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Prologue


Heston




COUNSEL: Mr. Chamberlain. You are charged that on the night of September 30th, 1938, you did indecently expose yourself at the windows of your home, No. 10 Downing Street, clad only in a scrap of paper and shouting ‘Peace With Honour’, ‘Peace With Honour’. How say you, guilty or not guilty? CHAMBERLAIN: I’m not sure.


Alan Bennett, Forty Years On, 1969









Friday 30 September 1938 was a clear, sunny, late summer’s day. Throughout the afternoon, huge crowds had been gathering at Heston Aerodrome, west of London, many of them lured there by the blanket coverage in the morning newspapers. The Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, would be making a triumphant return from his meeting with the German Chancellor and Führer, Adolf Hitler, at Munich. ‘PEACE!’ screamed the headline in the Beaverbrook-owned Daily Express, the three-inch-high letters set in the largest typescript ever seen on the front of a British newspaper.1 ‘No conqueror returning from a victory on the battlefield,’ gushed The Times, ‘has come adorned with nobler laurels.’2 In a special report, entitled ‘LONDON GOES TO HESTON’, the Evening News published details of the best means of getting to the airport, whether by car, bus or train. Additional buses had been provided on all the major routes from central London to nearby Cranford, while extra staff had been summoned for duty at Hounslow West Underground station to meet the crowds arriving on the District and Piccadilly Lines.3




The airport at Heston was nine miles west of London, and had opened for business in 1929 as a private air club. Until June 1936 it had been the principal terminal for British Airways’ daytime passenger operations, when services had been transferred to the newly modernised Gatwick Airport. However, flooding problems which led to a persistently waterlogged runway at Gatwick, and the prevalence of fog at Croydon, where British Airways took temporary refuge, had led to the airline returning to Heston in May 1938. Yet air travel was still a comparatively rare luxury for the privileged few, and Heston was situated in a quiet rural setting, well outside London’s ever-expanding suburbia.4 As the afternoon wore on, the traffic on the Great West Road became increasingly congested, to the extent that, as more and more cars converged on the area, the narrow approach roads to the airport ground to a halt in both directions. Many onlookers, desperate not to miss witnessing the moment of Chamberlain’s return, simply abandoned their cars beside the road, and decided to walk the last mile or so instead.


By 5 p.m. there were several thousand onlookers cramming the approach roads, and pressed up against the perimeter fence of the airport. The police had eventually been forced to close the roads in the immediate vicinity of the airport, and to prevent anyone further from gaining access who was not in possession of an official police pass. Many, however, were already safely inside, and had been waiting for several hours. Just inside the airport gates were a hundred and twenty schoolboys from nearby Eton College, who, ‘on their own initiative had sought and obtained permission to be there’, and had formed an impromptu guard of honour along the tree-lined avenue that led to the main terminal.5 Others had climbed on to the roofs of the airport buildings, or had gathered behind the rope and timber barriers that marked out the landing enclosure. On the tarmac itself, an impressive array of VIPs had assembled, headed by the Lord Chamberlain, the Earl of Clarendon, who had been sent to represent the King and had arrived in good time. Alongside him was the Lord Mayor of London, Sir Harry Twyford, assorted Cabinet ministers, the High Commissioners of all the Dominions, and the ambassadors of France and Italy, together with the German chargé d’affaires.


Only the Foreign Secretary, the Earl of Halifax, had been less well organised. He and his wife had been collected from his home in Eaton Square by the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, Sir Alexander Cadogan, and they made painfully slow progress through the heavy traffic. As they approached Heston the sunshine gave way to a sudden, heavy downpour of rain, and at one stage Cadogan was forced to drive his car down the wrong side of the road, almost unable to see through the windscreen. A quarter of a mile from Heston, on hearing the distant sound of an aircraft, Cadogan accelerated, and crashed his way through the crowds at the gates, the Foreign Secretary brandishing his police pass at the hapless constables on duty. At 5.38 p.m. the waiting crowds, by now drenched by the sudden cloudburst, also heard the roar of aircraft engines, and a few moments later the outline of the silver aeroplane could be made out against the thick, grey cloud.


The aircraft in question was the very latest addition to the British Airways fleet, a Super-Lockheed 14, call-sign AFG-N, which had been delivered from the United States at the beginning of September. Just a fortnight earlier it had set a new aviation distance record during its maiden flight, travelling non-stop to Stockholm and back in just over ten hours. A few days previously it had also carried Chamberlain on his second visit to Germany, indeed only the second time he had ever flown–to Bad Godesberg on the Rhine, by way of Cologne. On that occasion, Chamberlain had later described his return to the Cabinet.




That morning he had flown up the river over London. He had imagined a German bomber flying the same course. He had asked himself what degree of protection we could afford to the thousands of homes which he had seen stretched out below him and he had felt that we were in no position to justify waging a war to-day in order to prevent a war thereafter.6





Just as Cadogan pulled up alongside the other waiting cars on the tarmac, the Prime Minister’s plane landed, followed by a second identical aircraft carrying his supporting officials. Both aircraft taxied towards the waiting crowd of dignitaries, press correspondents and the general public. Possibly because of the heavy rain, the pilot appeared to overrun the main airport terminal, and he eventually came to a halt outside a nearby hangar, forcing the reception committee to half-walk, half-run to ensure that they kept up. As the door swung open, the crowd surged forward as Chamberlain appeared. It had been a long and tiring journey, but he looked animated enough, and waved his hat at the assembled, cheering throng.7 ‘I’ve got it!’ he shouted at Halifax. ‘I’ve got it!’8 At the foot of the aircraft steps the Prime Minister was met first by Lord Clarendon, who handed him a letter. ‘From the King, From the King.’ An excited murmur went round the crowd. Next to greet him was Lord Halifax, who doffed his bowler hat, and shook hands with the Prime Minister.9


As the waiting journalists closed in around him, cameras and microphones were hastily erected to record his words. The BBC, their coverage anchored by the television reporter Richard Dimbleby, broke into their output to cover Chamberlain’s speech live on the radio, while both television and newsreel cameras recorded the proceedings for broadcast that evening. Chamberlain paused for a moment, before addressing the crowd. ‘There are only two things I want to say,’ he began.




First of all I received an immense number of letters during all these anxious days–and so has my wife–letters of support and approval and gratitude; and I cannot tell you what an encouragement that has been to me. I want to thank the British people for what they have done. Next I want to say that the settlement of the Czechoslovak problem which has now been achieved is, in my view, only a prelude to a larger settlement in which all Europe may find peace.





At this point he paused again. He slowly removed a single sheet of paper from his breast pocket, carefully unfolded it, and held it aloft for the crowd to see. ‘This morning I had another talk with the German Chancellor, Herr Hitler,’ he continued, ‘and here is a paper which bears his name upon it as well as mine. Some of you perhaps have already heard what it contains, but I would just like to read it to you.’10




We, the German Führer and Chancellor and the British Prime Minister, have had a further meeting today and are agreed in recognising that the question of Anglo-German relations is of the first importance for the two countries and for Europe.


We regard the agreement signed last night and the Anglo-German Naval Agreement as symbolic of the desire of our two peoples never to go to war with one another again.







At these words, the remainder of his carefully prepared statement was drowned out by the ovation of the crowd, and the noisy renditions of ‘For he’s a jolly good fellow’ and ‘Rule Britannia’ which followed.11


The King’s handwritten letter invited Chamberlain to visit him immediately.




My Dear Prime Minister,


I am sending this letter by my Lord Chamberlain to ask you if you will come straight to Buckingham Palace so that I can express to you personally my most heartfelt congratulations on the success of your visit to Munich. In the meantime this letter brings the warmest of welcomes to one who by his patience and determination has ensured the lasting gratitude of his fellow countrymen throughout the Empire.


Yours sincerely and gratefully, George RI12





As his car left the airport, with Halifax sitting at his side in the back seat, Chamberlain was mobbed by the waiting crowds; mounted police were forced to clear a path. The Etonians cheered, hundreds of young children waved miniature Union Jacks, and women threw flowers through the open car window. The nine-mile drive to London took an hour and a half and, as Chamberlain himself later recalled, the roads ‘were lined from one end to the other with people of every class, shouting themselves hoarse, leaping on the running board, banging on the windows and thrusting their hands into the car to be shaken’.13


As at Heston, so it was too at Buckingham Palace, where crowds had been gathering for much of the afternoon. ‘Indifferent to the heavy rain,’ reported The Times, ‘they stood, densely packed, a happy throng, their hearts full of relief and a deep sense of thankfulness towards the man who had lifted a great weight from their minds.’ As dusk fell, the air of anticipation grew. At 6.15 p.m. Mrs Annie Chamberlain arrived from Downing Street. When she had taken her daily walk in the park that morning she had been cheered by a large crowd, among which a number of women had been so overcome with emotion that they had fainted. Now, as the rain stopped, a rainbow, ‘hailed by some as an omen’, appeared above Buckingham Palace. Half an hour later Chamberlain’s car finally came into view. Motorists sounded their horns, and the crowd rushed to fill the space outside the palace gates, leaving only a narrow passage for the car to get through. As the Prime Minister disappeared into the bowels of the palace, the crowd began to chant: ‘We want Chamberlain! We want Neville.’14


Just before 7 p.m. the huge double doors on the balcony of Buckingham Palace opened to a huge roar from the rain-drenched crowd. The King and Queen stepped out first, followed by the Prime Minister and Mrs Chamberlain. For a few minutes the four of them stood there, waving to the crowd and smiling broadly; all the while illuminated by the violet beam of an enormous searchlight, mounted on a fire engine outside the palace. The crowd soon found its voice, singing a medley of tunes including ‘For they are jolly good fellows’, ‘Rule Britannia’, and the National Anthem. The King motioned Chamberlain to step forward, and for two minutes the Prime Minister basked alone in the glow of the searchlight and the crowd’s adulation.15 It had been, wrote the King to his mother, Queen Mary, ‘a great day. The Prime Minister was delighted with the result of his mission, as we all are, and he had a great ovation when he came here.’16


When Chamberlain left the palace, the throng again surged around his car, before he was driven slowly down the Mall, and into Whitehall, where the crowds had also been gathering for several hours. In spite of the rain, there was a carnival atmosphere. Flag-and souvenir-sellers were doing a brisk trade on the street corners, as were the evening-newspaper vendors: ‘Public Hero Number One!’ they cried. The crowd of thousands was restive but good-natured, having passed the time singing such old favourites as ‘O God our help in ages past’ and ‘Pack up your troubles’. Each new arrival at the famous black door had been mobbed, including three large van-loads of flowers that had been delivered. At last, Chamberlain’s car pulled into Downing Street. By now the crowds were so tightly packed in, and the road so impassable, that mounted police with megaphones were compelled to clear the narrowest of paths for the Prime Minister’s car, with two policemen riding on its running boards. At the entrance to No. 10, the Chamberlains could hardly open the car door to get out. Women in tears were crying ‘Thank you, thank you’. Members of the Cabinet, who were themselves trying to get to the door of Downing Street, mingled with the general public. Eventually the Chamberlains managed to squeeze through the crowds, and to reach the comparative haven of 10 Downing Street.17


Yet even the front hall was scarcely any less crowded. As Chamberlain made his way upstairs to a first-floor window, his Parliamentary Private Secretary, Lord Dunglass, heard someone shout out to him. ‘Neville, go up to the window and say “Peace in our time”.’ Chamberlain swung round and replied angrily: ‘No, I don’t do that sort of thing.’ Somewhere on the stairs, however, which were packed tightly with people, he changed his mind.18 He was mindful of Disraeli’s celebrated remarks when he too had returned to Downing Street in July 1878, having concluded the Peace of Berlin. At 7.27 p.m. Chamberlain waved to the crowd from an open window on the first floor of Downing Street. ‘Speech! Speech!’ the crowd shouted. Chamberlain held up his hand, and motioned to the crowd to fall silent.




My good friends, this is the second time in our history that there has come back from Germany to Downing Street peace with honour. I believe it is peace for our time. We thank you from the bottom of our hearts.





