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ABSTRACT 

Sir Robert Vansittart, the permanent under-secretary of state at the Foreign Office 

from January 1930 to December 1937, has attracted considerable scholarly attention. The 

interest in his views on international affairs is not surprising given the influence he exerted in 

the deliberations on British foreign and defence policy in the 1930s. And yet, the nature of 

those views has been largely misunderstood. Not only has Vansittart been accused of having 

an inflexible mind but he has also been called a Germanophobe. His opposition to Nazi 

Germany has been attributed to his abiding, if not irrational, hatred of Germany. This 

interpretation does not stand up under analysis. By illuminating the complexity of his 

approach to international affairs, including the global scope of his perspective, this study 

offers an alternative interpretation of his tenure as the civil service head of the Foreign 

Office. 

The focus here is on the years between 1934 and 1937, a period during which the 

British Empire was confronted with the emergence of the triple threat of Nazi Germany, 

Imperial Japan and (after 1936) Fascist Italy. What made these threats especially troublesome 

was their interconnection, as events in one region affected the situation in others. To meet 

this global crisis, Vansittart advocated a global strategy based on alliance diplomacy. In 

short, Britain had to work with other Great Powers to maintain the balance of power in those 

areas judged vital to British interests. Other policy-makers regarded alliance diplomacy as an 

outmoded practice that made war more rather than less likely, a view shared by Neville 

Chamberlain, the chancellor of the Exchequer and, after May 1937, prime minister. This 

study highlights the differences between Vansittart's strategy and the one favoured by an 

ascendent Chamberlain. Consequently, it suggests that the strategy pursued by Chamberlain 

after 1937 was not the only option open to Britain. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Sir Robert Vansittart, the permanent under-secretary of state at the Foreign Office 

from 7 January 1930 to 3 1 December 1937, remains a much misunderstood and maligned 

historical figure. "Van", as he was known to friend and foe alike, has been accused of 

Gerrnanophobia, criticised for being indifferent to events outside of his Eurocentric 

perspective and castigated for possessing an inflexible mind. This study challenges these 

images of Vansittart. It also illustrates the inadequacies of the conventional 

interpretations of Vansittart as an anti-appeaser towards Germany and as an appeaser of 

Italy, neither of which convey accurately the essence of his views. The first chapter 

discusses his alleged Gemanophobia and demonstrates why this does not adequately 

explain his attitudes and actions in the 1930s. Indeed, it is one of the principal 

contentions of the following pages that the evidence does not support a picture of 

Vansittart as Gerrnanophobic and that historians must, therefore, look elsewhere to 

explain his reactions to Nazi Germany and its policies. By highlighting Vansittart's 

global outlook, chapter one also questions his Eurocentric image. A preoccupation with 

Europe and Germany has led historians to focus their research too narrowly into the 

Foreign Office archives concentrating solely on the Central Department, which dealt with 

German affairs. This study utilises to a far greater degree than any previous analysis of 

Vansittart's career the files of the various departments of the Foreign Office, whose work 

and activities Vansittart commented upon in great detail. In particular, extensive use has 

been made of materials in the Northern and Far Eastern Departments. What emerges, as 



a result, is an altogether different picture of Vansittart in the 1930s, one which 

emphasises inter aiia the permanent under-secretary's global approach in assessing and 

then dealing with Britain's foreign policy dilemmas. 

While this study concentrates on Vansittart, it is not, however, concerned with the 

details of his personal life. Rather, it represents a specific look at the role played and the 

influence exerted by him in the formulation of British foreign policy. Through a detailed 

analysis of his evolving strategy for meeting the international difficulties Britain 

confronted in the 1930s, the following chapters offer an alternative view of his tenure as 

permanent under-secretary. These chapters make clear that the image of Vansittart as an 

inflexible thinker animated by a Germamphobic idCe fixe could not be hrther fiorn the 

tmth. On the contrary, he possessed a supple mind, which adapted to the ever-changing 

circumstances of the 1930s. As the international environment altered, often to Britain's 

disadvantage, he tailored his policy recommendations to meet the new situation. This 

flexibility rested upon Vansittart's conviction that Britain simply could not safeguard its 

world-wide interests without the assistance of other powers. The global situation, 

therefore, largely determined Vansittart's perception of those powers which were most 

likely to assist Britain in maintaining the status quo and, as the situation in the world 

changed throughout the 1930s, he was forced to modify his views of Britain's potential 

friends and probable enemies. What made the problems confronting Britain in the 1930s 

especially vexing was, in fact, their global scope. Events in one region of the globe 

inevitably affected the situation in others. Thus, the realities of Britain's global position 

meant confronting difficulties truly global in scope. Rarely could a situation be dealt 



with solely on a bilateral 

consideration that Britain 

basis. 

had to 
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When formulating policy, Vansittart took into 

balance its interests in the various regions of the globe, 

always pondering the world-wide implications of a particular course of action. He looked 

at Britain's strategic dilemmas in global terms and as a series of interlocking questions. 

In other words, Vansittart believed in a global balance of power. 

Vansittart's views on the difficulties facing Britain in the 1930s and the solutions 

he advocated for dealing with these dilemmas deserve to be reconsidered. As the civil 

service head of the Foreign Office, and backed by powerful allies including two prime 

ministers, James Rarnsay MacDonald and Stanley Baldwin, Vansittart exercised enormous 

influence on British foreign policy. It is important to understand the position he held in 

Whitehall as this sheds light on the scope and, inversely, the limitations of his authority. 

While there were limits to his influence, it is clear nevertheless that his advice carried 

immense weight in the debates on foreign and defence policy in the 1930s. When chided 

by Ramsay MacDonald in August 1933 for a memorandum Vansittart had written on 

Austria that seemed "to bear the meaning that [he was] dictating the policy of the 

[Foreign] Office", the permanent under-secretary replied, "I know my place very well " . 

In spite of the prime minister's admonition, both Vansittart and MacDonald often crossed 

the lines separating politician and civil servant.' A remarkable letter survives in the 

'MacDonald letter to Vansittart, 25 Aug. 1933; and Vansittart letter to MacDonald, 26 Aug. 1933, 
Ramsay MacDonald Papers, P[ublic] Rfecord] O[ffice, Kew] 30/69/679. 

=D.C. Watt has observed that "Sir Robert Vansittart was one of that extraordinary generation of civil 
servants between the wars to whom time, their abilities and the rapid change of Cabinets and ministers had 
combined to give a length of experience in office and a weight of influence which stand in remarkabIe 
contrast to the usual constitutional relationship between minister and permanent official. " D .C . Watt, "On 
Opposition from within the EIite. The Case of Appeasement 1933-1939," Government And O D D O S ~ ~ ~ O ~  
1(1966), p. 429. 



MacDonald Papers in which Vansittart discussed with the prime minister the removal of 

Sir John Simon, the secretary of state for foreign affairs, from the Foreign Office: 

. . . I fully realise all your difficulties in the matter. The maintenance 
of the National Government here is one of the most important 
conditions of the maintenance of peace in Europe, for a return to party 
politics will certainly be misjudged by the Germans, and by others as a 
weakening. So I have in mind also the point you mention -- and indeed 
the person too -- when you allude to the possibility of a resignationm3 

Perhaps, it was this "behind-the-scenes" influence that led Lord Avon to remark that 

Vansittart was "much more a Secretary of State in mentality than a permanent official. "4 

In the 1930s, Eden had certainly not been adverse to relying on Vansittart's political 

leverage, counting on him "to safeguard [his position] at home" while the young minister 

was in Geneva. At the beginning of 1933, Eden's name had been mentioned as a 

candidate for the position of permanent representative at the League of Nations, and he 

worried lest his absence from London deprive him of the parliamentary under- 

secretaryship at the Foreign Offrce. Vansittart reassured Eden, telling him that "I have 

your interests at heart, and I think I know pretty clearly what they are; and you may be 

sure that I will look after them"? 

In early 1934, the permanent under-secretary's position had been further 

strengthened by MacDonaid's rejection of "a most impolitic plan" by Simon to send 

'Vansittart letter to MacDonald, undated [probably December, internal dating] 1933, MacDonald 
Papers, PRO 3016911767. In his biography of Simon, David Dutton has suggested that the chief reason 
why the foreign secretary was not forced out of the Foreign Office was "MacDonald's reluctance to weaken 
the non-Conservative element in the Cabinet." David Dutton, Simon. A Political Bionrauhy of Sir John 
Simon (London: Aurum, 1992), p. 18 1. 

'Lord Avon, The Eden Memoirs. Facing the Dictators (London: CasseI1, 1962), p. 242. 

'Eden letter to Vansittart, undated Feb. 1933, Lord Avon Papers [Birmingham University Library], AP 
14/1/240; and Vansittart letter to Eden, 8 Feb. 2933, Avon Papers, AP 14/1/240A. 



Vansittart to the Paris Embassy to replace h e  ailing Lord Tyrrell. This involved moving 

Sir Maurice Hankey, the puissant par excellence secretary to both the Cabinet and the 

Committee of Imperial Defence (CID), to the Foreign Office to fill the vacated p~si t ion .~  

MacDonald likewise often circumvented his foreign secretary, taking advice directly from 

Vansittart. Based on his genuine friendship with MacDonald that dated back to his tenure 

as principal private secretary at No. 10 Downing Street (1928-1929), Vansittart also had 

direct access to the prime minister. It must not be forgotten, moreover, that MacDonald 

had appointed Vansittart as the permanent head of the Foreign Office and continued to 

support him thereafter.' Vansittart also received warm backing from Baldwin, alongside 

MacDonald the most powerful Cabinet member in the National Government. Vansittart 

had served Baldwin as principal private secretary in 1928-1929, and the two men had 

developed a genuine friendship. Upon his retirement in May 1937, Baldwin wrote to 

Vansittart to thank him for years of service: 

You are one of the men I owe a good deal to. Our association at No. 
10 was to me one of great happiness and our friendship one of the 

6MacDonald recorded in his diary that 'Sirnor has been pressing Vansittart to take the Paris Embassy 
which TyrreIl must resign for health and proposing that Hankey should be made Permanent Head of 
Foreign Office. A most impolitic plan. " MacDonald diary, 12 Jan. 1934, PRO 30/69/1753/3. 

'"You know how sorry I am to part with you", MacDonald wrote ro Vansittart in December 1929, "and 
how much I value your services. But I cannot stand in your way and the F.O. needs the most efficient 
guidance it can get. The amateurs must be controtled." MacDonald !etter to Vansittart, 26 Dec. 1929, 
Lord Vansittart Papers [Churchill College Archives, Cambridge University], VNST 11, 6/9. On their 
personal friendship see B.J.C. McKercher, "The Last Old Diplomat. Sir Robert Vansittart and the Verities 
of British Foreign Policy 1903-1930, " Di~lomacv and Statecraft 6(1995), pp. 28-29; Norman Rose, 
Vansittart. Studv of a Diplomat (London: Heinemam, 1978), pp. 66-70; and Lord Vansittart, The Mist 
Procession (London: Hutchinson, 1958), pp. 37 1-377. 



possessions of my strange life. Nothing can alter that and I look 
forward to enjoying that friendship for what years may be left to meV8 

In view of the fact that MacDonald and Baldwin "dominated British political life from the 

early 1920s to 1937, Vansittart had powerful political patrons who both promoted his 

career and, after he became permanent under-secretary, helped him fend off critics of his 

dipl~macy."~ It was not until after MacDonald's death and following Baldwin's 

retirement that the campaign to remove Vansittart from the Foreign Office succeeded. At 

the same time, his close friendship with Hankey and Sir Warren Fisher, the permanent 

under-secretary of state at the Treasury and Eminence arise sans pareille, enabled 

Vansittart to approach them directly, anticipating and, when necessary, overcoming 

opposition from the two dominant civil servants in Whitehall who could thwart Foreign 

Office initiatives. lo 

It has become commonplace to dismiss Vansittart's ability to make the views of 

the Foreign Office known or convince Cabinet members of the necessity of a particular 

course of action because of the lengthy and often over-embellished memoranda he 

8Baldwin letter to Vansittart, 9 June 1937, Vansittart Papers, VNST 11, 1/5. On Christmas day 1933, 
Baldwin sent a letter thanking him for a culinary gift: "You have entered the citadel of my heart by one 
avenue left to the aged, the st-m-ch. Bless you and indeed there shall be a popping of corks when we 
meet." Baldwin Ietter to Vansirtart, 25 Dec. 1933, Vansittart Papers, VNST 11, 115. On their Friendship 
see Rose, Vansittart, pp. 63-66; and the touching portrait of Baldwin ("one whom I loved") in Vansittart. 
The Mist Procession, pp. 352-358. 

WcKercher, "The Last Old Diplomatn, p. 2. 

10Addressed to 'My very dear Van" or "Van Dearestn, Fisher's letters to Vansittart show quite clearly 
the good rapport between them. For instance, Fisher wrote: "I cannot bear the thought of a quarrel with 
you. You are far far too dear to me. And if you feel that I have been lacking to you. I would like to say 
that I am very very sorry. With fondest love, Warren". Fisher letter to Vansittart, 12 Nov. 1935, 
Vansinart Papers, VNST 11, 1/5. On their friendship see Eunan O'Halpin, Head of the Civil Service. A 
Study of Sir Warren Fisher (London: Routledge, 19891, pp. 251-254, 283-284. For Vansittart's views of 
Fisher and Hankey, see The Mist Procession, pp. 164, 350, and 443. 
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submitted for their perusal. For example, Sir Alexander Cadogan, Vansittart's eventual 

successor as permanent under-secretary, complained about his predecessor's memoranda: 

"Awful stuff, quite unreadable in his typical style. If he has any idea or impression, why 

can't he put them down straight on paper, instead of dancing literary hornpipes. "I1 "His 

prepared memoranda", Norman Rose has argued, "were saturated with epigrams, 

sparkling metaphors, and tortuous allegorical comparisons. . . . The overall effect was so 

bewildering as to flummox the average reader. "I2  Rose has exaggerated the 

"bewildering " effect of Vansittart's memoranda. More accurately, Neville Bland, a 

contemporary of Vansittart's in the Foreign Office, recollected that "Vansittart's literary 

style, like his speech, was rapid, incisive, and idiomatic. It often needed an effort to 

keep up with his thoughts, but if you could 'take' the speed, you could 'take' the 

meaning."13 Bland's view was shared by Valentine Lawford, a junior member of the 

Central Department in the 1930s, who recalled in his memoirs that of all the papers that 

crossed his desk in that period none "could quite compete with Vansittart's. . . . their 

style had an extraordinary ability to please, and tease, the youthful senses as well as the 

youthful mind." l4 But even Lawford admitted that "his arguments lacked whatever 

mysterious ingredient it might be that was required to move the Cabinet" .IS The 

"Cadogan diary, 1 1  Sept. 1936, Sir AIexander Cadogan Papers [ChurchiII College Archives, 
Cambridge University], ACAD 1/5. 

l2Rose, Vansittart, p. 82. 

