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   Praise for
COFFEE WITH HITLER

   ‘If ever there was a case of the road to hell being paved with good intentions, it is surely the story that Charles Spicer tells so brilliantly and empathetically in this exceptionally well-written book.’

   David Cannadine

   ‘This is a complex tale, but as skillfully narrated by Spicer, it moves along briskly.’

   Washington Post

   ‘In this very well-researched and well-written work of historical revisionism, Charles Spicer reminds us of the important fact that not every Briton who wanted better relations with Nazi Germany did so from malign motives.’ 

   Andrew Roberts, author of Churchill: Walking with Destiny

   ‘Spicer, who has given close, neutral and unerring scrutiny of the sources, proves to be a brisk, fair-minded and authoritative revisionist… Coffee with Hitler should make it impossible to continue to lampoon the Fellowship as an unsavoury gang.’ 

   TLS

   ‘Spicer’s book is a resounding success, retelling the fascinating history of the Anglo-German Fellowship.’ 

   History Today

   ‘Charles Spicer tells the chilling story of how otherwise respectable men and women became pawns in a game of international intrigue with a reprehensible regime. The outstanding narrative reads like a thriller.’ 

   Bradley Hart, author of Hitler’s American Friends

   ‘Told with panache, Coffee with Hitler sheds new light on both the Nazis themselves and the group who tried to tame them.’ 

   Giles Milton, author of Churchill’s Ministry of Ungentlemanly Warfare

   ‘A meticulously researched and pacy account.’ 

   Julie Gottlieb, professor of modern history, University of Sheffield

   ‘As a lesson of history, this excellent book is a sober reminder to policymakers to look at the evidence in plain sight.’

   Oldie

   ‘Fascinating… an important book, which must be taken into account by all who write about the subject in future.’ 

   Literary Review

   ‘In this terrific debut, historian Charles Spicer genuinely enriches and deepens our understanding of the Thirties… A truly illuminating, humane and sophisticated book – and, one hopes, the first of many by an exciting new talent on the historical scene.’ 

   Tortoise

   Charles Spicer is an independent historian based in London and Suffolk. Coffee With Hitler is his debut and was a Spectator and Telegraph history book of the year. His research is based on his recent doctorate, which was examined by leading historians including David Cannadine, Julie Gottlieb and Richard Overy.
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Introduction

   Coffee with Hitler tells the story, for the first time, of a handful of amateur British intelligence agents who wined, dined and charmed the leading National Socialists in Germany in the 1930s. They hoped to avert a second war in Europe by building rapport with the Third Reich politically, economically and socially. In parallel, they gathered intelligence on this startlingly vulgar and maverick new regime which they used to educate the aloof British government. By exploiting German admiration for British culture, they hoped to entice Germany back into the fold of civilised European nations and to welcome her alarmingly ambitious leader Adolf Hitler into the pantheon of respectable international statesmen. In short, they wanted to civilise the Nazis.

   The vehicle for this unusual mix of amateur diplomacy and intelligence gathering was the then and still controversial Anglo-German Fellowship. Funded by leading industrialists and the City of London, anxious to nurture business with Germany, this exclusive friendship society recruited (to a degree never fully acknowledged) distinguished supporters from both English and German royalty, the British aristocracy, the three fighting forces, and politicians from all parties and both Houses of Parliament. Set up two years after Hitler came to power, the new Fellowship followed in the wake of highly cultured predecessor societies dating back to the nineteenth century and sat comfortably in the traditional cousinhood and mutual admiration of the English and the Germans.

   The protagonists were a left-wing, pacifist Welsh political secretary, a conservative, butterfly-collecting Old Etonian businessman and a pioneering Great War fighter ace. Each was fluent in German and expert on the country’s politics and economy, but otherwise they made unlikely colleagues. Between them, they befriended Adolf Hitler’s most Anglophile and socially aspirational paladins: Joachim Ribbentrop, the ‘champagne salesman’ who rose to become foreign minister; Hermann Göring, president of the Reichstag, commander of the Luftwaffe, art collector and field sports enthusiast; and Rudolf Hess, scribe for Hitler’s Mein Kampf and his internationalist deputy führer. Though only minor players in the terrible drama of Europe’s descent into total war, the three Britons operated at the heart of the British Establishment. They infiltrated the Nazi high command deeper than any of their countrymen to pass back better intelligence to both their government and its domestic critics. Straddling this porous border between hard and soft diplomacy, their exploits fuelled tensions between the amateurs and the professionals.

   The tasteful settings for their efforts ranged from tea parties in Downing Street, banquets at London’s best hotels and the coronation of George VI to coffee and cakes at Hitler’s Bavarian mountain home, champagne galas at the Berlin Olympics and elegant afternoon receptions at the Nuremberg rallies. More private encounters between the elites of both countries were nurtured at shooting weekends at English stately homes, whisky drinking sessions at German estates, discreet meetings in London flats and whispered exchanges in the corridors of embassies and foreign ministries.

   These unlikely heroes witnessed at first hand key landmarks in the seemingly unstoppable rise of the Third Reich: dinner with Heinrich Himmler before the Night of the Long Knives; white tie celebrations for the anniversary of Hitler’s release from prison; alerting Whitehall to the remilitarisation of the Rhineland; riding in the Führer’s cavalcade at the Nuremberg rally; escorting David Lloyd George to meet the German leader; inviting their host to visit London; warning the British foreign secretary of the invasion of Czechoslovakia; walking through Kensington Gardens with the conspirators plotting to overthrow Hitler; greeting Neville Chamberlain on his return from Munich; briefing Winston Churchill and Anthony Eden on the eve of war; and then negotiating between the British government and the German resistance once war was declared. Drawing on newly discovered primary sources, their story also sheds light on Winston Churchill’s approach to appeasement, the US’s entry into the war, the early career of the infamous Soviet spy, Kim Philby, and the quixotic peace mission of the deputy führer Rudolf Hess to an aristocrat’s estate in Scotland.

   Their hands-on engagement with this brutal and apparently uncultured new Germany was in sharp contrast with the head-in-the-sand attitude taken by the British coalition governments led by Ramsay MacDonald and Stanley Baldwin. Guided by a patrician and Francophile Foreign Office, Downing Street preferred to ignore the perturbing rise of National Socialism and cold shoulder the new German government in the hope it would fade away like a bad smell.

   This is not another book about appeasement. By consciously taking civilising rather than appeasing as its central theme, it seeks to move beyond the often-fevered debate around appeasement that has rumbled on for eight decades. Though a respectable diplomatic strategy prior to 1938, it is now so polarising a term as to risk alienating all but the most specialised of history readers. While respected scholars continue to paint Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler’s Germany in a more sympathetic light, the ‘Guilty Men’ interpretation of the build-up to the Second World War has captured the public imagination. (Winston Churchill has been the subject of around one thousand biographies while those about his immediate predecessor can be counted on one hand.) More dangerously, post-war politicians have ‘weaponised’ the term appeasement to justify military incursions from Suez and Vietnam to Iraq and Afghanistan and used it as a brickbat to condemn recent diplomatic compromises such as the ceasefire between the Turks and the Kurds and the Western democracies’ dealings with President Putin’s Russia and President Xi’s China.

   Appeasement, in the sense of one nation making concessions to the demands of another to prevent an escalation of hostilities, is essentially reactive and passive. The civilising mission of the leaders of the Anglo-German Fellowship – to charm, cultivate and connect with the new regime – was proactive and dynamic. This path was smoothed by both the National Socialists’ ideological veneration of Britain and her Empire (expertly observed by Gerwin Strobl in The Germanic Isle: Nazi Perceptions of Britain) and their deep-seated anxiety to avenge the patronising sneers of the old German elites and international critics. On a practical level, the Fellowship’s first principle was to make trade not war – the far from novel capitalist peace theory. Despite progress in Germany’s post-war reconstruction, debt and rampant inflation had hobbled her economy; the Fellowship’s ambitious programme to promote trade between Europe’s two largest economies aimed to redress this. Its leadership advocated a return to well-financed trade rather than barter, favoured some restoration of former African colonies and the cancellation of war debts. In return, Germany should rejoin the League of Nations, engage with disarmament negotiations and, critically, abandon her anti-Semitic programme. Any territorial expansion in Europe should be subject to negotiations, plebiscites and the blessing of the League. For all this to work, political friendships had to be nurtured through frequent consultations between senior ministers and other political opinion formers. This should be enhanced by tourism and softer social activities designed to build amity between the two nations: the sponsorship of touring choirs, orchestras and art exhibitions as well as cultural exchanges between university students, youth movements and military veterans back and forth across the North Sea.

   As Albert Camus said in 1947, ‘It is always possible to record the social conversation that takes place on the benches of the amphitheatre while the lion is crunching the victim.’1 The chapter titles and recurring food and drink motifs in this book are not intended to seem flippant and in no way seek to trivialise the horrors of Hitler’s regime. While it is easy to accuse those who broke bread with the Nazis of supping with the Devil, food is the oldest diplomatic tool, and these social interactions offer intriguing glimpses into the belly of the beast. Woven into this narrative is how proudly the socially gauche National Socialists wanted to be civilised as they admired and aped the British elites. But while they took themselves deadly seriously, the British struggled to ignore the frequent social absurdities and black comedy that ensued.