At this the crowd again roared their approval. Chamberlain paused, and turned to the crowd one last time. ‘Now I recommend you go home,’ he concluded, ‘and sleep quietly in your beds.’19

















1


Hitler Sees His Chance




The question for Germany ran: where could she achieve the greatest gain at the lowest cost…Germany’s problem could only be solved by means of force and this was never without attendant risk…It was his unalterable resolve to solve Germany’s problem of space at the latest by 1943–45…The descent upon the Czechs would have to be made with ‘lightning speed’…even as early as 1938.


Adolf Hitler, The Reich Chancellery, 5 November 1937







In England, for instance, far too many people have an entirely erroneous conception of what the National Socialist régime really stands for. Otherwise they would lay less stress on Nazi dictatorship and much more emphasis on the great social experiment which was being tried out in Germany.


Sir Nevile Henderson at a dinner of the Deutsch-Englische Gesellschaft, 1 June 1937







There was some talk about the Führer; of his qualities, artistic, romantic, sensitive. It was all very cheery and light-hearted.


Lord Halifax, Berlin, 17 November 1937












In Berlin, Friday 5 November 1937 was a characteristically cold, dull, early-winter’s day. Unusually, however, Adolf Hitler was in town. As André François-Poncet, the French ambassador and senior overseas diplomat, had complained to his own Foreign Minister that summer, Hitler was increasingly ‘devoting less and less time to public affairs’. He preferred instead ‘to spend more of his time at his house at Obersalzberg and much less in the capital city’. By and large he was happy to leave the principal areas of domestic policy to those ‘who had seized them for themselves’, while he ‘concerns himself, insofar as he does, with foreign policy [and] primarily occupies himself in new and grandiose construction projects, especially for the beautification of Berlin, which haunts his imagination’.1 There seemed that day to be nothing to break the calm that hung over the district of the city known locally as the ‘Diplomatstrasse’.


At midday the Propaganda Minister, Dr Joseph Goebbels, as he did frequently, made the short trip across the Wilhelmstrasse from the Propaganda Ministry to the Reich Chancellery for lunch with Hitler, and returned to work that afternoon, reflecting on the wide range of topics they had discussed. In recent weeks Goebbels had noticed that Hitler had begun increasingly to turn his eyes towards Czechoslovakia, but at lunch that day they had agreed that Germany was not yet in a position to take action, although the Czechs were now facing pressure from all sides. They had also agreed on the position of Hjalmar Schacht, the Economics Minister, whose long-running opposition to Hitler was now to lead to his enforced resignation. Finally, noted Goebbels, the Führer was to have ‘General Staff talks’ later that afternoon.2


Accordingly, as dusk fell, the chiefs of the army, the navy and the Luftwaffe, together with the War Minister, made their way to the Reich Chancellery for what they too thought was to be a routine meeting. Over recent weeks the commander-in-chief of the navy, Admiral Erich Raeder, had expressed growing concern at what he believed to be the inequitable allocation of raw steel supplies to the armed forces, to the advantage of the Luftwaffe, and the detriment of the navy. Raeder had strongly pressed his case with the War Minister, Field Marshal Werner von Blomberg, arguing that much-needed naval expansion was being seriously hampered by the lack of supplies. Blomberg had in turn urged Hitler to call a meeting to arbitrate on the dispute, and when Hitler reluctantly agreed, it was Blomberg who had issued the invitations to the three service chiefs. When Raeder arrived, a suspiciously friendly Göring took him to one side, and reassured him that he had already discussed the matter with Hitler that afternoon. The primary purpose of the meeting was to speed up armament development, and in particular ‘to put pressure on [the commander-in-chief of the army] General Werner Freiherr von Fritsch, since [Hitler] was dissatisfied with the rearmament of the Army’.


Nobody, however, could understand why the Foreign Minister, Constantin Freiherr von Neurath, had also been invited, including, so it would seem, Neurath himself. Göring later claimed that Hitler had explained to him that it was because he ‘did not want the thing to look too military’, and hoped that Neurath’s presence would emphasise, to Fritsch in particular, the importance of rearmament to the ‘foreign political situation’.3 It is more likely that Hitler knew of the Foreign Ministry’s general opposition to what he was going to say, and that the meeting afforded him an ideal opportunity to deliver an explicit warning to his Foreign Minister. The meeting began at 4.15 p.m. The only other participant was Colonel Friedrich Hossbach, the senior armed forces’ adjutant on Hitler’s staff, who took his place opposite his chief at the table in Hitler’s study. It soon became clear to the select gathering that this was to be no ordinary get-together. The subject to be discussed, began the Führer, was of such importance that in any other country it would necessitate a full Cabinet meeting, but he had rejected that idea precisely because of the gravity of the matter and the necessary secrecy. What he was to tell them, he intoned solemnly, ‘was the fruit of thorough deliberation and the experiences of his 41/2 years of power’. In the event of his death, his words should be treated as his last will and testament, his ‘tes-tamentarische Hinterlassenschaft’.4


Around the table there was a sharp intake of breath, as all eyes were fixed on Hitler–‘even Göring was tense’. Hossbach, realising that what was to follow was clearly of importance, hurriedly got out his diary and began to take down notes.5 The young adjutant was a close confidant and admirer of General Ludwig Beck, the Chief of the General Staff, who had not been invited to the meeting. However, Beck’s critical view of the broad thrust of Hitler’s foreign policy, and in particular his anxiety that German military action in Central Europe would set off a general war which Germany was bound to lose, was a theme with which Hossbach was already familiar. A written record of such a portentous statement would clearly be of great interest to him.


It quickly became clear that Hitler was to pursue a topic that was already familiar to his inner circle. On 24 June, Blomberg had issued a ‘Top Secret’ directive to the three commanders-in-chief. Only four copies had been circulated, and it had been immediately obvious to the recipients that it had been inspired by Hitler himself. Blomberg had begun by emphasising that in theory Germany had no need to fear immediate attack from any quarter.




Nevertheless, the politically fluid world situation, which does not preclude surprising incidents, demands constant preparedness for war on the part of the German armed forces … to make possible the military exploitation of politically favourable opportunities should they occur. Preparations of the armed forces for a possible war in the mobilization period 1937–38 must be made with this in mind.





Furthermore, there were two distinct eventualities for war, for both of which plans were already well advanced. Firstly, war on two fronts, with the main theatre in the west, probably as a result of a sudden attack by France: to be codenamed Fall Rot, or ‘Case Red’. The second possibility might also involve war on two fronts, but the principal struggle would be to the south-east, codenamed Fall Grün, or ‘Case Green’. This option was considerably more aggressive in nature.




The war in the East can begin with a surprise German operation against Czechoslovakia in order to parry the imminent attack of a superior enemy coalition. The necessary conditions to justify such an action politically and in the eyes of international law must be created beforehand.





Czechoslovakia was to be ‘eliminated from the very beginning’, and occupied. In addition, a number of ‘special case’ scenarios were to be catered for, including ‘Case Otto’, which would initiate armed intervention in Austria in the event of any attempt to restore to the throne there the young exiled pretender, Otto of Habsburg.




Making use of the domestic political dissension of the Austrian people, there will be a march to this end in the general direction of Vienna, and any resistance will be broken.6





Thus in the Reich Chancellery on 5 November Hitler began, unusually for him, to read from a prepared text and to expand on his theme.




The aim of German policy was to make secure and to preserve the racial community [Volksmasse] and to enlarge it. It was therefore a question of space [Lebensraum].


The German racial community comprised over 85 million people and, because of their number and the narrow limits of habitable space in Europe, constituted a tightly packed racial core such as was not to be met in any other country and such as implied the right to a greater living space than in the case of other peoples. Germany’s future was therefore wholly conditional upon the solving of the need for space.





The political climate in Europe posed the greatest threat yet to the German race, both in terms of arresting its decline in Austria and Czechoslovakia, and indeed of maintaining its very existence within Germany itself. In the absence of any expansion of living space, ‘sterility was setting in, and in its train disorders of a social character’. Hitler went on to raise, and subsequently to dismiss, a number of possible alternatives. Autarchy, or self-sufficiency, would only be achievable in a limited form in respect of raw materials, and would be quite impossible in terms of food supplies. Similarly, it was hopeless to anticipate German economic growth by relying solely on an increased share in the world economy, even if there were to be a boom on the back of worldwide rearmament. Nor could sufficient living space, raw materials, or food be found in some far-flung colonies, not even those to which Germany had a valid claim. The sea routes which served them were controlled by Britain, and he anyway rejected in principle the ‘liberalistisch-kapitalistischen’ view that space could be found not in Europe, but in the exploitation of Germany’s pre-First World War colonies.


Having discarded such alternatives, Hitler turned to the core of his argument.




The history of all ages–the Roman Empire and the British Empire–had proved that expansion could only be carried out by breaking down resistance and taking risks; setbacks were inevitable. There had never in former times been spaces without a master, and there were none today; the attacker always comes up against a possessor. The question for Germany ran: where could she achieve the greatest gain at the lowest cost?





It was clear where he believed that the opposition would lie. Germany ‘had to reckon with two hate-inspired antagonists, Britain and France, to whom a German colossus in the centre of Europe was a thorn in the flesh’. But Britain was in a state of decadent decline and could only defend her colonial empire with the help of others. And France, although in a stronger position in terms of her empire and the military strength that it brought her, had internal political difficulties that greatly weakened her. In conclusion:




Germany’s problem could be solved only by means of force and this was never without attendant risk … If one accepts as the basis of the following exposition the resort to force with its attendant risks, then there remained still to be answered the questions ‘when’ and ‘how.’7





At this point Hitler, who never felt at ease speaking from behind a desk, stood up, paced about the room, and finally came to a standstill, his legs astride. He now began to outline three possible scenarios in which new territory could be acquired by force. His opening argument was typical of his style, that ‘time was not on Germany’s side, that it would be imperative to act by 1943–5 at the latest.’ Thereafter, it would be too late to benefit from Germany’s massive rearmament programme and the relative superiority it had brought about. Certain weapons would no longer be secret, reservists called up by draft would be older, and a food crisis might well become a reality as a result of a lack of foreign exchange. At the same time, the Nazi movement’s leaders were ageing, the birth rate was falling, and the standard of living might decline–all in all, there was a very real prospect of a potential ‘weakening-point of the regime’. If he were still alive, ‘it was his unalterable resolve to solve the German problem of space by 1943–5 at the latest’.8


There were two further possible scenarios which might oblige him to take action even sooner. If France was to become so severely wracked by internal strife, or so embroiled in a war with another power that the French army was rendered useless for war against Germany, then ‘the time for action against the Czechs had come’.




Our first objective, in the event of our being embroiled in war, must be to overthrow Czechoslovakia and Austria simultaneously in order to remove the threat to our flank in any possible operation against the West … Britain, and probably France as well, had already tacitly written off the Czechs and were reconciled to the fact that this question would be cleared up in due course by Germany.





He made this assumption on the basis of likely difficulties for Britain within the empire, principally in Ireland and India, and a reluctance again to become involved in a lengthy European war. In the meantime, French involvement in a foreign war, possibly allied to Britain and almost certainly against Italy, was ‘coming definitely nearer’ given the continuing tension in the Mediterranean over the civil war in Spain. He was therefore ‘resolved to take advantage of it whenever it happened, even as early as 1938’, while ‘the time for our attack on the Czechs and Austria must be made dependent on the course of the Anglo-French-Italian war’. In conclusion, he warned his audience, an attack against Czechoslovakia would ‘have to be carried out with “lightning speed” [blitzartig schnell]’.9


In recent months, Hitler had grown increasingly disillusioned with Britain, his attitude that of a spurned lover. His dream that the two countries might enter into an alliance to carve up the world between them, inspired by a war between Britain and Italy over Abyssinia, had by now all but evaporated. It was all too clear that Britain had little or no intention of standing up to Mussolini as he had hoped. He had therefore reached the conclusion ‘both that Britain’s ostensible willingness to appease Germany with concessions was a sham intended only to separate Germany from Italy and also that despite its deep-rooted hostility to Germany, Britain was too weak to fight’.10 By contrast he had come increasingly to admire Italian strength in successfully defying both Britain and the League of Nations over the invasion of Abyssinia.