13Neville Bland, "Robert Gilbert Vansittart," in E.T. Williams and Helen M. Palmers, eds., Dictionm 
of National Bionraphy 195 1-1 960 (London: Oxford University Press, 197 I), pp. 1005-1006. 

'4Valentine Lawford, Bound For Didornacy (London: John Murray, 1963), p. 270. 
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documentary evidence shows, nevertheless, that most of his memoranda had either been 

read by Cabinet members or their gist had been given to ministers by departmental 

advisers. It was only after his message became awkward and out of step with Cabinet 

thinking that several ministers found it convenient to ignore his missives. 

Besides submitting memoranda for consideration, he also bombarded the Cabinet 

with short and incisive minutes, which left little doubt as to their m e b g  or counsel. 

Vansittart was similarly very effective and persuasive in committee discussion, where he 

deftly expounded his views and fought for their acceptance. Furthermore, he used the 

standard tools of influential civil servants: the personal entreaty during conversations at 

dinner parties and clubs -- the bane of historians as documentary evidence frequently does 

not survive; and the control over the flow of information. By circulating information that 

supported his views, by withholding details that undermined his position and by making 

reference to intelligence material Vansittart attempted to enhance his authority in 

Whitehall. Like most policy-makers, he was not always successful, particularly when he 

clashed with powerful politicians. Yet, utilising these levers of power, Vansittart exerted 

enormous, often decisive, influence in the debates on British foreign and defence policy 

in the 1930s. 

From the historian's point of view, there are convincing reasons for concentrating 

on the period 1934-1937. First, in February 1934 Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan had 

been designated as the two great threats to Britain's global position, with the release of 

the "First Report" of the Defence Requirements Sub-Committee (DRC) -- a sub- 

committee of the CID established in November 1933 to prepare a defence programme for 
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meeting the "worst deficiencies " in Britain's fighting services. Vansittart played a 

prominent role in the DRC's discussions which gave priority to Germany as the "ultimate 

potential enemy". The establishment of the DRC not only constituted the beginning of 

the British preoccupation with Germany but it also marked the culmination of Vansittart's 

campaign to get the Cabinet to revise the Ten-Year Rule, which had stipulated that 

British defence forces should formulate their armament programmes based on the 

assumption that Britain would not be engaged in a major war for the next decade. 

Secondly, ominous international developments in the period 1935-1936 prompted 

Vansittart to revise his strategy for dealing with Britain's global difficulties, primarily as 

a result of the increasing hostility of Fascist Italy. In other words, he had to modify his 

strategy to meet the new conditions arising from the emergence of a triple threat. From 

the summer of 1935 onwards, Britain confronted an extended crisis in the Mediterranean, 

triggered initially by the Italo-Abyssinian conflict and, later, exacerbated by the Spanish 

Civil War. The Mediterranean crisis intensified the debate in London among the various 

departments of state about the myriad threats to Britain's world-wide interests and the 

best course of action to meet these challenges. While other studies have emphasised the 

importance of the Rhineland crisis, chapter four of this study advances the interpretation 

that the Abyssinian crisis had been much more important to Vansittart, compelling him to 

amend his judgment of Britain's likely enemies and conceivable friends. The Abyssinian 

crisis not only altered Vansittart's strategic outlook but it also affected his position at the 

Foreign Office. After December 1935, his influence in policy deliberations declined 

because many blamed him for the ill-fated Hoare-Lava1 Plan, the discredited Anglo- 
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French scheme to end the Italo-Abyssinian war. Finally, December 1937 furnishes an 

ideal point to conclude the study, since it represents the eclipse of Vansittart's authority, 

the direct result of his removal from his post as the civil service head of the Foreign 

Office. Vansittart's deposition ultimately signalled the triumph of Neville Chamberlain, 

who was eager to assert prime ministerial control over foreign policy. It is abundantly 

clear that Chamberlain actively sought not only to remove Vansittart but others, most 

strikingly Alfred Duff Cooper (secretary of state for war), because the prime minister 

regarded them as opponents of his strategy of limited liability, the belief that Britain 

should concentrate on air and naval rearmament instead of building an army to fight in 

Europe. By placing Vansittart in the largely ceremonial post of chief diplomatic adviser 

to the British Government -- a position created especially for him -- Chamberlain 

effectively brought the Foreign Office into line with his approach. Vansittart's 

replacement, Cadogan, thought that his predecessor's policies had been disastrous, 

making the situation in Europe worse. Cadogan, on the other hand, wanted to renew 

attempts to get on better terms with Nazi Germany. Thus. the significance of Vansittart's 

"fall from grace" was not simply the elimination of an effective opponent but, more 

importantly, it placed the Foreign Ofice in the hands of a chief adviser whose views 

closely resembled those of the prime minister. In short. 1937 witnessed a remarkable 

transformation in Britain's foreign and defence policy with the acceptance of 

Chamberlain's strategic vision of limited liability and the rise of a compliant Foreign 

Office to implement it. 
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The years between 1934 and 1937, therefore, embody a distinctive period during 

which Vansinart's influence over British foreign policy reached its pinnacle and then 

declined. A reassessment of his attitudes and actions becomes, in effect, a reexamination 

of the wider debate that occurred in Britain in that period about the ways and means of 

dealing with the perplexities of British foreign policy. By carefully analysing his role in 

this debate, juxtaposing his views with those of his colleagues and critics, this study 

illuminates the differences which existed between his beliefs and those of an ascendant 

Chamberlain over a suitable strategy for Britain. It would be misleading to assume that 

the period 1934-1937 was merely a struggle between these two men to impose their 

strategic vision on British foreign policy. Nevertheless, Vansittart and Chamberlain 

represented the leading exponents of their respective and, one hastens to add, competing 

strategies. As the following pages make clear, Vansittart's did articulate a viable 

alternative strategy to that pursued by Britain after 1937, one based on a global balance 

of power. This does not suggest that his strategic vision was right and that 

Chamberlain's was hopelessly wrong. Rather, by shedding light on Vansittart's global 

balance of power strategy, the aim here is to illustrate that Chamberlain's policy after 

1937 was not the only option open to Britain. 



RETHINKING VANSITTART 

Vansittart has long been portrayed as a vehement, if not violent, Germanophobe, 

the leading member of a like-minded circle of Foreign Office advisers. This view has 

been somewhat mitigated by his two biographers, Ian Colvin and Norman Rose, who 

have challenged the picture of Vansittart as an inflexible, crude anti-Gennan.2 Colvin, 

the Berlin correspondent for the News Chronicle in the 1930s and a member of 

Vansittart's informal intelligence network within Germany, attached little importance to 

Vansittart's anti-German attitude, insisting that he had been preoccupied mainly by the 

threat to the European balance of power posed by a militarily strong Germany. Armed 

with a lucid understanding of the ambitions that underlay German rearmament, the 

permanent under-secretary provided the British government with irrefutable and 

unmistakable warnings of the German threat. Colvin's Vansittart appears as a Cassandra- 

'Most recently, this idea has been reiterated by John Charmley, Chamberlain and the Lost Peace 
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1989), pp. 6-7; and David Wedgewood Bern, "Germany 11: Britain and 
the 'Enemy Image'," The World Today 46(1990), 181-82. Donald Cameron Watt has also argued that 
Vansittart's view of Germany arose from "a combination of almost racialist antipathy and balance of power 
calculationsN. See Donald Cameron Watt, "Churchill and Appeasement," in Robert Blake and Wm. Roger 
Louis, eds., Churchill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993). pp. 199-2 14. 

*Ian Colvin, Vansittart In Ofice. An Historid Survey of the Origins of the Second World War Based 
on the Pa~ers  of Sir Robert Vansiftart Permanent Under-Secretarv of State for Foreign Affairs 1930-1938 
(London: Gollancz, 1965); and Rose, Vansittart. Study of a Diplomat. Aaron Goldman has also argued 
that "Vansittart's reputation as an insransigent Germanophobe who refused to consider compromise with 
Germany is ill deserved. . . . He and the Foreign Office consistently advised the Cabinet that Germany's 
grievances should be considered within the framework of a comprehensive general settlement." Aaron 
Goldman, "Two views of Germany. Nevile Henderson vs. Vansittart and the Foreign Office 1937-1939," 
British Journal of International Studies 6(1980), 247-277. See also the insightful essay by W.N. Medlicott, 
"Britain and Germany. The Search for Agreement 1930-1937," in David Dilks, ed., Retreat From Power. 
Studies in Britain's Foreign Policy of the Twentieth Centurv. Volume 1 1906-1939 (London: Macmillan, 
1981), pp. 78-101. 



like figure, whose clear-sighted vaticinations of German expansion went unheeded by his 

political masters. At the heart of Colvin's portrait is the idea of Vansittart as entirely 

Eurocentric, largely unconcerned with affairs outside of his European purview. Although 

sharing Colvin's view of Vansittart as Eurocentric, Rose presented a rather different 

perspective, arguing that Vansittart's immutable hostility towards Germany stemmed 

partly from an irrational "'gut reaction' to all things German". Rose suggested that this 

Germanophobia began in Vansittart's early years when he travelled Europe and developed 

an affinity towards France and a hatred for Germany. While visiting Germany during the 

Boer War -- first in the summer of 1899, then again in 1900 -- he was exposed to violent 

outbursts of Anglophobia, most notably when he nearly became involved in a duel with a 

German fencing champion. With the death of Vansittart's younger brother, Arnold, 

during the First World War, his "previous anti-German convictions" became "polarised", 

begetting an even greater hatred for Germany. Rose also believed that these 

Germanophobic tendencies had been reinforced by the ideas of Sir Eyre Crowe, a former 

permanent under-secretary and a legendary figure among officials of the inter-war 

Foreign Office.4 Vansittart, in effect, imitated Crowe, not only sharing the latter's 

concern for the balance of power in Europe but also agreeing easily with his 

'Rose, Vansittart, pp. 13-14, 41. 

'According to Rose, Vansittart "waxed enthusiastic over Crowe". Rose, Vansittart, pp. 37-38. 
Crowe's impact on his contemporaries and the juniors who served under him extended well beyond his 
death in 1925, leaving an indelible mark on the inter-war Foreign Ofice. See, for example, Sir Laurence 
Collier's essay "Jmpressions of Sir Eyre Crowe", undated, Collier MSS British Library of Political and 
Economic Science, London] Col1. Misc. 466; John Connell, The "Office". A Study of British Foreign 
Policy and Its Makers 191 9-1951 (London: Allan Wingate, I958), pp. 1 1-13; and Sir Owen O'Mdley, 
Phantom Caravan (London: John Murray, 1954), pp. 45-47. Crowe's Iife has been thoroughly outlined in 
Sybil Crowe and Edward Corp, Our Ablest Public Servant. Sir Eyre Crowe, GCB, GCMG, KCB, KCMG 
1864-1925 (Devon: Merlin, 1993). 



predecessor's designation of Germany as the greatest threat to the European 

equilibrium. 

These images of Vansittart as an extreme Germanophobe, as a narrow-minded 

Eurocentric, and as the mere mimic of Crowe do not stand up under detailed analysis. It 

is entirely understandable that historians have labelled Vansittart Germanophobic. His 

writings, particularly those penned during the Second World War, often employed 

excessive and unrestrained language, and evoked images of a man emotionally unhinged 

and intolerant beyond the bounds of the rea~onable.~ From these war-time contributions 

emerged the concept of "Vansittartism", a form of racism attributed to Vansittart which 

his critics used to discredit his advocacy of a harsh peace settlement for defeated Nazi 

germ an^.^ In its crudest form, Vansittartism became associated with immoderate and 

largely untenable schemes for the reorganisation of the German state after defeat, and 

'Contemporaries like Major Henry Pownall, the assistant secretary to the CID and later chief of the 
General Staff to the British Expeditionary Force in France, accused Vansittart of "aping" Crowe, adding 
that "Vansittart, perhaps aping Sir Eyre Crowe (a better man than he) has got the German danger very 
much on his mindw. See diary 4 Dec. 1933, in Brian Bond, ed., Chief of Staff. The Diaries of Lieutenant- 
General Sir Henry Powndl. Volume 1 1933- 1940 (London: Leo Cooper, l972), p. 27. 

6Pamphlets like Black Record. Germans Past and Present (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1941). initially 
broadcast on the BBC as a series of seven talks on the German people, and Roots of the Trouble (London: 
Hutchinson, 1942) both sold over a million copies. The profits were donated to war-time charities like the 
Spitfire Fund. Rose, Vansittart, pp. 247-248. During the war, Vansittart also produced his first 
autobiographical effort Lessons of MY Life (London: Hutchinson, 1943). His various war-time speeches 
and lectures were brought together in a single volume Bones of Contention (London: Hutchinson, 1945). 