   To date, the Anglo-German Fellowship and its champions have had a mostly bad press. One writer painted a picture of a ‘knot of peers adrift in an uncongenial world, united by paranoia, pessimism and panic’, who blamed the ‘misfortunes of their times and class on an immensely powerful but clandestine Judaeo-Bolshevik global conspiracy which could be thwarted only by Fascism and Nazism’.2 Another dismissed the organisation’s members as a ‘mixture of English Fascists, appeasers, anti-Semites, hard-headed businessmen, fanatical anti-Bolsheviks, eccentric aristocrats and neurotic Mayfair society women’.3 At best, these men and women have been lumped together with the ‘Guilty Men of Munich’; at worst, roundly condemned as ‘Fellow Travellers of the Right’. Such powerful stereotypes have been perpetuated in literature, most famously in Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day, as well as popular films and television drama ever since.4

   While a small minority deserve these pigeonholes, the mainstream was culturally Germanophile rather than explicitly Hitlerite. As well as some die-hard conservatives, their number included leading liberals, academics and writers. Many were fluent in the language, having studied in German universities in the late nineteenth century. Most were appalled by the needless loss of life in the Great War. Several had helped to rebuild shattered Germany following the Treaty of Versailles. Typically, they had a deep admiration for the German Kultur of Goethe, Schiller and Beethoven and acknowledged the contribution made to British culture dating back to Holbein and Handel.

   By charting Europe’s descent into war from a new perspective, Coffee with Hitler challenges conventional interpretations and popular tropes around British dealings with the Nazis – ‘Munich, Mosley and the Mitfords’ – to ask whether the Anglo-German Fellowship and its champions have been examined in the wrong context, or tried in the wrong court, and therefore damned by association from the outset. This is a story told from the worm’s eye view, from the perspective of three well-intentioned obscure middle-aged men who, while right at the heart of the unfolding tragedy, struggled to pacify, accommodate and negotiate with the Third Reich in the years before and during the Second World War. It allows us to look at this fraught and frightening period of history from a different angle and ask the fundamental question as to whether there were alternatives to Chamberlain’s appeasement of Germany other than total war.
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      Winston Churchill and Anthony Eden on their way to the House of Commons following the recall of parliament, 29 August 1939, on or about the day they met with T. P. Conwell-Evans and David Lloyd George.

     



   

  

 
  
    


Prologue

   Lloyd George’s Nazi

   In the last week of the gloriously warm August of 1939, just days before Adolf Hitler’s army marched into Poland, Thomas Philip Conwell-Evans, a little-known Welsh historian, political secretary and sometime intelligence agent, received a telephone call at his modest flat in Kensington. The caller was A. J. Sylvester, the principal private secretary to David Lloyd George, summoning his friend to the House of Commons for an urgent meeting with his master. Three years before, the three men had visited Germany together and been warmly received by Adolf Hitler on a trip arranged by Conwell-Evans. He remained Lloyd George’s favoured adviser on matters German.

   Conwell-Evans had made friends easily in the corridors of power, in both London and Berlin. All four of the British prime ministers who had held office in Hitler’s dozen years of power had sought his assessment of the National Socialist government. Their faith in his intelligence and connections with the German political leadership was well placed. Working with colleagues including a leading businessman, a former air attaché and the head of the British Foreign Office, he had penetrated the upper ranks of National Socialism, right up to the Führer himself, more deeply than any other Briton. Though closest to Joachim Ribbentrop, the foreign minister, he was also well connected with Hitler’s two deputies, Hermann Göring and Rudolf Hess. At the same time as he was ingratiating himself with the senior Nazis, Conwell-Evans was befriending the cabal of civil servants within the German foreign ministry whose sustained efforts to remove Hitler from office came closest to success. He had dedicated the previous five years to preventing a second armed conflict between Great Britain and Germany.

   Conwell-Evans was a perfect foil for Lloyd George. Honoured as Father of the House of Commons, the seventy-six-year-old former Liberal prime minister was still celebrated, especially by Hitler, for having led Britain to victory in the Great War two decades previously. Now a backbencher excluded from the Cabinet, he had both failed to revive his fractured Liberal Party and to persuade the National Government to adopt his economic reforms. Instead, he was deploying his formidable oratorical skills in the Commons to attack the prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, and his failing policy of appeasing Hitler’s Germany.

   Conwell-Evans was a committed pacifist and a published historian. The second son of a master tailor from Carmarthen in Wales, he excelled at the local grammar school. A natural linguist, he studied in France and Germany before taking his place at Jesus College, where he was secretary of the French Club and immersed himself in left-wing politics, joining the socialist Fabian Society. From there he came up to London to pursue his political ambitions, joining the 1917 Club in Soho, popular with socialists, pacifists and the Bloomsbury Set, and infamous for its awful food. He worked with Francis Hirst, the pacifist Liberal journalist, who had resigned as editor of the Economist in protest at the Great War and founded the journal Common Sense. In the early 1920s he went to work as political secretary to Noel Buxton, the Labour MP and minister of agriculture and fisheries.

   Habitually short of money, Philip Conwell-Evans lived a frugal life as a bachelor. Shorter than average and averagely plump, he was bespectacled, with neatly combed hair, both receding and thinning, and a respectable three-piece suit that seemed never quite to fit – whether the fault of an inadequate tailor or a body shape from which no suit however well cut will hang elegantly, is unclear. His overcoat of thick black broadcloth was likely an essential investment for a man of slender means for whom the weather was often bad and central heating a luxury. Bursting from this unpromising package of a man, film footage shows a constant smile that wins friends, a smile that makes people happy, a smile that engenders trust.

   His paid work for Noel Buxton, his patron and mentor, funded a doctorate at the London School of Economics. His thesis on the League of Nations (later published by the Oxford University Press as The League Council in Action) drove him to his first nervous collapse but earned him patronage from other leading lights on the political left. These included his supervisor, Philip Noel-Baker, and the LSE’s director, Sir William Beveridge. Noel-Baker was a Quaker pacifist, Olympic silver medallist, and later Nobel Peace Prize winner, who had driven ambulances during the war. Beveridge was the social reformer best known for his eponymous report which paved the way for today’s welfare state and National Health Service. Both would later be elevated to the House of Lords.

   Pacifism, France and writing were Conwell-Evans’s early focus. He published his first book, an English translation of Civilisation, an important novel set in the trenches, by Georges Duhamel, a French army surgeon and celebrated pacifist author, in 1919. In the early twenties, Buxton had shifted his protégé’s attention away from France, appointing him secretary to the British Armenian Committee, which raised awareness of the massacre of Armenians by Turks. They co-authored a book, Oppressed Peoples and the League of Nations, and Conwell-Evans also took on the secretaryship of the House of Commons’ Balkan Committee. Later Buxton, who preferred the Germans to the French, persuaded Conwell-Evans (to his bitter regret) to embrace ‘German questions’, sponsoring a 1930 visit to East Prussia, the enclave created under the Treaty of Versailles and separated from mainland Germany by the Polish Corridor. The trip seeded Conwell-Evans’s growing conviction that the Allies had treated Germany harshly after the Great War.

   Two years later, he returned to East Prussia to start a two-year lectureship at the University of Königsberg (now Kaliningrad), the region’s medieval capital and once home to the philosopher Immanuel Kant. Returning for his last term at the university, he met and charmed Joachim Ribbentrop, the businessman who would become ambassador to the Court of St James’s in London, and later the Reich foreign minister. Initially unimpressed, he described his new acquaintance as very ‘lightweight’ to his students.1

   History has treated Conwell-Evans with suspicion. He has puzzled most historians and been dismissed by many; confusion has reigned over where he came from, what he did and where his loyalties lay. In his seminal study of the British far right, Richard Griffiths called him a ‘rather shadowy figure’. Lloyd George’s biographer agreed he was ‘somewhat mysterious’; Hitler’s biographer saw him as a ‘great admirer of the new Germany’; while Lord Halifax’s dismissed him as a ‘German sympathiser’.2 A recent wide-ranging survey of appeasement dubbed him ‘wildly pro-German’ and condemned him, alongside his joint secretary at the Fellowship, as ‘unofficial travel agents for the regime’.3 When they first met in the 1960s, Martin Gilbert, then immersed in his study of appeasement, admitted he had initially thought Conwell-Evans had ‘betrayed his country’.4 In her recent groundbreaking book on Hitler’s aristocratic go-betweens, the historian Karina Urbach has gone the furthest, citing a 1947 allegation by a captured German officer that Conwell-Evans had carried out ‘intelligence work’ for Ribbentrop and concluding consequently it is ‘not clear to this day what Conwell-Evans actually was’.5

   The reasons for such suspicions around Conwell-Evans’s loyalties stem at least partly from his own self-spun web of mystery but also, it seems, from some degree of British government collusion in blackening his name after the Second World War.

