which the leading light

         was Mathias Erzberger, the former head of the German Armistice Commission who, as Finance Minister, now led the ‘acceptance’

         party in the Government.‡


      

      Another member of this circle was Paul Schwarz (1882–1951), a rotund and jovial diplomat who was shortly to become Private

         Secretary to the Chancellor of the Republic; and it is to him that we owe much of our information on Ribbentrop in the 1920s.

         In April 1933, Schwarz, who was then German Consul-General in New York, resigned his post because of opposition to the Nazis

         and became a political refugee in the United States, where ten years later he published a book entitled This Man Ribbentrop: His Life and Times. It is a suspect historical source, for it appeared in the middle of the war, and even before the Nazis took power Schwarz had come to dislike Ribbentrop intensely. But his personal

         knowledge undoubtedly gave him an insight into Ribbentrop’s career and character at this period.36


      

      The Ribbentrop who was demobilized in the summer of 1919* had been changed by the experience of war, but was still a personable young man at twenty-six. Aside from his short legs,

         he was handsome, with striking blue-grey eyes and a charming smile; he possessed a fine baritone voice; and he was always

         beautifully dressed. At their first meeting around this time, Schwarz found him shy, deferential and anxious to please, and

         noticed he still spoke with a faint English accent.37 His bearing, however, had become slightly stiff and military; a waspish official would later remark that he would not have

         flinched even if insects had invaded his most intimate parts.38 His war injuries, added to his pre-war illness, had undermined his health, leaving him with a tendency to blackouts and depression;

         but this tendency would only become pronounced later on, and was counter-balanced by great natural energy and staying power.

      


      

      As he set out on a career for the third time in his life, he suffered from two severe handicaps. The first was a lack of formal

         education: he had left school at fifteen and, unlike most men of his class and background, had never attended university or

         taken an examination or undergone any form of peacetime professional training. This showed itself particularly in an inability

         to write fluently and a tendency to discursiveness in any discussion or argument, and seemed to rule out any kind of official

         career. Secondly, he had little money: almost all his assets had been left behind in Canada, and his father had somehow lost

         the entire family fortune in the aftermath of war. Like any unqualified and impecunious ex-officer returning to civilian life,

         Ribbentrop was obliged to take such work as he could find with the aid of his talents, experience and personal connections.

         His first employment, according to his memoirs, was as a commission agent in Berlin for a Bremen firm of cotton importers,

         which enabled him within a few months to earn enough to pay off his father’s debts.39 At the same time, according to Paul Schwarz, he accepted a number of private commissions to procure French wines and liqueurs

         for some wealthy Berlin acquaintances. As there was not yet any legitimate trade in alcohol between France and Germany, this must have been in the

         nature of a smuggling operation; but he seems to have delivered the goods to the satisfaction of his customers, and by the

         end of 1919 to be sufficiently established in this line to set up a registered firm of wine merchants in Berlin.40


      

      Then came a step which transformed all his prospects: on 5 July 1920 he married Anna Elisabeth (‘Annelies’) Henkell, daughter

         of the rich and famous Otto Henkell of Wiesbaden (1869–1929) whose family firm, founded by his grandfather in 1832, had become

         the principal manufacturer of Sekt, the German sparkling wine.

      


      

      They had met the previous autumn at a tennis tournament in Bad Homburg. She was three years his junior, an energetic, headstrong

         woman of twenty-four who was known in her own family as something of an enfant terrible. If not exactly beautiful, and frequently in poor health (she suffered all her life from migraines and sinus trouble), she

         possessed immense force of personality, intelligence and chic. Nothing could have been more to Ribbentrop’s advantage at that

         moment than to marry such an heiress;* but it was undoubtedly a love match, and they would be devoted to each other throughout their married life.† ‘I wonder whether two people ever experienced as much love, happiness and infinite affinity as we did’, he wrote a quarter

         of a century later in Nuremberg Prison, wretched at having been separated from her for a year.41


      

      In the view of the prison psychiatrist Dr Kelley, his marriage had given him not merely material but also emotional security,

         providing Ribbentrop with the mother substitute for which he had yearned ever since the death of his own mother during his

         early boyhood.42


      

      What is certain is that she came to dominate him completely, managing from behind the scenes almost every aspect of his existence,

         domestic, social, professional and eventually political. She was intensely ambitious for him; and it was largely her doing that he later sought a political career with the Nazis. When he ascended the diplomatic

         stage she continued to interfere in everything, laying down the law on policy and appointments,43 insisting on being present at important meetings,44 and displaying, as time went on, an increasing love of power, luxury and status.45 In the opinion of many observers, it was she who instilled in her husband a hatred of England;46 and her influence would be deplored in official circles. One of Ribbentrop’s staff as Foreign Minister, Hasso von Etzdorf,* remembers her as ‘a true evil genius’ (besonders böser Dämon);47 another, Reinhard Spitzy,† was reminded of Lady Macbeth, goading her husband to deeds which were not in his nature and screwing his courage to the sticking-place.48 Throughout her marriage, she seems to have enjoyed shocking her liberal and respectable family (most of whom disapproved

         of the Nazis); and during the war she earned the undying hatred of her own relations through her ruthless intrigues to lay

         her hands on the Henkell family fortune.‡ But such developments could hardly have been suspected at the time of her marriage.

      


      

      While glad to get a difficult daughter off their hands, the Henkells (and particularly Annelies’ mother) do not seem either

         to have regarded Ribbentrop as a good alliance for their family or to have warmed to him personally. Everyone in the German

         Foreign Ministry later knew Frau Henkell’s lament that ‘of all my sons-in-law, the most foolish became the most prominent’.49 Ribbentrop hoped for a partnership in the Henkell firm; Otto Henkell refused to offer him one, but helped his career in other

         ways. The wholesaler for the Henkell wines in Berlin was a famous vintner named Johannes Muther, who died around the time

         of Ribbentrop’s marriage and bequeathed his business to his deputy, one Schoeneberg. When, shortly afterwards, Schoeneberg

         found himself in financial trouble and appealed to Otto Henkell for aid, the latter agreed to help provided he took on Ribbentrop

         as a partner. Thus was born the firm of Schoeneberg und Ribbentrop in the Tauentzienstrasse, later known as Impegroma,* of which Ribbentrop became sole owner in 1931.50


      

      Ribbentrop quickly took advantage of Schoeneberg’s reputation, his father-in-law’s name, his wife’s dowry and his own knowledge

         of France and England to transform his new firm into a flourishing concern. Through his early dealings, he had already discovered

         that the cosmopolitan and hedonistic haute bourgeoisie who held financial power in post-war Germany formed a huge potential market for foreign wines and spirits, especially champagne

         and whisky; and he worked tirelessly to procure for himself the German agencies for various well-known foreign brands. He

         enjoyed relating in later years how, when the agency for Johnny Walker Whisky became available, he rushed to London and, discovering

         that his competitors had left for Scotland ahead of him by rail, chartered an aeroplane in which he landed directly on the

         lawn of Sir Alexander Walker’s estate at Kilmarnock; so impressed was the eminent distiller by such initiative that he appointed

         Ribbentrop his representative there and then.51 He rapidly developed good contacts in France, and became the agent for Meukoff Cognac, Green and Yellow Chartreuse and especially

         Pommery Champagne. At first this business did not amount to much, as trade between France and Germany was still very restricted;

         but when commercial restrictions were lifted on 1 January 1924, the German sales of these distinguished products boomed. By

         the end of that year, Ribbentrop was able to give up the Henkell agency, which no doubt irked him owing to his continuing

         cool relations with his father-in-law, and concentrate on importing. ‘By the middle twenties’, he wrote in his memoirs, ‘my

         business had become one of the biggest of its kind.’52


      

      By all accounts, Ribbentrop was an excellent businessman. He cultivated with equal assiduity the foreign firms he represented

         and his customers in Germany; and having given his word, he rarely let anyone down. When Paul Schwarz was appointed German

         Consul-General in Colombo in 1926, he entrusted Ribbentrop with the shipping of his cellar to this distant outpost. Not only

         did Schwarz’s own stock arrive in perfect condition, but Ribbentrop supplemented it with copious samples of the German wines

         and spirits which his firm exported. This gesture paid dividends, for within a couple of years he was doing a substantial trade with Ceylon and Southern India.53 He was fortunate in that his business was not much affected by such catastrophes as the inflation of 1923 and the crash of

         1929: in the heady, après nous le déluge atmosphere of Weimar Germany, people losing their money were happy to spend what remained of it on whisky and champagne.

      


      

      Still in his early thirties, Ribbentrop could count himself a rich man. He and his wife lived in a handsome modern villa in

         the comfortable suburb of Dahlem (Lentze-Allee 7–9), built in an arts-and-crafts style which was then fashionable and set

         in pleasant grounds which included a swimming-pool and tennis court. (Tom Jones, visiting there in 1936, admired ‘a lawn …

         trimmed and shaved, surrounded by birches and willows, lilac and laburnum: one might be in Surrey or Sussex, so English did

         it seem.’)54 A son, Rudolf, was born to them in 1921; a daughter, Bettina, in 1922. In the following decade, with their growing importance,

         they would have three further children: Ursula (1932), Adolf (1935) and Barthold (1940). The family life seems to have been

         extremely happy, and Ribbentrop a devoted and indulgent father. On one critical occasion in 1941 when Hitler experienced stubborn

         opposition from his Foreign Minister, he easily won Ribbentrop round by spending an afternoon in Dahlem with his wife and

         young children.*


      

      Under the influence of commercial success and marriage to an ambitious managing wife, Ribbentrop’s character underwent a distinct

         transformation during the 1920s. Traits of self-importance became more marked. Albert Speer, who as a seventeen-year-old schoolboy

         met him in Wiesbaden in 1923,† later remembered a ‘tall, fair-haired man’ who ‘held his head very high’ and was ‘arrogant and inaccessible’. (Ribbentrop,

         he recalled, wore a bowler hat and carried an umbrella in spite of a cloudless sky, making him look like a caricature of an

         English gentleman in a humorous magazine.)55 When Paul Schwarz returned to Berlin from the Far East in 1928 and ran into Ribbentrop at diplomatic cocktail parties, he

      


      

      

         noticed that Ribbentrop had considerably changed. Nothing remained of the becoming shyness of bygone days, nothing of his

            cultivated, almost whispering, voice, and not a vestige of his excellent manners. Now he led his own society of nouveaux riches profiteers and impoverished gentry. Ribbentrop was virtual dictator of this group. He lectured his friends with unnecessary

            vigour on the dangers of Bolshevism … This was certainly not the cultured Ribbentrop I had known, but a loud, boisterous adventurer.56


      


      

      Both these accounts, however, come from sources hostile to Ribbentrop; and there are others who remember him at this period

         as a charming, cultivated and generous host, if occasionally something of a bore when he discoursed on the events of the day.