'For instance, see Victor Gollancz, Shall Our Children Live or Die? A & D ~ Y  to Lord Vansittart on the 
German Problem (London: GolIancz, 1942), pp. 5-12, 62; the Fabian tract by Weinrich Fraenkel, 
Vansittart's Gift For Goebbels. A German Exile's Answer to Black Record (London: Fabian Society, 
1941); and G.R. Sandison "Vansittart and the Labour Movement," Labour Monthly 25(1943), 83-86. For 
Vansittart's response to his critics see Lessons of MY Life, pp. 30-34. On the "Vansittartism" controversy 
see Aaron L. Goldman, "Germans and Nazis. The Controversy Over 'Vansittartism' in Britain during the 
Second World War," Journal of Conremorarv Historv 14(1979), 155-191; and Gregory Walter 
Kamieniecki, "Vansittart and the German Menace 1939- 1945, " (University of Calgary, M. A., I987), chs. 
3, 4. 
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Vansittart has not been able to escape the opprobrium connected with some of the more 

outlandish proposals. In fact, Vansittart's actual thoughts on the nature of post-war 

Germany favoured decentralisation8 but eschewed more radical solutions such as the 

dismemberment or pastoralisation of the German state advocated by Henry Morgenthau 

Jr, the American secretary of the Treasury. Vansittart did, however, envisage the break- 

up or redistribution of Prussian territory, reducing the dominant position that state 

occupied within Gemany. 

The idea of Vansittartism, nevertheless, has exerted an immense influence on 

historical approaches to the permanent under-secretary's views and policies in the 1930s, 

which were allegedly suffused with Germanophobic notions. But is it not problematical 

to extrapolate Vansittart's supposed Germanophobia in the 1930s from writings done at 

the height of the global conflict a decade later? These works invariably reflected his 

horror of the destruction wrought by the Germans, particularly the abominations 

committed by the Einsatzgrup~en, the death squads of the Schutzstaffel (SS) and 

Sicherheitsdienst (SD), and the Wehrmacht in Eastern Europe. Responding to war-time 

critics who were "shocked by the discovery" of his virulent anti-German opinions, 

Vansittart replied: "What else could I be? The Germans have killed, tortured, maimed, 

starved, plundered, burned too much in this sad world of ours for any sane man to 

8For Vaasittaxt's detailed views on post-war Germany, see discussion held at Chatham House on 20 
Mar. 1945 reprinted as Lord Vansittart, "The Problem of Germany," International Affairs 21(1945), 313- 
324. 



misjudge them. "' Besides an awareness of the atrocities on the Eastern Front, Vansittart 

had realised as early as 1943 that the Germans were, in his words, "totally exterminating 

their Jews". lo Buttressed by a sense of moral outrage, Vansittart's responded in an 

outspoken manner to the devastation unleashed by the war, for which he blamed the 

Germans. 

While this revulsion undoubtedly affected the tenor of his war-time books and 

pamphlets, the primary reason behind the writing of these tracts originated with his desire 

to mobilise the British population for a long and difficult war. In April 1941, Vansittart 

revealed to Anthony Eden, the secretary of state for foreign affairs, this propagandistic 

motivation: 

A year ago I wrote to [Lord] Halifax that the Government would find it 
difficult, perhaps impossible, to get this people through all the 
sufferings that lay ahead of them, unless the Government would also 
supply them with one strong primitive emotion. That emotion could 
only be hate. Well, the Germans are doing that for me, every night, 
but I don't want to leave it entirely to them. Otherwise I foresee this: 
if odium be not guided in the proper and Legitimate direction, it will 
find other vents; and with every reverse or hardship there will tend to 

Wansittart, Lessons of My Life, p. 21. This is covered in Rose, Vansittart, pp. 257-260. The debate 
about the role of the German army in the mass-killings on the Eastern Front -- part of the wider 
controversy known as the Historikerstreit -- remains a fiercely contested issue. On the Historikerstreit in 
general, see Charles S. Maier, The Unrnasterable Past. History, Holocaust, and German National Identity 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988); and on the debate about the German army see Theo J. 
Schulte, The German Armv and Nazi Policies in Occupied Russia (New York: Berg, 1989), see esp. 
"Introduction". On the degree of collaboration between the Einsatz~ruvpen and Ostheer see Omar Bartov, 
The Eastern Front 194 1-45. German Troops and the Barbarisation of Warfare (London: Macmillan, 1985), 
pp. 106-1 10, 1 14-1 15, 129-141; his, Hitler's Armv. Soldiers. Nazis. and War in the Third Reich (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 82-105; Christian Streit, Keine Kameraden. Die Wehrmacht und die 
sowietischen Krie~snefanaenen 1941 -1 945 (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags, 1978)' esp. chs. 3, 6, 13; and his, 
"The German Army and the Policies of Genocide," in Gerhard Hirschfeld, ed., The Policies of Genocide. 
Jews and Soviet Prisoners of War in Nazi Germany (London: Allen and Unwin, 1986), pp. 2-8. 

lWansittart, Lessons of MY Life, p. 139. For Vansittart's views of German atrocities against the Jews 
and others see also Black Record, pp. 45-46; and Bones of Contention, pp. 33-35. 



be grumbling against the Government . . . which may develop 
secondly into something more tangible. 

Vansittart wanted, in effect, to counteract the influence of what he called the "German 

apologists and soft-peace merchants". His decision to resign from the primarily 

ceremonial position of chief diplomatic adviser to the government in 1941 had been 

inspired, among other things, by his desire to write and broadcast on various issues of 

"German psychology and political practice". He wanted to address topics such as "Why 

Weimar Failed" because he thought it was his "duty to destroy German propaganda on 

such subjects, and to make it clear that the failure was far more due to the deep-seated 

vices of German thought and practice than to any mistakes of the Allied 

Governments. " l3 

Anthony Glees has suggested that Vansittart's propaganda campaign "was little 

short of disastrous". Quoting Josef Goebbels, who quipped that Germany "ought to be 

paying him wansittart] for his propaganda", Glees argued that these "anti-German 

diatribes helped cement the German people to Hitler when all British efforts should have 

been devoted to driving a wedge between Volk and Fiihrer. " l4 This interpretation is 

"Vansittart letter to Eden, 22 Apr. 1941, Vansittart Papers, VNST If, 1/9. 

I2Vamittm, Bones of Contention, p. 3 1. On Vansittart's efforts to counteract the desires for a 
compromise peace see Kamieniecki, "Vansittart and the German Menacen, pp. 32-33, 40-44. 

I3Vansittart letter to Eden, 10 Feb. 194 1, Vansittart Papers, VNST 11, 1/9. 

I4Anthony Glees, The Secrets of the Service. British Intelligence and Communist Subversion 1939-1951 
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1987), p. 21; also Patricia Meehan, The Unnecessary War. Whiteha11 and the 
German Resistance to RitIer (London: Sinclair Stevenson, 1992), pp. 21-22. No doubt Goebbels did 
believe Vansittart's campaign supplied "grist for our propaganda milIn. See diary references for 20 Feb. 
1942, 21 Mar. 1942, 23 May 1942 and 24 Apr. 2943, in Louis P. Lochner, ed., The Goebbels Diaries 
(New York: Doubleday, 1948), respectively pp. 93-94, 139, 226-227, and 341-343. 
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difficult to sustain, and ignores the evidence of war-time reports of the SD and SS which 

suggests that, whatever slant the German propaganda ministry chose to put on British 

radio broadcasts, the German people themselves "regarded Goebbels as an outright liar 

and cheat".ls Glees, for instance, cited no opinion polls to substantiate his claim, 

preferring instead to rely on the spurious comments made by Goebbels.16 The best that 

could be said for this argument is that it remains unproven. Vansittart answered his 

critics, who accused him of uniting Germans behind Hitler, with the assertion that 

"Germans are already united under Hitler."17 What is clear, on the other hand, is that 

Vansittart's motivation for writing these propaganda pieces stemmed from the need to 

mobilise British public opinion. While he clearly overstated his case, writing and 

broadcasting one-sided historical accounts of Germany and its people, he did this 

deliberately to manipulate British opinion in order to prepare the nation to face the 

rigours of total war. This does not suggest that Vansittart refrained from engaging in 

anti-German invective. On the contrary, he certainly delivered forthright, often harsh 

judgments against Nazi Germany and its citizens. But these opinions did not spring 

lSWilliamson Murray, Luftwaffe (Baltimore: Nautical and Aviation Publishing, 1985), p. 283. 

l6Glees has likewise ignored two other key factors which have recently been illuminated by Robert 
Gellately. First of all, on 1 September 1939, the German propaganda ministry brought forth a decree that 
"forbade listening to all foreign radio broadcasts; appeals were then made to the public to report anyone 
who defied the ban." The Gestapo enforced this prohibition and, as Gellately has argued, German citizens 
"defying the ban did so with the greatest care." Secondly, the argument that foreign radio broadcasts could 
have fomented unrest in Germany overlooks the fact that resistance was difficult in a regime where a 
system of "auto-policing" or "auto-surveillance" operated, the result of an interaction between the Gestapo, 
government policy and people denouncing one another. Robert Gellately, The Gesta~o and German 
Society. Enforcing; Racial Policy 1933-1945 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), pp. 140-141, on the system 
of denunciations see ch. 5. 

"Vansittart, Lessons of MY Life, p. 3 1 .  
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simply from crude assumptions about the innate wickedness of the German character, nor 

were they based on a deep-seated hatred for Germany. 

It might be argued that, in contrast to war-time, the charge of Gemanophobia 

should not be so easily dismissed for the 1930s. The Foreign Office files of that decade 

contain utterings from Vansittart which indicate, at the very least, intemperate feelings 

toward Germany and its populace. In addressing this contention, a distinction must be 

made, on the one hand, between Gemanophobia based on racialist-biological stereotyping 

and, on the other, anti-German feelings triggered by German behaviour domestically and 

in the international arena. Vansittart's attitudes and views toward Germany in the 1930s 

certainly fit into the latter category. Like most of his British contemporaries, Vansittart 

held vague and amorphous ideas about national characteristics. But unlike others of his 

generation, he reckoned that these had been historically and culturally derived rather than 

divinely or genetically determined. German national characteristics (and, for that matter, 

French or Russian ones) originated with the particular historical and cultural milieu of the 

country, and not with some genetically-predisposed Teutonicus terribilis. Throughout the 

1930s, Vansittart adhered to the notion of a militaristic "German spirit" or "character" 

which extolled the virtues of military values and exhibited an unhealthy fascination of 

w a d 8  With the outbreak of hostilities, Vansittart saw no reason to alter this view, 

l8This is the overall theme of the memorandum often cited by historians which he circulated to the 
Cabinet in April 1934. Vansittart memorandum "The Future of Germanyn, 9 Apr. 1934, C[abinet] Praper] 
104(34), CABCinet Archives, Public Record Office, Kew] 16/111. In later years, this memorandum 
became somewhat famous within the Foreign Office. Upon it, R.A. "Rabn Butler, the under-secretary at 
the Foreign Office 1937-1941, wrote in April 1940: "I have seen this for the first time on April 26th 1940. 
This is a remarkable document." Butler minute, 26 Apr. 1940, C2335/29/18, FEoreign] OCffice Archives, 
Public Record Office, Kew] 37 1 / 17706. 
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arguing in November 1939 that, apart from the specific Nazi menace, Germany would 

continue to threaten European peace and security until "the power of the Prussian military 

caste has been destroyed". In March 1940, he reiterated this point to Lord Halifax, the 

secretary of state for foreign affairs 1938-1941, opining that confidence in the future 

peace of Europe "can never exist while the German peode preserve their present 

character. This is not only a question of the Nazi regime; it is a question of the whole 

militarist conception of life which has been rampant in the German people for 

generations. " l9 

Vansittart's portrait of German history characterised by overweening militarism 

certainly can be disputed. The permanent under-secretary tended to view German history 

as a continuum, regarding the Wilhelmine, Weimar and Nazi eras as extensions of 

Prussian history and, more specifically, the continuation of Pmssian military values and 

traditions. Other senior Foreign Office officials, notably Ralph Wigram (head of the 

Central Department) and Allen Leeper (head of the Western Department), shared 

Vansittart's reductionist depiction of German history as the extension of Prussia's military 

legacy.20 Hankey and Fisher likewise concurred with this historical view. Fisher, in 

fact, regarded the German character as immutable and uncivilised: 

If only those in authority permitted themselves to read, they would find 
that in the Geman spirit today there is nothing new; the record over 
the centuries of Teutonic character and action has been perfectly 

'Vansittart minute, 1 Nov. 1939, C17753113005118, FO 371123099; and Vansittart minute, 12 Mar. 
1940, C3814189118, FO 371124406- 

2Wigram minute, 26 Mar. 1934, C1823129118, FO 371117705; Leeper letters to his father, 12 Sept. 
1933 and 14 Dec. 1933, Allen Leeper Papers [Churchill College Archives, Cambridge University], LEEP 
3/21. 



consistent with the ethics and activities of the highly virile savages who 
have planted themselves in Central Europe. 'Teutonic civilisation' (so 
mis-called) has always been completely unconnected with the classical 
traditions and heritage of which Western Europe is the example; and 
much though all continental nations may have in common as distinct 
from ourselves, the fact remains that Prussia, though in Europe, has 
never been of E~rope .~ '  

Like Fisher, Vansittart could be swept along by the melodramatic "sweep" of his 

pen. In the Black Record, he wrote that he fxst came across the Germans when reading 

Tacitus as a schoolboy at Eton. Tacitus "admired them in some ways," Vansittart 

recalled, "but found them disquieting neighbours. He says that 'they hate peace' -- their 

whole history is in that phrase -- and 'think it weak to win with sweat what can be won 

by blood"? Years later, Vansittart regretted citing Tacitus, for it "led to a charge of 

racialism which [he] never lived down. "= While his war-time rhetorical excesses are 

perhaps understandable given his acute distaste for the destruction and carnage of the 

global conflict, it is, nevertheless, important to ascertain the degree to which his 

preconception of the historical menace posed by German militarism determined his image 

of the Geman threat in the 1930s. 

Although Germany's defeat in the First World War had temporarily masked its 

"acquired and fostered characteristics", Vansittart judged that the war had "made no real 

*lFisher letter to Vansittart, 23 May 1935, CAB 21/540. Hankey agreed with Vansittart's assessment of 
the Germans and thought his memorandum on the future of Germany "absolutely crashing. It really leaves 
nothing more to be said." Hankey letter to Vansittart, 11 Apr. 1934, CAB 21/382. It must be noted that 
Fisher's attitudes toward the Germans were also not straightforward or one-dimensional, for as Eunan 
O'Halpin has pointed out, Fisher thought the Germans had been harshly treated in the 1920s by the French, 
O'Halpin, Head of the Civil Service, pp. 123-126, 133. 