   The small group of Britons who founded the Anglo-German Fellowship witnessed, and reported back to the British government, the pivotal decisions in Hitler’s mercurial and opportunistic diplomatic strategy – from remilitarising the Rhineland and sending the hapless Ribbentrop to London as ambassador to invading first Austria, then Czechoslovakia, and finally Poland. Throughout those tumultuous years leading up to the Second World War, they were welcome guests at landmark events of the Nazi era – white tie parties hosted by Hitler, the annual National Socialist rally at Nuremberg, the Berlin Olympics, as well as intimate dinners and lunches with Ribbentrop in his garden, at his office and on his train. Despite their extraordinary achievement in securing such privileged ringside seats at Hitler’s consolidation of power, the story of how Conwell-Evans and his small group of compatriots achieved this intimate access and how they tried to civilise the now semi-mythical monsters to save the peace has never been told. The questions of why they tried, and whether they had any chance of succeeding, have never really been asked. By telling their story and tackling such questions, Coffee with Hitler will weigh up the widespread suspicions and slurs and address the charges laid against the protagonists.

   Arriving in the last week of August 1939, as instructed, at David Lloyd George’s room in the Commons, Conwell-Evans was surprised to find his former client accompanied by two of the prime minister’s other most vocal critics, Winston Churchill and Anthony Eden. Eden was then the leader of the ‘glamour boys’ of youngish MPs critical of appeasement. Appointed foreign secretary in 1934, at the tender age of thirty-eight, he had resigned four years later having profoundly disagreed with Chamberlain over foreign policy. Though each was confined to the backbenches, all three had ambitions to succeed Chamberlain, especially in the event of war. After a decade in the ‘wilderness’, Churchill would indeed return to the Cabinet within days as First Lord of the Admiralty, while Eden would be made dominions secretary. Within eight months, Churchill would replace Chamberlain as prime minister and would promote Eden to secretary of state for war and then foreign secretary.

   On the day Ribbentrop and Vyacheslav Molotov signed the non-aggression pact between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, Winston Churchill, Lloyd George’s good friend and rival of many years, had finally abandoned his working holiday in France where he had combined meeting French generals and inspecting the Maginot Line with painting. As he was being driven through the Normandy countryside the previous day, he predicted to his fellow passenger, ‘before the harvest is gathered in – we shall be at war.’6 He flew back to London, having decided to ‘find out what was going on’. There, wasting no time in preparing for what he feared now inevitable, he embarked on a series of clandestine meetings to gather the latest intelligence on Germany.

   ‘This is my Nazi,’ Lloyd George announced with mock solemnity as Conwell-Evans entered the room.

   The former prime minister then introduced his fellow Welshman properly to the two future prime ministers. Soon, the conversation turned to whether any chance remained of averting armed conflict on the Continent. Perhaps surprisingly, these three ardent critics of Chamberlain’s foreign policy and, in Eden and Churchill, long-standing anti-appeasers (warmongers to their critics) were evidently still seeking to preserve the peace only days before the declaration of war. It shows Churchill in a far less bellicose light than his ‘Fight them on the beaches’ tradition so loved by film-makers and popular historians. As Conwell-Evans later explained, Churchill had not believed war inevitable, but rather thought it could only have been avoided by ‘organising overwhelming force against Germany’s aggressive activities’.7 When several years later, President Roosevelt asked him what the conflict should be called, Churchill had replied, ‘The Unnecessary War’.8

   ‘Could we avert war by buying them off?’ asked Churchill. ‘Could anything be done to postpone war?’ he added, with perhaps a hint of desperation.

   ‘They are determined on war. You might buy them off for six months, but you cannot avert war,’ responded Conwell-Evans.

   That Churchill could still consider compromising with Hitler so late in the day is similarly at odds with his well-known opposition to any talk of a negotiated peace less than a year later. At some point in the conversation, Churchill remarked to Lloyd George, ‘Well, we cannot quarrel with Chamberlain now he’s doing all he can.’

   Then, seemingly open to the possibility of preserving peace with a different leader at the Nazi helm, he asked for the Welshman’s personal assessment of the other leading Nazis.

   ‘They are all a bad lot – except perhaps Göring…’ Conwell-Evans answered, ‘he is the nearest thing to a gent’. At this point, despite the gravity of the circumstances, Churchill and Lloyd George both burst out laughing.

   As they left the House of Commons together, apparently sharing a bag of fruit, Conwell-Evans asked his companion if he thought Eden was a great man.

   ‘Have another plum,’ Lloyd George replied.9

   Within a day or two, the Cabinet, fearing an imminent and devastating attack by German bombers, gave the order to launch Operation Pied Piper. This was the plan to evacuate, over three days, nearly 1.5 million children away from London and other major cities to the relative safety of the British countryside. Each child had to bring a gas mask, their identity card, a change of underclothes, night clothes, a pullover, a pair of plimsolls and a warm coat. While those under five were accompanied by their mothers, older children were separated from their parents and, in many cases, would not see them for months. Despite moments of chaos, their departure was generally orderly and cheerful, with one ‘vaccy’ later recalling it as a ‘rather larky business altogether’.10

   Meanwhile, in Berlin, fevered last-minute negotiations between the British embassy and Hitler’s chancellery continued. The diplomats snatched sleep on camp beds set up in their offices. Virginia Cowles, the American journalist and correspondent for London’s Sunday Times, watched their toing and froing with mounting pessimism. ‘Poor Peace’, she noted sadly, ‘nothing could bring the colour back into her cheeks or warm her cold hands now.’11

   According to one member, the recalled House of Commons was ‘calm, bored, even irritated, at having its holiday cut short by Hitler’.12 Another wrote in his diary, ‘today when war seems a matter of hours, the absolute despair of a week ago seems to have changed into determination, the gloom of anticipation melting into a gaiety of courage.’13 MPs were drifting away from the capital. By Thursday, even Churchill was back at Chartwell, his country house in Kent, working on his History of the English-Speaking Peoples. That night, the Russian ambassador, exhausted from justifying his master’s new-found friendship with Hitler to his many English friends, and thus in need of light relief, took his wife to see Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest. They laughed for two hours.

   On Friday morning, Churchill was woken by a call to Chartwell from the Polish ambassador to say Hitler’s tanks were rolling across the border into Poland. As Conwell-Evans later summarised, the ‘German armies… swept across the Polish frontiers and with excessive savagery laid the country waste.’14

   At a quarter past eleven on Sunday morning, church congregations around the country learned Hitler had ignored British and French ultimatums and so, Neville Chamberlain had finally declared war on Germany. Five days later, Conwell-Evans wrote to Lloyd George, ‘well the worst has happened, as I feared, I only regret that we did not take a stronger line last year, as I begged the government to do.’ Grimly, he concluded, ‘now we have to work to defeat the enemy.’15
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      Joachim Ribbentrop’s villa in Dahlem, Berlin, where he hosted dinner for Heinrich Himmler and Ernest Tennant.
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   Dinner on the terrace with Himmler

   Five years earlier, in June 1934, when a war with Germany seemed a remote prospect, one of Conwell-Evans’s English colleagues found himself in a Berlin suburban garden having dinner with Heinrich Himmler. Reichsführer of the Schutzstaffel (SS), the elite unit created as Hitler’s bodyguard, and already one of the most powerful men in Germany, Himmler would later be responsible for the conception, direction and execution of the Holocaust. The English colleague was Ernest Tennant OBE, a businessman, decorated Great War veteran and amateur butterfly collector.

   Their host was Tennant’s closest German friend, Joachim Ribbentrop. A politically and socially ambitious businessman, the forty-one-year-old Ribbentrop, following a respectable military career in the Great War, had built a profitable business in wines and spirits. His wife, Anna Elisabeth (known as ‘Annelies’), who nurtured and indulged these ambitions, was the daughter of Otto Henkell, whose eponymous brand of sparkling wine earned him the sobriquet of Germany’s ‘champagne baron’. Their marriage brought Joachim money, social advancement and career successes that outpaced his modest talents, surprising both his few friends and many enemies.

   Within two years, Hitler would send the quite unqualified Ribbentrop as his ambassador to London, before appointing him Germany’s foreign minister. At this point, he held no office in the Nazi hierarchy but had won favour by lending his villa for secret meetings between Hitler and established politicians at which alliances were made that led to the National Socialist Party (NSDAP) assuming power. The gauche new chancellor of Germany was impressed by the wine merchant’s cosmopolitan elan and trusted him for ad hoc advice on foreign affairs. That summer, after months of lobbying, Hitler finally appointed Ribbentrop to the grand sounding but inconsequential post of Special Commissioner of the Reich Government for Disarmament Questions.