         The food, wine and service at his table were always excellent: he prided himself on being able to produce from his cellar

         almost any vintage for which a guest might express a desire. He was a respected figure in the Berlin music world, giving concerts

         at his house and sometimes playing his violin, always most creditably, in chamber ensembles. He was also a discerning collector

         of modern art, being a patron of the French post-impressionist master André Derain.57 The future Reich Finance Minister, Count Schwerin von Krosigk, wrote that Ribbentrop would have been considered a perfectly

         charming fellow had he not been so unwise as to get involved in politics.58


      

      The commercial and cultural life of Berlin during the Weimar era was largely dominated by Jews; and not only were many of

         Ribbentrop’s best customers Jewish at this time, but also some of his closest friends. He regularly exchanged hospitality

         with Ottmar Strauss, a well-known Jewish industrialist and bon vivant who had both helped Ribbentrop financially in the early post-war days and, as a friend of Otto Henkell, helped smooth the

         path for his marriage to Annelies.59 Another friend and business ally was Herbert Gutmann, the powerful and music-loving head of the Dresdner Bank;60 and the most fashionable of the Berlin society hostesses who patronized the Ribbentrops was the beautiful Lali Horstmann,

         wife of the diplomat and art collector Alfred (‘Freddy’) Horstmann and a member of the wealthy Jewish von Schwabach family.61 Ribbentrop was passionately fond of dancing during the twenties and would often appear (usually without his wife who does

         not seem to have shared his passion) at private tea dances in Berlin. On these occasions he would generally be accompanied

         by another outstanding dancer, a Russian Jew whose name is variously given as Hoffelmann or Tettelmann: the two men superficially

         resembled each other, and were always exquisitely and identically dressed. Their regular appearance together became a great

         and affectionate joke, and a popular song was sung about them, playing on the similarity of the names ‘Ribbentrop and Hoffelmann’ to ‘Rosenkrantz and Gildenstern’.62


      

      Another occasional visitor to the Dahlem villa in the mid-1920s was Prince Louis Ferdinand of Prussia, the Kaiser’s grandson,* who at this time was studying in Berlin and living with a friend of Ribbentrop’s, the former imperial chamberlain Count Platen.

         ‘In those early days’, writes the Prince, ‘I regarded Ribbentrop as a generous cosmopolitan host whose domestic political

         views were inclined if anything towards the liberal left. He was a great music lover and played the violin quite well; I had

         already heard of him through my piano teacher Else Munding, who had known him since childhood. He also knew many of my Jewish

         music friends in Berlin.’63 Ribbentrop, for his part, appears to have been an ardent monarchist at this period, and noted for his deference to royal

         persons. On one occasion, when he was entertaining a British businessman at a Munich hotel, he suddenly rushed to the staircase

         and ‘remained there in an attitude of ecstasy until a certain gentleman had descended’. He explained afterwards to his puzzled

         guest that he had wished to show respect to Prince Eitel Friedrich, ‘son of our Emperor’.64


      

      Ribbentrop’s sentimental attachment to royalty is evidence of a strong romantic streak. It is this same romanticism which

         probably best explains his acquisition of the evocative ‘von’ through his legal adoption, on 15 May 1925, by Gertrud Charlotte

         von Ribbentrop, aged sixty-two, the spinster daughter of Lieutenant-General Karl Barthold Sigismund von Ribbentrop who had

         been ennobled in 1884 and died in 1893. This was possible owing to a law passed by the German Republic in 1919 which provided

         that noble particles and titles would cease to be officially recognized as such, but that persons who had held them could

         continue using them as part of their name. A curious and unintended result of this legislation was that commoners adopted

         by noble persons, instead of merely taking the family surname as before, now took the whole name, ‘von’, title of rank and

         all. Of course, such a proceeding did not make them noble in the true heraldic sense of the term: thus, in the chapter on

         Gertrud’s family in the Genealogisches Handbuch des Adels,† Joachim and his descendants appear in an appendix headed Nichtadelige Namensträger (non-noble carriers of the name). ‘Ennoblement by adoption’ became common in the Weimar period and was generally frowned upon as the

         trade of social adventurers, though there were a few cases in which it was considered more or less socially acceptable, such

         as that of a childless war widow seeking to carry on the name of her husband.

      


      

      How is one to characterize Joachim’s adoption by Gertrud? He spoke of her as his ‘aunt’, and their relationship was so described

         in the adoption agreement.65 This was somewhat far-fetched, as in order to find a common ancestor one would probably have to go back at least two centuries.

         However, Gertrud does seem to have been an old friend of Joachim’s father and stepmother (the two families both lived at Naumburg

         in Saxony); and according to Paul Schwarz, she had also been something of an honorary aunt to Joachim after his mother’s death

         in Metz in 1902.*66 Gertrud had one married brother, Lieutenant-Colonel Karl Friedrich Siegfried von Ribbentrop (1866–1944); he and his wife

         were childless, and although they had themselves adopted an infant in 1922, it was a girl.67 Thus Joachim had a valid point when he claimed, in an SS questionnaire in 1933, that he had been adopted ‘in order to continue

         [the name of] this noble line which was dying out’. What he omitted to state was that the line in question had been founded

         less than half a century before.68


      

      Gertrud’s adoption of Joachim was not entirely a matter of family affection. She had been impoverished by the great inflation

         of 1923; and the adoption agreement contained the provision that he would pay her a pension of 450 Reichsmarks per month for

         at least fifteen years.69 At some point between 1925 and 1933, however, Joachim discontinued these payments, and Gertrud had to resort to legal proceedings

         in order to have them resumed. This damaging information was brought to the attention of Goering by his police chief Rudolf

         Diels in 1933; and Goering gleefully related it down the years to Alfred Rosenberg and other leading Nazis who detested Ribbentrop,

         giving rise to Goebbels’ scornful quip that Ribbentrop had ‘married his money and bought his name’.70


      

      Ribbentrop immediately began to flaunt his new appellation in a manner which can only have raised smiles. He changed the name

         of his firm to Schoeneberg und von Ribbentrop; he started using Gertrud’s family arms (two crossed artillery guns and a lamb), to which he was not entitled under the rules

         of heraldry; and he took to signing himself ‘Joachim von Ribbentrop’ with a great flourish. In case any of his acquaintances

         remained unaware of his change of status, he informed them of it in a circular letter in which (as the Pommery Champagne director

         Count Maxence de Polignac recalled in a newspaper article many years later) he implied, absurdly, that the ‘von’ had been

         conferred on him on account of services in the Great War.71 If the whole business became rather a joke among friends of the new Herr and Frau von Ribbentrop, it was regarded by their

         families with something approaching outrage. Frau Henkell, who came from an old patrician family in Mainz which would have

         disdained to use a title, told Paul Schwarz that Joachim’s ‘elevation’ had ‘made not only him but also us a laughing stock

         … Our relatives poke fun at us because of the “titled son-in-law”. And the worst of it is that Annelies seems to like it,

         perhaps because she knows it drives me mad …’72 Ribbentrop’s father, who was proud of his unadorned name and whose second wife came from a family which had been ennobled

         in the fourteenth century, seems to have reacted in a similar manner; if at the time he raised no protest, for he too had

         been helped by Joachim out of his post-war financial difficulties, in later years he was frank in telling his son’s aides

         what he thought of his social pretentions.73


      

      Ribbentrop’s critics would later point to his purchase of the ‘von’ as evidence of aggressive social ambition. It is difficult

         to see it exactly in this light, for it never did him much good in his social career. In Germany at the time, it would have

         impressed only tradesmen. Later on, it was unlikely to cut much ice with the Nazis, still less with the true ‘vons’ of the

         diplomatic service. It may have helped give something of an aristocratic tinge to his ambassadorship in London; but even there,

         its origins soon became the subject of ribaldry in English society.74 Yet Ribbentrop clung to the ‘von’ with almost comic tenacity: even when he attended the gathering of Nazi chieftains which

         followed the attempt on Hitler’s life in July 1944, for example, all other feelings were overborne by his fury that Goering

         had called him merely ‘Ribbentrop’.* Clearly, he truly imagined himself a nobleman, one whose people had emerged from the mists of Germany’s glorious military past, one in whose veins flowed the blood of the great Friedrich von Ribbentrop who had been the

         intimate of Blücher and Yorck. Here were the beginnings of the folie de grandeur, the tendency to romantic fantasy, which was to become such a pronounced feature of his personality.