=Vansittart, Black Record, p. 19. 

"Vansittart, The Mist Procession, p. 25. 
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change in the German spirit, which is indeed a continuity." He conceded that there 

might, in the fixture, be "a change of heart", but he warned the Cabinet that "we cannot 

forget that when, in the past, Germany had attained a commanding position, she used it 

to threaten the independence of her neighbours and ultimately our own existence. "" 

Like others in the Foreign Office, Vansittart accepted that German militarism had played 

a significant part in the origins of the Great War in 1914, thus rejecting much of the 

historical revisionism that had appeared in the late 1920s and early 1930s? His 

apprehensions about German militarism and its consequences, anxieties shared by other 

British policy-makers, admittedly influenced his perception of the nature of the German 

threat but only in so far as they led him to doubt seriously the goodwill of the German 

government and to suspect the underlying ambitions of its foreign policy. His concerns 

about German militarism, together with his historical view of the bellicosity of 

Germany's antebellum diplomacy, inclined him to expect the threat from Germany to 

develop along established lines, pursuing policy goals much akin to the pre-1914 German 

desiderata. 

Equally important, Vansittart's appreciation of the threat from Nazi Germany 

correlated directly to the information he obtained about its domestic and international 

activities. By scrutinising not only the tangible indications of German power such as 

industrial potential and military might but also less palpable ones such as German 

ideology and psychology, Vansittart employed a very sophisticated approach in assessing 

24Vansittart memorandum "The Future of Germany", 9 Apr. 1934, CP 104(34), CAB 16/11 1 .  

ZSMedlicott, "Britain and Germany", p. 79. 
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the German menace. "He analyzed strategic issues with a strategic logic, " John Ferris 

has argued, "one which combined assessments of the capabilities of states, societies and 

economies, the intentions of statesmen and the attitudes of masses and of elites. He 

applied the same logic to Hitler's Germany as to the United States of Calvin 

Coolidge. "26 In appraising the threat from the Third Reich, Vansittart's consideration of 

psychological influences, including the Weltanschauung of the Nazi leadership, enabled 

him to understand better than most of his contemporaries the nature of the Geman 

regime and the threat it posed to European peace and security. This does not suggest that 

Vansittart was always correct in reading the intentions behind German foreign policy. 

Nor did he always grasp accurately Germany's internal developments. In fact, he 

initially underestimated Hitler's fanaticism and the inherent danger of the Nazi regime, 

perceiving a far greater threat from forces in Germany such as the Prussian Junkers and 

the Reichswehr, largely because he viewed them as more competent than the Nazis. For 

instance, when the SS on 30 June 1934, with the collusion of the Reichswehr, liquidated 

Ernst Rohrn and other Sturmabteilung (SA) leaders on the "Night of the Long Knives", 

Vansittart wrongly assumed that Hitler had become the pawn of the Junkers and the 

Reichswehr. Two days after the Rohm purge, he wrote that "Hitler is already in a fair 

way to be their [Junkers] prisoner and that of the Reichswehr. . . . The danger to Europe 

is going to be greatly increased by the increasing power of the more competent section of 

these savages. "27 

26John R. Ferris, " 'Indulged In All Too Little'? Vansittart, Intelligence and Appeasement," Di~lomacv 
and Statecraft 6(1995), p. 132. 

27Vansittart minute, 2 July 1934, C4159/29/18, FO 37 lfl7707. 



While Vansittart may have misread, at times, the machinations of German internal 

politics, he comprehended more clearly than his contemporaries the aggressive dynamics 

of Nazi Germany. He explained his apprehensions about Germany to his brother-in-law 

Sir Eric Phipps, the British ambassador to Berlin 1933-1937, divulging that his 

misgivings arose from the information at his disposal which indicated that the German 

nation was being physically and psycho~ogically prepared for war: 

I am not anti-German in the least. I have always thought that Germany 
got far too rough usage at Versailles and have always wished to see 
rninirnised the imprudence then committed. But while I am not anti- 
German, I am pro-British, by which I mean pro-peace, and the whole 
of my attitude towards recent Germany -- I emphasise that word 
recent -- can be put in a nutshell. I consider that the military 
preparations, both material and moral, being made by Germany (and I 
need hardly tell you that I keep as close an account of them as is 
possible for any one man) far exceed in dimensions anything which 
could possibly or conceivably be necessary for internal consumption, 
that is for the maintenance of order, alone. If these warlike 
preparations of body and spirit and steel were changed, I should revert 
instantly to my old and very friendly feelings. But until those facts, 
and they are facts, are changed I am not going to have my attitude 
changed by words alone." 

Gennan militarism may have pre-dated the Nazi period, but Vansittart held the 

firm conviction that the Third Reich had deliberately set out to exploit and amplify this 

lingering sentiment with the "racial, or tribal ferocities of the Nazi doctrines". Through 

28Vansittart letter to Phipps, 5 Mar. 1935, C l834/SS/l8, FO 37 l/l8828. Phipps had previousIy warned 
Vansittart that, in Germany, he had a reputation for being anti-German. Slightly amused by an earlier 
warning, Vansittart replied, "I am not surprised at my reputation . . . I recollect with some entertainment 
that W.T. William Tyrrell, a former permanent under-secretary 1925-19281 used to think me rather anti- 
French at one time. You are certainly right in saying I am pro-British." Phipps letter to Vansittart, 20 
Sept. 1934; and Vansittart letter to Phipps, 29 Sept. 1934, Sir Eric Phipps Papers [Churchill College 
Archives, Cambridge University], PHPP 2/17. Years later, Geoffrey Thompson, a member of the Foreign 
Office in the 1930s, wrote that Vansittart "was accused of being hysterical, of being pro-French, of hating 
the Germans and of much else. In fact, he was merely pro-British." Sir Geoffrey Thompson, Front-Line 
Diplomat (London: Hutchinson, 1959), p. 147. 
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Nazi education policies, whereby "school text books have descended to the dangerous 

type that perpetuates the spirit of the late war", racial hatred "is being instilled into every 

German from his and her earliest youth." As a result of this policy of "calculated 

xenophobia", together with the emphasis on physical training of the youth in the 

"Wehrsport" (Military Sport) and Hitler Youth associations, Vansittart concluded that 

"the ultimate aim of all education is to produce a German who can be converted with a 

minimum of training into a soldier. "29 Not only was the German nation being mentally 

inculcated with a militarist spirit but it was also physically preparing to fight a future 

conflict. There can be little doubt that Vansittart had good reason to be concerned about 

Nazi indoctrination with its emphasis on the racial struggle of the superior German race 

against foreign Untermenschen. Contrary to the once popular belief that the Wehrrnacht 

stood above politics and ideology, recent studies have revealed the extent to which Nazi 

indoctrination penetrated the German armed forces, resulting in the brutality or 

"barbarisation" of the soldiers fighting on the Eastern Front.30 Whatever the extent of 

Nazi indoctrination of the German anned forces, it remains clear that Vansittart's view of 

the German threat throughout the 1930s had been inseparably connected with the 

information he acquired about Germany's military preparations, both moral and materiel. 

Zwansittart memorandum "The Future of Germany", 9 Apr. 1934, CP 104(34), CAB 16/11 1 .  

MBartov, The Eastern Front, pp. 68-105, 114-1 15, 145-146; and his Hitler's Army, pp. 135-148. Theo 
Schulte has added a further qualification to this trend in recent scholarship by insisting that historians must 
look at "the concrete experiences of the German Rear Area soldiersn as well as the "ideologicd 
conditioningn to gain a better understanding of the influences which shaped behaviour patterns. Schulte, 
The German Armv and Nazi Policies in Occupied Russia, pp. 84, 254-255. 



For, as he confessed to Phipps, he kept "as close an account of them as is possible for 

any one man". 

A large amount of Vansittart's information came from "overt" sources "which 

British diplomatic missions sent in a stream of despatches, telegrams and letters to the 

Foreign Office. "" But he also relied heavily upon intelligence reports passed through 

formal channels like the Secret Intelligence Service (SISiMI6) or, when these proved 

inadequate, via his own informal network of spies within Germany known as his "private 

detective agency". Much has been written about the nature of the intelligence Vansittart 

received, including: his contacts with Carl Goerdeler (burgermeister of Leipzig); his 

connection with Group-Captain Malcolm Christie (British air attache in Berlin from 1927 

to 1930) and through him the infamous X source in the German Air Ministry; and his 

acquaintances with diplomats like Wolfgang Gans Edler zu Putlitz (German secretary in 

the London Embassy), the Brothers Kordt, Theodor (German counsellor in the London 

Embassy) and Erich (senior counsellor and liaison officer between Gexman Foreign 

Office and Dienststelle Ribbentro~), and Iona "Klop" von Ustinov (German press attache 

in the London Embassy and father of well-known actor Peter us ti no^).^^ Vansinart had 

31F.H. Hinsley, British InteIli~ence in the Second World War. Its Influence on Strategy and 
ODerations. Volume 1 (London: Her Majesty's Stationary Ofice, 1979), p. 45. 

32For the most thorough discussion of Vansittart and intelligence see Fems, "'Indulged In All Too 
Little'". See also Christopher Andrew, Secret Service. The Making of the British Intelli~ence Comrnunitv 
(London: Stoughton Paperbacks, 1986), pp. 506-507, 537-544; Donald Graeme Boadle, "Sir Robert 
Vansittart at the Foreign Office 1930-1938, " (Cambridge University, M .Litt, 1989), pp. 166-177; T.P. 
Conwell-Evans, None So Blind. A Study of the Crisis Years 1930-1939. Based on the Papers of M.G. 
Christie (London: Harrison and Sons Ltd., 1947). pp. x ,  27, 42-5 1 ; Bob de Graaff, "The Stranded Baron 
and the Upstart at the Crossroads. Wolfgang m Putlitz and Otto John," Intelligence and National Securitv 
6(1991), 669-700; David Dilks, "Appeasement and 'Lntelligence'," in Dilks, ed., Retreat from Power, pp. 
145-148; Glees, The Secrets of the Service, pp. 148, 222-228; Hinsley, British Intelli~ence, pp. 46-48; 
Peter Hoffmann, The Historv of the German Resistance 1933-1945 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1977)' 



developed his own organisation of intelligence gathering in Germany and elsewhere 

primarily to relieve the SIS networks which had become overburdened with visa 

applications from the growing number of Jewish and other refugees fleeing increasing 

persecution in Central and Eastern Europe.33 Group Captain Christie was an integral 

part of this network, and through him Vansittart managed to get accurate reports about 

German aircraft production from an unidentified official in the German air ministry, the 

elusive Xe3' 

pp. 57-63; EUaus von Klemperer, German Resistance Against Hitler. The Search for Allies Abroad 1938- 
1945 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), pp. 27, 52, 76 (fn. 201), 91-94; Meehan, The Unnecessary War; 
Wolfgang Gans Edler zu Putlitz, Unterwegs nach Deutschland. Erinnerunnen eine eherndigen Diplomaten 
(Berlin: Verlag Der Nation, 1967). pp. 164-166, 209-212, 239-242; Rose, Vansittart, pp. 135-139; Wesley 
K. Wark, The Ultimate Enemy. British Intelligence and Nazi Germany 1933-1939 (Oxford: University 
Press, 1986), pp. 52-55. 164; Nigel West, MI6. British Secret Intelligence Service Operations 1909-45 
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1983), pp. 49-50, 53; and A.P. Young, The "X" Documents. Edited 
by Sidney Aster (London: Andrk Deutsch, 1974), pp. 9, 69-73. 

"Andrew, Secret Service, p. 535-543. The Passport Control Office (PCO) . nominally under Foreign 
Office control, provided cover for most of the SIS station chiefs abroad, and it was the PCOs that had 
become overwheImed by the increases in visa applications. 

%ee Wark, The Ultimate Enemy, p. 53; Ferris, "'Induiged In All Too Little7", pp. 14 1- 147; and 
Conwell-Evans, None So Blind, pp. 44-49, 106-108. The identity of X remains a mystery. The most 
likely candidate is Major Salm, a member of the general staff of the German air force. According to the 
former head of Czechoslovak military intelligence, General Frantisek Moravec, Salm had been recruited in 
1935 by Czech intelligence, from whom he received large sums of money for the information he provided. 
He was eventually "arrested and beheadedn in 1937, when his extravagant lifestyle attracted the attention of 
German counter-intelligence. Several factors point towards Salm as the most likely candidate for X. First, 
his arrest and execution largely correspond to the point at which Christie stopped getting information from 
the X source. Secondly, Moravec insisted that he had supplied both the British and the French with Salm's 
information, though not indicating the channel through which he fed this material. Thirdly and as a 
corollary to the second point, the timing of Salm's recruitment as a spy and his first delivery of a batch of 
German documents seems to fit well with the time period when Christie passed the first X report to 
Vansittart. Finally and most convincingly, a comparison of the material Sdm gave to Moravec and the 
details contained in the X reports in the Christie's papers deposited at Churchill College Archives reveals 
the extraordinarily similar nature of this information. Salm gave Moravec "the detailed plan for the 
building of Nazi Germany's Air Force for the year 1936-1937, including complete blueprints, 
specifications, performance figures and other technical data on the new types of fighters and bombers which 
were being introduced into the Luftwaffe." Frantisek Moravec, Master of S~ ies .  The Memoirs of General 
Frantisek Moravec (New York: Doubleday, l975), p. 4 1. Compare this to "Secret Document, Organization 
of the German Air Force, December 1935", in Mdcolm Christie Papers [Churchill College Archives, 
Cambridge University], CHRS 1/15. Admittedly, this evidence is circumstantial, and the identity of X will 
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Despite the uncertainty surrounding the nature of Vansittart' s "private detective 

agency" and the identity of some of its members, there can be little doubt that the 

permanent under-secretary had a "passion for secret intelligence" .35 Hankey, in fact, 

thought that Vansittart paid too much attention to the foreign press and secret source 

material, which the secretary to the Cabinet described as "useful pointers . . . but bad 

guides".36 There may be some truth in Hankey's assessment (see chapter m), but, as 

subsequent chapters will show, Vansittart's growing apprehensions of the German threat 

continued to be intimately linked with the secret information he received on German 

domestic and international behaviour, especially but not solely material related to the 

enormous extent of Germany's rearmament. 