After two hours on his feet Hitler brought his speech to an end. He was under no illusion as to the shock his remarks would cause, and he was not to be disappointed. His audience was stunned. As Hossbach noted, ‘there was a heavy silence in the Führer’s gilt and marble office’, as everyone did their best to avoid eye contact with each other.11 And although Hossbach devoted considerably less space in his written minute of the meeting to the discussion that followed, it is clear that it too lasted some two hours, and that the ‘sharpness of the opposition…did not fail to make its impression on Hitler, as I could see from his changing expressions’.12 For once, Hitler’s powers of persuasion had failed him. Blomberg, Fritsch and Neurath all expressed concern, although not, it must be said, because they were struck down by any violent moral disagreement with the Führer. Hitler’s plans for Lebensraum were well known to them, and talk of annexing Austria and invading Czechoslovakia was nothing new. What was new, and what caused such shock, was Hitler’s suggestion that Germany should use early force to achieve her aims. For the first time he had presented his generals with a tangible timetable for aggression against two neighbouring countries, an action for which they felt Germany was militarily woefully under-prepared, and which would lead inevitably to a general war which they would lose.


Blomberg and Fritsch spoke first. It was essential, they urged, whatever the circumstances, to avoid provoking a war with France and Britain. Fritsch drew attention to the strength of the French army, and warned that France enjoyed sufficient military superiority both to engage in war with Italy on her Alpine frontier, while simultaneously holding back sufficient force to launch an offensive against Germany in the Rhineland. Blomberg expressed grave reservations about the weakness of German fortifications in the west, while stressing the comparative strength of the Czech fortifications to the south-east, ‘which would gravely hamper our attack’. Even Neurath eventually found his tongue, venturing the opinion that Hitler’s optimism as to the likelihood of an imminent war between Britain, France and Italy might be misplaced. But Hitler remained adamant that ‘the summer of 1938 was the date which seemed to him possible for this’. To the suggestion that Britain and France might show a greater interest than he anticipated in the politics of central Europe, he merely reiterated his earlier assertion that ‘he was convinced of Britain’s nonparticipation’.13


After a few minutes of desultory discussion on the issue for which the meeting had been called in the first place, the participants filed out into the cold of a Berlin evening at 8.30 p.m. Raeder, who appears to have contributed little to the actual discussion in the Reich Chancellery, later claimed at Nuremberg, presumably in an effort to avoid the noose, that ‘it was definitely my opinion that this speech was intended purely as Göring had suggested [to speed up armament development]…and that things were not quite so serious as they had been painted. I certainly did not feel that I had heard an announcement that our foreign policy was to be fundamentally changed.’14 But the evidence of the other participants suggests otherwise. Fritsch was so concerned at the immediacy of Hitler’s proposals that he offered to abandon his planned holiday in Egypt, which he was due to take a few days later on health grounds. But Hitler reassured him that there was no imminent prospect of war. And Neurath later testified at Nuremberg that it had been ‘quite obvious to me that the whole tendency of [Hitler’s] plans was of an aggressive nature. I was extremely upset at Hitler’s speech, because it knocked the bottom out of the foreign policy which I had consistently pursued’.


In fact, Neurath was so shaken by the tone and content of Hitler’s speech that in the days that followed he apparently ‘suffered several heart attacks’.15 Yet on the very next day, 6 November, he was still well enough to visit Fritsch and the Chief of the General Staff, General Beck, who had already been briefed on the meeting by Hossbach, and on whom the impression was said to have been ‘shattering’.16 The wholly optimistic intention was ‘to get Hitler to change his ideas’, and it was once again delegated to Fritsch to tackle the Führer on the military considerations of invading Austria or Czechoslovakia, at a meeting he was to have at Obersalzberg before leaving for Egypt. Neurath was to seek a similar interview to dispute the political and diplomatic ramifications of Hitler’s proposals.17


Fritsch did indeed see Hitler on 9 November, and although no record survives of the meeting, we may assume that the army commander-in-chief repeated the military arguments he had made a few days earlier at the Reich Chancellery. But the Führer was growing increasingly antagonised by the emerging opposition to his plans, and he dismissed Fritsch’s concerns out of hand. When the following day Hossbach finally got around to writing up the minutes of the meeting, Hitler steadfastly refused even to look at them, in spite of several requests from his adjutant to do so. And Neurath’s appeals to secure a similar interview as that granted to Fritsch repeatedly fell on deaf ears. Hitler refused absolutely to entertain his Foreign Minister, and instead locked himself away for a lengthy rest at his mountain retreat at Berchtesgaden. Neurath was not to see him for a private appointment until the middle of January.


One person who had not been invited to the meeting at the Reich Chancellery was Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, the chief of German military intelligence, the Abwehr. He knew that the meeting had taken place, and that it had been important, and he believed that he should have been informed of what had been discussed. But six days later he had still heard nothing, and he did not feel that he knew the other participants well enough to confront them. Then, on 11 November, he found himself in the office of Beck, an officer he greatly admired, and with whom he had recently become increasingly friendly. Both men shared a deep concern that Germany was being dragged into a war for which she was ill-prepared, but Canaris, ever the intelligence officer, at first said nothing, until Beck suddenly blurted out to him: ‘Hitler is leading Germany into the grave and he must be stopped before it is too late.’ Beck had only just finished reading Hossbach’s report of the previous week’s meeting, and now showed it to Canaris, who immediately understood its significance. His ‘face became more and more serious…and his expression showed Beck plainly that Hitler’s plans appeared to him sheer madness’.


‘Hitler will bring about a war in the worst possible conditions because his whole argument is based on erroneous assessments’, began Canaris.


Beck agreed. ‘It will be necessary to break the spell that Hitler has cast on the German people.’


‘That is easier said than done’, replied Canaris. ‘I do not believe that an armed insurrection or a popular revolt has the least chance of happening. The police are in the hands of the SS and the Party controls the means of information and propaganda. The majority opinion is favourable to the Führer. How can we bring home to the German people, which wants peace, that Hitler’s plans are leading them to the slaughter-house?’18


 


On 12 November Beck committed his thoughts to paper, and presented them to Blomberg. Challenging the pessimistic outlook that only force could solve Germany’s problems, he supported the policy espoused by Schacht and Neurath, that increased participation in world trade was vastly preferable to military expansion.




The enormity of French and British opposition to any extension of German living space or German power is beyond question. But it is out of place to label this opposition as irrevocable or insurmountable … Politics is the art of the possible. It would therefore be far better first to exhaust all possibilities in trying to arrange some settlement, especially in view of the mutual power relationships. Moreover, such a policy would be more intelligent, even should it come to some future confrontation.19





Brave words indeed, had they reached the Führer’s ears. However, the ever-pliable Blomberg had in any case already modified his own position, his earlier doubts having proved short-lived. He was now subtly making known Hitler’s views to the upper echelons of the Wehrmacht, so that by Christmas a new directive had been issued, detailing the army’s revised mobilisation plans for an offensive, rather than defensive, war against Czechoslovakia. Blomberg had little interest in Beck’s concerns.


 


On 13 October 1937 a glossy invitation landed on the Whitehall desk of the Lord President of the Council, Lord Halifax, from Eric Parker, the editor of the Field magazine. An accompanying letter informed Halifax that the invitation had been despatched ‘at the wish of Prince Loewenstein…from the German Hunting Association to the International Sporting Exhibition’ which was shortly to take place in Berlin. The exhibition was to be held under the patronage of the Reichsjägermeister himself, the Chief Game Warden of the Reich, Hermann Göring.20 Halifax’s love of hunting, and his position as Master of his local pack of his hounds, the Middleton in Yorkshire, was well known, and a supplementary programme of events promised ‘big game and small game shoots in East Prussia, Pomerania, Mecklenburg, Kumark, Schlesien, Saxony and Brunswick’. A multiple-choice system of box-ticking indicated the likely scale of the slaughter, including ‘red deer, fallow deer, wild boar, hares, pheasants and rabbits’. Halifax’s initial choice suggested that he wished to shoot foxes in Saxony on 10 and 11 November.21


The following evening Halifax attended a dinner at the Foreign Office in honour of the Yugoslav Prime Minister, Milan Stoyadinovitch. After dinner he found himself engaged in casual conversation with Winston Churchill, and the Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden. Churchill later recalled that Halifax ‘said in a genial way that Göring had invited him to Germany on a sports visit, and the hope was held out that he would certainly be able to see Hitler. He said that he had spoken about it to the Prime Minister, who thought it would be a very good thing, and therefore he had accepted.’ Churchill formed the distinct impression that ‘Eden was surprised and did not like it’,22 and Eden himself later confirmed that initially he ‘was not eager, but saw no sufficient reason to oppose it’.23 Halifax, however, interpreted the conversation altogether differently, claiming that ‘after some chaff about my shooting foxes’, and even after he had ‘pooh-poohed the idea’, Eden had continued to support the proposed visit and promised to speak to Chamberlain about it. He subsequently only accepted the invitation after ‘their joint exhortations to me to take the opportunity’.24 Chamberlain too thought that ‘Anthony…would be quite happy’ about the visit.25


Once the invitation had been issued, the idea of a Halifax visit was enthusiastically taken up by Britain’s recently appointed ambassador to Germany, Sir Nevile Henderson. A highly experienced diplomat, Henderson had served in a wide variety of often difficult posts around the world. He had particularly impressed during his time as minister in Belgrade between 1929 and 1935, where he had been considered ‘a good man and a good shot’, qualities on the back of which he had built a constructive relationship with the dictatorial King Alexander, and the Regent Prince Paul. ‘You have done splendidly in Belgrade and made a great name for yourself,’ wrote Sir Robert Vansittart, the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office. ‘Now it is time to have some of your life in the sun and in the First Eleven.’ To Henderson’s disappointment, the ‘sun’ initially meant a posting to the diplomatic backwater of Buenos Aires, away from ‘what was considered the charmed European Inner Circle’.26 He was not, however, to have to wait long to join the ‘First Eleven’.


The outgoing ambassador in Berlin, Sir Eric Phipps, had never made any secret of his distaste at having to deal with Hitler. Indeed, the then Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, had long-since been advised that ‘if it is our policy to get alongside Germany then the sooner Phipps is transferred the better’.27 Henderson, on the other hand, was perceived as having precisely the qualities needed to get close to a dictator. One former ambassador, under whom Henderson had served in Constantinople, praised his ‘jujitsu methods in diplomacy’28 and, ironically, it was largely due to the influence of the staunchly anti-appeasing Vansittart that Henderson was ultimately preferred to two other candidates and plucked from the relative obscurity of Buenos Aires to move to Berlin in April 1937. ‘Sir Nevile has done his stint in South America,’ said Vansittart. ‘He shall have his reward.’29


Henderson embarked upon his career in Berlin with some trepidation, plagued initially by a sense of his ‘own inadequacy for what was obviously the most difficult and most important post in the whole of the diplomatic service’. However, a strong fatalistic streak quickly led him to the somewhat grandiose assumption that he had been ‘specially selected by Providence for the definite mission of…helping to preserve the peace of the world’.30 His first meeting with Chamberlain only served to reinforce his conviction ‘that he was the personal representative of the prime minister’s, rather than the Foreign Office’s, policy in Berlin’.31 His Private Secretary at the embassy later confirmed that Henderson had indeed ‘received very precise instructions from the Prime Minister to improve relations with Germany and to establish good relations with the Nazi leadership. Although his German was not very fluent, he was extremely assiduous in cultivating the German leadership and in putting across Chamberlain’s policy. He never questioned the instructions he received from Chamberlain. He believed they were correct and he carried out that policy loyally right to the end.’32


An immaculately dressed bachelor with a ‘fey streak’, Henderson’s appointment was greeted with a mixture of surprise and concern, both in London and in Berlin. His reputation among those who worked for him was for aloofness, a problem accentuated by the old-fashioned design of the embassy itself, an ‘imposing yellow and white Palladian building at the Unter den Linden end of the Wilhelmstrasse’.33 Essentially a private residence for the ambassador, complete with servants’ hall and wine cellar, embassy staff were forced to work in cramped conditions in the basement. Henderson’s head of chancery, Ivone Kirkpatrick, found him to be a ‘human chief with whom it was a pleasure to work’. Equally, however, Kirkpatrick soon recognised that there was to be ‘a new regime’, and that Henderson was ‘determined to tame Hitler by kindness’.34 The military attaché described him as a ‘celibate and caustic chief’,35 while his Private Secretary thought him ‘an old style diplomat, with a good presence and courteous manner. He was not an intellectual man, he was not a subtle man, but he was very persistent and had the courage of his convictions. He did not suffer fools gladly.’36