      


      

      Some time after his acquisition of pseudo-nobility, Ribbentrop tried to join the Union Club in Berlin, most of whose members

         were both rich and aristocratic and which was the social centre of the racing world. His candidature was supported by Count

         Helldorf and Franz von Papen; but he was turned down, one of the chief objections to his election being the manner in which

         he had obtained his particle, and his chief opponent being a diplomat named Joachim Friedrich von Lieres und Wilkau, the scion

         of an old Silesian noble family. When Ribbentrop demanded to know the reasons for his rejection, he was told that the club

         only wanted members who owned a racing stable. This did not worry Ribbentrop: he promptly ordered a few racehorses from Helldorf,

         who sold him some dubious specimens at inflated prices and then proposed him for membership a second time. Sources differ

         as to whether Ribbentrop eventually secured election, and if so when.* What is known is that he continued to harbour deep resentment on account of the original rebuff, and even tried to have Lieres

         sent to a concentration camp when he became Foreign Minister in 1938.†


      

      The late twenties marked the brief golden age of the Weimar Republic. Prosperity had returned, exports were booming, the arts

         flourished. The respected figure of President Hindenburg, widely regarded as a sort of regent for the exiled Kaiser, represented

         stability. Germany had a statesman of the first rank in Gustav Stresemann; she had been readmitted to the counsels of Europe, and could be confident of securing

         an eventual revision of the Versailles terms. Was there anything in Ribbentrop’s life during these years of security which

         presaged his dramatic ascent in the world of politics and diplomacy amid the turbulence of the following decade?

      


      

      He was certainly a familiar figure among Berlin’s diplomatic social set, often entertaining German and foreign diplomats at

         Dahlem, and being invited in return to receptions at embassies and legations and even the house of Stresemann himself.* He also had a family connection with diplomacy through the marriage in 1922 of his sister Ingeborg to Albert Jenke, a German

         businessman working in the Middle East: Jenke’s two sisters were married to the rising stars of the German diplomatic service

         whom Ribbentrop had befriended in Constantinople in 1918 – Wilhelm Fabricius, future Minister to Romania, and Hans-Heinrich

         Dieckhoff, future Ambassador to the United States.† Ribbentrop thus had easy access to diplomatic gossip. He also had some experience of diplomatic practice, having advised

         the Economic Department of the German Foreign Ministry in some Franco-German trade negotiations during 1925.‡75 On the other hand, he was not well regarded at German embassies abroad: both Leopold von Hoesch, the Ambassador in Paris, and Constantin von Neurath, the Ambassador in London, wished to have little to do with

         this conceited businessman, who in years to come would have ample opportunity to repay their neglect.

      


      

      In domestic politics, he seems to have had no involvement at any level. Those who knew him regarded him as a sentimental monarchist,

         absorbed by his own social and business life and uninterested in the party politics of the Republic. In elections he supported

         Stresemann’s Deutsche Volkspartei (DVP), a moderate conservative grouping which won about 9 per cent of the national vote in 1928; but he does not seem to

         have belonged to this or any party. It is however tempting for a successful, self-made businessman whose activity crosses

         frontiers, whose opinions are listened to politely by distinguished persons at home and abroad, to fancy himself a statesman;

         and Ribbentrop did not resist this temptation. As he admits in his memoirs, he never missed an opportunity, either on his

         visits abroad or at his dinner table in Berlin, to lecture his acquaintances on the dangers of communism and the ‘evils of

         Versailles’.76 He also circulated a newsletter to his business clients, expounding his views on the economic and political issues of the

         moment.77


      

      Such was Ribbentrop’s slender preparation for the astonishing career which would make him German Foreign Minister at the age

         of forty-four – a career, to quote the German historian Joachim Fest, in which ‘the spirit of the tavern crashed into the

         world of high-level politics, knocking over all the players’, the career of a ‘pot-house politician whose bombastic utterances

         were suddenly fulfilled as if by some malevolent fairy, whose words, dictated by a hunger for self-importance, suddenly became

         flesh and, even more, blood.’78


   
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      HELPING HITLER TO POWER 
1930–33

      
      The year 1930 marked a dramatic turning-point in German history. The world stock-market crash of October 1929, followed by
         the recall of foreign loans, resulted in a near-collapse of the German economy. Exports dwindled, businesses failed, unemployment
         soared. The great beneficiaries of this crisis were Hitler’s National Socialists (NSDAP), hitherto a minor force in German
         politics. With their mixture of nationalism and radicalism, they appealed to the discontented masses; and with their fanatical
         anti-communism, they appealed also to the worried bourgeoisie. At the Reichstag elections of May 1928, the Nazis had received
         2.6 per cent of the vote and twelve seats; at the elections of September 1930, their support rocketed to 18.3 per cent and
         107 seats, making them the second largest party next to the Social Democrats.*

      
      Now that the Nazis had put themselves firmly on the political map, many German conservatives who might previously have dismissed
         them as cranks began to take a serious interest in their movement. Some were frankly attracted by the aggressive patriotism,
         the pageantry and uniforms, the racial élitism, the emphasis on hierarchy and discipline. Some were motivated by careerist
         considerations: the Nazis were notably short of professional talent, and might soon be in a position to confer substantial
         political favours on their supporters. Some, while disliking the Nazis’ social radicalism and race theory, were concerned
         above all with keeping the left out of government: they believed that the traditional nationalist parties might safely co-operate
         with the Nazis to secure this common goal, and that such co-operation might remove the sting from the Nazi programme. Elements of all these motives are detectable in the
         case of Ribbentrop, as he transformed himself from the apolitical businessman of 1929 to Hitler’s loyal and eager servant
         of 1933.
      

      
      Much mystery still surrounds Ribbentrop’s early involvement with the Nazis, largely for the reason that he kept very quiet
         about his National Socialist affiliations until Hitler had come to power. Indeed, after the war, at his trial and in his memoirs,
         he claimed that he had met Hitler for the first time only in August 1932, and implied that, right up to the last days of the
         Republic, he had been an independent figure without strong party allegiance, able to act as a bridge between the Nazis and
         the conservative nationalists. It is however clear from several sources, including Ribbentrop’s own replies to SS questionnaires,1 that he became an active (if covert) supporter of the Nazis in 1930, the year they shot to political prominence; and his
         first personal encounter with Hitler probably also took place that year.
      

      
      That Ribbentrop had already had some casual contact with Nazis during the 1920s is evident from a fleeting reference in Goebbels’
         diary for 23 June 1928. After addressing a rally of six thousand people near Wiesbaden, Goebbels ran into the Ribbentrops
         (who were presumably visiting Frau von Ribbentrop’s family home in the locality) and commented: ‘A nice couple. We had much
         to talk about.’2 These remarks are ironical in view of the bitter antagonism which later would develop between the two men, and interesting
         as an indication that Ribbentrop was not averse to spending an evening in conversation with the fiery Gauleiter of Berlin.
         But the Ribbentrop of June 1928, with his conservative outlook, high-society preoccupations, and numerous Jewish friends,
         would hardly have been tempted to join the Nazis, who had suffered their great electoral disaster only the month before. His
         subsequent recruitment to the movement in the drastically altered political climate of the early 1930s was not the work of
         Goebbels (whose diaries do not mention him again until 1935) but of Ribbentrop’s old comrade-in-arms from the First World
         War, Count Wolf Heinrich von Helldorf.3

      
      Three years Ribbentrop’s junior, Helldorf was a swashbuckling and raffish character, much given to drinking, gambling and
         philandering: his whole life seems to have been spent in an atmosphere of violence and intrigue, and he would end it on the
         gallows in 1944 for his part in the anti-Hitler resistance. After demobilization in 1919 he joined the notorious Freikorps Rossbach, subsequently taking part in the abortive Kapp Putsch and spending some years as a political exile in Italy. He joined the Nazis in 1926, and during the next five years rose to
         be leader of the NSDAP faction in the Prussian Landtag as well as chief of the Berlin SA. Meanwhile he had maintained his friendship with Ribbentrop, whom he proposed (as we have
         seen) for the Union Club and from whom he also borrowed money to pay off his gambling debts. The two men were often seen together
         at the bar of the Hotel Kaiserhof, used by the Nazis as a kind of social headquarters in Berlin. During 1930, Helldorf urged
         Ribbentrop to clamber aboard the accelerating Nazi bandwagon: the movement had need of cosmopolitan men such as himself and
         could offer him great advantages when it finally took power in Germany. Ribbentrop found this appeal to his vanity and ambition
         almost irresistible, but explained that his lucrative Jewish business connections made it difficult for him to join the party
         openly.4 He did, however, offer his private support and a contribution to local party funds; and Helldorf briefly presented him to
         Hitler as the Führer stepped out of the hotel lift, describing him as a valuable new adherent to the cause.5

      
      The next development took place at the Berlin house of Prince Viktor zu Wied, a former diplomat,* where a circle of aristocratic conservatives dined from time to time to discuss politics. One member of this group was Dankward
         (‘Vicco’) von Bülow-Schwante, a rich socialite in his late thirties who was a leading figure in the Stahlhelm, the conservative veterans’ organization: he knew Ribbentrop through the Horstmanns. Bülow-Schwante later recalled that Helldorf
         and Ribbentrop sometimes attended these dinners, and that on one such occasion in 1930 Hitler, too, was present as a special
         guest. In the course of the evening, Ribbentrop ‘drunkenly’ expressed his appreciation of Hitler’s anti-communist views and
         presented him with a cheque for 6000 Reichsmarks.6 According to Paul Schwarz, Hitler mentioned that he needed someone to translate British and French newspaper articles for
         him, whereupon Bülow-Schwante recommended the linguistically accomplished Ribbentrop for this task.7 We are not told whether Ribbentrop took up this role: if he did so, it cannot have been for long, as Hitler appointed his
         old friend Putzi Hanfstaengl, another fine linguist, to be his foreign press adviser early in 1931.
      