The idea of Vansittart as Eurocentric must also be revised. Historians have 

hitherto largeIy ignored the global perspective that Vansittart brought to international 

affairs." Whilst he perceived that the greatest threat to British interests resided in 

Europe, primarily from Nazi Germany, Vansittart views were not as Eurocentric as 

remain open to question and speculation. 

UAndrew, Secret Service, pp. 542. 

%Hankey letter to Phipps, 11 Jan. 1938, Phipps Papers, PHPP 3/3. 

"For an emerging corrective see the articles in the special issue on Vansittart in Diplomacv and 
Statecraft 6(1995): Simon Bourette-Knowles, "The Global Micawber. Sir Robert Vansittart, The Treasury 
and the Global Balance of Power 1933-1935"; John R. Fems, "'Indulged In A11 Too Little'? Vansittart, 
Intelligence and Appeasement, " ; B. J .C. McKercher, "The Last Old Diplomat. Sir Robert Vansittart and 
the Verities of British Foreign Policy 1903-1930"; Charles Morrisey and M.A. Ramsay, "'Giving a Lead in 
the Right Direction'. Sir Robert Vansittart and the DRC" ; and M.L. Roi, "From the Stresa Front to the 
Triple Entente. Sir Robert Vansittart, the Abyssinian Crisis and the Containment of Germany". 



historians have suggestedS3* Insisting that Vansittart was "almost wholly European 

oriented", Rose dismissed Vansittart's four years (1924-1928) as head of  the American 

Department in the Foreign Office with the flippant statement that: "It was an uneventful 

period and served mainly to strengthen his experience in running a department." As the 

work of B.J.C. McKercher has shown, the period was neither uneventfid for Great 

Britain nor for Vansittart, who held decided views on the Empire and the United 

states. 3g The permanent under-secretary fully understood that Brirain, as a global 

power, had world-wide interests which had to be nurtured and protected. To defend 

British interests in Europe, the Middle East, the Far East and elsewhere, Britain had to 

play an active role in maintaining a balance of power in these regions, by cooperating 

with other great powers who shared a similar interest in safeguarding the status quo or, 

alternatively, by capitalising on regional enmity between rival powers. In a memorandum 

on the "International Position of the Soviet Union in relation to France, Germany and 

Japan", circulated to the Cabinet in February 1935, Vansittart elucidated the key position 

occupied by the Soviet Union in maintaining the precarious balance of power in both the 

Far East and Europe: 

The Soviet Government consider at present that they have in the world 
only two enemies of real political importance, Japan and Germany. 

380n Vansittart's Eurocentrism see Maurice Cowling, The Impact of Hitler. British Politics and British 
Policv 1933-40 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), pp. 158- 159; Goldman, "Two Views of 
Germany", p. 249; and Rose, Vansittart, p. 63. 

39B.,J.C. McKercher, The Second Baldwin Government and the United States 1924-1929. Attitudes and 
Divlornaw (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); and his Esme Howard. A Diplomatic 
Bioglaphy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). On the importance of the American factor in 
Foreign Office calculations, inchding those of Vansittart, during the Abyssinian crisis see Michael L. Roi, 
"'A Completeiy Immoral and Cowardly Attitude'. The British Foreign Office, American Neutrality and the 
Hoare-Laval Plan, " Canadian Journal Of History 29(1994), 333-35 1. 



Rightly or wrongly they fear an attack by either or both of these 
enemies, and so long as that fear continues to dominate their policy 
they will be whole-hearted supporters of the present territorial status 
quo in Europe and in Asia, and anxious to adopt any measures which 
might protect and perpetuate it. . . . but it is not impossible that the 
latter [Soviets], if really hard-pressed in Europe, would completely 
throw in their band in the Far East and allow the Japanese a fiee field 
in those regions in return for a guarantee of the security of their own 
territory -- which, of course, is not a situation that we would wish to 
see brought about? 

Vansittart pursued, in essence, a global strategy for dealing with British problems. This 

global outlook went beyond the narrow confines of Germanophobia and the European 

balance of power. The situation in Europe had to be considered as part of a wider global 

balance of power. By ignoring Vansittart's global concerns historians have 

misunderstood his conception of the German threat and the policy he articulated for 

dealing with it. Most notably, historians have misinterpreted the nature of Vansittart's 

attempts to organise an anti-German coalition, and the importance of the Soviet Union as 

both a European and Far Eastern power in his strategy for handling a remilitarised 

Germany. This study addresses the lacuna in the literature, offering a new interpretation 

of Vansittart's views and policy by shedding light, among other things, on the pivotal 

role occupied by the Soviet Union in mahtaining the balance of power in both Europe 

and the Far East. 

Another aspect of Vansittart's thinking which has been largely ignored by 

historians and which went beyond a mere imitation of Eyre Crowe is the generational 

influence on his views. Any understanding of British foreign policy in the 1930s, 

Wansittart memorandum, 2 1 Feb. 1935, N88O/ l3W38, FO 37 I/l946O. 



Michael Howard has argued, must take account of the 

British policy-makers. 41 Yet, historians m u  t be wary 
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generational differences among 

when dealing with historical 

generations, for they defy easy categorisation. Indeed, as Noel Annan has asked in his 

study of his own generation in Britain, do generations, in fact, really exist?" Aman, 

himself, concluded that they do, quite simply because: People have always thought they 

did. " Recognising that many exceptions persist, he has offered his readers a 

circumscribed characterisation of a generation. Ostensibly, it exists in the thoughts and 

writings of contemporaries, chiefly in the musings and mentalit& of "those who formed 

opinion." A ~ a n  included in these groups enlightened public servants, articulate 

members of the business community, some trade union leaders, and politicians of all 

parties; that is to say "people who reflect on life and relate their calling to other walks of 

life."" It is tempting to adopt Annan's framework for analysing the generational 

influences on Vansittart's way of thinking, but this broad perspective has glaring 

limitations. Reconstructing the thoughts of "those who formed opinion" would entail 

nothing short of an extensive reexamination of the social, political and cultural context of 

Vansiaaa's life, all of which falls properly within the domain of a full-scale biography. 

Furthermore, once these factors had been illuminated would they necessarily afford 

insights into Vansittart's outlook in the 1930s or merely illustrate a general, if not 

4'Michael Howard, The Lessons of Xistorv (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991), pp. 14-15. 

j2Noel Annan, Our Age. Portrait of a Generation (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1990). pp. 14- 
16. 

431bid., p. 16. Annan's definition is very similar to the one used by Robert Wohl, in his study of the 
generation of 1914, in which he attempts "to find out what people living in early twentieth century Europe 
had meant by the 'generation of 1914.'" Roben Wold, The Generation of 1914 (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, 1980), see esp. ch. 1. 
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ambiguous, mood of the times, like minor actors in a play who provide ambience while 

the main or primary action occurs at centre stage. 

These provisos do not necessitate that historians reject the idea of generations 

altogether. Rather, they simply require that "the concept of historical generations", as 

David Reynolds has pointed out, "be used with subtlety", for "the idea of a distinct 

generational outlook sometimes has utility". In times of difficulty and anxiety, Reynolds 

has argued, " instinct or tradition frequently prevail " , particularly among tightly-knit 

groups like the British Foreign Office. James Joll has also asserted the importance of 

"tradition" and "instinct". In his famous lecture on the "unspoken assumptions" of 

European statesmen before 19 14, he insisted that, 

When political leaders are faced with the necessity of taking decisions 
the outcome of which they cannot foresee, in crises which they do not 
wholly understand, they fall back on their own instinctive reactions, 
traditions and modes of behaviour. Each of them has certain beliefs, 
rules or objectives which are taken for granted? 

In the turbulent 1930s, especially after the spring of 1935 and as the German threat 

continued to mount, Vansittart increasingly looked to the past for answers. He relied on 

his historical perception of the events surrounding the outbreak of the First World War -- 

"the flood" as he described it -- for guidance when framing his response to the tense 

global situation Britain confronted at the time." Vansittart had a definite view of the 

44David Reynolds, Britannia Overruled. British Policy and World Power in the Twentieth Centurn 
(London: Longman, 1991), p. 63; and James Joll, 1914. The Unspoken Assumptions. An Inau~ral  - 

Lecture delivered 25 April 1968 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1968), p. 6. 

45Vansittart, The Mist Procession, p. 39. 



circumstances which led Britain into the First World War and, likewise, of the policy 

needed for preventing the recurrence of similar conditions: 

. . . we were brought to 1914 by two causes with predictable effect: the 
absence of a known foreign policy and military underestimation of this 
country abroad. . . . Not only did we keep everyone guessing, until 
Germany guessed wrong, but there was thought in Europe to be little 
deterrent on our part to a gamble. . . . In a European situation so 
unformnately similar, we shall surely do well to avoid a similar course. 
. . . If the ancient constellations re-emerge, what will be our position 
when the Teuton, again falling to 'follow the star of his god Remphan,' 
sets others visibly on the same path? We need not follow it ourselves, 
but must we not be determined to avoid the trails that merged in 1914? 
A declared policy and a deterrent seem inevitable, long and 
conscientiously as we have striven against both and either .46 

In other ways, too, Vansittart's perspective remained that of an antediluvian. His tastes 

in literature were those of un homrne de la fin de sikle, with a decided fondness for 

Anatole France and a confessed bewilderment for new Literary forms, especially the 

works of James Joyce.47 

It is important, on the other hand, not to exaggerate this generational influence, 

for Vansittart tended primarily to frame his policies to meet the changing circumstances 

of the 1930s. Nevertheless, his awareness of the diplomatic events of the pre-1914 

period -- the formative years of Vansittart's career as a young diplomat -- suggested a 

possible course of action to meet the renewed threats to Britain's global position in the 

1930s. Between 1902 and 1914, Britain combined with other Great powers to protect its 

world-wide interests. As the international situation became increasingly menacing in the 

46Vansittart minute, 7 June 1934, D[isarmment] C[onference] MCinisterial Committee] (32)117, CAB 
16/111. 

47Vansittart, The Mist Procession, pp. 41-42, 265, 3 14. 
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1930s' Vansittart understood, like the Edwardian Foreign Office had thirty years earlier, 

that Britain was no longer strong enough to pursue a policy of isolation and once again 

had to work with other powers to safeguard its global position. This idea was one of the 

two unshakable pillars of Vansittart's foreign policy and greatly affected the advice he 

tendered during his tenure as permanent under-secretary. The other pillar was his f m  

conviction that British diplomatic influence ultimately depended on the state of British 

defences. When the Defence Requirements Sub-committee (DRC) began its deliberations 

towards the end of 1933 in order to prepare a defence programme for meeting the "worst 

deficiencies" in Britain's fighting services, Vansittart was presented with an opportunity 

to impose his views on British strategy. He did his utmost to ensure that the DRC's 

recommendations rested on the fm foundation provided by these two pillars. 



THE BEGINNING 

VANSmARTYS STRAEGIC VISION AND THE DRC 

The First Report of the Defence Requirements Sub-committee, released on 28 

February 1934, became the focus of a wide-ranging debate amongst British policy-makers 

that lasted throughout the year and beyond. The latitude of this debate extended far 

beyond the realm of defence policy, eventually encompassing broad issues of British 

grand strategy. By examining Vansittart's attitudes toward the DRC report and his 

actions during the months that followed when British ministers reviewed its 

recommendations, what becomes clear is the determination with which he sought to 

coordinate Britain's rearmament effort with the aims of British foreign policy. He clearly 

understood that Britain's expenditures on the three armed services ultimately affected the 

conduct and content of British diplomacy on a global scale. While British spending on 

aerial and land forces was conditioned to a large extent by European affairs, naval 

expenditures hinged upon Britain's Far Eastern strategy. Indeed, Vansittart appreciated 

that Britain's foreign and defence policy had to be global in scope. From the outset of 

the DRC's deliberations, Vansittart sought to incorporate his view of the global balance 

of power into the DRC's strategic analysis. The following pages will show that the 

DRC's list of priorities represented, in essence, a triumph for his strategic vision. Thus, 

a detailed examination of Vansittart's struggles to get the DRC report accepted by his 

political masters sheds additional light on the nature of that strategic vision. As the 
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recommendations for each fighting service were debated and contested by Cabinet 

ministers, Vansittart was compelled to expand on the arguments he employed during the 

DRC discussions. Vansittart's defence of his global strategy, as outlined in the DRC's 

list of priorities, also illustrates the extent and the limitations of his influence in the 

formulation of British foreign and defence policy. 

It is not surprising that the DRC report inaugurated an extensive discussion about 

the appropriate strategy for protecting British interests in the four comers of the earth, 

for the DRC itself had been created as a result of the menacing global environment that 

Britain confronted in the early 1930s. Events within Germany, particularly the rise of 

Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party to power in January 1933, certainly provided a great 

stimulus to the efforts to repair the shortcomings in Britain's defences incurred by years 

of reduced armament expenditures. At first, Vansittart had not been too alarmcd by the 

Nazi regime, though he did regard the Nazi government as an extreme radical, and 

potentially destabilising, element in international affairs. Within a month of Hitler's 

assumption of the chancellorship, Vansittart was no longer sanguine about the future 

possibilities of cooperating with the German regime. "We should go on trying, with 

diminished hopes," he wrote on 26 February, "though even to attemDt to deal with such a 

government as that of Germany (an alarming and insane gang) is now a depressing 

prospect."' Throughout 1933 he continued to be disturbed by happenings in Germany, 

informing Viscount Cecil of Chelwood on 13 July of his concern for "the numberless 

'Vansittart memorandum, 26 Feb. 1933, Vansittart Papers, VNST I, 212. 



instances of ill-treatment and persecution which have been occurring in Germany during 

the last few months. "2  

Vansittart's uneasiness about the Third Reich's increasing internal repression 

matched his anxiety about the mounting evidence of Germany's secret rearmament. In a 

Foreign Office memorandum dated 14 July 1933, he probed the issue of Germany's 

clandestine arming, a clear violation of the disarmament clauses of the Versailles Treaty 

which stipulated that the German army should not exceed 100,000 men and should not 

possess tanks and heavy artiliery. Basing his analysis on material from the three service 

departments, including " information fiom secret sources " , the permanent under-secretary 

came to the conclusion that Hitler's government would attempt to avoid any official 

announcement on the reequipment of the German armed forces, but would "proceed 

gradually to the general rearmament of Germany without making any particular attempt at 

secrecy or speed. "3 It was one thing to prophesy that Germany would continue to rearm 

beyond the Versailles limitations, but it was another problem altogether predicting the 

course and nature of that rearmament, a dilemma that continued to plague British 

assessments throughout the 1 9 3 0 ~ . ~  The progress of German rearmament, Vansittart 

ZVansittart letter to Cecil, 13 July 1933, Viscount Cecil of Chelwood Papers [British Library, London], 
Add MSS 51101. 