   The Ribbentrops made a handsome couple, photogenic and always immaculately dressed. Joachim favoured Savile Row suits while Annelies patronised the best dressmakers in Paris, Berlin and London. Elegantly furnished with French antiques set on Persian rugs, their villa was designed in the then-fashionable Arts and Crafts style, with a dash of Alpine kitsch. Important artworks hung from its walls, with pieces by Nazi-approved contemporary German painters displayed alongside leading French Modernists so as to raise the tone of their collection above their less sophisticated neighbours. Dahlem was a prosperous suburb favoured by the Berlin bourgeoisie and once home to successful German Jews, with many of whom Tennant’s hosts had once happily socialised. Now it was ever more popular with the National Socialist elite, including Himmler, who owned a villa nearby.

   Outside, the villa boasted a swimming pool and tennis court set in a well-kept lawn, laid out in the English style Ribbentrop so admired. Scented by lilac flowers, dotted with fir trees and surrounded by rhododendrons, birches, willows and laburnum, it reminded another British visitor of Surrey or Sussex.1 To the rear, a series of French windows led on to a generous terrace, protected from the sun by a large canvas awning, where on the very warm Saturday evening of the last day of June, Ribbentrop hosted the dinner party.

   Tennant had asked for Himmler to be included at the dinner, as he wished to lobby the head of the SS to release certain political prisoners being held without trial in the newly constructed concentration camps. Several hundred of these had sprung up in the previous two years to house illegally held ‘political prisoners’ under hideous conditions of extreme brutality – in what the Nazis dubbed ‘protective custody’.

   Short-sighted, weak-chinned and pasty-skinned, the diminutive former chicken farmer was far from the Nordic ideal of National Socialist folklore. Focused on building the police state, Himmler had none of Ribbentrop’s cosmopolitan veneer and little to do with Germany’s foreign policy. Though he had no obvious interest in meeting the Briton, he did favour friendship with England and admired the British upper classes – particularly for their eating of porridge, which he believed had fuelled their historic success.

   Unbeknown to Tennant (and probably Ribbentrop as well), Himmler’s mind was on other things that evening. Hitler, Hermann Göring and he were in the final hours of preparation for Operation Hummingbird. Soon dubbed the ‘Night of the Long Knives’, this orgy of murderous violence had been planned to purge the NSDAP of rivals to Hitler. It would consolidate his hold over the apparatus of state and secure the supremacy of the highly trained SS over its bitter rival, the unwieldy and undisciplined SA, whose thuggish bullying of German citizens and intimidation of foreign visitors damaged the country’s reputation at home and abroad. It would also end the life of Ernst Röhm, head of the SA, Himmler’s former mentor and Hitler’s friend and colleague. Röhm had been lobbying to take charge of national defence by absorbing the small German army, constrained by the Treaty of Versailles, into the SA, now numbering over three million members. This horrified the Prussian officer class and the business and aristocratic supporters on whom Hitler relied to burnish his reputation internationally. Involving over one thousand arrests and around a hundred extrajudicial killings (including that of the former German chancellor Kurt von Schleicher and his wife), the purge confirmed Hitler as the supreme administrator of German justice and cemented Himmler’s status at the core of the Nazi high command.

   As butlers served French haute cuisine from the well-staffed kitchen and wine from the excellent cellar, Tennant, more brave than subtle, took Himmler ‘case by case’ through a list of prisoners supplied by his cousin, Margot, Countess of Oxford and Asquith (widow of the Liberal prime minister). Himmler had priorities far more pressing than the humanitarian concerns of a British businessman so was quickly irritated by his persistence. There followed ‘quite a scene’ as he nearly choked, before shouting at his dinner companion, ‘I don’t remember that during the South African war the Germans were invited to inspect your concentration camps – I don’t remember that when Hitler was in prison any of you English showed any interest in how he was treated – you ought to go down on your knees and thank God we have got those scum under control.’2

   With dinner unfinished, Himmler left the table and then the villa. Tennant assumed this was due to their contretemps, but, as later emerged, it was to take a telephone call from Hitler summoning him to join Hermann Göring at his country hunting estate to coordinate the next day’s purge in the German capital. There, they directed the arrests, brutal interrogations and summary executions undertaken by SS and Gestapo officers in an ‘evil atmosphere’, as one eyewitness recalled, of ‘hate, nervousness, tension, above all of bloodshed’.3

   Unaware of events unfolding across Germany that night, Tennant and Ribbentrop stayed up until three in the morning in the garden, enjoying Scotland’s finest old whisky in their shirtsleeves while talking over how best they might promote friendship between their two countries. The next day, the hung-over Briton returned to London by train. Tennant admitted he ‘could not believe his eyes’ when he read of the bloody purge executed overnight from the pages of the scandalised English Sunday papers.4

   On the face of it, Tennant and Ribbentrop were unlikely friends. In his exculpatory memoir, published in 1957 (eleven years after his friend was hanged in Nuremberg for war crimes), Tennant sought to justify their relationship. Admitting he liked him from the outset, he explained Ribbentrop was not yet the preening and tactless fool he later became as ambassador in London, nor the evil errand boy for Hitler he became as Reich foreign minister. The two men shared an enjoyment of shooting, fishing and paintings, and Tennant thought him a ‘better than average’ violinist.5

   Poorly educated, having left school at fifteen (a disadvantage that fuelled his insecurities), Ribbentrop nonetheless spoke excellent French and his English was so fluent it was said his German had a British accent. His admiration for England’s culture, royal family and capital city, evident in his library and garden, was deep-seated and sincere but also aspirational and sometimes dangerously obsessive. In 1909, he had spent a year in South Kensington learning English. Astonished by the volume of traffic in Edwardian London and awed by the skill of the white-gloved policemen directing it, he later told the Führer he wished one day to show him the view of the City from the Mansion House. In Ribbentrop’s study, his admiration for England was obvious, with English books ranging from Lytton Strachey’s Elizabeth and Essex to Harold Nicolson’s biography of his father, T. E. Lawrence’s Revolt in the Desert, George Bernard Shaw’s The Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Socialism and Capitalism and novels by Dickens, Wells and Forster neatly shelved alongside German and French volumes.

   Both men were polyglot, royalist, imperialist patriots with a mounting suspicion of Soviet Russia and Bolshevism. By strengthening business between their two countries, they believed diplomatic relations would improve, and peace be preserved. But despite their burgeoning friendship, Tennant was under no illusions about Ribbentrop’s deficiencies. He warned a British politician, though ‘extremely likeable’, how he was ‘very long-winded and rather a bore’ and it took undue time for him to ‘grasp or to explain things’.6

   The novelist Muriel Spark described Tennant as ‘one of those City business personalities who are usually seen but not heard’.7 The previous year it was he who had opened London’s doors for Ribbentrop and so helped to launch a diplomatic career which would have catastrophic consequences. He had been born into a fantastically wealthy Scottish family which owed its fortune to Charles Tennant, the weaver turned chemist who patented bleaching powder and revolutionised the textile industry at the end of the eighteenth century. This allowed him to set up the St Rollox chemical works in Glasgow, the world’s largest, and found a business that enriched his descendants and was merged into ICI in 1926. While his cousin, Christopher, Lord Glenconner, served as chairman, it fell to Ernest to lead the family’s successful surviving business, C. Tennant & Son.

   Ernest Tennant cultivated his expertise on the new German government and would later be acknowledged by Hitler as a ‘determined pioneer of Anglo-German understanding’.8 One of the first three British soldiers to visit Berlin after the Armistice, he was a surviving member of that much mythologised golden generation of young Edwardians, so hard hit by the war and the subsequent rise of communism that those two traumas defined their worldview thereafter. Tennant’s loss of family and schoolfriends in the war was extraordinarily high. At Eton, he had been a member of ‘Pop’, the elite school prefects. His closest schoolfriend, Julian Martin Smith, who served as best man at his wedding, had been the first British volunteer killed in the opening weeks of the war. Within a year, Tennant’s adored younger brother Alan (‘Bunny’) had died, leaving what Ernest remembered as a ‘terrible loss for our very happy and united family’.9 By 1916, nineteen of his fellow school prefects, seven of his male relations and his brother-in-law had all died. Put another way, two-thirds of his closest male friends and family had been killed, a mortality rate nearly four times greater than typical for army officers in the trenches.10

   His memoirs reveal how agonised he was to have survived. The army having rejected him due to his poor lungs and injuries sustained in a lion attack in Africa, the Intelligence Corps finally accepted him in 1916 and posted him to France. There he deployed his significant business skills answering questions from the House of Commons about trade, ranging from the cement industry to rubber contraceptives, which the Germans were using to keep hand grenades dry. After the war, the British government sent him to lead a handful of officers into shattered and revolutionary Berlin, which they reached on the first through train from Cologne, bringing their own food and staying at the once luxurious Hotel Adlon. They were to advise the War Cabinet on the food situation, then worsened by the blockade by the British Navy. Published as a white paper, their report linked food shortages, shattered transport links and unemployment with the risk of famine and rising Bolshevism. Warning ‘probably both… will ensue before the next harvest’, it nonetheless recognised peace terms were not yet agreed so cautioned against lifting the ‘menace of starvation’ by a ‘too sudden and abundant’ resupply of food.11

   The Allies had instigated the blockade at the outbreak of war and maintained it well into peacetime. Estimates of unnecessary post-war civilian deaths ran into the hundreds of thousands and this legacy would trouble Tennant for decades. Writing twenty years later to the prime minister, he explained how seeing children in hospital with ‘hunger madness’ had driven his determination to rebuild friendship between the two countries.12 Following the completion of this mission, the Cabinet sent him to Italy, disguised as a railway engineer and with his Italian-speaking wife, to report on the food situation for the Supreme Economic Council recently established at the Paris Peace Conference.