      
      Little is known about Ribbentrop’s political activities in 1931, though Nazi documents of that year already mention him as
         a party supporter.8 But his contact with Hitler was evidently kept up, for in the spring of 1932 the Nazi Führer accepted an invitation to dine
         at the Dahlem villa, Ribbentrop’s father and Bülow-Schwante being among the other guests.* Sitting in Ribbentrop’s study after dinner, Hitler and his future diplomatic lieutenant had their first conversation on foreign
         affairs. Hitler spoke at length of his admiration of Fascist Italy and detestation of Communist Russia. Ribbentrop talked
         in turn of his familiarity with England and France and his good connections there. This greatly interested Hitler, who went
         on to say (as Ribbentrop recalled) that
      

      
      
         what he wanted above all else … was a permanent and clear settlement with Britain… Hitler could not hear enough about England.
            Everything interested him: her way of life, parliamentary institutions, the City with its trade, and Empire policy… Hitler
            was particularly interested in what influential Englishmen thought about National Socialism… It was the harmony of our views
            about England which, on this first evening spent together, created the seed of confidence between Hitler and myself. At that
            time, however, I did not imagine that this was destined to lead to our later close collaboration in foreign politics …9

      

      
      During these early meetings, the relationship between Ribbentrop and Hitler was very different from what it would later become.
         According to one well-informed observer, Ribbentrop ‘cultivated Hitler in the same way as he would have cultivated some new
         modern painter’, while Hitler saw Ribbentrop as ‘a man of the world with a panache which the Nazis did not possess, a personality
         who, with his connections, might come in very useful’.10 Their mutual attraction was therefore based on mutual misunderstanding: for Ribbentrop was not really the worldly-wise sophisticate
         Hitler imagined him to be, while Hitler, as Ribbentrop would soon discover, was not a man to be patronized. Yet it is already possible to discern the beginnings of Ribbentrop’s slavish worship of the Nazi
         leader which would be the basis of their future relationship. As he said at his trial:
      

      
      
         Adolf Hitler made a considerable impression on me even then. I noticed particularly the blue eyes in his generally dark apperance,
            and … his detached nature … and the manner in which he expressed his thoughts. His statements always had something final and
            definite about them, and appeared to come from his innermost self. I had the impression that I was facing a man who knew what
            he wanted and had an unshakeable will and very strong personality… I [was] convinced that this man, if anyone, could save
            Germany from the great difficulties and distress which existed at that time …11

      

      
      Another result of Hitler’s first visit to the Ribbentrop household was that Annelies von Ribbentrop, herself a strong personality,
         found herself won over to Hitler. She had previously considered the Nazis disreputable (she had refused to receive the rakish
         Helldorf), and she had baulked at the idea of entertaining a vegetarian teetotaller. But she found herself spellbound by Hitler’s
         vision of a greater German future; and she was not slow to realize that her husband, with his familiarity with foreign countries
         and entry into various circles closed to the Nazis, might make himself very useful to this visionary but provincial figure.
         Henceforth Annelies, who may also have been excited by the idea of shocking her liberal family in Wiesbaden, would do everything
         to encourage Ribbentrop’s association with the Nazis.12

      
      It was not long afterwards, on 1 May 1932, that Ribbentrop finally joined the NSDAP, being allotted the membership number
         1,199,927. His wife followed later in the year, as member 1,411,594.*13

      
      *    *    *

      
      Ribbentrop took care not to advertise his party membership at first, and few who knew him were aware that he had thrown in
         his lot with Hitler.* This political anonymity served him well for, at the beginning of June 1932, following the fall of the Brüning Government,
         Hindenburg confided the chancellorship to Franz von Papen, a charming but essentially frivolous character who was unknown
         to the German public and hitherto had been on the fringes of politics, never even having been elected to the Reichstag.† Ribbentrop had known Papen since they had both served in Constantinople in 1918; and though they had never been intimate
         – Papen was a noted wit, and Ribbentrop notably lacked a sense of humour – they had remained friendly enough for Papen to
         support Ribbentrop’s Union Club candidature during the 1920s. As an old acquaintance of the new Chancellor who was known to
         have Nazi friends but was not yet recongnized as a Nazi himself, Ribbentrop, whose flourishing business now gave him considerable
         leisure, was in a position to offer himself as a middleman in negotiations between Papen and Hitler.
      

      
      The Nazis agreed to support the parliamentary confidence vote in the new Chancellor on two conditions: that he rescind Brüning’s
         decree of April 1932 banning the SA and SS, and that he dissolve the Reichstag and order new elections. To this Papen agreed,
         and following a campaign marked by street fighting between brownshirts and communists, voting took place on 31 July. This
         marked a high point in the electoral fortunes of the Nazis, who gained 37.3 per cent of the votes and 230 out of the 608 seats,
         making them by far the largest party and Hitler indisputably the leading political figure in Germany. Hindenburg, however,
         would not hear of inviting Hitler to form a government, and was determined to maintain Papen, to whom he had taken an immense
         liking, in the post of Chancellor, even though Papen enjoyed minimal parliamentary support, and had lukewarm backing from
         the most powerful member of his cabinet, the Defence Minister General Kurt von Schleicher, who had originally recommended
         Papen for the chancellorship but now wanted it for himself. On 12–13 August Papen saw Hitler in Berlin and offered him the
         post of Vice-Chancellor, which Hitler refused with great indignation.
      

      
      A few days later, Ribbentrop visited Hitler at the Berghof, his mountain retreat at Berchtesgaden in Bavaria.* In his memoirs, he says it was their first meeting; and while this was certainly not the case, it would probably have been
         the first time he had gone to see Hitler on political business. His purpose was to try to persuade Hitler to reconsider Papen’s
         offer of the vice-chancellorship. As he wrote:
      

      
      
         Friends of mine in the National Socialist camp† asked me to call on Hitler and to act as intermediary between him and von Papen… On my arrival at Berchtesgaden I found Hitler
            full of resentment towards Herr von Papen and the entire Cabinet in Berlin. Adolf Hitler … was prepared to work with other
            political forces, but insisted on the post of Reich Chancellor… On returning to Berlin I reported to Herr von Papen that Hitler
            still demanded the chancellorship. At that stage, however, President Hindenburg was not willing to appoint Hitler, and Hitler,
            for his part, had shown himself very suspicious of Herr von Papen; so there was not much I could do and nothing came of my
            intervention.14

      

      
      Hitler himself later described the meeting in a discussion with his financial adviser Wilhelm Keppler. Ribbentrop had come
         urging a coalition with Papen. ‘I made it clear to him that I did not trust Papen, and wanted a coalition with General von
         Schleicher. Ribbentrop was of the contrary opinion that it would not be possible to work loyally with Schleicher. I held forth
         for two hours, finally telling him that Schleicher as a Prussian general would not break his word, but he stood his ground
         and told me that he was not prepared to act as an intermediary with Schleicher, whom he did not trust, whereas Papen was a
         man of honour …’15 As events were to prove, Ribbentrop had given sensible advice in cautioning against dealings with the slippery Schleicher.
      

      
      Faced with a censure motion in which he was unable to command even one-tenth of the votes, Papen dissolved the Reichstag for
         a second time on 12 September 1932, fresh elections taking place on 6 November. This time the Nazi share of the vote declined
         from 37.3 per cent to 33.1 per cent, and their seats from 230 to 196: the gainers were the Communists and the small German
         National Party of Alfred Hugenberg, the only party still supporting Papen. With slightly greater confidence, Papen repeated to Hitler his offer of the vice-chancellorship; and when
         Hitler again refused, he asked Hindenburg to use his emergency presidential powers to suspend the Reichstag and allow the
         Cabinet to legislate by decree. Hindenburg wanted to accede to this request, unconstitutional though it was; but Schleicher
         now intervened, insisting that the army would oppose Papen’s plan and that he himself, by making concessions to the left and
         striking a deal with Hitler’s principal Nazi rival Otto Strasser, could form a government commanding a parliamentary majority.
         With a heavy heart, Hindenburg dismissed his favourite Papen and appointed Schleicher Chancellor on 2 December. A clumsy opportunist,
         Schleicher at once proceeded to antagonize almost everybody, notably the Nazis by his attempt to woo Strasser and split the
         party, and the landowning class (to which Papen and Hindenburg belonged) by his proposals for agrarian reform.
      

      
      With both Papen and Hitler feeling betrayed by Schleicher, there seemed a greater prospect, in the eyes of naïve conservatives
         who saw it as a desirable solution, of the two men coming together to bring down the Schleicher Government and replace it
         with some sort of coalition led by themselves. On 4 January 1933, Hitler and Papen met in Cologne at the house of the banker
         Kurt von Schroeder to discuss (as their press communiqué put it) ‘the question of the possibility of a great national political
         united front’. At this meeting, Papen proposed a joint chancellorship, and when Hitler still insisted on becoming sole chancellor,
         said that he was not necessarily averse to this but that Hindenburg would never agree to it. It was decided to continue these
         discussions in Berlin, and it therefore became necessary to find some location in the capital where they could be carried
         on in secrecy and where well-known figures could come and go without attracting attention. Keppler and Himmler, who had accompanied
         Hitler to the Cologne meeting, called on Ribbentrop to ask if he might make his villa in Dahlem available for this purpose,
         to which Ribbentrop readily agreed. (Himmler would later claim that, by asking this timely favour, he had launched Ribbentrop
         on his political career.)16 A second Hitler–Papen meeting thus took place at Dahlem on the night of 1 January, Papen being fetched by the Ribbentrops’
         chauffeur while Hitler arrived secretly by the garden entrance. This, too, was inconclusive, and it was agreed to postpone
         further discussions until after the local elections due on 15 January in the tiny state of Lippe-Detmold, the land of Ribbentrop’s
         ancestors.17

      
      *    *    *

      
      The story of the tortuous negotiations in the second half of January 1933 which made Hitler Chancellor of Germany has been
         told many times,18 and the attitudes of the main dramatis personae are well known. There was the cunning and unscrupulous Hitler, his political
         genius underestimated by all, worried that his popular support might have passed its peak, but never doubting that, once he
         had secured a coalition giving the top post to himself and the vital police portfolios to his henchmen, he could outwit his
         partners and achieve absolute power in the state. There was the vain and self-deluding Papen, possessed of a self-confidence
         unwarranted by his political abilities, itching to get back into power and prepared to make a pact with the devil in order
         to do so, foolishly thinking he could tame and control Hitler in any coalition. There was the majestic but doddering figure
         of Hindenburg, still holding the keys to the chancellorship, who adored Papen and despised Hitler but had become completely
         wayward and unpredictable in his decisions. There was the artlessly intriguing Schleicher, who by trying to be all things
         to all men had ended up with no friends at all; and finally there were Hugenberg and the German Nationalists, whose natural
         suspicions of Hitler were outweighed by their eagerness to grasp at any solution giving them a decent share of power.
      