'Vansittart memorandum "German Rearmament", 14 July 1933, in Documents on British Foreign 
Policy (London: Her Majesty's Stationary Offrce, 1957) Second Series [Hereafter DBFP], vol. 5, pp. 421- 
428. The annex to this memorandum "Summary of Information supplied by Admiralty, War Office and Air 
Ministry regarding Infractions by German Government of Part V of the Treaty of Versaifles" contains 
information fiom secret sources. 

'Wark, The Ultimate Enernv. pp. 18-19. Apart from small increases in military spending during 1933. 
the Nazis did not initially embark upon a massive rearmament programme. See Edward W. Bennett, 
Geman Rearmament and the West 1932- 1933 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, I g W ) ,  pp. 338- 
346; William Deist, The Wehrmacht and German Rearmament (London: Macmillan, I98 I), pp. 28-29; 



assumed, would depend on the "conversion of factories, on the amount of public funds 

available, and on other considerations of an internal order". His perception of the 

evolving German threat depended on his estimates of the strength and the potential of the 

German economy. He may have exaggerated that potential, but his appraisal of German 

vitality unquestionably rested upon his image of Germany as an advanced industrial 

nation with a large, literate and skilled population. 

It must be remembered that the permanent under-secretary was certainly not alone 

in his concern for Germany's potential for trouble in the future. In May 1933, Sir 

Horace Rumbold, the British ambassador to Berlin 1928-1933, had warned Vansittat that 

Hitler "is absolutely sincere at the present moment in wishing to avoid war for some time 

to come, for he has too much on his Rands internally, but I should not like to bank on his 

desire for peace four or five years hence. "' The British ambassador to Paris, Lord 

Tyrrell ,  was even more alarmed by the Nazis: "You have in Germany a set of maniacs. . 

. . They do not realize that they are really doing what their predecessors did, i.e., 

repeating the butchery of 1914. " 6  For Hankey, the difficulty in assessing the emerging 

Robert J. O'Neill, The German Armv and the Nazi Party 1933-1939 (London: Cassell, 1966), p. 85; and 
Table 7 "Decline and Build-Up of German Forces 1918-1941" in Barton Whaley, Covert German 
Rearmament 19 19-1939. Deception and Misperception (Frederick, MD : University Publications of 
America, 1984), p. 69. 

SRumbold letter to Vansittart, 10 May 1933, Sir Horace RumboId Papers [Bodleian Library, Oxford 
University], Rumbold 40. There were other reasons why Hitler desired peace in 1933, not least that he 
was anxious not to unsettle the other Great Powers while Germany remained in a weakened state. See 
Gerhard L. Weinberg, The Foreign Policv of Hitler's Germanv. Di~lomatic Revolution in Europe 1933- 
1936 (Chicago: University of Chiczgo Press. 1970)- pp. 35-40; and Deist, The Wehrrnacht and German - 
Rearmament, p . 23. 

Tyrrell letter to Stanley Baldwin, 19 Oct. 1933, Lord Baldwin Papers [Cambridge University library, 
Cambridge University], Baldwin 12 1. In a letter of 19 November 1933, Tyrrell described the Nazis as the 
"mad men in Germany who are preparing for a vengeance of 1914". Tyrrell letter to Baldwin, 19 Nov. 
1933, Baldwin Papers, Baldwin 121. 
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German threat arose from the attempts to discriminate between Hitler's words and his 

actions. While "there has recently been a marked change" in his speeches indicating a 

softening of rhetoric, Hankey observed, the Cabinet secretary reckoned that when 

"judged by deeds and facts, Hitler would appear to be pursuing an external policy on the 

rather sinister lines advocated in 'Mein Kampf'. "' There were others, of course, who 

had yet to arrive at similar conclusions about the potentially "sinister lines" of Nazi 

foreign policy. Following the later release of the DRC report in February 1934, Hankey 

informed Vansittart that "from one quarter [within the Cabinet] there was a suggestion 

that our assumptions as regards Germany were wrong. "' But it would be fair to say that 

those who had been charged with the task of preparing the DRC report shared to a 

certain extent a similar perception of the mounting German threat. 

It would be a mistake, however, to regard the rising Gerrnan menace as the only 

factor which led to the creation of the DRC. The committee's origins rests, in fact, upon 

a confluence of several other factors, among which the German component occupies only 

part, though perhaps the most significant element, in the foundation of the committee. 

As ominous international developments increasingly undermined confidence in global 

peace and stability, demands for rectification of the situation created by years of 

retrenchment in defence spending began to materialise. With the invasion of Manchuria 

in 1931, Japan had challenged the status quo in the Asian-Pacific region -- established by 

'Hankey memorandum "Hitler's External Policy in Theory and Practice", 24 Oct. 1933, Hankey 
"Magnum Opusn Files, CAB 63/47. 

8Hankey letter to Vansittart, 8 Mar. 1934, CAB 211434. 



the treaties signed at the Washington Conference in 1921-1922.' Japan's hostile act 

brought into question the wisdom of the British government's Ten Year Rule. 

Confronted with the Sino-Japanese conflict in Manchuria, the Chiefs of Staff (COS), in 

their annual review of imperial defence submitted to the CID on 22 March 1932, 

recommended the cancellation of the rule. Vansittart and Simon supported the COS 

judgment that the presumption that Britain would not be engaged in a war for a decade 

could no longer be sustained. lo In collaboration with Hankey , Vansittart had been 

involved since 1930 in efforts to dislodge this rule.'' His attempts to shake the 

foundations of the ten year assumption rested on his conviction that British diplomacy had 

to be backed by sufficient armed strength to achieve its objectives, arguably the leitmotiv 

of his repeated calls for increased British rearmament throughout the 1930s. l2 As a 

result of the Ten Year Rule, Britain was in a perilous state of unreadiness, dangerously 

Wntil the late 1920s, Japan worked within the confines of the Asian-Pacific system created at the 
Washington Conference. On the origins of Japan's challenge see William Miles Fletcher 111, The Search 
for a New Order. Intellectuals and Fascism in Prewar J a ~ a n  (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1982), pp. 28-50; Akira Iriye, After Imperialism. The Search for a New Order in the Far 
East 1921-1931 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965), esp. ch. 9; his, The Oripins of the 
Second World War in Asia and the Pacific (London: Longman, 1987), pp. 2-5; and Ikeda Kiyoshi, "The 
Road to Singapore. Japan's View of Britain 1922-41," in T.G. Fraser and Peter Lowe, eds., Conflict and 
Amitv in East Asia. Essays in Honour of Ian Nish (London: Macmillan, 1992). pp. 33-34. 

1°CID memorandum "Chiefs of Staff Annual Review of Defence Policy", 11 Mar. 1932, CID 1082B, 
CAB 4121. See comments of Simon and Vansittart on report, CID 255th Mtg., 22 Mar. 1932, CAB 215. 
Simon again returned to the charge at the next meeting of the CID. See CID 256th Mtg., 9 June 1932, 
CAB 2/5. 

I1Hankey note of conversation with Vansittart, 21 Nov. 1930, CAB 2 11372. Between 1930 and 1932, 
Vansittart and Hankey had barraged the Cabinet with a series of papers advocating revision of the Ten Year 
Rule. See Thomas H. Keene, "Sir Robert Vansittart and the British Foreign Office 1930-1938," in 
Proceedin~s and Papers of the Georgia Association of Historians (1981), p. 83. 

I2McKercher, "The Last Old Diplomat", pp. 24, 29-30; and Rose, Vansittart, p. 122. 



denuded of the necessary tools -- military power and its threatened use, unquestionably 

the linma franca of the 1930s -- to accomplish its foreign policy goals. 

The Treasury countered these demands for revocation of the Ten Year Rule and 

increased armaments spending by arguing that these moves would thwart the anticipated 

economic recovery, upholding the view that the domestic unrest created by economic 

instability was a far greater threat than any international menace. l3 On 23 March 1932, 

the Cabinet approved the COS review and abrogated the Ten Year Rule but, in agreement 

with the Treasury's position, cautioned the armed services that this decision did not 

endorse increased armament spending while the country faced such a grave economic 

situation and while the British government remained committed to achieving some form 

of arrns limitation at the World Disarmament Conference in Geneva. Nevertheless, an 

important step had been taken in moving towards a rectification of the deficiencies in 

British armaments, for, in April 1933 and prior to the establishment of the DRC, Neville 

Chamberlain, the chancellor of the Exchequer 1931-1937, had agreed to the acceleration 

of the building programme of the Singapore naval base, moving the completion date 

ahead to three and one half years instead of fivesL4 

W D  memorandum "Treasury Comments on Chiefs of Staff 1932 Review", 11 Mar. 1932, CID 
1087B, CAB 4/21. "The underlying fear", G.C. Peden has argued, "was that rearmament might precipitate 
a balance of trade crisis followed by a financial crash on the scale of 193 1 " . The Treasury did leave open 
the possibility, however, that rearmament might be undertaken when the financial position improved. G.C. 
Peden, British Rearmament and the Treasurv 1932- 1939 (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1979), pp. 
65-68. See also Roger Middleton, Towards The Managed Economy. Keynes. the Treasurv and the Fiscal 
Policy Debate of the 1930s (London: Methuen, 198.5). p. 101 ; and Robert Paul Shay, British Rearmament 
in the Thirties. Politics and Profits (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977), pp. 23-24. 

I4Cabinet 19(32), 23 Mar. 1932, CAB 23/70; CID 258th Mtg., 6 Apr. 1933, CAB 215. For overviews 
of the cancellation of the Ten Year Rule see N.H. Gibbs, Grand Stratem. Volume I. Rearmament Policy 
(London: Her Majesty's Stationary Office, 1976), pp. 70-85; and Shay, British Rearmament in the Thirties, 
pp. 18-24. 
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The breakdown of the World Economic Conference in JuIy 1933, signalling the 

end of the attempts to fmd a global agreement on exchange rates and trade policies, 

together with the ineffectual achievements of the World Disarmament Conference, dashed 

expectations of a tranquil future and eroded further many of the assumptions that had 

underpinned British foreign policy since the cessation of the First World War? Allen 

heper,  whose department in the Foreign OKice monitored the British efforts at the 

disarmament negotiations in Geneva, had already reached the conclusion in June 1933 

that the "Disarmament Conference has been killed, the World Economic Conference will 

be stillborn. Germany and Japan are rearming. Misery perhaps war confronts humanity 

and this is what we see. Is it not like, or worse than, the London Season of 1914? "I6 

Britain's economic position in 1933 had likewise made it possible to consider redressing, 

albeit gradually, the deficiencies in British defences. Prompted by a fragile economic 

recovery, modestly increasing revenue generated from taxation and the anticipated 

balanced budget, Chamberlain admitted that the priority given to domestic-economic 

concerns over international ones in the previous year had altered slightly in favour of the 

lSSee Gibbs, Grand Strategy, pp. 85-86; Gaines Post Jr., Dilemmas of Appeasement. British 
Deterrence and Defense 1934-1937 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993), pp. 31-32; Shay, British 
Rearmament in the Thirties, pp. 27-28; and Wark, The UItimate Enemy, p. 28. Many historians ignore the 
importance of the breakdown of the World Economic Conference. For exceptions, see P.M.H. Bell, 
0rig;ins of the Second World War in Europe (London: Longman, 1986), pp. 128-132, 145; and B.J.C. 
McKercher, "Of Horns and Teeth. The Preparatory Commission and the World Disarmament Conference 
1926-1934, " in B.J.C. McKercher, ed., Arms Limitation and Disarmament. Restraints on War 1899-1939 
(Westport, CT: Praeger, 1 W2), p. 190. 

I6Leeper letter to his father, 22 June 1933, Leeper Papers, LEEP 3/21. 
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latter, suggesting that the COS should prepare a programme to meet Britain's defence 

requirements. l7 

The formal decision to establish the DRC was made by the CID on 9 November 

1933, and endorsed by the Cabinet six days later.18 The committee's "Terms of 

Reference" had been set out as follows: "The Chiefs of Staff Sub-committee, with 

representatives of the Treasury and the Foreign Office and the secretary of the Committee 

of Imperial Defence, should prepare a programme for meeting our worst deficiencies, for 

transmission to the Cabinet." Demands for an inter-departmental committee had gathered 

momentum in October with the circulation of a joint memorandum by Hankey, Fisher and 

Vansittart reviewing the international situation. This was followed shortly thereafter by 

the COS annual review of imperial defence policy. Both memoranda stressed the fact 

that Britain faced a dual threat: Germany in Europe; and Japan in the Far East. The 

service heads, however, in their review of the various deficiencies in imperial defence, 

accorded top priority to remedying British weaknesses in the Far East, dubbing Japan the 

pre-eminent menace to Britain's imperial security and interests. Hankey, Fisher and 

Vansittart had adopted a slightly different stance. In their review of international affairs, 

they illuminated the interdependence of European and Asian affairs, a correlation that 

Vansittart later exploited during the DRC discussions when he led the assault against the 

assumptions of the COS: 

'7Chamberlain's comments at CID 261st Mtg., 9 Nov. 1933, CAB 216. Peden, British Rearmament 
and the Treasury, p. 68; and Shay, British kumament in the Thirties, pp. 28-30. On Britain's economic 
recovery, see Middleton, Towards The Managed Economv, esp. Table 2.4 on p. 25; and H.  W. Richardson, 
Economic Recovery in Britain 1932- 1939 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, l967), pp. 28-29. 