   In the following years, Tennant visited Germany often on business and saw the National Socialists rise to power. Only months into the new chancellorship, he published an article on ‘Herr Hitler and his Policy’ in The English Review, a conservative literary periodical. This would open the door of 10 Downing Street to Joachim Ribbentrop and sow the seeds for his becoming ambassador to London. Its immediate result was an invitation for Tennant to give a speech at Ashridge College, the political training school run by the Conservative Party. He pulled no punches in painting the grimmest picture of how Berlin had looked just after the Armistice. No dogs or cats had survived; they had been eaten and their skins used for leather. There was no coffee, soap or textiles; what little the civilians had was ersatz. Men’s shirts were made from nettle fibre. Sheets, underclothes and pyjamas were cut from paper while burnt barley and acorns were served as coffee. Half of the women were dying in childbirth from lack of nourishment. Children in hospital were so starved they were but ‘little skeletons who would not eat but tried to hide any food they were given under the bedclothes so as to keep it in case they grew still hungrier’.

   Tennant was impressed by how Hitler had united the country under one party and planned a national economic revival. Sympathetic to the insult felt by the Germans at press criticism in foreign, especially British, newspapers, he explained how Hitler blamed ‘international Jews’ and Catholics for these attacks and lambasted his foreign ministry for failing to protect him. His influence over both the diplomatic corps and the military had been restricted by his Faustian pact with the ageing President von Hindenburg. This arrangement suited those aristocratic, conservative German soldiers and diplomats who scorned the low-born Austrian corporal and were unnerved by the thuggish SA. Isolated from the levers of diplomatic influence at home, Hitler urgently wanted friends overseas and despite its hostile press, England remained his first choice. His ideal was an Anglo-Saxon world in which Greater Germany would dominate Continental Europe, leaving Britain free to nurture her far-flung Empire as long as she did not interfere with his adventures on the other side of the Channel.

   Unlike others, Tennant recognised the Third Reich as no passing fad; ‘nothing except the invasion of Germany or the early death of Hitler can now shake the power of the Nazis.’ He had been arguing against their vicious persecution of German Jews since 1932, which had ‘grossly insulted’ the whole race and shocked the world. But rather than shunning the new regime, he believed the British could best help the Jews and other victims of the regime by making friends with Germany. He acknowledged a ‘powerful strain of the bully’ in the typical Prussian, and flippantly suggested ‘if the Germans could take themselves a little less seriously and we could take them a little more seriously there would be a better chance of mutual understanding.’13

   Following his speech, a government minister, J. C. C. Davidson, chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and a past chairman of the Conservative Party, approached him for a copy of his notes to pass on to his close confidant, Stanley Baldwin, de facto deputy to Ramsay MacDonald, the ailing prime minister. Surprisingly, this was Baldwin’s first briefing on Hitler’s young government. Eager to fill the gap, Tennant suggested to Davidson that, given MacDonald’s frailty, Baldwin should travel to Berlin and be the first Cabinet minister to meet the new chancellor. Davidson agreed to host a private lunch at his home in November 1933 to introduce Ribbentrop and Tennant to his friend, and for them to propose such a visit, bypassing both the German embassy in London and the British Foreign Office.

   Davidson had no doubts his lunch guest, despite lacking government or Party credentials, spoke for Hitler. Ribbentrop outlined their ambitions to better Anglo-German relations; his themes would become an all-too-familiar litany. The British press swallowed propaganda from ‘internationally-minded persons, mainly Jews’ and nobody could understand modern Germany unless they came in person. Bolshevism posed the greatest threat to European civilisation so Germany deserved the means to defend herself and could not remain a ‘second-rate power’. Hitler would never rejoin the League of Nations, a ‘sounding board for war and completely incompetent as a negotiating body’, but was far too busy rebuilding the domestic economy to have ‘any leisure for the consideration of a possible war’. Despite old enmity, Ribbentrop assured his lunchmates Germany wanted friendly arrangements with France, but more urgently a naval agreement with Britain. He impressed Davidson with his sincerity and his pride in how the Nazis had outflanked the communists. Reassured by ‘vague references’ to his territorial ambitions being only eastwards, including Russia, Davidson accepted Hitler’s thesis that another war would lead to ‘universal Bolshevism through the breakdown of European civilisation’.

   All present expressed delight at the lunch. Ribbentrop invited Baldwin to meet the Führer. Ribbentrop briefed Hitler by telephone on the discussions. Davidson wrote a ‘most secret’ government report that found its way into MI5’s files. Baldwin thanked Tennant for arranging it, declaring, ‘I like that man, I like his face.’14 That afternoon, he invited the German to present himself at a ‘house in Downing Street’ with instructions to ring the bell but not give his name.15 The prime minister joined the tea; Ribbentrop found both Baldwin and MacDonald congenial and soon whisky replaced tea.

   Buoyed by the refreshments, Ribbentrop asked for a follow-up meeting to include Sir John Simon, the foreign secretary, who along with his officials had been unaware of these discussions. Indecisive, over-lawyerly and plagued by self-doubt, Simon, who held the office for nearly four years, was by any measure one of Britain’s least successful foreign secretaries. One wit went as far as to label him the ‘worst since Ethelred the Unready’. This second meeting, four days later, went less well. Frustrated by being kept in the dark and appalled by this amateur diplomacy, Simon raised myriad objections, insisted such arrangements had to go through the proper diplomatic channels, and an hour-long argument ensued.

   The ambitious concept of a summit between Hitler and the genial Baldwin, who feared flying, disliked abroad and was wary of foreigners, soon became a totemic obsession for Ribbentrop, Hitler and Tennant. Its meandering progress offers a useful barometer of Ribbentrop’s volatile relationship with Britain. Though never realised, it did frame the context for the series of visits by other senior British politicians who headed over to Germany to take coffee with Hitler, each essentially deputising for the elusive Baldwin.

   Although no closer to booking his flight to Berlin, Baldwin did the next day make a ‘witty and constructive’ speech in the Commons about Anglo-German relations, which, according to The Times, impressed the House. Warning against an arms race with Germany and urging her back into the League of Nations, he reminded MPs how Napoleon’s France, then ‘viewed much like the Germany of today’, had after Waterloo gone on to become the ‘most pacific nation in Europe’.16 The price of German bonds rallied in the City.

   Only a few weeks later, Tennant returned to Berlin to meet Hitler. The chancellor lamented Allied statesmen were hurrying around Europe ‘from Paris to Rome and from Rome to London’ discussing him without ever coming to meet him. He proposed a three-day summit with Baldwin suggesting, as he could not leave Germany and assuming the Englishman did not want to come to Berlin, they meet in a frontier town or on a battleship moored off Hamburg. Intrigued, Tennant reminded his host that Baldwin had yet to be appointed prime minister, and so asked why he particularly wanted to meet him. Hitler admitted his admiration stemmed from Baldwin’s extraordinary gesture as First Lord of the Treasury when, embarrassed by the war profits of his family firm, he had given half his fortune back to his country to help reduce the national debt and set an example to other citizens.

   Tennant promised the Führer he would continue to lobby Baldwin to visit Germany but, despite another amiable meeting in Downing Street, failed against unified Foreign Office opposition. Half-hearted plans were then developed for Davidson and a principal private secretary to go in Baldwin’s stead but quickly foundered. Tennant remembered bitterly how this had been the point when the ‘professional diplomats and the permanent officials of the Foreign Offices of Britain and Germany linked arms to form a barrier against any amateurs intruding into their orbit and to prevent statesmen going over their heads and having direct negotiations.’17 Reconciled to the fact the instinctively pro-French and anti-German British diplomats would never help better Anglo-German relations, he now accepted his only option was to cultivate alternative and essentially amateur diplomatic conduits to Berlin and Munich. He would deploy his considerable business skills and persuasive charms to recruit support not just from his fellow businessmen but more widely from high society, military, sporting and other internationalist elites.
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      The dining room at the refurbished Reich Chancellery in Berlin where Adolf Hitler hosted Ernest Tennant, the Ribbentrops, Lord Rothermere et al. for the celebration of the tenth anniversary of his release from prison, 19 December 1934.
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   Roast chicken at the Chancellery

   Just before the 1934 Christmas holidays, six months after his fraught introduction to Himmler, Tennant returned to stay with the Ribbentrops and join a dinner party celebrating both Anglo-German friendship and the ten-year anniversary of Hitler’s release from prison following the failed Beer Hall Putsch. That August, President von Hindenburg had died, and Hitler had amalgamated the presidency and the chancellorship into the role of Führer (with the overwhelming support of the German voting public). The two dozen honoured guests included General Göring, then minister president of Prussia, with his fiancée, the actress Emmy Sonnemann; the foreign minister, Konstantin von Neurath and his wife; and Joseph Goebbels, the minister of public enlightenment and propaganda, with his. Tennant could now deepen his connections within the Nazi high command.