It did not take long for Henderson to cause a stir. One of his first public duties on arrival was to speak at a dinner held in his honour by the Deutsch-Englische Gesellschaft. His host was the Duke of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, with whom he felt comfortable as they had been at Eton together.37 However, the audience also included Heinrich Himmler, the SS Reichsführer; Viktor Lutze, the chief of staff of the SA, the Nazi brownshirt storm troopers; General Erhard Milch, Göring’s Secretary of State at the Reich Air Ministry; and Alfred Rosenberg, the Nazi Party’s key ideological theorist. ‘In England,’ Henderson told his audience, ‘far too many people have an entirely erroneous conception of what the National Socialist régime really stands for. Otherwise they would lay less stress on Nazi dictatorship and much more emphasis on the great social experiment which was being tried out in Germany.’38 The speech earned Henderson the sobriquet in certain British newspapers of ‘our Nazi British ambassador at Berlin’,39 while the American ambassador there, William Dodd, complained that Henderson had effectively ‘informed the German Government that England would make no objections if Hitler seized Austria and Czechoslovakia’.40


Whether or not Henderson’s prowess with a shotgun and rifle had indeed been a contributory factor to his appointment, he soon became a close friend and regular guest of the equally hunting-obsessed Göring. For some reason, however, nobody seems to have pointed out that it was common knowledge that Hitler, on the other hand, loathed any form of field sports. Henderson was appalled to discover that Britain, alone of all the European countries, was not to be represented at the forthcoming hunting exhibition and, with direct help from the Foreign Office, he quickly set about acquiring a ‘highly satisfactory’ collection of trophies from around the world, including some which had been shot by the King and Queen.41 He urged Halifax to accept the invitation and, after initially dragging his feet, on 21 October Halifax finally did so. He hoped, he wrote, that he would ‘see something in the way of German sport’, but tactfully pleaded that on doctor’s advice he would ‘rather not actually shoot myself, having strained my shoulder a week or two ago’. He would be coming as a spectator only.42


At the end of October Henderson visited London, headquartering himself at Brown’s Hotel off Piccadilly. One senior politician with whom he sought an interview was the Shadow Foreign Secretary, Hugh Dalton. ‘He did not make a very good impression on me,’ recorded Dalton, ‘either in respect of political intelligence or character.’ In anticipation of the meeting Dalton had sought a briefing from François-Poncet, who had complained that ‘Henderson leaned too much towards the Nazis’. Henderson’s response was to launch into a lengthy diatribe denigrating the work of his predecessor Phipps, ‘a most unsuitable appointment’. On arrival in Berlin he had ‘found an impossible state of things…it was common talk that there was no British embassy there at all. It was only a branch of the Quai d’Orsay.’ Dalton was furious. ‘It was not really either very gentlemanly or very clever to jeer at his predecessor in Berlin to a complete stranger,’ he wrote. Undeterred, Henderson then suggested that Göring should be invited to London–‘a little flattery, a new Order, another uniform, and a little country-house life, might work wonders with him.’


That evening Dalton saw Eden in the House of Commons, and warned the Foreign Secretary that his ambassador in Berlin had ‘been explaining in detail all the concessions which he thought we should offer to Germany’. Eden, sounding ‘a little vexed’ replied quietly: ‘I wish he would not go on like this to everybody he meets.’43 In fact, it had not taken Eden long to realise that Henderson’s appointment had been a grave mistake, ‘an international misfortune’ as he later described it, although at the time ‘no one foresaw the opinions he was to hold’. Henderson, he complained, ‘far from warning the Nazis, was constantly making excuses for them, often in their company’.44 In the words of another Foreign Office official at the time, Henderson ‘had almost become Hitler’s ambassador to us, rather than our ambassador to Hitler’.45


During Henderson’s visit to London, the differences of opinion as to the merits of Halifax’s proposed visit, between the Foreign Office on the one hand and Downing Street on the other, soon became apparent. Chamberlain had by now seized on the trip, and the hoped-for meeting between Halifax and Hitler, as a crucial component of ‘the far-reaching plans which I have in mind for the appeasement of Europe’.46 After seeing the Prime Minister at Downing Street, Henderson enthused to Halifax that ‘the way the P.M. put it to me yesterday, your visit takes on quite a different aspect’. Hopefully it would ‘open a door on to a road along which progress is really possible’.47 A further meeting at the Foreign Office, between Henderson, Halifax and Eden, came to an altogether different conclusion. Eden cautioned Halifax that while in Berlin he was to do no more ‘than listen and confine himself to warning comment on Austria and Czechoslovakia’. At the same time he had ‘impressed on Sir N. Henderson the need for doing all we can to discourage German intervention in these two states’. At all costs, Germany must be kept ‘guessing as to our attitude’.48


When Henderson returned to Berlin he found that preparations for the visit were not running as smoothly as he had hoped. Eden had already made a point of warning the embassy that ‘it would clearly be undesirable that Lord Halifax should accept this invitation unless we could be reasonably sure that he would see some persons in authority’.49 However, Hitler himself had no desire to play ball. Even before Hitler’s speech at the Reich Chancellery on 5 November, his Foreign Minister Neurath had complained to Henderson that the Führer ‘had made so many advances to Great Britain without a result that he might now see no reason to jump at a hand so reluctantly held out to him’. The reaction at the Foreign Office to this attempt at blackmail was decidedly cool. ‘It will appear to the Germans that we are pressing that [Lord Halifax] should be received by the Chancellor,’ minuted William Strang, the head of the Central Department, while Sir Orme Sargent, an Assistant Under-Secretary, complained that he did not ‘at all like this cadging for an invitation from Hitler’.50


In fact, as Neurath had already discovered to his own cost, after the meeting at the Reich Chancellery, Hitler had locked himself away at his home at Berchtesgaden, sulking at the negative attitude of his generals and his Foreign Minister. He had no intention whatsoever of returning to Berlin for a meeting in which he had no interest, let alone for anything even vaguely connected to a hunting exhibition. A further flurry of telegrams between an increasingly anxious Henderson and his superiors in London made it clear that if Halifax was indeed to see the Führer, he would have to make the pilgrimage to his mountaintop eyrie himself. The problem was how to make it look as though he had been invited there, and was not imposing himself on a reluctant Hitler. Henderson did at least find a willing ally in Foreign Minister Neurath, who, having listened with apparent horror to Hitler’s anti-British diatribe on 5 November, was now desperate both to find an opportunity to tackle the Führer personally, and to talk up the more general prospects of peace talks with Britain.


Neurath first suggested to Henderson that Hitler, who ‘was anxious to rest for a few days at Upper Salzburg’, would be prepared to receive Halifax in Berlin, but only once the hunting exhibition was finished in late November. Otherwise a long journey to Berchtesgaden would be necessary.51 Henderson endorsed this advice in a telegram to the Foreign Secretary on 7 November, pleading that he could ‘not express too strongly my hope that it will be found possible to agree to date proposed by Chancellor for meeting with Lord Halifax. I am altogether convinced that present opportunity is one which we should not allow to pass.’ Only the previous day, he enthused, Göring had assured him that ‘he had seldom heard Herr Hitler speak more enthusiastically in favour of an understanding with Great Britain’–a shamelessly brazen remark for Göring to have made, given that just a few hours earlier he had been listening to Hitler’s diatribe at the Reich Chancellery. Henderson went on to make the extraordinary suggestion that the hunting exhibition might be kept open after its planned closing date, ‘if it is really considered indispensable to provide ostensible pretext for visit’. This was too much for Vansittart, who minuted on the telegram that Henderson was being ‘very naïf’, quite correctly gauging the prevailing frame of mind towards Britain in Berlin as at best ‘extreme mutability’, but more likely ‘adverse, both as regards Hitler’s mood & the inspired press’.52


Eden arrived back in London on the evening of 6 November, after five days in Brussels on League of Nations business. He was not best pleased to discover that both Henderson and Downing Street had been pressing ahead with plans for Halifax’s trip, in spite of the goalposts having moved. He had only agreed to the visit reluctantly in the first place, and on the understanding that it would be to Berlin, ostensibly to visit the exhibition. ‘Here was the precise sequence of events’, he later recorded, ‘I had wished to avoid.’53 He sent a terse message to Henderson warning that it was of ‘the greatest importance at the present time that no encouragement whatsoever should be given the German Government for believing that His Majesty’s Government would contemplate any settlement at the expense of the political independence of the nations of Eastern and Central Europe.’54 Two days later he returned to the fray, acidly observing to Henderson that the suggestion that Hitler should receive Halifax after the exhibition had finished ‘would lend the visit a very different aspect and would, in fact, deprive it of its main advantage to us’. For Halifax to visit with the main aim of meeting Hitler ‘would arouse such publicity and speculation as would almost certainly defeat its purpose of an informal entry into contact’.55


During the evening of 7 November a ‘cabal’, representing ‘almost the entire decision-making elite of the Foreign Office’, met privately after hours at Eden’s London home. Among those present were Lord Cranborne, the Minister of State; Oliver Harvey, Eden’s Private Secretary; Sir Alec Cadogan, at the time the senior Deputy Under-Secretary; Sir Orme Sargent, an Assistant Under-Secretary; William Strang, the head of the Central Department; and Rex Leeper, the head of the Press Department.56 While the discussion covered a broad range of current Foreign Office policy issues, including Italy (possible recognition of the Italian conquest of Abyssinia) and Spain, as well as Germany, the overriding view of the meeting was that, while they all ‘favoured [an] approach to Hitler and offer of a bilateral declaration of our policy…none of us liked the idea of the Halifax visit’, not least because of the danger of it ‘producing [a] plausible and vague account of Hitler which would have a soporific effect on the Cabinet’.57 Time was to prove their fears entirely justified.


By now Chamberlain was becoming increasingly frustrated with the painfully slow progress in organising Halifax’s trip to Germany. He had no doubt where the blame lay. ‘All my plans seem to be going agley at the moment,’58 he complained to one of his sisters. When he first heard of Foreign Office opposition to the visit, he had been ‘really horrified…another opportunity to be thrown away. But really, that F.O.! I am only waiting for my opportunity to stir it up with a long pole.’59 On 8 November Chamberlain summoned Eden to Downing Street, a meeting which, according to Harvey, ‘went very badly’. The Prime Minister’s principal complaint was that the ‘F.O. never made a genuine effort to get together with dictators’, a criticism which Eden no doubt took as a compliment.60 On his return to Brussels the following day, Eden telegraphed back to London that ‘from point of view of our position in Europe and public opinion at home it is essential to avoid giving the impression of our being in pursuit of German Chancellor’.61 Cranborne was despatched to emphasise this position to Chamberlain in person, but reported back only that the ‘P.M. and Halifax are absolutely determined that visit shall take place regardless of fact that H. is forcing himself on Hitler, and of the impression it will produce on the Germans of our anxiety to run after them’.62


On the evening of 9 November Chamberlain addressed the Lord Mayor’s Banquet at the City of London Guildhall and, in the course of a long passage on foreign affairs, dropped a broad hint. He promised that relations with Germany and Italy were to be built ‘upon a basis of mutual friendship and understanding’, but that, since any future agreement would be ‘more hopefully pursued by informal discussion than by public declamation’, he intended to ‘abstain from further words upon the subject’.63 The following afternoon it therefore came as no surprise when the late editions of the London Evening Standard carried the bold headline ‘LORD HALIFAX FOR GERMANY’. Although the story took second place on the front page to the news that the former Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, had died at sea on board a liner bound for South America, the impact of the story was still considerable.