      
      Ribbentrop’s role in this drama is often overlooked. It was, to be sure, a subsidiary role, for he was still a virtually unknown
         figure without either position or following: indeed, his value lay in his ability to present himself as something of a neutral
         outsider of whom no one need be suspicious. Yet it was an essential role, if the contemporary notes of his involvement, published
         as an extended footnote to his memoirs, are to be taken at face value.19 It is significant that the bulk of these notes were kept not by Ribbentrop himself but by Frau von Ribbentrop, who as ever
         was hovering in the wings and keeping a watchful eye on her husband’s career.
      

      
      During the week of the Lippe-Detmold elections, Ribbentrop had private talks with both Papen and Hitler, encouraging them
         to resume their discussions. Papen confided his fears that a Nazi success in the elections would make Hitler more intransigent;
         although in the event the result was a disappointment for the Nazis, who after a massive campaign received 40 per cent of
         the votes in a poll of 90,000, less than they had achieved there in the Reichstag elections of July 1932. Hitler returned
         to Berlin on the 17th: and the following day he held a second meeting with Papen at the Ribbentrop residence, taking with
         him the leaders of the SS and SA, Himmler and Roehm. The argument (as recorded in Frau von Ribbentrop’s notes) developed along familiar lines. ‘Hitler insists on being Chancellor. Papen considers this impossible. His influence
         with Hindenburg not strong enough to effect this.’20 Ribbentrop now intervened to break the impasse: in a further round of separate meetings with Hitler and Papen between the
         18th and the 21st, he persuaded them (according to the notes) to bring into their discussions the two people who had most
         influence over Hindenburg, his son Oskar and principal civil servant Otto Meissner.
      

      
      The next Hitler–Papen meeting took place at Dahlem on the night of 22 January. This time Oskar von Hindenburg and Meissner
         were present, having slipped out of the Opera and made their way there surreptitiously by taxi; and Hitler brought with him
         not his intimidating militia leaders but the two comparatively respectable Nazis he wished to join him in government, Goering
         and Frick. The key figure was Oskar von Hindenburg, who until then had consistently advised his father against conceding power
         to the Nazis. Hitler, however, had a long private talk with Oskar, and somehow persuaded him (possibly by threatening to expose
         fiscal irregularities concerning the Hindenburg estates in East Prussia) to drop his opposition. At this, Papen finally, if
         rather half-heartedly, agreed to recommend Hitler for the chancellorship, warning that he would ‘withdraw from the negotiations
         forthwith if Hitler [had] no confidence in him’.21 But when Papen saw Hindenburg the next day, the Field Marshal still refused to appoint ‘the Bohemian corporal’. (Perhaps
         Papen had not tried very hard.) Papen reported this outcome to Ribbentrop, who in turn reported it to Hitler at the Kaiserhof.
         Hitler was furious, and rejected out of hand a compromise proposal for a cabinet under the pro-Nazi banker Hjalmar Schacht:
         he then left Berlin in a huff.
      

      
      Once again it seemed that talks had broken down; and once again Ribbentrop (according to his wife’s notes) was active in trying
         to get them restarted. During the next three days he participated in a hectic series of meetings involving Goering and Frick,
         Papen, Hindenburg’s son, representatives of Hugenberg’s Nationalists, and even members of the old imperial family.* The aim was ‘to form a national front which is to support Papen [in his efforts to get Hindenburg to appoint Hitler Chancellor]…
         Hitler’s chancellorship under the auspices of a national front does not appear quite hopeless.’22 On 27 January Hitler returned to Berlin, and Ribbentrop saw him at the house Goering occupied as President of the Reichstag.
         Hitler was still in an angry mood and declared his intention of leaving town again, but Ribbentrop urged him to stay in order
         to confer with Papen and Hugenberg on the possibilities of a broad national coalition, and finally Hitler agreed to see Hugenberg
         that afternoon and then Papen again at Dahlem in the evening. (There followed a ‘long talk with Goering about tactics’: the
         notes do not leave much doubt as to which side Ribbentrop was on.) Ribbentrop returned home to await the evening meeting,
         but was soon urgently recalled to the Goering residence, where the Hitler–Hugenberg talks had collapsed owing to ‘impossible
         demands by German Nationals. Hitler very indignant and wants to leave for Munich immediately… Gradually Goering and Joachim
         [Ribbentrop] calm Hitler down, but all his suspicions are revived. Situation very critical. Hitler declares that he cannot
         meet Papen in Dahlem that evening …’23

      
      Faced with Hitler’s refusal to see Papen, Ribbentrop himself offered to spend the evening with Papen trying to remove his
         last doubts about Hitler’s chancellorship. At this point, Frau von Ribbentrop persuaded her husband to continue the notes
         in his own words; and Ribbentrop gave himself the full credit for converting Papen to the desired point of view. ‘In the evening
         I saw Papen and convinced him eventually that the only thing that made sense was Hitler’s chancellorship, and that he must
         do what he can to bring this about.’ Until then (writes Ribbentrop) Papen was still secretly hoping to be offered the chancellorship
         himself; but he was won round by Ribbentrop’s argument that the alternatives to Hitler were civil war or a lurch to the left.
         ‘Papen declared that … he was now absolutely in favour of Hitler becoming Chancellor; this was the decisive change in Papen’s
         attitude …’24 It is difficult to believe that Ribbentrop is not overstating his influence here: he is unlikely to have commanded much genuine
         respect from so aristocratic and egotistical a character as Papen, who would probably have seen him as no more than a useful
         tool.* Nevertheless, Papen had now definitely made up his mind to seek a predominantly conservative cabinet in which he would be
         Vice-Chancellor and Hitler Chancellor; and the following morning, 28 January, he finally succeeded in persuading the reluctant
         Hindenburg to accept this scenario.
      

      
      There followed a typical Hitler manoeuvre to which Ribbentrop seems to have been a party. Directly after his meeting with
         Hindenburg, Papen wanted to tell Hitler the good news and asked Ribbentrop to summon the Nazi leader. Ribbentrop replied that
         Hitler had probably left Berlin for Weimar. Thoroughly alarmed, Papen explained ‘that he had to be got back without delay,
         because a turning-point had been reached …’ After some telephoning, Ribbentrop was able to reassure Papen that Hitler was
         still at the Kaiserhof and had agreed to remain in Berlin.25

      
      The next forty-eight hours were taken up with the construction of the new ministry. Hitler insisted only on the inclusion
         of Goering and Frick: otherwise he was happy for the cabinet to consist of Papen, Hugenberg and their friends. There remained,
         however, one serious last-minute dispute over the powerful post of Reich Commissioner for Prussia. Hitler wanted Goering to
         have this, while Papen (who had originally created the position by forcibly dissolving the Prussian Government in July 1932)
         wanted it for himself. Yet again, Ribbentrop (according to his own account) acted as mediator: eventually it was agreed that
         Papen should be Commissioner and Goering Deputy Commissioner. As Goering was to have charge of the Prussian police, and Frick
         had been designated Interior Minister, Hitler knew that the Nazis, while appearing to be in a minority, would have their hands
         on the main levers of power. On 29 January Ribbentrop lunched at the Kaiserhof with Hitler, who said that his first act would
         be to dissolve the Reichstag and hold new elections. ‘We discussed the elections. As Hindenburg does not want these, Hitler
         asked me to tell the President that these would be the last elections.’26 Ribbentrop conveyed this final message through Papen; and the following morning – Monday 30 January 1933 – the new Government
         was sworn in before Hindenburg. The Hitler era had begun.*

      
      Such is the tale of the secret dealings of that fateful fortnight as told by the notes of Ribbentrop and his wife. Even allowing
         for the fact that these notes may well exaggerate his influence, there can be no doubt that he played a key part in events.* It was not merely that he provided a discreet venue for the most important meetings. He was in the confidence of the main
         parties; he knew the substance of their discussions; he was an active intermediary; and at no less than four critical moments
         he was at least partly responsible for keeping the negotiations moving when they threatened to come to a halt. During these
         dizzy days which had seen him suddenly projected into the world of high politics, he could congratulate himself on having
         displayed diplomatic skills: for while working resolutely for the goal of Hitler’s chancellorship, he had managed to retain
         the appearance of an impartial figure.
      