18CID 261st Mtg., 9 Nov. 1933, CAB 216; and Cabinet 62(33), 15 Nov. 1933, CAB 23/77. 



The international situation is developing today in a direction which has 
certain points of resemblance to the situation before 1914, with 
Germany once more in the r6le of a menace to the peace of the world. 
* . .  

The re-armament stage in the German programme has begun 
with the creation of the Nazi forces . . . the bulk of these forces are 
not provided with arms, but if the German system of industrial 
mobilisation is as c~mplete as is reported, only a few years will elapse 
before Germany again becomes a formidable military Power. . . . 

It must be borne in mind that the warlike spirit in Germany is 
more general and overt, and is being more systematically inculcated in 
the rising generation, than in 1914. . . . In the Far East, moreover, 
there is a complication which did not exist in 1914, owing to the 
Anglo-Japanese Alliance, namely, the menace of Japan in the Pacific. 
Even during the Great War Japan took advantage of the absorption of 
the Great Powers in the War to improve her position in China. In the 
event of another great war in Europe there is no knowing where her 
ambitions might stop.'g 

The three civil servants had made an important connection between British security in 

Europe and in the Far East. It was this interrelationship that Vansittart used so 

effectively in the DRC's deliberations when he demolished the premise held by the COS 

that Japan presented the greatest threat to Britain's imperial security. 

The leading position Vansittart assumed during the DRC's debates on the priority 

of threats facing Britain was facilitated by Hankey's function as the chairman of the 

DRC. Vansittart had been unable to attend the first meeting of the committee on 14 

November 1933, when Fisher wisely suggested that, in deciding on where to allot 

resources, "a useful line of approach would be to discuss and determine the principal 

quarter from which the danger might arise." While agreeing with Fisher, Hankey 

lgJoint memorandum and covering letter by Hankey, 5 Oct. 1933, MacDonald Papers, PRO 30/69/483. 
Another copy of this memorandum can be found in CAB 63/46, 4 Oct. 1933. Also CID memorandum 
"Chiefs of Staff Annual Review of Defence Policy", 12 Oct. 1933, CID 1 1 13B, CAB 4/22. For an 
overview of the immediate origins of the DRC, see Stephen Roskill, Hankev. Man of Secrets. Voiume I11 
193 1- 1963 (London: Collies, l974), pp. 86-87. 
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thought it "advisable to defer discussions as to the quarters from which dangers might 

come until Sir Robert Vansittart had joined the Committee. "" By conceding 

Vansittart's special expertise in this area, Hankey had paved the way for the permanent 

under-secretary's assault on the priorities of the COS. At the second meeting of the DRC 

on 27 November, the decision on priorities had been further derailed by a request from 

the prime minister for the committee to comment on the recent armament proposals by 

the German It was not until the third meeting on 4 December, therefore, 

that Vansittart overturned the priority given to Japan by the COS. 

Hankey opened the third session by referring to the COS's review, which had 

given priority to "the Far East, Europe (less France) and thirdly, India1'. He then asked 

Vansittart for his observations on these priorities in light of the "rapid changes in the 

international situation". It was at this point that the head of the Foreign Office began to 

subject this list of priorities to examination, conducting "a virtuoso display of 

forensics" .= He prefaced his comments by informing the committee that the Foreign 

Office minutes on the annual review of imperial defence policy had largely agreed with 

the priorities listed, but he took an opposing view. "The order of priorities which put 

Japan fxst", he argued, "pre-supposed that Japan would attack us after we had got into 

%RC 1st Mtg., 14 Nov. 1933, CAB 16/109. In Conclusion 8, the committee agreed: "that the 
influence of the international situation on the priority of provision of service requirements was a subject 
which should be further discussed at the next meeting when Sir Robert Vansittart would be present." 

21DRC 2nd Mtg., 27 Nov. 1933, 1933, CAB 161109. Hankey surnrnarised the opinions expressed at 
this meeting by suggesting that further clarification of the German proposals was needed before assessing 
their meaning and before determining their impact on the committee's discussions. 

aMorrisey and Ramsay, "'Giving a Lead in the Right Direction' ", p. 45. This paragraph and the next 
one are based on the minutes of the DRC 3rd Mtg., 4 Dec. 1933, CAB 16/109. 
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difficulties elsewhere. 'Elsewhere' therefore came first, not second; and elsewhere could 

only mean Europe, and Europe could only mean Germany." The permanent under- 

secretary then stmck a fuaher blow at the assumptions of the COS when he called 

attention to the key role played by the Soviet Union in restraining Japanese aggression. 

"If the view was held that Japan came first in the order of priority", he explained to his 

colleagues, "it pre-supposed that Japan would not expect any trouble with Russia, as she 

would be unlikely to embark on any offensive action vis a vis ourselves, if, at the same 

time, she was expecting or preparing any trouble with Russia." Russo-Japanese 

antagonism also allowed the British to place India third on the list of priorities, Vansittart 

added further, since Russian expansion, the traditional threat to India's North-Western 

frontier, would be contained so long as "Russia had her difficulties with Japan on one 

flank and with Germany on the other". Based on these considerations. he reversed the 

order of priorities, recommending that completion of the Singapore Naval Base should 

receive first priority since the construction "had been put in hand, and shouId be finished 

at long last", but "apart from Singapore Germany should be given first priority and Japan 

second. " 

Fisher agreed with Vansittart that work on Singapore should be completed first, 

"but not on account of any immediate menace from Japan, but rather to indicate that we 

proposed to put our house in order and show a determined front." Although Hadcey 

briefly "inclined towards bracketing the menace of Japan and Germany as equal", the 

only fm opposition to Vansittart's views came from Admiral Sir Ernle Chatfield, the 

chief of the Naval Staff. He tried to convince his colleagues that "rather than confine the 



fust priority to Singapore, he would like to extend that priority to cover a situation when 

our whole defensive position in the Far East was secure. " With this ploy, Chatfield 

advocated, ostensibly. for the retention of the priorities embodied in the annual review of 

the COS. Vansittart's views, however, won the day, and it would be no exaggeration to 

see the DRC's list of priorities as a triumph of his strategic vision. 

Hammering out a spending programme to match the strategic requirements of 

defending Britain's global interests had not been easy, and the degree of unanimity 

embodied in the DRC's recommendations owed much to the resolute efforts of Hankey 

and his secretarial staff? Despite disagreements that persisted after the circulation of 

their report, DRC members had, in accordance with their terms of reference, provided 

the Cabinet with a blueprint for meeting the worst deficiencies in British defences along 

with several "governing considerations" which had conditioned the complexion of their 

proposals. These "governing considerations" included three critical assumptions, set out 

at the beginning of the report and serving as the guiding principles around which the 

actual spending recommendations for each service were organised." 

Based on the discussion that had taking place at the third meeting of the DRC, the 

"First Assumption" embraced Vansittart's strategic point of view and assigned the order 

of priorities for the deficiency programme. To protect Britain's Far Eastern interests, the 

=Hankey diary, 4 Mar. 1934, Lord Hankey Papers [Churchill College Archives, Cambridge 
University], HNKY 117. The various debates can be followed in the correspondence between Hankey and 
the other members found in CAI3 211434. See also Pownall diary, 5 Feb. 1934, 15 Feb. 1934, and 19 Feb. 
1934, in Bond. Chief of Staff, pp. 34-35, 35-36 and 36; Post, Dilemmas of Appeasement, pp. 34-35; and 
Wark, The Ultimate Enemv, pp. 30-32. 

24DRC memorandum "Report of the Defence Requirement Sub-Committeen, 28 Feb. 1934, DRC 14, 
CAB 161109. 



DRC advocated a dud policy of seeking an accommodation with Japan while at the same 

time "showing a tooth". In practical terms, this involved the completion of the Singapore 

Naval Base. But, apart from remedying the weaknesses at Singapore, priority had to be 

given, as Vansittart had advised, to British defences vis B vis Germany, the "ultimate 

potential enemy against whom our 'long range' defence policy must be directed." 

Finally, the defence of India, "the largest of [the] 'Empire' commitments", ranked third 

on the list of deficiencies to be rectified. 

Under the "Second Assumption", France, Italy and the United States had been 

excluded from the list of potential enemies, an assessment in step with the initiai 

instructions provided to the DRC by the Cabinet. However, the DRC added the caveat 

that hture international circumstances might alter this situation. None of the DRC 

members would have guessed how prescient they had been with this proviso, as Italy's 

invasion of Abyssinia in the Fall of 1935 challenged the notion of perpetual Italian 

friendship. Their foresight had been inspired, in part no doubt, by Palmerston's 

aphorism that Britain had no permanent friends or enemies just permanent interests. The 

third and final assumption framing the proposals of the DRC was that Britain should 

make good the defence deficiencies in the "shortest practical period". The cormittee 

deemed the time span to be five years? 

25Sir Archibald Montgomery-Massingberd, the chief of the Imperial General Staff, had been the first to 
suggest that it would take five years before Gemany would be ready for war. DRC 1st Mtg., 14 Nov. 
1934, CAB 161109; see also Montgomery-Massingberd's comments at the CID 261st Mtg, 9 Nov. 1934, 
CAE3 216. He based his assessment on information from the War Ofice's military intelligence directorate, 
which had grounded its prediction, in turn, on material from the French Deuxihe Bureau (French military 
intelligence). The five year time span had already been accepted by another sub-committee of the CID, the 
Principal Supply Officers Committee (PSOC), as its guideline for preparing plans for industrial mobilisation 
in case of war. Wark, The UItimate Enemy, pp. 29-33; and Post, Dilemmas of A~~easement,  p. 44. 
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Arriving at this five year estimate had occasioned much debate and disagreement. 

Sir Edward Ellington, the chief of the Air Staff, wanted a seven year period in order to 

harmonise with the expansion programme envisaged for the Royal Air Force (RAF). 

Hankey, too, had doubts about the five year assumption. But Fisher, Vansittart and Sir 

Archibald Montgomery-Massingberd, the chief of the Imperial General Staff, continued to 

push for its acceptance. It appears that only the head of the Foreign Office and his 

counterpart at the War Office grasped the point that the further advanced British 

rearmament was in five years time the greater the likelihood of Britain deterring German 

aggre~s ion .~~  During the ministerial debates on the DRC proposals, the issue of "time" 

became inextricably linked with the fate of the DRC report, for several Cabinet members 

began to question the premise that Britain ought to complete the deficiency programme 

within five years ." 

Other elements of the DRC report came under attack by Cabinet members, 

especially the spending ratio established between the three services and, by extension, the 

total sum of the recommendations -- £71 million in the first five years, of which £40 

million would be spent on the army, £21 million on the navy and £10 million on the 

RAF. Behind the amounts the DRC had earmarked for the three services lay deep and 

far-reaching notions about the nature of hture wars in both Europe and Asia, the role 

assigned to Britain in these hypothetical conflicts and, more importantly, the best way to 

%See comments in CAB 161109 by Ellington (DRC Lst Mtg., 14 Nov. 1933); Hankey (DRC 7th Mtg., 
25 Jan. 1934); Fisher (DRC 1st Mtg., and DRC 7th Mtg.); Montgomery-Massingberd (DRC 1st Mtg., 
DRC 3rd Mtg., 4 Dec. 1934, and DRC 7th Mtg.); and Vansittart (DRC 3rd Mtg., DRC 9th Mtg., 30 Jan. 
1934). 

%ee the discussion of "Time and Deterrence' in Post, Dilemmas of A~peasement, pp. 43-54. 



avert these eventualities. Indeed, 

such of British grand strategy. A 
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the DRC proposals represented the broad concerns as 

plethora of literature already exists on the strategic 

viewpoints and corresponding plans for rearmament of the various DRC members and 

their departments.28 Here we need only concern ourselves with the role played and the 

influence exerted by Vansittart in shaping the final proposals embodied in the DRC 

report- 

The permanent under-secretary's opposition to the air component of the DRC 

proposals and his struggle with Ellington over the latter's reluctance to submit a scheme 

beyond the fifty-two squadron programme are particulars well-known to historians.2g It 

has been argued that Vansittart wanted to strengthen Britain's "ability to repel an air 

attack" and, therefore, requested an additional twenty-five squadrons because he was 

"haunted by the vision of a 'knock-out blow' which would eliminate Britain at the outset 

2gThis list is by no means exhaustive and in no way implies that a consensus has become entrenched. 
For an overview of the diverse opinions of DRC members and their departments see Gibbs, Rearmament, 
pp. 93-97; Michael Howard, The Continental Commitment. The Dilemma of British Defence Policy in the 
Era of the Two World Wars (London: AshfieId Paperback, 1989), pp. 103-107; and Post, Dilemmas of 
Appeasement, pp. 34-35. On the army see Brian Bond, British Military Policy Between the Two World 
Wars (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980). pp. 191-200; his, "The Continental Commitment in British Strategy - 
in the 1930s," in Wolfgang J. Mommsen and Lothar Kettenacker, eds., The Fascist Challenge and the 
Policy of Appeasement (London: Allen and Unwin, 1983). pp. 197-206; and Peter Dennis, Decision BY 
Default. Peacetime Conscri~tion and British Defence 1919-39 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972), 
pp. 35-38. On the RAF see Uri Bider, The Shadow of the Bomber. The Fear of Air Attack and British 
Politics 1932-1 939 (London: Royal Historid Society, 198O), pp. 50-5 1 ; Neville Jones, The Beginnings of 
Strategic Air Power. A History of the British Bomber Force 1923-1939 (London: Frank Cass, 1987), pp. 
75-80; and Malcolm Smith, British Air Stratem Between the Wars (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), pp. 
84-85, 127-139. On the Royal Navy and Hankey see Stephen Roskitl, Naval PoIicv Between the Wars. 
Volume 11. The Period of Reluctant Rearmament 1930-1939 (London: Collins, 1976), pp. 164-171 ; and 
his, Hankev. Volume 111, pp. 101-105. Findly, on the Treasury see Peden, British Rearmament and the 
Treasury, pp. 106- 128; his, "Sir Warren Fisher and British Rearmament against Germany, " English 
Historical Review 94(1979), 29-47; and Shay, British Rearmament in the Thirties, pp. 32-33. 