The ‘Evening Standard’ understands that plans are being made for Lord Halifax, the Lord President of the Council, to visit Germany in the near future. He will have an interview with Herr Hitler. It is proposed that Anglo-German relations should be discussed.64





That evening Chamberlain addressed the annual dinner at the Savoy for the Conservative backbench 1922 Committee. He promised that he was about to make a ‘gesture of friendship’ to Germany, and announced that he was ‘sending Lord Halifax’ to see Hitler. Chips Channon recorded that the ‘P.M. had a rapturous reception and was cheered long and loudly when he sat down’.65


That news of the visit was now in the public domain played into Chamberlain’s hands. ‘I have had a very difficult time with the F.O. over the Halifax visit,’ he grumbled to his sister. ‘In fact I have had to fight every inch of the way…However the fortunate misfortune that the news somehow leaked out finally made it impossible to go back and since then the battle has raged around Halifax’s instructions.’66 This was a reference to the argument which now ensued as to the precise wording of any formal Anglo-German declaration. The Germans were insistent that it should be emphasised that there had been no invitation from Hitler, precisely the scenario Eden had feared. Meanwhile the Foreign Secretary’s supporters, realising that the visit was now inevitable, resorted to complaining bitterly at ‘the precipitancy with which the P.M. and Halifax have pressed on with this visit in A.E.’s absence, knowing that A.E. did not favour it’. This, they claimed, showed a ‘shocking lack of solidarity and even of common decent behaviour’. Even Harvey, Eden’s loyal Private Secretary, repeatedly pressed his chief to threaten resignation.67 The rumours of Eden’s concerns conveniently found their way into the Daily Express, which reported that the decision to send Halifax had been ‘made without consulting the Foreign Secretary, who knew nothing of the proposal or the decision until he saw it in the newspapers’. He was, by all accounts, ‘furious’.68


It was therefore fortuitous in the extreme for the Foreign Office ‘cabal’ when on Saturday 13 November the Evening Standard (a stablemate of Lord Beaverbrook’s Daily Express) followed up its earlier scoop with a yet more sensational story, below the banner headline ‘HITLER READY FOR TRUCE–NO COLONIES DEMAND FOR TEN YEARS’:




The British Government have information from Berlin that Herr Hitler is ready, if he receives the slightest encouragement, to offer to Great Britain a ten-years ‘truce’ on the Colonial issue. During the ‘truce’ the question of Colonies for Germany would not be raised. In return for this agreement Herr Hitler would expect the British Government to leave him a free hand in Central Europe.69







The article unleashed a torrent of vitriol in the German press, which Henderson, in a state of near panic, reported to London in a series of telegrams. In a lengthy statement, the official Nazi news agency, Nationalsozialistische Parteikorrespondenz, described the article as a collection of ‘impudent statements…an invention from beginning to end and deliberate falsehoods’. It was ‘the height of sensation mongering and of tendentious poisoning of the atmosphere’.




If Lord Halifax’s visit is to take place in such an atmosphere the question must seriously arise whether it would not be more useful in the interests of political appeasement to postpone it for the moment and to allow it perhaps to take place if the Press, in Great Britain particularly, evinces that calm which is usually called decency and truthfulness in other countries.70





Henderson claimed to have it on good authority that both Evening Standard articles had been written anonymously by one Vladimir Poliakoff, a former diplomatic correspondent of The Times and well-known commentator on European affairs under the pseudonym ‘Augur’. Poliakoff had allegedly received the information from ‘persons in Foreign Office who were against the visit’, and was ‘continuing to receive inspiration from the same persons for the same purpose’.71 For good measure Henderson added his own opinion that the rebuttal had almost certainly been drafted by Hitler himself, who ‘was furious with Evening Standard not only for giving impression that Lord President would bring concrete proposals but also for giving publicity to [the] visit, the arrangements for which he wished to keep as secret as possible’.72


The following day Vansittart composed an indignant reply for Eden to send to Henderson. ‘Poliakoff has been barred at the Foreign Office for some time past,’ he asserted, and the suggestion that the leak had emanated from that quarter was, therefore, ‘wholly unfounded’. Eden strongly rebuked his ambassador for failing ‘to counter these stories’ more strongly, and sharply criticised the Germans, and implicitly Henderson also, for making the assumption in the first place that the Foreign Office was opposed to Halifax’s visit. ‘There are “no persons in Foreign Office who were against visit”, nor, as you are well aware, are these our methods.’73 Eden may or may not have realised it, given that the telegram had been drafted by Vansittart, but both assertions were bare-faced lies. The influence of Vansittart, the senior official at the Foreign Office, was crucial in all this, as were his close ties to the Secret Intelligence Service, MI6.


Historically SIS officers serving overseas had assumed the cover of passport control officer in the British embassy. The PCOs were supposed to spend the majority of their time collecting information for their masters in London, while the routine office work of issuing visas was left to junior staff. However, after Hitler’s rise to power, ‘limited resources, shortage of outstanding talent, the refugee problem, scandals at The Hague and Warsaw, its increasingly transparent cover and the growing demand within Whitehall for intelligence from Nazi Germany’74 had brought the system to the point of collapse. As the demand for exit visas grew proportionately with the Nazi persecution of Jewish communities, the actual work of gathering intelligence became permanently disrupted. The head of SIS, Admiral Sir Hugh ‘Quex’ Sinclair, therefore decided, in collusion with Vansittart, to try to find an alternative method of channelling intelligence back to London. Their solution was the creation of a top-secret network of business contacts throughout Europe, known as the ‘Z organisation’, which would cover the PCO network, and could carry on working independently should SIS itself become compromised during wartime. The new organisation was kept secret even from other SIS staff, and was based out of alternative headquarters, at Bush House in Aldwych, rather than at SIS’s traditional nerve centre at Broadway Buildings in Victoria.


A key member of the ‘Z organisation’ was Frederick Voight of the Manchester Guardian, the doyen of central European correspondents and a confidant of Vansittart. Formerly based in Berlin, where the Gestapo had once tried to assassinate him, Voight was well versed in the way in which Vansittart did business. The leak to Poliakoff, he confirmed privately to his editor, was only one part ‘of the fight against Halifax’s trip [which had] become desperate’. Admittedly the Foreign Office had ‘rarely resorted to a scheme so desperate as to counteract a dangerous political move by making a disclosure to a stunt newspaper’. But this was precisely what had happened. Poliakoff had been told about the planned visit ‘so that it would receive stunt publicity and be denied by the Germans’.75 It now appeared entirely possible that Vansittart’s tactics might pay off, and that the visit would be cancelled.




However, in a clear sign of the increasing bitterness that characterised the conflict between Chamberlain at Downing Street, and Eden across the road at the Foreign Office, the Prime Minister now resorted to his own aggressive spin tactics. His Chief Press Secretary, George Steward, was put to work to brief certain newspapers about the importance of Halifax’s visit, and the foolishness of the Evening Standard article. The Daily Telegraph obediently described the article as an ‘inexcusable indiscretion’. Its claims were ‘as unauthentic as they were ill-timed and mischievous. Nothing could have been better calculated to dissipate the spirit in which alone such conversations can fruitfully be conducted.’76 The Times concurred, criticising the ‘mischief’ caused by the story, which it dismissed as ‘quite unfounded speculation’.77 Eden was appalled. ‘This morning’s newspapers (especially Times and Daily Telegraph) contained the most exaggerated account of scope of Halifax’s visit’, complained Harvey. Meanwhile the briefing note that Eden insisted Rex Leeper should distribute on behalf of the Foreign Office, ‘emphasising [the visit’s] informal and limited character and the fact that it implied no change in the present policy of H.M.G.’, was not even published.


It was obvious to Eden that the inspiration for these stories emanated from the very top. Indeed, so angry was he that he dragged himself out of his sick bed where he was recovering from flu, and came into the Foreign Office to see Halifax, who he discovered to be equally concerned at the likely difficulties he might now face. After later seeing Chamberlain also, Eden confessed to Harvey that the interview ‘couldn’t have gone worse’. In a now-celebrated exchange, the Prime Minister accused his Foreign Secretary of being ‘feverish’, and advised him ‘to go back to bed and take an aspirin!’ Showing further insensitivity given that Eden had only just returned to work, Chamberlain also suggested that he should take a holiday for a further rest. Most incredible of all, Chamberlain assured Eden with a straight face that he ‘also deplored exaggerated press accounts and undertook to see the Press himself and correct them’.78 It had, of course, been Chamberlain who had been responsible for briefing the press in the first place.


If they had any remaining doubts as to the British government’s good intentions, the Germans were further reassured by an extraordinary meeting that took place on the day of Halifax’s departure. Steward invited the press attaché at the German embassy, Dr Fritz Hesse, ‘a rather close friend’, to visit him at Downing Street. There he promised Hesse privately that ‘Chamberlain had been extremely angry about the article’ in the Evening Standard, and had made ‘exhaustive investigations’ into its origins. Steward agreed that it had probably been written by Poliakoff, but identified the source as the Italian embassy in London. He further wished Hesse to assure the Führer that ‘the Evening Standard was a paper to whose utterances no particular importance was to be attached’.79 Over the coming months Steward was to brief Hesse regularly, leading one historian to describe his behaviour as being ‘strictly against his code of conduct as a civil servant…if he was acting on his own initiative, then his activities were frankly treasonable’.80 If he was not, then his orders can only have come from the Prime Minister.


 


Halifax arrived in Berlin on the morning of Wednesday 17 November and was briefed by Henderson over breakfast at the embassy. Göring, he was told, ‘was very keen indeed on the establishment of complete understanding between us; as was Hitler’. His first official appointment was at a family lunch with Neurath, who was still smarting at Hitler’s refusal to see him since the meeting at the Reich Chancellery two weeks earlier. Neurath was regarded by the British embassy as a ‘diplomat of the old school, a gentleman among gutter-snipes’,81 and Halifax clearly felt at ease. The Neuraths were ‘nice people and most friendly’, he recorded unquestioningly, ‘with two little brown dachshunds just like Jemma, over which we made much common ground’. There was also ‘some talk about the Führer; of his qualities, artistic, romantic, sensitive. It was all very cheery and light-hearted.’82


After lunch he paid his first visit to the hunting exhibition, admirably described by his biographer as a ‘gruesomely Teutonic affair’,83 the huge crowds overseen by battalions of uniformed Nazi officials. The most notable exhibit was a giant stuffed panda, while Poland won the first prize for a European country and Britain, much to Henderson’s delight, came top in the overseas category. The French sent an entire pack of hounds, complete with huntsmen in red coats, brandishing horns. As background accompaniment, a gramophone reproduced the roar of a wild stag, while a huge, judiciously placed world map reminded visitors of the overseas colonies lost by Germany at Versailles. However, much to Halifax’s pleasure, it soon became obvious that he was himself the prize exhibit. The German for ‘Tally Ho!’ is ‘Halali!’, and he soon acquired the nickname ‘Lord Halalifax’, much to the delight of his German hosts. He made an almost regal progress through the throng, which reminded him of the ‘crowds of one’s supporters at an election’, acknowledging the cheers and Nazi salutes by doffing his hat. He later expressed mild concern at the manner in which his bodyguard of uniformed Nazis roughly brushed aside the curious onlookers from the path of the tall, languid, English celebrity.


At the end of his visit, he faced the world’s press, and their request that he should ‘broadcast a few words of appreciation in English, which it appeared discourteous to refuse!’ But he could ‘think of nothing to say except how wonderful it was’.84 Back in London, reaction to his first day in Berlin was mixed, even at times within the same publication. The Evening Standard printed a scathing cartoon by its celebrated cartoonist Low, quoting Halifax’s praise for the organisers–‘Great Britain and every country owe a debt of gratitude…for the encouragement given to sport by this exhibition.’ Hitler, meanwhile, proudly showed off a collection of sporting trophies on the wall, with two empty plaques reserved for Austria and Czechoslovakia. Elsewhere in the paper, alongside a photograph of Halifax and Henderson posing nervously beside a giant set of genuine antlers, the paper’s leader writer disagreed with Low’s conclusion.




Low is a great cartoonist to whom the ‘Evening Standard’ allows independence of expression. And, as our readers know, the political opinions of Low often differ drastically from those of the ‘Evening Standard’, as expressed in its leading articles.


The idea that Britain will play a merely passive and defensive part in discussions with the German government is a preposterous misunderstanding of the position. The foreign policy of Mr. Chamberlain … is based not upon fear or upon weakness, but upon realism.85





The following evening Halifax left for Berchtesgaden, accompanied by Neurath, Paul Schmidt, Hitler’s ubiquitous interpreter, and Ivone Kirkpatrick, the head of chancery at the British embassy. Kirkpatrick, a ‘small, dapper and decisive man…possessed of an incisive mind’,86 was the sole member of staff at the embassy with whom Henderson apparently felt comfortable, even though his views often conflicted with those of the ambassador. In the words of one junior diplomat serving in Berlin at the time, Kirkpatrick was ‘a sort of spare wheel to the coach…very bright–too bright in a way–and he was very loyal’.87 As a fluent German-speaker, he was to play an important role in the various meetings with Hitler over the coming months. The Führer had thoughtfully provided his special train for the journey, and Halifax and Kirkpatrick enjoyed a carriage to themselves, complete with sitting room, bathroom and two sleeping compartments. The white-coated attendants seemed naturally to assume that, like all Englishmen, Lord Halifax would require a fresh whisky and soda every half-hour.