      
      Although Ribbentrop loyally kept the secrets of the discussions in which he had been involved in January 1933, he was always
         proud to let it be known that he had played a part in helping Hitler to power. His entry in the 1935 edition of Wer Ist’s, the German Who’s Who, states boldly: ‘Through his mediation, beginning in the summer of 1932 and continuing from the 10th to the 30th of January
         1933, the Hitler Government was formed.’ And a German biographical dictionary published in 1943 says of him: ‘At the time
         of the final struggle for power in the Reich, Ribbentrop played an important if not strikingly obvious part in bringing about
         the decisive meetings between the representatives of the Reich President and the heads of the NSDAP which prepared the entry
         of the Nazis to power …’27

      
      On the night of 30 January, a great torchlight procession of jubilant brownshirts marched through the centre of Berlin, hailing
         their Führer who acknowledged their cheers from the balcony of the Reich Chancellery. As Ribbentrop watched the scene from
         the Kaiserhof across the street, he ‘prayed fervently that this new Government might prevent chaos in our Reich and lead Germany
         back to a respected place among the nations of the world’.28 It cannot have failed to occur to him that, after his valuable services in helping to set up the new regime, he himself might
         be destined to play an interesting part in that process.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      TRAVELLING SALESMAN 
January 1933–April 1934

      
      Following his assistance in bringing about the Hitler-Papen coalition, Ribbentrop looked to both men for some political reward
         for his services. From the start, he had in mind for himself some sort of diplomatic role. He first approached Papen, who
         led the majority conservatives in the cabinet, asking if he might be appointed to the post of State Secretary (the leading
         permanent official) in the German Foreign Ministry (Austwärtiges Amt*). Papen replied with astonishment that Ribbentrop could not possibly be considered for such an office, which demanded long
         experience and training. He also privately doubted Ribbentrop’s suitability for diplomacy. As he wrote in his memoirs:
      

      
      
         Ribbentrop was a man of markedly elegant appearance, always impeccably dressed, who spoke perfect English and French. Unfortunately
            these qualities did not suffice to make him a statesman. Normally, a man of his education and background could have been expected
            to be a success in high office. In Ribbentrop’s case there were insurmountable obstacles. He was immensely industrious, but
            devoid of intelligence; having an incurable inferiority complex, his social qualities never matured as they should have done
            …1

      

      
      Nor did Ribbentrop have any greater luck getting a job out of the Nazis: they still commanded a limited number of the positions
         going, and none could be spared for such a relative newcomer to their ranks. Hitler, however, knew that Ribbentrop made regular
         visits to England and France, and asked him to report to him on the attitude in those countries towards the new German regime. This marked the humble beginnings of Ribbentrop’s diplomatic career.2

      
      Informal and modest though it was, Ribbentrop’s new brief offered him great opportunities, owing to the tensions and differences
         which existed at the outset of the Nazi regime between Hitler and the old German diplomatic establishment represented by the
         Auswärtiges Amt. The new Chancellor had an ingrained dislike of the professional diplomats – ‘those sluts’, as he once called them3 – whom he knew to be hostile by nature to his revolutionary methods and aims. At the time he took office, there was virtually
         no Nazi membership among the officials of the German Foreign Ministry, and limited sympathy there for his drastic and repressive
         domestic policies. Of course, the Nazis and the diplomats were both strongly nationalist: they were united in seeking an end
         to Versailles, the recovery of lost territories, and the re-emergence of Germany as a great military and economic power. But
         Hitler’s ultimate dream of uniting all German-speaking peoples in the Reich, and then conquering a great new slave empire
         in the East, went beyond the imagination of the conservative officials. And even in pursuit of their common nationalist goals,
         there were wide differences in their attitudes. The diplomats, fearful of anything that might alarm or provoke Germany’s former
         enemies into taking new action against her, favoured a cautious, step-by-step approach. Hitler, convinced of the decadence
         of the Western democracies, wanted to call their bluff through a bold, aggressive policy. In 1933, his main concern was to
         rearm Germany as quickly as possible, whereas the diplomats would have preferred Germany to achieve ‘equality’ through the
         disarmament of other powers.4

      
      In spite of these differences in outlook, Hitler could not dispense with the diplomatic machine he so mistrusted and despised.
         He and his party possessed no comparable organization for the day-to-day conduct of foreign relations. And one of the conditions
         under which he had come to power was that the details of foreign policy should be left in the hands of the designated Foreign
         Minister – Constantin Freiherr von Neurath, a distinguished and conventional South German career diplomat who had originally
         been appointed by Papen in June 1932 and who, in the new Government, was to be responsible not to the Chancellor but directly
         to the President himself. In the short term, Hitler counted on being able to cajole Neurath and Hindenburg into agreeing to
         his wishes in the foreign sphere. In the long term, he planned to ‘nazify’ the Foreign Ministry, filling it with his sympathizers and bringing it into line with his ideas and methods; but this would inevitably be a long and slow
         business, given the deep-rooted conservatism of the Auswärtiges Amt and its strong links with that other conservative institution Hitler could not afford to offend, the German army.
      

      
      What Hitler wanted in the meantime was a private foreign political agent, connected to party rather than state and responsible
         to himself personally, who could provide him with his own foreign information and contacts and enable him where necessary
         to bypass the diplomats. He mistrusted both the cautious reports of the professionals and their zeal in putting forward his
         point of view; he felt the need of his own man to conduct propaganda on his behalf and report to him directly. And ideally
         he wished to conduct diplomacy in face-to-face meetings with foreign statesmen, at which his powerful personality might prevail:
         he believed such meetings could best be arranged through a private intermediary without involving official protocol at all.
      

      
      At the outset of his chancellorship, as he looked about for a man who might set up this private foreign service, Hitler would
         hardly have thought of Ribbentrop, whom he as yet knew very little. For there were two senior and long-standing members of
         the party, old friends of his and bitter rivals, who regarded themselves as foreign political experts – the Baltic German
         Alfred Rosenberg (1893–1946), the Nazi ideologist who had led the party during Hitler’s imprisonment and latterly been its
         foreign affairs spokesman in the Reichstag; and the half-American Munich art publisher Putzi Hanfstaengl (1887–1975), the
         party’s foreign press adviser since 1931. Both these men, like Ribbentrop, hoped for some striking advancement in the diplomatic
         field when their leader came to power. Rosenberg actually expected to become Foreign Minister, but instead was appointed,
         on 1 April 1933, to head the new Foreign Political Office (Aussenpolitisches Amt or APA) of the NSDAP. Hanfstaengl, whose jealousy of Rosenberg was intense, remained the liaison between the foreign press
         and Hitler, who wanted to keep him in his close entourage as Hanfstaengl’s piano playing helped relieve his insomnia.
      

      
      But both Rosenberg and Hanfstaengl rapidly proved their unsuitability for the sort of task Hitler had in mind. Rosenberg was
         a cranky visionary, devoid of social or diplomatic gifts, whose knowledge of foreign countries was limited to his native East
         and the bohemian quarters of Paris, and whose only clear foreign political idea was of a German-led crusade against Jews and Bolsheviks. His first (and last) visit to a foreign capital on behalf of the APA – a trip to London in May 1933 during
         which he committed the gaffe of laying a swastika wreath at the Cenotaph and made a fool of himself at a press conference
         – was a public-relations disaster for the Nazis and led to a drastic downgrading of his role. As for Hanfstaengl, he was a
         man of wide liberal education who did not feel comfortable under the new regime (from which he would flee into exile in 1937).
         Although charming, he was also a somewhat clownish and clumsy character with a talent for getting things wrong: Hitler had
         never quite forgiven him for fixing up a nightmare interview with the American journalist Dorothy Thompson in the autumn of
         1932, and when the offending interview appeared expanded into a bestselling book the following spring, Hanfstaengl’s star
         was definitely on the decline.
      

      
      By the middle of 1933, therefore, Ribbentrop had been given an opportunity to prove himself where others had failed.

      
      Little information is available about Ribbentrop’s activity during the first months of Nazi rule, before he made contact with
         leading foreign figures. His first report in the archives of Hitler’s private office, the Adjudantur, was not filed until November 1933; and before then everyone was too engrossed in the dramatic course of events in Germany
         itself to pay much attention to the wanderings abroad of an unofficial and still virtually unknown figure. He seems to have
         spent much of the spring of 1933 in Paris, extending his contacts: his wife usually accompanied him on these French trips.
         There was a project to send him to England in April 1933, together with Hanfstaengl, to explain the Nazi point of view at
         meetings at Oxford, Cambridge and the Institute for International Affairs in London; but this fell through owing to the opposition
         of Rosenberg, who protested that it would muddy the waters for his own visit.5 In June, however, following Rosenberg’s fall from grace, Ribbentrop made an extended trip to London, much of it spent hanging
         around the International Economic Conference which met there that month, to the annoyance of the German officials attending
         the gathering.6

      
      What did Ribbentrop conceive his role to be? In the view of Anthony Eden, he was ‘essentially a salesman, and his ideas of
         statesmanship and diplomacy began and ended there. His task was to sell Hitler’s Germany but above all Hitler.’7 (The analogy often recurs in contemporary descriptions: the wife of the Italian Ambassador to Berlin considered him to possess
         ‘all the physical and mental attributes of a travelling salesman’.8) Certainly his main activity at this stage was in the propaganda field, plugging his product. Both in Britain and France,
         people had been shocked by early Nazi excesses, and wondered with alarm whether Hitler’s violence would be confined to the
         domestic sphere. In France there was talk of a preventive war (although the British Government made clear their opposition
         to such a venture). In endless conversations – first with business and social figures, later on with politicians – Ribbentrop
         sought to soothe this anxious foreign opinion by justifying Hitler’s policy at home and giving reassurance as to his intentions
         abroad. His main advantages as a persuader were his beautiful voice, his still handsome appearance, his polished manners and
         the impression he gave of absolute sincerity. His main disadvantages were his verbosity, his repetitiveness, his humourlessness
         and his inability to listen. Many had the impression that he lacked the intellectual equipment for debate: what he had to
         say tended to sound like a rehearsed speech, hence the frequent comparison of him to a parrot or a gramophone record.* Though some found him a bore, others thought him rather charming: he had not yet developed the tense arrogance which would
         make him painful to listen to in later years.†