   Steel-helmeted sentries and SS guards greeted Tennant and the Ribbentrops as they drove through the iron gates of the Reich Chancellery at 77 Wilhelmstrasse. Formerly the home of Chancellor Bismarck, the two-hundred-year-old palace had just been refurbished to the new chancellor’s specifications by the architect Gerdy Troost. Hitler had condemned the decorative scheme of his Weimar predecessors as giving the impression of a ‘warehouse or municipal fire station’ and internally of a ‘sanitorium for consumptives’. He damned the chancellor’s private office as the ‘tasteless room of a sales executive of a mid-sized cigarette and tobacco company’.1 Tasked with removing vestiges of the municipal, along with any lingering whiffs of tuberculosis and stale tobacco, Troost claimed inspiration from contemporary English design, de-cluttering the overwrought fittings and heavy dark furniture, remodelling the interiors with clean lines and white walls to let in light and air, all to create the best in twentieth-century dictator chic.

   Hitler disliked formal entertaining, especially of foreigners, so the ongoing refurbishment had given him the perfect excuse to avoid such receptions. But now a beaming Führer, in evening tails and white tie, welcomed each guest with elaborate courtesy. While the men wore evening dress or party uniform and the women were elegant in long gowns, General Göring cut the most spectacular figure, resplendent in a ‘comic opera’ uniform, green with white facings, festooned with braid and medals and accessorised by a huge sword. Tennant thought nonetheless he looked unhealthy and ‘enormously fat’.

   Having women at such events was unusual, but the inclusion of foreigners was unprecedented. The four British guests of honour had already proved themselves friends of the regime so were privileged to be the first non-Germans to dine with the Führer at the refurbished Chancellery. Lord Rothermere, proprietor of the Daily Mail newspaper empire, was known for his support of both Hitler’s National Socialism in Germany and Sir Oswald Mosley’s fascism back home. Driven by a dread of Bolshevism, and having lost two sons in the trenches, he was haunted by the ghosts of the Great War. He was accompanied by his surviving son, Esmond Harmsworth, a former aide-de-camp to the prime minister Lloyd George at the Paris Peace Conference, and his father’s successor as chairman of Associated Newspapers. The fourth guest, George Ward Price, served as the Daily Mail’s special correspondent in Berlin, and had already secured two exclusive interviews with Hitler in which his unctuous prose about the Führer’s love of children and animals had endeared him to his host. He published I Know These Dictators, an enthusiastic account of his dealings with the totalitarian states, and had been a founder member of the January Club, set up by Mosley to recruit upper-class supporters for his British Union of Fascists.

   Decorated with bowls of fresh flowers – red lilies and white lilacs – the enormous reception room was also covered with a Persian rug so vast, Tennant ventured it must be the world’s largest. Hitler admitted with glee it had been destined for the Geneva headquarters of the League of Nations but, following some complication, had been diverted to Berlin. The redesigned dining room with bright ivory-coloured walls led out to the adjoining park through glass doors. The guests sat in comfortable armchairs around a large oval table laid with ‘beautiful china, glass and silver – all modern and severe’ and decorated with large pots of trailing pink begonias.2

   Tennant noted that, while the senior Nazis liked and admired Hitler, they were afraid of him, adding drily that the term ‘easy-going intimacy’ could never be used in the context of their relations with the boss.3 The placement at these dinners remained a source of angst among the Führer’s lieutenants and guests which he loved to provoke. Frau von Neurath, wife of the foreign minister, acted as his hostess, while her bitter rival, Annelies Ribbentrop, sat next to the Führer. Tensions simmered between the two women and, indeed, between their husbands. Tennant felt honoured to be seated on Annelies’s other side, only one place away from their host and next to the renowned Wagnerian opera singer who would entertain the party after dinner.

   Hitler delighted his guests as he reminisced about his time in jail and boasted how he had converted most of his custodians, including the governor, to National Socialism. Ward Price appreciated how, with the ‘simplicity of genius’, he repositioned his failed putsch and ignominious imprisonment into a ‘glorious martyrdom’.4 Despite the evening’s absurdities, Tennant found Hitler an easy host and this evening added to his fascination with the man. But he was never wholly star-struck, admitting how although his followers ‘look upon him almost as a God’, his own first impressions had been disappointing. Though admiring his ‘striking dark blue eyes, kindly, and very intelligent’, he found him physically unprepossessing. His harshest criticism was for the ‘most unfortunate moustache… a black blob covering the whole of his lip between his nose and his mouth’.5 He warned a British politician that Hitler could be ‘very temperamental’ and ‘so easily roused to a condition of excitement’ that any future negotiations with British ministers would be difficult. Tennant saw Göring as the ‘most spectacular’ figure in the Nazi firmament, a ‘throwback to the Middle Ages’, but while intrigued by his overblown schoolboy antics, the massive train set, his tame lion cub and his conjuring butler, he also recognised him as ‘efficient, cruel and ruthless’.

   Tennant thought the food, served by footmen in mess jackets, well cooked but rather simple. Thick white soup before roast chicken and vegetables were followed by a sorbet and then cheese and biscuits. Hitler ate little and drank only water. The paucity of alcohol was a disappointment. No cocktails were offered before dinner, and only limited wine during the meal. When the party rose from the dining table, Hitler, who disliked the smell of cigarettes, led the non-smokers into one room, while most of the guests, desperate to smoke, repaired to another. Here, away from the Führer’s disapproving gaze, the mood relaxed as ‘liqueurs, beer and whisky were flowing freely, and the air was blue with cigar smoke.’ Torn between his need for nicotine and the opportunity to ingratiate himself with the Führer, Tennant managed a ‘quick puff’ before joining Ribbentrop, Rothermere, a few of the ladies and their host in the fresher air.

   The singers from the Berlin Opera delighted the Führer, who congratulated the performers personally and presented a bouquet of flowers to each woman. Tennant enjoyed sitting beside Frau Goebbels, whom he admired – ‘rather a personality, a good-looking blonde with dark eyebrows and well dressed’. He was intrigued by her small, club-footed husband, whom he recognised as the most intelligent of Hitler’s inner circle. Like many others, he underestimated Goebbels, confessing after the war he had seen no signs of the ‘bursting virility’ that made him a ‘satyr with women, who found him irresistible’. Nor had he recognised him as ‘one of the most evil and dangerous men in Germany’.

   Now confirmed as one of only a handful of Britons welcome at the Nazi top table, Tennant offered a conduit between the Party and Britain’s government and elites. But despite this success, he returned to London frustrated at how during the two years since Hitler had come into power ‘repeated opportunities of better understanding had been missed’.6 His and Ribbentrop’s initial efforts to build credibility in Whitehall through Baldwin, MacDonald and Davidson had fizzled out. With neither the patience nor the contacts to woo politicians and diplomats, he decided to focus his talents on gaining British support from his natural milieu – businessmen, financiers, soldiers and aristocrats. Playing to their respective strengths, he would now rely on his new collaborator, Philip Conwell-Evans, to pick up the pieces of the failed political campaign by orchestrating a series of visits to Nazi Germany by leading British public figures.

   From the time of his return to London in 1934, Conwell-Evans dedicated the rest of that turbulent decade to building amity between Britain and Germany, most particularly through his secretaryship of the Anglo-German Fellowship. Then, and ever since, a controversial organisation, it was founded two years after Hitler’s appointment as German chancellor to encourage better ‘understanding’ between the two countries, and thereby ‘contribute to the maintenance of peace and the development of prosperity’. In this role, for which he was professionally qualified given his experience with Commons committees and his fluency in German, Conwell-Evans weaved comfortably through the murky corridors of Britain’s diplomatic relations with National Socialist Germany, working with a small group of colleagues. Conwell-Evans went on to deploy his special talent for friendship to earn the trust, respect and patronage of leading statesmen and civil servants on both sides of the North Sea. But, as Martin Gilbert (his fellow historian and friend, who now defended Conwell-Evans’s reputation) wrote in the 1960s, he had moved from the ‘simplicity of walks on the Heath, and talks with poets and essayists, from passivism and socialism and good works’ into the ‘maelstrom of foreign affairs’, and that maelstrom was appeasement.7

   Conwell-Evans’s first political recruit was Philip Kerr, the Liberal politician and writer. He had succeeded his cousin to become the eleventh Marquess of Lothian as well as Earl of Ancram, Earl of Lothian, Viscount of Briene, Lord Ker of Newbattle, Lord Jedburgh and Baron Ker of Kersheugh. In Lothian, Conwell-Evans had found a patron who combined a global reputation for international affairs, a heartfelt desire for peace and impeccable political connections. As Lloyd George’s secretary at the Peace Conference at Versailles in 1918 and his éminence grise on foreign affairs, he had drafted Article 231, the notorious ‘war guilt’ clause holding Germany responsible for the outbreak of hostilities. Yet he had never lost his conviction that the French had been needlessly harsh on the vanquished Germans. His ancient titles and four stately homes impressed the Nazis, but he was far from the stereotype of a declining aristocratic reactionary, being firmly on the political left, liberal in both senses, and thus well aligned with his new friend Conwell-Evans. The charming, popular, persuasive and engaging Lothian was never comfortable in ermine. His father, a poorly paid army officer, had brought up his children in a modest dower house. The son preferred to live and dress informally, admiring the more relaxed social mores of the US, and he famously arrived at the coronation of George VI in a battered Austin Seven.