At 9.45 a.m. the train pulled into the station at Berchtesgaden, situated beside the River Ache, and halted at the private platform, with its own vast triple-arched exit, which had been built exclusively for Hitler’s use. They were met by storm troopers in five-ton armoured and tracked Mercedes cars, and were driven out through the security post by the river, and on up the mountain to Hitler’s home, the Berghof. The first fresh snow of the winter lay on the ground, and the views were spectacular in the clear morning light. As Halifax prepared to alight from the car, just where a path had been swept clean of snow at the foot of the steps leading up to the house, he looked out of the window and at eye level could see only ‘a pair of black trousered legs, finishing up in silk socks and pumps’. Assuming this diminutive creature to be a footman, come to open the door for him, he was poised to hand his coat to this helpful servant when a rapidly paling Neurath hissed at him in a hoarse whisper, ‘Der Führer, der Führer.’ A closer inspection above waist height did indeed reveal a khaki tunic complete with swastika armband, and a diplomatic crisis was narrowly averted before the visit had even begun.88


The Berghof was Hitler’s spiritual home. His life in the Bavarian mountains above Berchtesgaden had closely mirrored his own political fortunes. He had first hidden in a small wooden hut on the mountain when a warrant was issued for his arrest after the so-called Beer Hall Putsch in Munich in1923. He later rented a summer cottage in which to put the finishing touches to Mein Kampf, and in 1933 acquired the Haus Wachenfeld which became the Berghof, and which he then had almost completely redesigned in 1936. When he was at home the swastika flew proudly above the house. Although Hitler liked to portray it as a snug, country home, in truth the Berghof was the hub of a huge complex, a Nazi settlement created by Martin Bormann, who had ruthlessly evicted the former villagers from their homes, either by burning them down or simply removing their roofs. In their place had sprung up a secure Führergebiet, a fenced-in community where the chalets and farmhouses had been turned into military installations, barracks, and luxurious homes for senior Nazi officials. Göring, Goebbels, Rudolf Hess and Albert Speer all had their holiday homes there.


In March 1936, Country Life offered its readers a glimpse into Hitler’s lifestyle at the Berghof in a gushing feature article, entitled ‘HITLER AS A COUNTRYMAN–THE “SQUIRE” OF WACHENFELD’. Hitler, the magazine assured its readers, had ‘keenly artistic tastes’, and was a ‘passionate lover of music–especially that of joyous Mozart, whose birthplace was a bare ten miles away’. Over the years the ‘rude frame shack’ that had been the Berghof had ‘blossomed into a villa…a cosy but modest chalet perched at 2000 ft. above Berchtesgaden’. It was here that the Führer now spent ‘his happiest hours’, keeping ‘a generous table for his statesmen guests’, while always ‘the lifelong vegetarian himself’. He ‘looked out upon a panorama of incomparable beauty’, while the house itself was decorated in a tasteful ‘light green’. On one important point, however, Country Life’s correspondent was badly misled. ‘The only ladies ever invited to the chalet,’ he claimed, ‘are Frauen Göring and Goebbels. It is well known that Herr Hitler shrinks from feminine society.’89


In fact, ever-present at the Berghof, especially when Hitler was there for any period of time, was his mistress Eva Braun. Rarely seen, and never heard by his official guests, Braun was allowed to cheer herself up by inviting her lady-friends to stay. They were good-time girls, Hitler’s valet later recalled, with ‘the manners of their Bohemian Munich world…frivolous women, occasionally offensive.’ They talked ‘openly of the most intimate things’ at the dinner table, would ‘walk around half-naked’ in front of the SS servants, and used to ‘talk loudly about the actors’ physiques’ when one of Hitler’s favourite films was shown in the evening. ‘They quite openly worked their way through the unusually tall soldiers in Hitler’s bodyguard.’90 The austere, high-Anglican Halifax would doubtless have been appalled by Braun’s biographer’s assertion that ‘the atmosphere at the Berghof, below its ordered surface, was intensely erotic’, and that ‘Hitler’s stout henchmen had virtual droit de seigneur and made full use of it’.91


Throughout the 1930s a succession of well-meaning British politicians had beaten a path to Obersalzberg, few of whom had subsequently returned home with an entirely critical view of the Führer. Now it was to be the turn of Halifax, the latest in a long line of politicians who thought that they could do business with the dictator. Hitler greeted Halifax warmly at the foot of the steps and led him up into the house, and then on upstairs into his study. The room was overheated and the atmosphere stifling, and when Halifax removed the heavy coat and two woollen pullovers in which he had travelled, his thin frame appeared to his hosts even more gaunt than usual. Hitler wanted the surroundings to be deliberately low-key, and the two principals, together with Neurath and Schmidt, sat in armchairs around an inconveniently low coffee table. Kirkpatrick noticed that from the outset Hitler was in a ‘peevish mood’, and having invited Halifax to begin the discussion, the opening exchanges were ‘distinctly sticky’.92 Halifax thanked Hitler for agreeing to a meeting ‘upon which the whole future of civilisation might well depend’, but warned that he had ‘brought no new proposals from London’, at which an angry frown darkened the Führer’s face.93 The ensuing three-hour conversation, according to Halifax’s biographer, was to ‘constitute the high-water mark of Halifax’s appeasement’.94


Shrewdly, Hitler invited Halifax to identify the subjects he wished to discuss, whereupon the Lord President tailed off into a lengthy eulogy on the merits of Nazi Germany.




Although there was much in the Nazi system that offended British opinion (treatment of the Church; to perhaps a less extent, the treatment of Jews; treatment of Trade Unions), I was not blind to what he had done for Germany and to the achievement from his point of view of keeping Communism out of his country and, as he would feel, of blocking its passage West. And taking England as a whole, there was a much greater degree of understanding of all his work on that side than there had been some time ago.95





These were, considered Halifax, ‘great services…and if the public opinion of England took up an attitude of criticism from time to time, it might no doubt be in part because people in England were not fully informed of the motives and attendant circumstances of certain measures taken in Germany’.96


Halifax ended his opening statement by assuring Hitler that Britain had no desire to drive a wedge between Berlin and Rome, and put forward the tentative suggestion that some form of four-power agreement, also involving Italy and France, might perhaps provide the best chance for peace. Hitler waved the idea away on the grounds that it would be impossible to achieve, and instead launched into a lengthy, rather tedious monologue of his own. It was time, he insisted, for the world to recognise Germany’s status as a ‘Great Power’, and to ‘get away from the Versailles mentality’. Halifax assured him, somewhat obsequiously, that ‘nobody wished to treat Germany as anything but a Great Power’, but that ‘nobody in their senses supposed the world could stay as it was for ever’. To this Hitler replied that there were only two alternatives, ‘the free play of forces that meant war, and settlement by reason’. This gobbledygook was followed up by a more comprehensible and familiar tirade about the difficulty of doing business with democratic countries, and that ‘all his offers, disarmament and political, had been wrecked on this rock’.


At last Halifax showed his political teeth and bluntly told the Führer that if there was to be no progress between them until such a time as ‘Great Britain ceased to maintain a democratic system’, then clearly ‘I had wasted my time coming to Berchtesgaden and he had wasted his time receiving me’.97 Hitler was taken aback by this outburst from the mild-mannered Halifax, but soon recovered his composure and again offered his guest the floor, asking what further issues he would like to discuss. Halifax briefly raised the topics of the League of Nations and disarmament, both of which Hitler batted away with further platitudes about America’s continued absence from the League and his own rejected proposals to abolish bombing. Still he pressed Halifax. Was there anything else?


It was at this point that all Halifax’s good intentions foundered. He should have had ringing in his ears Eden’s warning that he was to ‘confine himself to warning comments on Austria and Czechoslovakia’, but for some reason he chose completely to ignore the Foreign Secretary’s counsel.




I said that there were no doubt other questions arising out of the Versailles settlement which seemed to us capable of causing trouble if they were mishandled, e.g. Danzig, Austria, Czechoslovakia. On all these matters we were not necessarily concerned to stand for the status quo as today, but we were concerned to avoid such treatment of them as would be likely to cause trouble. If reasonable settlements could be reached with the free assent and goodwill of those primarily concerned we certainly had no desire to block.98





There were, he concluded, ‘possible alterations in the European order which might be destined to come about with the passage of time’. This was precisely the message that Chamberlain had encouraged Halifax to deliver, but equally the one offer that Eden had feared. ‘I wish that Halifax had warned Hitler more strongly against intervention in Central Europe,’ he later complained.99


Having heard all he needed to know, Hitler immediately lost interest in the conversation. He disingenuously expressed support for Germany’s existing agreements with Austria, and hoped that a similar agreement could be reached with Czechoslovakia. He emphasised his wish to ‘get away from the atmosphere of “imminent catastrophe”’, promising his visitor that ‘the situation at present was not dangerous’. Halifax, however, seemed unsure as to how he should treat Hitler’s rather lame joke that ‘if you believed the press, you could of course expect to wake up one day to see German armed forces in Vienna or Prague’.100 After a further lengthy but ultimately aimless discussion about colonial issues, Hitler somehow managed to keep a straight face when wrapping up the three-hour morning session with an assurance that ‘Germany herself set great store by good relations with all her neighbours’.101 It had been, of course, only a fortnight since he had warned his generals (and Neurath, now sitting alongside him) that they should prepare for the invasion of both Austria and Czechoslovakia.


The meeting duly broke up for lunch, taken in a ‘hideous dining room’ on the first floor, furnished with a large satinwood table and pink upholstered chairs. Hitler ate a vegetarian meal of soup, mixed vegetables and walnuts, while his guests were invited to partake of ‘a rather indifferent meat lunch’, served by three SS waiters in white mess-jackets. The wine glasses, however, were kept filled, although Hitler stuck to his own ‘hot concoction out of a glass in a silver holder’. From a ‘social point of view’, reported Kirkpatrick, ‘the lunch was a frost’. Hitler was in a furious temper throughout, Neurath clearly felt uncomfortable, and Halifax found it difficult to get involved when everything had to be interpreted for him. Kirkpatrick manfully made several attempts to initiate a conversation, ‘but they all collapsed pitifully under Hitler’s determination not to play’. Talk of the weather provoked the riposte that ‘the weather prophets are idiots; when they say it is going to be fine it always rains and when they foretell bad weather, it’s fine’. A brief discussion on flying was brought to an early end by the assertion that ‘only a fool would fly if he can go by train or road’.


A similar attempt to review the Berlin hunting exhibition reduced the Führer to near apoplexy.




I can’t see what there is in shooting; you go out armed with a highly perfected modern weapon and without risk to yourself kill a defenceless animal. Of course Göring tells me that the pleasure lies not in the killing, but in the comradely expedition in the open air. Very well. I merely reply: ‘If that’s the case, let’s spare ourselves all bother and make a comradely expedition to a slaughter-house where in the greatest comradeship we can together kill a cow in the open air.’





Satisfied that he had had the last word, he sat back with an angry gesture of defiance. He joined in the conversation only once again, when talk of Hess’s newborn baby son gave him an opening to lecture his guests on the iniquities of the falling Austrian birth-rate, caused by the miserable economic conditions that were the result of Austria’s continuing separation from Germany. Kirkpatrick noted tartly that the Führer ‘behaved throughout like a spoilt, sulky child’.


After the ‘painful ordeal’ of lunch, Hitler took his guests downstairs to the main drawing room, famous for its enormous leaded picture window, a single sheet of glass which could be lowered in its entirety into the ground. Two SS officers were summoned to insert car starting-handles into two sockets, and then duly wound the window noiselessly down into the floor, giving the room the feel of a covered terrace, with spectacular views out over the mountains and on to Austria. So impressed had former Prime Minister David Lloyd George been when he visited Hitler in 1936 that he had installed a similar mechanism at his home at Churt in Surrey. The party took their coffee in wicker upholstered chairs, set out around low round tables. At each end of the room was a grand piano, the walls were covered with pictures from museums, and two large tapestries could be rolled back to reveal a cinema screen.