      
      Ribbentrop, however, was not content to remain a mere publicist and, encouraged as always by his wife, nurtured more grandiose
         ambitions. He hoped, once he had made contact with senior politicians and impressed them with Hitler’s point of view, to persuade
         them to come to Germany for the extra-diplomatic meetings which the Chancellor so ardently desired. And even at this stage,
         the semi-educated Ribbentrop, who had only the most elementary notions of history and diplomacy, was filling his head with
         extravagant designs for the future of the world: these were always, of course, based on Hitler’s Weltanschauung, but their elaboration owed much to Ribbentrop’s own imagination. Such ideas are already evident in a secret report sent by the British counter-intelligence service MI5 to the Foreign Office on the subject of Nazi propaganda
         in England during 1933, which dealt (among much else) with Ribbentrop’s talks in London in June of that year.9 His line was that
      

      
      
         Hitler’s regime is being misunderstood. What appears outwardly to be militarism is in reality only a method of concentrating
            all the energy of the German people on internal reconstruction and the suppression of Marxism. In this they will be fully
            occupied for some years. Germany does not want war, and fully realizes its futility… Germany is anxious for a strong British
            Empire, and strong rule in India. She would like to see a firm alliance between England and Germany, if possible to include
            France and Italy, as a set-off against Japanese aggression … The question of German colonies is not immediate, provided she
            can expand in the East. In this connection, hints are thrown out of exploiting Russia in the event of … the disintegration
            of the USSR.
         

      

      
      Ribbentrop thus began by portraying Hitler as an enemy of communism and lover of peace, but went on to enunciate two large
         themes with which he would become increasingly obsessed during the following years. Germany wanted her colonies back, but
         would be prepared to forego this if given a chance to expand in Eastern Europe. And Germany was prepared to take part eventually
         in fantastic alliances directed against a common enemy. In 1933, Ribbentrop dreamt of combining with the British, French and
         Italians with a view to crushing the Russians and checking the Japanese: six years later, having achieved high office, he
         would try to combine with the Russians, Japanese and Italians with a view to crushing the British and French.
      

      
      In his memoirs, Ribbentrop describes his visits to Paris and London at this period as business trips. This was true in the
         sense that business provided an ideal cover for his unofficial political explorations, and he used his business connections
         to get in touch with political circles in the two capitals. He was fortunate in that, in both countries, he managed to find
         an ideal local intermediary who was able to introduce him to the important personages he wanted to meet: in England, the merchant
         banker Ernest Tennant, in France, the political journalist Fernand de Brinon. Ribbentrop had got to know both of these men
         during 1932. Tennant, a member of the famous Scottish industrial dynasty which included Margot Asquith and other notable figures
         in British political society, was a well-meaning conservative who had come to know Germany intimately as a student, soldier and businessman, and whose experiences had given
         him an obsessive fear of both war and communism.10 Brinon was a more complex character: the son of an impoverished marquis who bred horses, he had been a cavalryman like Ribbentrop
         during the First World War and editor of the conservative newspaper Journal des Débats from 1919 to 1932. Like Tennant, he had long been an ardent germanophile, arguing in print for a more lenient treatment of
         the former enemy. Otherwise he seems to have been without strong prejudices or convictions: he had a Jewish wife, and his
         friends included French politicians of all complexions. A faint air of corruption hung about him: it is said that from an
         early stage he received large financial inducements, presumably through Ribbentrop, to work in the Nazi interest.11

      
      Up to the late autumn of 1933, it was France which occupied Ribbentrop’s main attention. At the same time as Hitler had come
         to power in Germany, a new French government had taken office, and Hitler was keen to know as much as possible about the attitude
         of its leading members. The new Foreign Minister, Joseph Paul-Boncour, was alarmed by the trend of events in Germany, and
         wanted to take a hard line with Hitler. On the other hand the new premier, Edouard Daladier, was more conciliatory in outlook
         and, influenced by André François-Poncet, the French Ambassador in Berlin, would have liked to explore the possibilities of
         some sort of Franco-German arrangement. Brinon was an old friend of Daladier, and during the summer of 1933 managed to bring
         about a meeting between Daladier and Ribbentrop. No record of that encounter seems to survive; but at the end of September
         Ribbentrop brought Brinon to Germany to see Hitler in order to discuss the possibility of setting up an informal meeting between
         the two heads of government. Hitler proposed a rendezvous at a hunting lodge in the Odenwald. Daladier declined, fearing the
         effect on public opinion; as he explained to Ribbentrop (with a sarcasm which seems to have escaped the latter): ‘I live under
         a regime which does not allow me to move as freely as Herr Hitler.’12

      
      Ribbentrop writes in his memoirs that, in his discussions with Hitler, he sought to eliminate the Nazi leader’s strong anti-French
         prejudice, evident in Mein Kampf where France is depicted as Germany’s hereditary enemy. He claims that, with the help of other francophiles such as Blomberg
         and Roehm, and by appealing to Hitler’s love of art, he succeeded in transforming Hitler’s attitude to the point where a Franco-German
         understanding would have been possible had the French proved more amenable – had Daladier agreed to meet Hitler, for example.13 If Ribbentrop truly imagined this to be the case, he deluded himself. It is clear from Hitler’s conferences with army leaders
         that he never ceased to regard France as Germany’s enemy with whom she would have to go to war again eventually in order to
         realize her desires.14 At the same time he recognized that, until Germany had managed to rearm, France represented a real military threat to the
         Reich; for this reason he took care to make pacific and moderate announcements for French consumption.15 Ribbentrop’s importance was not in persuading Hitler to alter his view of France (which he never did), but in furthering
         his public-relations exercise designed to conceal his true intentions from French statesmen and the French people.
      

      
      He was given a chance to prove his talents in this direction on 14 October 1933 when Hitler, following a French refusal to
         concede ‘equality in armaments’ to the Reich for a further eight years, suddenly announced Germany’s withdrawal both from
         the League of Nations and the Geneva Disarmament Conference. There was some concern in Germany as to how the French would
         react to this defiant move, especially when secret German documents with details of long-term aggressive intentions (possibly
         leaked by anti-Nazi German Foreign Ministry officials) found their way into French newspapers. Ribbentrop’s contribution was
         to fix up another meeting between Hitler and Brinon in early November, enabling Brinon to publish a sensational interview
         with the German leader in Le Matin, in which Hitler stressed his desire to live in peace with France, a country with which he claimed to have no quarrel whatever.16 This effective piece of propaganda helped calm French opinion.
      

      
      November 1933 also witnessed Ribbentrop’s first contacts with leading members of the British Government, which form the subject
         of his earliest written reports to Hitler. He could hope for a better reception in London than in Paris, for the British had
         always tended to feel that Versailles had been too punitive of Germany and too favourable to French interests. British public
         opinion was shocked by the early brutality of the Nazi regime, but by the autumn of 1933 this strong feeling had simmered
         down and a desire for ‘understanding’ with Germany was reasserting itself.17 In particular, the British were relatively sympathetic to the German demand for equality in armaments, in contrast to the
         French whose insistence that Germany remain disarmed for a further period was used by Hitler as a pretext for his withdrawal
         from Geneva.
      

      
      Ten days after the German withdrawal, the British Government – the Conservative-dominated ‘National’ coalition which had held
         power since 1931 under the former Labour leader Ramsay Macdonald – was spectacularly defeated in the East Fulham by-election
         by a radical candidate campaigning on a platform of ‘peace and disarmament’. This caused a flurry of panic in the Cabinet,
         accompanied by a desire to explore the possibility of some arrangement with Germany which would permit the resumption of disarmament
         negotiations. Early in November 1933, Macdonald, in conversation with the German Ambassador, expressed his hopes for détente
         and even suggested Hitler might visit England.18 It was against the background of this new (but still somewhat indefinite) British desire to make approaches to Germany that
         Ribbentrop turned up in London in the middle of that month, asking his friend Ernest Tennant to put him in touch with Stanley
         Baldwin. At this time Baldwin led the majority Conservatives in the coalition with the title of Lord President, and was the
         recognized deputy and successor of the rather weary Macdonald, occupying an official residence next to the Prime Minister
         at 11 Downing Street. Tennant arranged a lunch at the house of Baldwin’s political confidant J. C. C. Davidson:* this took place on 20 November 1933 and was attended by Tennant, Davidson, Baldwin and Ribbentrop.19

      
      Ribbentrop’s decision to approach Baldwin in the first place shows his ignorance of the British political scene. Baldwin was
         a skilful politician, whose genial manner overlaid considerable shrewdness; but the keynotes of his personality were caution
         and lethargy. He believed above all in moderation and compromise, and mistrusted bold solutions. He was also a man who knew
         little of foreign countries and languages, did not enjoy contacts with foreigners, was frankly bored by foreign affairs and
         believed that diplomacy should be left to the diplomats. Ribbentrop, however, seems astonishingly to have regarded him as
         the nearest British equivalent to Hitler. As he reported to his master, Baldwin was ‘the archetype of an old English conservative,
         with strong eyes, skilful oratory and decisive character. From all I hear, he is the strong man in the Cabinet.’ He was ‘the unchallenged leader of the Conservative Party, whose power for the moment is absolute
         in England’ – although just as Hitler consented to allow posts to conservatives such as Papen and Neurath, so the strongman Baldwin condescended to share power with a few
         socialists and liberals.20

      
      Ribbentrop did most of the talking at lunch, playing much the same gramophone record as during his previous visit to London
         in June. Hitler had restored Germany’s self-respect and waged a heroic struggle against communism, a continuing struggle which
         was not to be mistaken for militarism. He was completely absorbed in rebuilding Germany and had no thought of foreign adventures.
         He desperately wanted to maintain peace in Europe – war could only favour Marxism, the enemy of all – and believed there were
         no differences which could not be settled by peaceful discussion. He wanted a non-aggression pact with France and a naval
         treaty with England. He was, however, bitter at British and French efforts, fanned especially by the Jews, to perpetuate Germany’s
         status as a second-class power: hence the departure from Geneva. Germany would fight to the death if war did come again: the
         vital thing was to prevent it by recognizing her legitimate claims.
      