   Lothian proved much more interested in Germany than either MacDonald or Baldwin. He and Conwell-Evans corresponded in late 1934 to plan a trip to Germany in the new year. In December, Lothian gave a speech at Chatham House in which he voiced his concerns over whether Germany might start ‘playing power politics in Europe, especially Eastern Europe’.8 Conwell-Evans chided this was not the case and warned that, by stationing the majority of the British fleet in the North Sea, the government risked provoking the Germans. By Christmas Eve, Lothian confirmed he hoped to go to Germany to talk with some ‘really representative Nazis about their ideas about the future’.9

   Despite their starkly different social backgrounds and financial means, Conwell-Evans and Lothian became close colleagues, good friends and frequent correspondents. Conwell-Evans was a welcome guest at Blickling, Lothian’s magnificent Jacobean mansion in Norfolk. They shared a passion for internationalism and understanding among nations and worked together at the Rhodes Trust, which funded scholarships at Oxford University for students from Great Britain’s colonies and dominions as well as from the US and, somewhat controversially, from Germany. Each contributed to papers and debates at the Royal Institute of International Affairs at Chatham House. Both were lifelong bachelors who shared a tendency towards ill health, especially nervous exhaustion through overwork.

   The two Britons were excited about the upcoming trip. Lothian saw his friend’s involvement as an ‘immense advantage’, while Conwell-Evans saw the meeting as a perfect opportunity for Germany to ‘make clear to an independent Englishman of very great influence what the aims of the Nazi government are’.10 They enlisted help from Ribbentrop but, as he had already alienated the German foreign ministry, Conwell-Evans sensibly also sought official blessing from the German embassy in Carlton House Terrace. A lunch was arranged for the two men with Leopold von Hoesch. The popular ambassador to the Court of St James’s since 1932, von Hoesch was a cultured bachelor and close to both the Prince of Wales and his mother Queen Mary. The Times admired his ‘beautiful English… soft, modulated tones’ and doubted ‘whether Germany possesses any diplomatist of more exceptional gifts, riper knowledge and experience, or more attractive personality’.11 Tennant considered him a friend and fed him intelligence on what was happening in Berlin, as Hitler distrusted professional diplomats so much he kept his own ambassador ‘completely in the dark’.12 The distrust was reciprocated and contemporary London saw von Hoesch as no friend of the National Socialists; the foreign secretary recognised him as ‘certainly not of the Nazi gang’, while the secretary of the Board of Deputies of British Jews agreed he was ‘notoriously anti-Nazi in his views’.13

   Following the lunch, von Hoesch telegraphed to Berlin urging the Führer to honour Lothian with a personal meeting as he would be ‘without doubt the most important non-official Englishman who has so far asked to be received by the Chancellor’.14 He confirmed Sir John Simon, the foreign secretary, had blessed the mission despite his earlier objections to Ribbentrop and Tennant’s amateur diplomacy. Simon valued his friend Lothian’s advice, allegedly preferring it to that from his own Foreign Office, so asked him to report back promptly on his return before the visit to London by the French premier for discussions on Germany. Neither a blind admirer of nor uncritical apologist for Hitler, Lothian wrote in 1933, ‘like most liberals’ he ‘loathed’ the Nazi regime but argued Britain should be ‘willing to do justice to Germany’.15 He insisted every time he saw Ribbentrop, or had contact with Nazi headquarters, he would tell them the main obstacle to better Anglo-German relations was the ‘persecution of the Christians, Jews and Liberal Pacifists’.16

   Notwithstanding this official blessing from both sides, the veneer of amateurism was maintained. Lothian was formally visiting Germany as the director of the Rhodes Trust, an independent charity, and was ‘in no sense an emissary’ for the British government. But there was no doubting he represented the wider political milieu, however informally, rather than the mercantile interests of earlier visitors as led by Tennant.17 As such, this set the template for a series of audiences between the German chancellor and well-meaning, distinguished, but still unofficial British political visitors. It also launched Conwell-Evans and Tennant on the path to being recognised as the most effective facilitators for these types of summits.

   Von Hoesch was shrewd in his estimation of Lothian, whose influence and political friendships were wide, spanning four British prime ministers. A devoted Liberal and loyal to his old boss Lloyd George (to whom he recommended Conwell-Evans), he had also served in Ramsay MacDonald’s Labour Cabinet, and would later lend his Norfolk home to the Conservative prime minister Stanley Baldwin when he suffered a nervous collapse from the pressures of office.

   Lothian recommended Conwell-Evans for membership of the Travellers Club. Founded in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars by a group of aristocratic politicians and diplomats led by Viscount Castlereagh, the foreign secretary, it welcomed overseas visitors, foreign diplomats and British gentlemen who had ‘travelled out of the British Isles to a distance of at least five hundred miles from London in a direct line’. Unlike other St James’s clubs that tended towards domestic politics, sports and gambling within tight cliques, this was outward-looking, hospitable and internationalist. Stanley Baldwin had been one of nine prime ministers to join, preferring to eat lunch there alone and undisturbed. A short walk across St James’s Park from the ‘Office’, the foreign secretary was traditionally a member, and the club was so much frequented by his colleagues it became known as the ‘Foreign Office canteen’. The Japanese, Bulgarian, Serbian, French and Italian ambassadors were granted honorary membership and, subject to Foreign Office blessing, each German ambassador and his first secretary had been similarly privileged since 1927. When Ribbentrop arrived as ambassador, he much enjoyed the club’s facilities and remains (at the date of writing) the only member to have been hanged.

   As its official historian noted, the Travellers Club has long been popular with spies as well as diplomats, which, when burnished by its frequent representations in popular fiction from Arthur Conan Doyle to Graham Greene, has given it ‘a certain aura’.18 Prominent British spymasters, including heads of both the Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) and MI5, joined, while other members achieved notoriety as Soviet double agents, including Donald Maclean, John Cairncross and Anthony Blunt. For an impoverished tailor’s son in an era and milieu in which social connections were essential, membership of this prestigious and congenial club offered an invaluable leg up the greasy pole. Here, Conwell-Evans would rub shoulders with Cabinet ministers, gossip with rising young diplomats, share scoops with journalists and entertain German embassy staff, spies and fellow promoters of peace. Immediately, it became his London base, both as a champion of Anglo-German friendship and as a clandestine intelligence agent.

   And so, in January 1935, Conwell-Evans took Lothian to Berlin. Feted by the Nazi leadership, they met the foreign minister, Konstantin von Neurath, discussed disarmament with Field Marshal von Blomberg, the minister of war, took coffee with Rudolf Hess, the deputy führer, all before a two-hour meeting with Hitler himself. Following his usual monologue on the evils of Russia and communism, the Führer tried ironic humour by asking why France, with a population smaller than her neighbour, was allowed the larger army. By that logic, Germany’s should be larger than Russia’s, and Luxembourg’s the largest in the world. Lothian reiterated he had no ‘official position nor diplomatic mission’ but did pave the way for a visit by British Cabinet ministers, promising to report favourably to his government. As the meeting ended, his host insisted ‘the greatest madness was the war of 1914 between… the English and the Germans’ to which Lothian responded by quoting Cecil Rhodes’s hope that the US, Britain and Germany would ‘together preserve the peace of the world’.19

   The disarmingly charming Lothian had made such a favourable impression in Berlin that the Führer applauded him as the ‘most helpful Englishman’ he had met so far.20 He returned to London convinced of Hitler’s sincerity, reporting on his meeting in The Times: ‘Germany does not want war and is prepared to renounce it absolutely… provided she is given real authority.’21 He sent copies of Conwell-Evans’s transcript of the interview to the prime minister, Simon, Baldwin and Ribbentrop.