Hitler’s mood had not improved. He liked to watch two films a night, preferably featuring his favourite actress, Greta Garbo, and he now took great delight in telling Halifax that one of his favourite films was The Lives of a Bengal Lancer, depicting ‘a handful of Britons holding a continent in thrall. That was how a superior race must behave and the film was compulsory viewing for the S.S.’ Talk of India encouraged him to berate the former Viceroy over the failings of British policy there. There was no need to tolerate disorder or to waste time in negotiating–‘Shoot Gandhi’ was his simple remedy, ‘and if that does not suffice to reduce them to submission, shoot a dozen leading members of Congress; and if that does not suffice, shoot 200 and so on until order is restored’. Throughout this tirade, Halifax ‘gazed at Hitler with a mixture of astonishment, repugnance and compassion. He indicated dissent, but it would have been a waste of time to argue.’102 Schmidt was struck by the extraordinary contrast between the two men, the ‘deeply religious Yorkshire nobleman, the enthusiastic protagonist of peace, and Hitler, wilful and uncompromising by nature, and now rendered even more so by his recent successes and the now manifest weakness of his opponents’.103


On the train back to Munich Neurath, clearly embarrassed, apologised for Hitler’s poor demeanour. Halifax, meanwhile, committed to paper his reminiscences of the day’s events.




Hitler was on the whole very quiet and restrained, except now and again when he got excited: over Russia or the press. Very much alive, in speech–eyes moving about all the time, and points being reinforced by sharp gestures of the hands. I can quite see why he is a popular speaker. The play of emotion–sardonic humour, scorn, something almost wistful–is very rapid. But he struck me as very sincere, and as believing everything he said. As to the political value of the talk, I am not disposed to rate this very high.


Although perfectly friendly and courteous, he showed a certain reserve, which may have been due partly to tiredness, but was, I think, mainly attributable to a feeling that we had a different sense of values and were speaking a different language.104







They may well have been speaking a different language, but Hitler had understood Halifax perfectly and was in a considerably less contemplative mood. Although he had had little enthusiasm for the meeting in the first place, he had in fact got all he wanted and more from ‘the English Parson’.105 His valet noticed that he was now ‘in the best of moods and…rubbed his hands and slapped his thighs as if he had already concluded a good deal’. That evening he joined Eva Braun and her friends for dinner, listening as they ‘poked fun at Halifax’s garb and his long, wizened physique’. But Hitler came to Halifax’s defence, ‘praising him as a clever politician who fully supported Germany’s aims’. Most importantly, he told them, ‘Halifax had assured him that Britain would not stand in Germany’s way in respect of its Austrian policy’.106 Eden would have been appalled.


Halifax and Kirkpatrick, with Schmidt as their guide, spent the evening in Munich, visiting the newly built Führerbau, the two Temples of Honour to the dead of the 1923 putsch, and the block of flats that was Hitler’s Munich home. After dinner they returned to their train, and arrived back in Berlin the next morning in time for breakfast. At lunchtime Halifax was driven an hour or so out of Berlin to Göring’s vast 100,000-acre estate at Karinhall. His host met him in the courtyard, wearing brown breeches and boots all in one, a green leather jerkin covered by a fur-collared coat, a green leather belt from which was hung a dagger in a red leather sheath and, to complete the effect, a green hat with a large chamois tuft–‘altogether a very picturesque and arresting figure,’ recalled Halifax.107 During a tour of the heavily wooded estate in a horse-drawn shooting break, Göring proudly showed off the enclosures where he kept his elk and bison, as well as his extensive forestry operation.


The vast stone and thatched house was ‘like nothing I have ever seen’, recorded Halifax. The never-ending series of immense rooms, and the huge central hall, were all crammed ‘with art treasures of different sorts, pictures, tapestries, sculptures, carvings’, all looted from various museums.108 A month earlier, the Duke and Duchess of Windsor had also been Göring’s guests at Karinhall, and the Duchess has left a vivid description of their own tour of the house:




It contained a private gymnasium in the basement, equipped with weight-lifting apparatus, an electronic exercising horse, horizontal bars, and a massage apparatus bearing the Elizabeth Arden trade-mark.




The entire attic was given over to a playroom for the children of Göring’s relations. It was stocked with enough children’s toys to equip a shop. Spread around the room was the most elaborate toy railway I have ever seen–yards and yards of intricately connected track, dozens of switches, coal tipples, charming little stations, and any number of locomotives and cars of different types. The Field-Marshal, kneeling down in his white uniform showed us how it worked. The deftness with which he directed the trains up and down the tracks, opening and closing switches, blowing whistles, and averting collisions, suggested that he must have spent a good deal of his time in the attic.109





The Duchess failed to mention Göring’s final touch–an intricate system of wires which allowed model aeroplanes to ‘fly’ across the room, dropping miniature bombs on the railway below.


Halifax’s lunch, which included raw beef and was ‘uneatable’, was served by ‘parlour maids in some country-peasant costume, and by footmen dressed in eighteenth century liveries, green and white plush, breeches, gaiter-spats, reversed cuffs and caught up tails of the coats’.110 Afterwards Göring and Halifax, with Schmidt interpreting, retired to talk. Schmidt had driven out to Karinhall early that morning to brief Göring on the previous day’s proceedings, and did not ‘conceal how badly things had gone’. Göring, however, who had also spoken to Hitler by telephone, was an altogether more genial host. The subjects of conversation were largely the same as they had been at Berchtesgaden, but Göring dealt with them ‘with infinitely more diplomacy’, and remained quiet and calm throughout the meeting. As far as he was concerned any problems could be settled by negotiation; ‘under no circumstances shall we use force’, he assured Halifax.111 The good cop/bad cop technique had worked to perfection.


In a much-quoted passage, which Halifax’s reputation has never wholly lived down, he later reminisced about meeting the man who had set up the concentration camps, and presided over the Night of the Long Knives.




I was immensely entertained at meeting the man himself. One remembered all the time that he had been concerned with the ‘clean-up’ in Berlin on June 30th, 1934, and wondered how many people he had been, for good cause or bad, responsible for having killed. But his personality, with this reserve, was frankly attractive. Like a great schoolboy, full of life and pride in all he was doing, showing off his forest and animals, and then talking high politics out of the setting of green jerkin and red dagger … a composite personality–film star, great landowner interested in his estate, Prime Minister, party-manager, head gamekeeper at Chatsworth.112





In the view of Halifax’s biographer, Göring’s ‘innate depravity seemed to escape him’, while nothing in his ‘upbringing had equipped him with the instinct to fathom the true wickedness of these men’.113


The following day Henderson invited Joseph and Magda Goebbels to tea at the embassy on the Wilhelmstrasse. ‘I had expected to dislike him intensely’, recalled Halifax, ‘but am ashamed to say that I did not.’114 Goebbels had gone one better than Göring, and had actually travelled to Berchtesgaden in person the previous day to receive his orders from Hitler. Now he too was charm personified. His principal concern was the British press, and he complained bitterly at the hostility of the Berlin correspondents to Nazi Germany in general, and Hitler in particular, who he felt deserved greater respect as head of state and the national symbol of Germany. Halifax gently pointed out that many of them had served in Berlin for many years. Had they suddenly become dishonest? Goebbels replied ‘with a shameless and charming smile: “We did not complain in the past because Germany was not rearmed. We complain now because we are strong enough to do so”.’115 Nevertheless, Halifax promised to speak to the Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary about the matter, and ‘had no doubt that His Majesty’s Government would do everything in their power to influence the Press to avoid unnecessary offence’.116


Halifax returned to London to be met by muted press reaction. This was partly because he had urged restraint on the local correspondents before he left Berlin, and partly because his return coincided with the news that the Duke of Windsor had settled out of court an action he had brought for libel against the publishers William Heinemann. The supposedly libellous allegations, contained in a book, Coronation Commentary by Geoffrey Cox, included the suggestions that the Duke had been forced to abdicate only because ministers had been desperate to get rid of him, that he had prolonged the crisis to hold out for more money, and ‘had at times had recourse to other sources of courage’. Most brazenly, his King’s Counsel had assured the court that the allegation that the Duchess had ‘occupied, before his marriage to her, the position of his mistress…was entirely untrue. No suggestion could be more damaging or more insulting.’ Perhaps fortuitously for the Duke, the case had been settled before he was called to the stand to give evidence on this particular matter, much to the regret of the Lord Chief Justice, Lord Hewart, who was presiding. He told the court that he would much rather that the allegations had not been withdrawn and that he had been allowed to dispense justice; indeed, so ‘foul and cruel’ were they that they ‘almost invited a horse-whipping’.117


On 24 November Halifax reported on his visit to the Cabinet. He prefaced his remarks by warning that ‘his impressions were subject to the considerations that his visit was very brief, that he might have been deceived, or his judgement might have been at fault’. But he had everywhere ‘encountered friendliness and a desire for peace’, especially among the public at the hunting exhibition, where ‘he had been warmly received by the general crowds’. Göring had assured him, apparently with Hitler’s approval, that ‘he could see no circumstances in which the two countries would fight’, and that ‘not one drop of German blood would be spilt in Europe unless it was forced on them’.




Lord Halifax’s general conclusion, therefore, was that the Germans had no policy of immediate adventure. They were too busy building up their country, which was still in a state of revolution. Nevertheless he would expect a beaver-like persistence in pressing their claims in Central Europe, but not in a form to give others cause–or probably occasion–to interfere.





Amazingly, Eden seemed satisfied with this conclusion to a visit which he had originally so strongly opposed, and ‘expressed great satisfaction with the way the Lord President had dealt with each point in his conversations with the Chancellor’.118 Chamberlain was more delighted still, boasting to his sister that:




The German visit was from my point of view a great success because it achieved its object, that of creating an atmosphere in which it was possible to discuss with Germany the practical questions involved in a European settlement.


It was no part of my plan that we should make or receive any offer. What I wanted H[alifax] to do was to convince Hitler of our sincerity & to ascertain what objectives he had in mind and I think both of these objects have been achieved. But Hitler and Goering said repeatedly & emphatically that they had no desire or intention of making war and I think we may take this as correct at any rate for the present.119





Halifax had indeed shown Hitler sincerity, but the Führer ‘had instead deduced weakness’. He now knew that Britain would happily entertain the prospect of possible changes to the existing, post-Versailles order and would almost certainly not go to war to prevent the expansion of the Reich for which he longed. ‘Halifax,’ wrote his biographer, ‘let Hitler see his chance.’120
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Scandal in Berlin




What influence a woman, even without realising it, can exert on the history of a country and thereby on the world.


Colonel Alfred Jodl, 26 January 1938






The outcome of the Blomberg-Fritsch affair amounted to the third stepping-stone–after the Reichstag Fire and the ‘Röhm-Putsch’–cementing Hitler’s absolute power and, quite especially, his dominance over the army. With the military emasculated…Hitler’s personal drive for the most rapid expansion possible was unshackled from the forces which could have counselled caution. The danger-zone was being entered.


Sir Ian Kershaw, Hitler 1936–45: Nemesis










Field Marshal Werner Freiherr von Blomberg, Hitler’s Minister of War and commander-in-chief of the armed forces, was a far from popular figure in the higher echelons of the army. It was widely felt that he failed to present the army’s view sufficiently forcefully to Hitler, and that his fawning admiration for the Führer clouded his professional judgement. Behind his back he was sneeringly referred to as ‘Hitlerjunge Quex’, after the Hitler Youth hero of a propaganda film who was prepared to sacrifice his life for Hitler. He was considered impulsive, easily influenced and too friendly with the Nazi Party hierarchy for the liking of the aristocratic old guard among the German officer corps.1 The British embassy in Berlin too recognised that he was ‘completely dominated by Herr Hitler whose words he quotes on each and every occasion’. Blomberg, on the other hand, believed that he was much more ‘a man of the world’ than his army contemporaries, having studied and travelled in Russia, the United States and throughout Europe.2 He was pointedly pro-British, and had relished acting as Hitler’s representative at the coronation of King George VI in May 1937, where Chamberlain had found him to be ‘a very pleasant agreeable man of the world who talks extremely good English’.3


Although he had registered a passing unease as Hitler unveiled his expansionist plans at the Reich Chancellery on 5 November, Blomberg’s doubts were short-lived. As he left the meeting he told Admiral Raeder that Hitler’s speech ‘had not been meant so earnestly and was not to be judged so seriously. He believed that the Führer would settle these questions peacefully.’4 Yet he refused to discuss Fritsch’s concerns with him, or even to acknowledge Beck’s written memorandum which was submitted to him on 12 November. Instead, he set to work updating the one aspect of the Führer’s orders over which he had personal control, the coordination of military planning. By 21 December he was ready to issue a new military directive, amending the provisions for Case Green, the existing plans for a lightning invasion of Czechoslovakia.