      
      Baldwin said little but showed his usual affability, and his reactions were described by Ribbentrop with childish vanity.
         The Conservative leader became increasingly cordial as the meal progressed, as ‘my words were making a deep impression’ and
         ‘no one had ever spoken to him in this way before’. When Ribbentrop had finished, Baldwin admitted that ‘he now saw many things
         in a completely different light’, having known little about Germany other than what he had read in the newspapers. Ribbentrop
         seized his cue: would not Baldwin like to visit Germany to see things for himself and have a discussion with the Chancellor?
         Baldwin replied evasively that he would like to go, but that such unofficial visits were difficult for ministers. To Ribbentrop’s
         delight, he did however suggest that Ribbentrop call on him at 11 Downing Street that same evening to meet the Prime Minister.*21

      
      When Ribbentrop arrived at Downing Street, Baldwin ‘was especially charming and I really did feel that there now existed between
         us an atmosphere of complete trust’. Macdonald joined them and, though Ribbentrop found his manner less frank than Baldwin’s, he too was friendly: as they sipped whisky, they discovered a common acquaintance
         with the whisky tycoon Sir Alexander Walker. At Baldwin’s invitation, Ribbentrop repeated to the premier all the things he
         had said at lunch. Macdonald listened politely and said he had always been in favour of closer Anglo-German relations, but
         added that there were aspects of the present situation, notably the use of one million SA and SS men as military auxiliaries,
         which caused Englishmen to worry about German intentions: this provoked a flood of glib reassurance from Ribbentrop, who departed
         amid more amicable words.22

      
      A few days later, Ribbentrop asked for a further meeting with Baldwin and Macdonald: this took place at 11 Downing Street
         on 26 November and was also attended by the Foreign Secretary, the Liberal Sir John Simon. (Ribbentrop found Simon cold and
         unsympathetic, but assured Hitler that ‘there is no trace of Jewishness about him, as is often alleged’.) Hitler, Ribbentrop
         explained, had been most interested to hear of the earlier discussions, and greatly hoped that a British minister might come
         out to Germany to meet him. Simon objected that discussions should be carried on through the proper diplomatic channels; Ribbentrop
         riposted that this was too cumbersome and that the only way to get things moving was through direct talks between statesmen.
         This argument continued for more than an hour, and though it was left unresolved, Ribbentrop felt ‘from the atmosphere’ that
         Baldwin and Macdonald tended to support his own position rather than the Foreign Secretary’s.23

      
      That the novice Ribbentrop had ludicrously misinterpreted the professional cordiality of the British statesmen is evident
         from what Macdonald wrote about him in his diary that evening:
      

      
      
         A pleasantly spoken man with those clear grey eyes which may be innocent, or hard, or lit with hate, and a mild voice which
            wins but never disarms suspicion… Can see no guile in Hitler, no sense of the rights, feelings or position of other nations,
            does not understand why we should not behave as Hitler asks, go to Berlin to meet his convenience & so on. To try him, I said
            casually: ‘A German minister might come here?’ He at once became slow & hesitant. German opinion would not allow of it! That
            was a good corner of the curtain lifted. However matters may develop, we must be careful with this new Germany whose mind
            as yet is of a spoilt child who insists on having his own way.24

      

      
      Ribbentrop, however, was convinced he had made a great hit with Baldwin and Macdonald – especially after Baldwin made a sympathetic
         reference to Germany’s desire for equality in the House of Commons on 27 November, the day after the second Downing Street
         meeting. He was sure it would be possible to arrange a meeting between Baldwin and Hitler, and seems to have excited the German
         leader considerably with this prospect. Tennant was in Berlin that December, staying with Ribbentrop; and Hitler asked him
         to convey a personal invitation to Baldwin to visit him in the New Year, either in Germany itself or on a battleship near
         Hamburg: ‘I guarantee that if he comes there will be such a return of confidence that in six months there will not be one
         unemployed man in Europe.’ Baldwin, however, flatly rejected the invitation when Tennant presented it to him: it was not his
         job to go to Germany, he said. If it was a question of an unofficial goodwill visit, he suggested that his private secretary
         be asked, or Davidson: but these men, having at first agreed to go, backed out as soon as it became clear that Hitler would
         expect them to bring some personal message from Baldwin. Having dangled the prospect of a Baldwin meeting before Hitler’s
         eyes, only to find it dissolve into nothingness, Ribbentrop was livid: Tennant wrote of how ‘he walked up and down in a dressing
         gown nearly all night telling me what a disaster it would be if our two countries drifted apart …’ On 12 February Ribbentrop,
         back in London, had a further interview with Baldwin to try to change his mind; but Baldwin took the precaution of ensuring
         that the icy figure of Sir John Simon was again present, making it impossible for Ribbentrop to broach the subject at all.25

      
      As with Daladier, Baldwin and Macdonald had been interested in what Ribbentrop had to say as Hitler’s emissary; but they were
         not prepared to make any arrangements through this suspect and unofficial figure. The most that can be said of Ribbentrop’s
         efforts during the first year of Hitler’s chancellorship is that he had been a tireless (if somewhat repetitive) propagandist
         on behalf of his leader, and that he had succeeded in meeting and making a reasonable impression on some very important people.
      

      
      The first months of Hitler’s chancellorship witnessed the consolidation by the Nazis of their hold on power and the gradual
         elimination of their main rivals in the state. February 1933 saw the Reichstag Fire, and Goering’s ruthless suppression of
         communists and other opposition elements. March saw the last free parliamentary elections (the Nazis receiving 44 per cent
         of the votes), followed by the passage of the Enabling Act which allowed Hitler to dispense with parliamentary government
         altogether. April saw the end of the Länder as autonomous units, May the end of free trade unions. Following the June dismissal of Hugenberg, the member of the Government
         who presented the greatest potential opposition to Hitler, July saw the end of the political parties, the NSDAP being declared
         the sole legal political movement in Germany. Meanwhile concentration camps were being filled, Jews terrorized, books burnt,
         newspapers brought under strict censorship, and the professions and civil service (though not yet the diplomatic service)
         taken under party control.
      

      
      As this process continued (Gleichschaltung the Nazis called it, bringing into line), Ribbentrop, with all the fervour of a recent convert, drew closer to the party
         and sought to increase his status within it. Two events of 1933 stand out in this respect. On 30 May Himmler, who had asked
         him in January to make his house available for the Hitler–Papen negotiations, admitted him to membership of the SS with the
         rank of Standartenführer (lieutenant-colonel). Ribbentrop was undoubtedly thrilled to become an officer of this élite order, with its splendid black-and-silver
         uniform and aim of producing the future Nazi leadership class:26 it does not seem to have worried him that, by joining, he had committed himself to supporting Nazi ideology in its more brutal
         and intolerant manifestations.* And in the Reichstag elections of 12 November, he became a member for Potsdam – possibly through the influence of Helldorf,
         who now ran the Potsdam police. This was a somewhat empty honour, as there was now a single party-approved list of candidates
         for the Reichstag, which had become a purely ceremonial body employed by Hitler as a forum for important speeches and announcements.
         But it gave him a title which was useful in his foreign discussions and indicated a certain standing in party eyes.
      

      
      The NSDAP was riven with faction and intrigue, a development encouraged by Hitler; and Ribbentrop’s early progress under the
         new regime inevitably made him friends and enemies within the party. He was on good terms with Himmler and, rather more surprisingly,
         the raffish and radical SA leader, Ernst Roehm, whom he knew through Helldorf: Roehm (according to Frau von Ribbentrop’s notes to her husband’s memoirs) was a frequent dinner guest at Dahlem, the two men being
         united (we are told) by a love of France and desire to see an improvement in Franco-German relations.*27 On the whole, however, Ribbentrop tended to get his party support from those moderate elements who wished to advance him
         as a counterweight to the disastrous Rosenberg: for this reason he was a protégé of both Putzi Hanfstaengl and the Reich Press
         Chief Otto Dietrich.†28 The men who most disliked him were old party radicals such as Rosenberg, Goebbels and Ley: they resented him as an upstart
         with a background unsuitable for a Nazi, who had belatedly jumped on the party bandwagon for careerist reasons.
      

      
      Then as always, however, Ribbentrop’s prospects depended on the confidence and favour of one man – Hitler. Though not a member
         of the inner circle, Ribbentrop had easy access to the Chancellor and frequent private discussions with him on foreign political
         issues: he claims in his memoirs to have been consulted by Hitler both about the withdrawal from Geneva in October 1933 and
         the non-aggression pact with Poland in February 1934. In spite of the failure of Ribbentrop’s attempts to bring Daladier and
         Baldwin to meet him, Hitler continued to value him as an agent and adviser: he seems to have been impressed by his loyalty
         and zeal and, while personally finding him a bit of a bore (‘ein fader Patron’),29 still regarded him as a sophisticated man of the world moving easily in the top British and French circles. The bungling
         Rosenberg and frivolous Hanfstaengl had been unable to secure a serious hearing from important foreign personalities. Ribbentrop
         had succeeded where they had failed, and his stock with Hitler rose as theirs declined.
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