   Barely a month after their trip, Conwell-Evans returned from a holiday in Switzerland to a summons from Berlin. The Führer wanted to talk about the Anglo-French declaration, to which the Germans had been slow to respond. This joint communiqué (the ‘London Declaration’) had been issued twelve days earlier, following a meeting between senior British and French ministers. Condemning unilateral rearmament, it proposed a general settlement with Germany on arms and air power limitations. Conwell-Evans, with customary directness, encouraged Hitler to make Ribbentrop his ‘ambassador at large’, claiming somewhat ambitiously his friend was already ‘much beloved in England’.22 Only hours later, the Germans issued their response, excluding mention of the French and offering discussions with the British. German diplomats had to admit to their furious French counterparts this clumsy ploy to drive a wedge between the two allies had originated from Ribbentrop’s office.

   A date in early March was set for Sir John Simon, with Anthony Eden as his deputy, to visit Berlin to explore some form of Anglo-German agreement. Anxious to prepare his friend for his first meeting with the German dictator, Lothian explained that Hitler did not like dealing through written documents, preferring personal contacts and discussions, so suggested von Hoesch be encouraged to fly to Berlin to agree the agenda with the Führer ahead of the meeting.23 Tennant, also just back from Berlin, agreed the Germans wanted a visit by the foreign secretary but insisted they would have a far greater chance of engendering true ‘political friendship’ if Baldwin and MacDonald went with him. Such a delegation would give the prime minister and his anointed successor a direct relationship with Hitler, who was convinced ‘things are never achieved by notes, only by men’, rather than having to rely on ‘second-hand opinion’ as they had done to date.24 Ten days later, Ribbentrop telephoned Conwell-Evans to suggest Lothian join the trip and to advise Simon not to pressurise the Germans into joining the Eastern Pact, a treaty being championed by the Russians and French, as this would be given a ‘most emphatic refusal’.25 Conwell-Evans countered by urging the Germans to develop a modus vivendi with the Russians but Ribbentrop remained unconvinced they wanted good relations in any circumstances.

   Predictably, neither Baldwin nor MacDonald showed any interest in joining Simon’s meeting with Hitler. At this point, it was easy to interpret these amateur initiatives as attempts to build a wholly separate and competing diplomatic axis that bypassed and antagonised the formal diplomatic channels. As A. L. Kennedy, The Times journalist, remarked in his journal, the ‘way things are done now is curious… after the famous Anglo-French communiqué of February 3 Hitler wished to find out what sort of reply would be considered satisfactory in England… he mentioned this to Ribbentrop… Ribbentrop telephoned across the North Sea to Conwell-Evans, C-E asked Lothian, & Lothian asked Simon – & the answer went back through the same chain!’26 Only later would the British Foreign Office and German foreign ministry see the merits in engaging with Conwell-Evans and his colleagues.

   Just days before their scheduled departure, a string of contretemps raised the diplomatic temperature throughout Europe and disrupted the plans. The British government published a white paper criticising the Germans for unilateral rearmament and proposing a fifty percent hike in spending on the cash-strapped RAF over five years in response. As Simon remembered, Hitler took ‘umbrage at this plain speaking’ and at once succumbed to a ‘diplomatic cold’ as an excuse to postpone the meeting.27 Three days later, Göring boastfully unveiled his cherished Luftwaffe, a provocative contravention of Article 198 of the Treaty of Versailles. Within a week, the French government announced the extension of their compulsory national military service from one to two years. This gave Hitler the opportunity to announce the next day Germany’s reintroduction of military conscription, again in breach of Versailles, and the creation of a Wehrmacht (unified armed forces) with a peace strength of thirty-six divisions, numbering over half a million men.

   The first of Hitler’s ‘Saturday Shockers’ had been, as one of his diplomats remembered, ‘carefully timed’; knowing the British ruling classes enjoyed a weekend stretching from Friday evening to Monday morning, it had been calculated to wrong-foot London into being slow and disorganised in its response.28 Paranoid about leaks, Hitler had even kept his own foreign ministry in the dark on the announcement. En route to meet von Hoesch, Conwell-Evans spotted the news in the evening papers so had the unexpected task of briefing the German ambassador. Writing several years later after war had broken out, an embittered Conwell-Evans explained how, by restoring conscription, Hitler had undermined the security provisions of the Treaty of Versailles but even that had failed to ‘jolt’ hesitant British ministers as they continued to believe his ‘lavish professions of peace’.29 With the benefit of grim hindsight (and acknowledging his own naivety at the time) he pinpointed this as a critical juncture at which Britain played into Hitler’s hands through a toxic cocktail of inaction, snobbish underestimation of the Austrian corporal, preference for Empire, ennui about anything across the Channel, and – despite distaste for the well-publicised Nazi cruelties – reluctance to interfere in another sovereign state’s internal affairs. This diplomatic neglect, as Tennant explained, fuelled the inferiority complex of the National Socialists, given British ministers were only too happy to travel to the Continent to meet their French and Italian counterparts.

   The Cabinet had debated cancelling the already postponed visit but agreed to go ahead, so on Sunday, 24 March 1934, Simon and Eden finally arrived in Berlin for the first meeting between a British Cabinet minister and Hitler, who had now been chancellor of Germany for twenty-six months. The two Englishmen preferred Hitler to Mussolini. Simon saw ‘nothing particularly striking about Hitler’s appearance, though his eyes are expressive of his determination and he has the hands of a musician’, contrasting his ‘simple bearing’ with Göring’s ‘bouncing and bemedalled flamboyance’.30 Hitler’s tailoring impressed the famously well-dressed Eden. Simon invited the Germans to send representatives to London for further discussions, especially on relative naval strength. To the surprise of the heads of both the navy and the foreign ministry, Hitler indicated he wanted Ribbentrop to head the delegation despite his lack of experience in either naval or diplomatic matters. Simon returned to London believing, like his friend Lothian, that Hitler was sincere in his professions of peace, but he was under no illusions about the extent of his ambitions; Germany was determined to rearm, Hitler planned to bring all Germans, including Austria, within her borders, and would, before joining any European security measures, insist on the return of those former German colonies (such as German South West Africa, now Namibia) appropriated by the Allies during and after the Great War.

   Conwell-Evans met privately in Downing Street on 1 May with Ramsay MacDonald, the day before the prime minister had to give a major speech on Germany in the Commons, a last intervention on foreign affairs before handing over to Baldwin. Conwell-Evans recognised his friend’s ‘physical and mental powers’ were ‘rapidly failing’ and he had proved ineffectual in promoting Anglo-German diplomacy.31 Reviewing the effect of the London Declaration, MacDonald admitted to the House that the Allies were finally ‘moving from the Versailles regime’ to which they had been so wedded since the war. He appealed directly to the Germans to negotiate on arms, his tone both whinging and cajoling. Though chiding Germany for breaching Versailles, he argued this issue remained within the remit of the League of Nations rather than his government. Applauding the Simon visit, he offered to take Germany at its word. All told, he gave Hitler everything he wanted.

   Though Tennant and Conwell-Evans had persuaded MacDonald and Baldwin to meet Hitler’s special envoy and to make friendly speeches in parliament, they were no closer to sending either to Germany. The fantasy of the new prime minister visiting Berlin rumbled on throughout his premiership but would never gain any real traction. Though firmly embedded as the upstart Ribbentrop’s primary British advisers, they were also shrewdly building connections with the other senior Nazis, especially Göring, Hess and, crucially, Hitler himself. They had support from the German embassy in London and, at least, civil tolerance from its British counterpart in Berlin. The Lothian visit had been considered a success and, through him, they had influence over the less-than-inspiring British foreign secretary.

   But they needed a bigger dog to really impress the Führer. A British statesman of global repute, international presence, worldly, charming and intelligent. Encouraged by Ribbentrop and supported by the German embassy, Tennant determined to persuade David Lloyd George to substitute for Baldwin. The former prime minister had recently written an article favourable to Germany in the Sunday Pictorial, prompting Tennant to write, with impressive chutzpah, introducing himself as a ‘student of German affairs’, who had visited Germany more than 130 times since the Armistice.32 Intrigued, Lloyd George replied within a week.

   Perhaps it was a sense of unfinished business. Lloyd George had last been to Germany in 1908 as Chancellor of the Exchequer. Though interested in the country’s economic and social reforms, privately his mission had then been to persuade the Germans to de-escalate the arms race, but he had made no progress because neither the Kaiser nor Chancellor Bülow would receive him. Now he welcomed Tennant and Conwell-Evans into his inner circle as trusted guides to modern Germany. Within a month, Tennant wrote urgently from Berlin following dinner chez Ribbentrop insisting disingenuously it was now Lloyd George and not Baldwin whom the Germans wanted to visit Berlin.33

   But all this amateur diplomacy needed to be paid for. Here, Tennant’s strong connections in business and finance put him on firmer ground. While Conwell-Evans focused on the politicians, he would canvass support from the citadels of British capitalism, persuading captains of industry and leading City financiers to help him build Anglo-German friendship and for their firms to finance it. Central to his plan was margarine.
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      Unilever House, Victoria Embankment, London. The art deco headquarters of Unilever, the Anglo-Dutch multinational food and household products giant which was the Anglo-German Fellowship’s main sponsor and host for its board meetings and annual general meetings.
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