When Germany has achieved complete preparedness for war in all fields, then the military conditions will have been created for carrying out an offensive war [Angriffskrieg] against Czechoslovakia, so that the solution of the German problem of living space can be carried to a victorious end even if one or other of the Great Powers intervene against us.5





Blomberg, meanwhile, had other, more personal, matters on his mind. He had married his first wife, the daughter of a retired army officer, in 1904, but she had died in 1929 after a long illness, leaving him with five grown-up children. Now fifty-nine, and growing increasingly tired of a lengthy and lonely widowhood, at some moment during September 1937 he met, and soon become infatuated with, a considerably younger woman. Legend varies as to whether he first met her on a park bench in the Tiergarten while out for his daily morning walk, or at the local hostelry where she worked. But the fact remained that Fräulein Margarethe Gruhn, known to her friends as Erna or Eva, was thirty-five years younger than the War Minister and came from a vastly contrasting social background. She had been born in 1913, the daughter of a cleaner and a gardener at the Royal Palace in Berlin, but after her father died in the First World War, her mother, Luise, lost her job and took up work instead as a masseuse. After working for her mother for a while, the two apparently fell out with each other, and a few years before her meeting with Blomberg, the young Erna had set out on her own in the world.6


At some stage Erna secured a job as a stenographer at the Reich Egg Board, possibly with Blomberg’s help, but, as he became increasingly besotted with his new-found lover, he became aware also that he was competing for her affections with another, younger man. The obvious course of action was for him to marry Erna, although he was well aware that the snobbery and prejudice that were prevalent among the army’s aristocratic officer corps would lead to dismay among his colleagues at the proposed union. Incredibly, given that Göring had long coveted Blomberg’s job for himself, it was to the Luftwaffe chief that Blomberg chose to turn. He confided in him that he was having an affair with a ‘girl of the people’, and enquired confidentially whether it would be in order for him to marry her, given that she was also ‘a lady with a past’. Göring, who had himself married an actress after the death of his first wife, assured him that the Third Reich was actively struggling to overcome just such social prejudices, and that the field marshal’s high standing would not be compromised one iota. Indeed, such a marriage would help to bridge the social divide that unfortunately all too often still existed, and he would personally intervene with Hitler to secure the necessary support to fend off any criticism from within the officer corps.7


A few days later an agitated Blomberg felt emboldened to return to see Göring again, with a further request for assistance. His younger rival for Erna’s affection was refusing to bow out quietly–could Göring possibly come up with a way of discreetly removing him from the fray? Göring shamelessly continued to play the role of well-wisher and promised that he would do what he could. The president of the Reich Grain Office was summoned, and agreed to find a suitable, well-paid position for Blomberg’s rival in Argentina. The startled young man was duly sent for and informed by Göring that his passage was booked, and ‘that his health demanded a drastic change of climate’. It would be in his best interests to leave immediately. Doubtless grateful that he had avoided being shipped instead to a concentration camp, the rival suitor ‘accepted his fate philosophically’, but before setting out on his voyage called on Göring one last time. He felt it only right, he informed his unlikely benefactor, to warn him that Fräulein Gruhn was a woman of highly questionable character, and ‘had a rather more lurid personal history than she had probably told the field marshal’.8 He strongly advised Göring that Blomberg should give careful consideration as to whether or not he should marry her.


His own impending nuptials were not Blomberg’s only cause for celebration. His daughter Dorothea was engaged to be married to Lieutenant Karl-Heinz Keitel, the son of General Wilhelm Keitel, the chief of the Wehrmachtsamt, the Armed Forces Department within the Ministry of War, and thus effectively Blomberg’s chief of staff. The elder Keitel had recently noticed that Blomberg’s behaviour had become increasingly bizarre, and that the field marshal had taken to driving out on his own, in civilian clothes, to a hotel in Oberhof, in the Thuringian forest. On 15 December Keitel’s assistant, Colonel Alfred Jodl, noted in his diary that ‘The General Field Marshal is in a high state of excitement. Reason not known. Apparently a personal matter. He retired for eight days to an unknown place.’9 Blomberg’s adjutant refused to confide in Keitel, claiming that his chief was visiting a lady in Oberhof who had broken her ankle skiing.


In mid-December 1937 the First World War veteran General Ludendorff died, and Hitler decreed that he should have a state funeral in the Feldernhalle in Munich. It fell to Blomberg to give the funeral oration. Keitel commandeered a special train, complete with Blomberg’s new personal carriage which he had recently been given by Hitler, to take the field marshal’s entourage to Munich. However, Blomberg failed to board with the others in Berlin, and the train was forced to take a detour to collect its principal passenger at Oberhof, where he was once again enjoying a few quiet days with Erna. After the funeral Blomberg persuaded Hossbach to let him have a few minutes alone with Hitler, and he repeated the bare facts of his earlier conversation with Göring, again conceding that his fiancée was a girl of humble origins. Hitler, like Göring before him, warmly endorsed the idea of Germany’s senior military officer bridging the class divide in this way. Indeed, so enthusiastic was he to emphasise his complete rejection of any suggestion of snobbery that he insisted that he and Göring act as witnesses. As a result Blomberg felt suitably confident to spend Christmas with Erna at Oberhof, away from his own family, and on his return to confirm his plans to Keitel. ‘It was no disgrace’, he insisted defensively, ‘in our modern National Socialist Germany to marry a “child of the people” and he did not care a hoot for the gossip in so-called society.’ He had confided in his children, who had happily given him their blessing.10


The wedding was to take place quietly on Wednesday 12 January, in one of the state rooms at the War Ministry in the Bendlerstrasse. The wedding party was kept deliberately small in accordance with the low-key occasion, and included just Erna’s mother, Blomberg’s former naval adjutant, an old friend, and his three current adjutants. Blomberg arrived in ordinary uniform, proudly wearing his Iron Cross, while his bride was dressed in a grey dress and silk blouse, with no jewellery, and carried a bunch of red roses. They waited nervously in silence, until Hitler and Göring arrived together at noon. Hitler was wearing a plain brown storm trooper’s uniform tunic, but with no swastika armband, while Göring, never one to miss an opportunity to dress up, was in full-dress uniform of the air force, complete with all decorations. Blomberg presented his bride to the Führer, who in turn handed her a bouquet of yellow roses, before he and Göring took their places either side of the couple for the civil ceremony. At its conclusion all four signed the register, and, as was the custom, the registrar handed the newly married couple a copy of Mein Kampf, as Hitler looked on impassively. One of Blomberg’s adjutants later noticed that it had been left on the table when the guests departed.11


News of the marriage and Hitler’s participation appeared prominently, albeit with no accompanying comment, in that evening’s Berlin newspapers. The announcement caused a considerable stir, and was greeted with incredulity by the majority of senior Nazis, many of them friends of Blomberg, who had had no idea that the field marshal was planning to remarry. The lack of detail and photographs in the reports, however, immediately caused suspicion and rumours soon began to circulate. The publication a few days later of a photograph of Blomberg and his new wife on their honeymoon, apparently taken in front of the monkey enclosure at Leipzig zoo, did little to still the gossip. The Daily Mail took it upon itself to fill the gap and investigated the story with alacrity. ‘Field Marshal von Blomberg,’ it announced, ‘has astonished his friends and colleagues by getting married.’ Reports suggested that the bride was variously from Hamburg or Geneva, and that the ceremony had taken place ‘in a hospital, where, it is said, the bride is being treated for an injury received while skiing’.12 Blomberg’s original cover story had by now gained credibility.


Showing considerable ingenuity, the paper’s Berlin correspondent managed to track down Frau Gruhn to a ‘small workman’s shack in Neukölln, a working class district of Berlin’. ‘We have probably been more surprised than anyone else’, mused Frau Gruhn, describing herself as a ‘State-registered masseuse’. Her daughter, she assured the reporter, had gone to work as a typist in the War Ministry after leaving school. ‘We knew she had been getting on well, but we did not dream that she had become friendly with the Field Marshal.’ Meanwhile the page opposite this scoop ran a trailer for the paper’s forthcoming serialisation of Agatha Christie’s latest thriller, A Date with Death–‘a gripping first-rate story in which the excitement and interest never flag’.13 As the Daily Mail briefly became the most widely read newspaper in Berlin, the city’s residents were enjoying a first-rate story of their own.


The happy couple’s honeymoon was cut short by the sudden death of Blomberg’s mother, and he returned for the funeral, at Eberswalde near Berlin, on 20 January. The sense of mystery surrounding his new wife was only heightened by her appearance at the graveside, so heavily veiled that it was impossible to see her face, and her hurried departure before anyone could talk to her afterwards. By now the trickle of malicious rumours was becoming a torrent. The following day Fritsch’s adjutant took a telephone call in his office, and when he refused to put the anonymous caller through to the commander-in-chief in person, the voice at the other end of the line shouted back: ‘Then tell the general that Field Marshal von Blomberg has married a whore.’ With that he hung up, leaving the adjutant staring incredulously at the telephone receiver. He reported the call to Fritsch, who in turn discussed it with Beck and Hossbach, but in spite of much shaking of heads the army hierarchy failed to accept the proffered bait and move against Blomberg.14


On the same day, however, Erna Gruhn’s true background was finally revealed. There are a number of explanations as to how her police file may have found its way on to the desk of the chief of the Berlin police, Count Wolf Heinrich von Helldorf. One has the wife of a Berlin police inspector discussing the latest gossip surrounding Blomberg with her husband, who, on checking his files in the Residence Registry Office the next morning, was astonished to discover that Erna was indeed known to the Berlin police. Another has a police official overhearing a little girl on the street, boasting to her friend that ‘Mother Gruhn has gotten herself a fine new son-in-law, a field marshal’. A further account describes how a drunken prostitute is arrested one night and boasts that she is not so bad if girls like her can aspire to rise to the highest places. And the most detailed has an officer in the Bureau of Moral Offences recognising Erna’s name on a number of pornographic photographs which had recently come into the office.15


By whatever tortuous means it may have arrived there, the fact remains that by late morning on 21 January a bulging dossier detailing all of Erna Gruhn’s past misdemeanours lay open on Helldorf’s desk. The dry legal language could not conceal the clear implication that the wife of Field Marshal von Blomberg, the Minister of War and commander-in-chief of the armed forces, was a prostitute. It had apparently been common knowledge that her mother was running a brothel under the camouflage of her massage parlour, and had two convictions against her name for procuring and prostitution. Eva too had come to the attention of the Berlin police at an early age, and was also registered in the file as a prostitute, having ‘used her domicile for naked orgies’. As well as a more mundane conviction for stealing, she had also acquired a lengthy record for having ‘posed for pornographic photographs with partners of both sexes; further she had made commercial transactions in the said photographs’, five of which were included in the dossier. Incredibly, she had at the time taken out an action against the photographer, complaining that he had only paid her sixty marks for her trouble.16 The images had apparently ‘been obscene enough to sell tremendously’.17


Helldorf was well known to British diplomats as an ardent Nazi, ‘a bully…notorious for rowdy attacks on Jews’, who had gambled away a substantial fortune.18 However, nothing in his training had prepared him for this eventuality. As he looked at the face of the nude girl in the incriminating photographs, he was ‘thunderstruck’ at the possibility that it might be Frau von Blomberg.19 He quickly realised that if he acted as properly he should, and took the file to his ultimate superior, Heinrich Himmler, he would be providing the SS with an invaluable weapon with which to blackmail the head of the armed forces. Only recently he had dared to step outside official channels by taking evidence that the Under-Secretary in the Propaganda Ministry, Walther Funk, was homosexual, direct to Goebbels. He had been severely reprimanded for doing so, and it was therefore a considerable risk for him to consider doing the same again.
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