%ialer, The Shadow of the Bomber, pp. 52-55; Post, Dilemmas of Appeasement, pp. 34; Rose, 
Vansittart, pp. 127-132; and Smith, British Air Strategy, pp. 128-129. 



of a war".30 Historians have, in addition, called attention to Vansittart's anxieties "that 

the Germans would use strategic air bombardment, or the threat of it, as one of the main 

weapons with which to exert international infl~ence."~' He feared, in other words, that 

Nazi Germany would employ an updated version of Admiral Tirpitz's Risikoflotte, based 

on air power rather than naval might." Vansittart's demand for more aircraft also arose 

from his conviction that, in an air war against Germany, Britain could not "in d l  

circumstances count on France". Britain must possess its own vast air force, acting as a 

deterrent to abrupt action by the Nazis. He admonished his DRC colleagues for being 

too sanguine about French support, pointing out: "Whether we can count on France or 

not depends entirely on circumstances, and in particular (a) whether we are worth 

counting on, and @) how we handle them [sic] in these crucial coming years. "33 The 

theme of Britain's worthiness as an ally remained central to Vansittart's foreign policy, as 

did the requirement of managing carefully Britain's relations with France. 

%ose, Vansittart, pp. 127-129. It is certain that Vansittart thought the Germans had stolen a march on 
the British in terms of aircraft production. He agreed with the report of the Industrial Intelligence Centre 
(IIC) - a subcommittee of the CID whose mandate was to investigate industrial mobiiisation and 
rearmament in foreign countries - which stated that the output of the German aircraft industry, "if making 
full use of existing floor space and plant, and if supplied with the necessary labour, might be about 500 air 
frames per month. If allowed six months uninterrupted expansion, the capacity of the Industry might 
exceed 1,000 air frames and 750 engines per month. IIC memorandum "German Rearmament", 15 Feb. 
1934, F[oreign] C[ountries] I[ntelligence] 148, CAB 48/4. 

jLBialer, The Shadow of the Bomber, pp. 52-53. See also Smith, British Air Strategy, p. 138. 

32Vansittart warned other DRC members that "the younger spirits among the Nazis regarded air power 
as the means by which, through threat of action or action itseIf, they would demand their Colonial Empire 
back again." DRC 9th Mtg., 30 Jan. 1934, CAB 16/109. 

33Vansittart letter to Hankey, 2 Mar. 1934, CAB 211434. Hankey replied to Vansittart that "a single- 
handed war with Gennany can only take place by an act of consummate folIy on the part of both Gemagy 
and France, and probably of ourselves. I have a much higher opinion of your own diplomacy than to 
believe that you will ever allow us to get into a single-handed war with Gennany." Hankey letter to 
Vansittart, 4 Mar. 1934, CAB 211434. See also Rose, Vansittart, p. 130. 
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The need to educate Cabinet members and public opinion alike also factored into 

the permanent under-secretary's demands for an expanded air programme. This 

consideration has often been ignored by historians. Hoping to overturn the complacency 

of Cabinet members, Vansittart anticipated that a large air expansion scheme would help 

inform those who had not yet realised the scale of "Britain's strategic plight"." 

According to a recent study, he entertained the possibility that the entire DRC report 

"would be a heuristic exercise for Britain's leaders. "" Worried that ministers might 

trim the DRC spending recommendations, Vansittart also believed it to be vitally 

important at the outset to put forth "the largest figures possible, regardless of political 

and fiscal realities " .36 He had warned his colleagues that "if we say we want 65 

squadrons and yet leave an option of accepting 40 squadrons for the time being, the 

Cabinet will undoubtedly at once decide on 40 squadrons as a maximum. "37 This does 

not mean that he gave up hope of securing the greatest amount for armaments. On the 

contrary, he fully appreciated the diplomatic value of rapid and comprehensive British air 

rearmament. If the utmost figures could be secured then all the better for British 

%nith, British Air Strategy, pp. 128-129; Morrisey and Ramsay, "Giving a Lead in the Right 
Direction'", pp. 53-54; and Bider, The Shadow of the Bomber, p. 51. 

xMorrisey and Ramsay, "'Giving a Lead in the Right Direction' ", p. 41. 

37DRC 12 Mtg., 26 Feb. 1934, CAB 16/109. Fisher, Hankey and Chatfield all thought it was likely 
that the Cabinet would prune their recommendations. See their comments at DRC 7 Mtg., 25 Jan. 1934, 
CAB 16/109. Fears that the Cabinet wodd also cut the spending proposals for the army involved Vansittart 
in a clash with Montgomery-Massingberd over the latter's reluctance to submit a larger sum to cover the 
reequipment of the Territorial forces. DRC 12th Mtg., 26 Feb. 1934, CAB 16/109. See also Bond, British 
Military Policy, p. 197; and Howard, The Continental Commitment, pp. 105- 106. 



influence in international affairs, but Vansittart expected, nonetheless, that the DRC 

amounts would be whittled down by a fiscally conscious Cabinet. 

The willingness of Cabinet ministers to endorse large armament expenditures 

depended on, among other things, their reading of the degree of public support for 

rearma~nent.'~ Accordingly, to gain popular backing for increased defence spending, 

Vansittart realised that public opinion would have to be "educated". Fisher agreed, 

insisting that the British government should "let the public know more details as to the 

deficiencies in [the] defence preparations. "'' For Fisher and Vansittart, the crux of the 

issue concerned the selection of an appropriate time to launch a campaign aimed at 

securing a favourable reception for greater defence spending. While the disarmament 

negotiations continued in Geneva, Vansittart concluded, it would be extremely difficult to 

convince the public of the need for rearmament. In order to reinvigorate the moribund 

Disarmament Conference, the British government had circulated a "Memorandum on 

Disarmament" on 29 January 1934 which attempted to bridge the gap between the French 

and German positions, sanctioning in the process German rearmament on a limited scale. 

Vansittart's attitudes toward this memorandum reveal the spirit of realism in which he 

approached the disarmament issue. On the one hand, he genuinely hoped that the British 

38British policy-makers perceived widespread anti-war and pacific sentiments among the British 
electorate. See Martin Ceadel, Pacifism in Britain 1914-1945. The Defining of a Faith (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1980); his, "The 'King and Country' Debate 1933," Historical Journal 22(1979), 397-422; Patrick 
Kyba, Public Opinion and British Defence Policy 193 1-1935 (Waterloo, Om: Wilfrid Laurier University 
Press, 1983), pp. 10-12, 79-80; and Michael Pugh, "Pacifism and Politics in Britain 193 1- 1935, " Historical 
Journal 23(198O), 64 1-656. 

Vansittart argued that "if public opinion was to be educated a lead would have to be given by 
ministers, and followed by the House of Commons." See his and Fisher's comments at DRC 9th Mtg., 30 
Jan, 1934, CAB 16/109. 
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memorandum would serve as the basis of an agreement, for as he explained to 

Montgomery-Massingberd "our position should relatively be improved by the reduction 

and limitation of world armaments. "" But, on the other hand, he understood that if the 

memorandum was rejected then 

it would in the last resort leave His Majesty's Government not only 
with a clear conscience but a clear case which would be appreciated by 
the majority of people in this country . . . and ultimately, if the worst 
came to the worst, prove the best justification for any increases which 
might then become necessary in our own armaments.41 

Educating the public on the need for rearmament hinged, therefore, on the conclusion of 

the Disarmament Conference and, as Vansittart maintained, could only begin "after our 

Disarmament Memorandum had been turned down" .42 

Throughout the 1930s, Vansittart paid considerable attention to the requirements 

of educating British popular opinion. Public pressures never determined his foreign 

policy, but they did present tactical concerns that had to be considered when formulating 

policies. It was the job of the Foreign Ofice, he reckoned, to lead or educate the British 

nation on international affairs. Enlightening the public meant. in effect, relying on the 

services of the media, albeit unwillingly in most cases. The press itself would have to be 

"educated" and this could be best accomplished, Vansittart opined to Rex Leeper, the 

head of the News D e p m e n t ,  "by judicious dissemination" of information to various 

40vansittart letter to Montgomery-Massingberd, 8 Jan. 1934, W263/1/98, FO 37 11 185 13. 

4'Vansittart letter to Ellington, 29 Dec. 1933; also his letters to Ellington, 6 Jan. 1934 and 10 Jan, 
1934, AIR Ministry Files, Public Record Office, Kew] 81166. 

42DRC 9th Mig., 30 Jan. 1934, CAB 16/109. 



newspapers." Reflecting the sophisticated approach the permanent under-secretary 

brought to foreign policy, the education of public opinion had to be undertaken pari Dassu 

with British efforts to rearm. The British nation would be mobilised like other weapons 

in the arsenal of British power. Capitalising on the widespread fears of aerial 

bombardment, Vansittart and Leeper reckoned that a vast air expansion programme 

would serve as a convenient vehicle through which public opinion would be apprised of 

the difficulties confronting Britain, particularIy the threat from Nazi Germany. 

For this reason and others already mentioned, Vansittart emphasised the need for 

rapid and substantial air rearmament. This campaign for an expanded air programme 

brought him increasingly into conflict with the Air Ministry, a dispute which continued 

throughout his tenure as permanent under-secretary." He considered that the Air 

Ministry had been too complacent in its forecasts about future German aircraft 

production." This led Vansittart in July 1934 to observe: 

Our own service departments seem to me not particularly good judges 
of pace. (Our Air Ministry is a hearse.) In any case prophesy is 
largely a matter of imagination. I do not think the Service departments 

43Vansittart minute, 6 Sept. 1934, P2546/101/150; and Vansittart minute, 12 Jan. 1934, P132/1011150, 
FO 3951514. Sharing Vansittart's views on the need to educate the public, Leeper explained to Paul 
Emys-Evans, a Conservative MP and chairman of the Conservative Foreign Policy Committee (1937- 
1938), that: "The strength of our country, both moral and physical, depends on a close understanding 
between the government and the public on international affairs." Leeper letter to Emrys-Evans, 26 Dec. 
1934, Paul Emrys-Evans Papers pritish Library, London], ADD. 58236. On the relationship of Vansittart 
and Leeper with the press, see Philip M. Taylor, The Proiection of Britain. British Overseas Publicity and 
Propaganda 19 19-1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). pp. 16, 18, 28-42. 

44This has been fully discussed in Wark, The Ultimate Enemy, pp. 37-41. See also Smith, British Air 
Stratem, pp. 134, 154. 

45Vansittart letter to Hankey, 1 Mar. 1934, W2009/1198, FO 371118519; Vansittart letter to Hankey, 2 
Mar. 1934, CAB 21/434; and Vansittart letter to Hankey, 6 Mar. 1934, CAB 211434. 



have enough. On the other hand they might say we have too much. 
The answer is perhaps that we know the Germans better.46 

The permanent under-secretary's confrontation with the Air Ministry had 

intensified in May 1934, following the circulation of a report on German aircraft 

production that had been conveyed to the British from the Deuxibme Bureau. French 

intelligence indicated that the construction programme of the German air force would be 

further advanced by October 1934 than the Air Ministry had previously estimated.47 

Prompted by this information, Vansittart drafted a brief note for the Ministerial 

Committee on Disarmament, which was in the process of examining the recommendations 

of the DRC report, calling for an expansion of British aircraft production: 

The execution by 1940 of an air programme approved in 1923 is no 
deterrent. Such a measure would probably be treated in Europe as the 
mountain's mouse. Events in Germany are already leaving it behind, 
for the situation has changed since the report of the Defence 
Requirements Committee was signed; and it will change still more 
rapidly. 48 

Vansittart's clamour for increased air rearmament had been echoed by Fisher, who 

likewise thought the Air Ministry unduly complacent about German aircraft 

prod~ction.'~ Two years after the first DRC report, Fisher was still complaining about 

the Air Ministry: "The Air Staff over the past 2 or 3 years have been incomgibly 

46Vansittart minute, 5 July 1934, C4297120/18, FO 371117695. 

47WhiIe the French report contained inaccuracies, it was based on an authentic report of the Luftwaffe. 
Wark, The Ultimate Enemy, pp. 37-41; also see Smith, British Air Stratew, p. 132. 

'Vansittart minute, 7 June 1934, DCM (32)117, CAB 1611 1 1 .  

49"We had a difficult meeting yesterday afternoon owing to strong pressure from Vansittart, supported 
by Warren Fisher, for more aircraftw, Hankey reported to Chatfield who had been unable to attend the DRC 
session on 26 February. Hankey letter to Chatfield, 27 Feb. 1934, CAB 21/434. 
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complaisant in their underestimate of the Germans. It is not surprising that the views 

of these two powerful civil servants carried the day, as the combined weight of the 

Foreign Office and Treasury easily overcame opposition from the Air Ministry, which 

had vainly tried to maintain control over building programmes. The Air Ministry's 

defeat became a foregone conclusion, moreover, when Chamberlain, encouraged by 

Fisher, threw his considerable support behind the campaign to augment the DRC's 

scheme for air rear~nament.~' As a resuIt of Chamberlain's efforts, the Ministerial 

Committee on Disarmament on 12 July 1934 submitted for Cabinet approval an expanded 

air programme which involved the construction of seventy-five squadrons instead of the 

recommended fifty-two. This scheme received Cabinet blessing, and was announced to 

the House of Commons on 30 July 1934, the same day that Baldwin made his celebrated 

remark about the extension of British defences beyond the cliffs of Dover to the banks of 

the Rhine. 52 

Although Vansittart became increasingly absorbed in his crusade to procure 

greater British air rearmament, he had not neglected the other two services. He emerged, 

in fact, as one of the most stalwart supporters of a continental commitment to Europe in 

the form of a British Expeditionary Force (BEF). His promotion of the idea of outfitting 

the British army in order that it might fight alongside 

SoFisher minute, 25 Mar. 1936, SIuppIy140 15611, Trreasury 

French forces in a European war 

Archives, Public Record Office, Kew] 
161/920. On Fisher's support for air rearmament see Bider, The Shadow of the Bomber, p. 55, 64; 
Gibbs, Rearmament, p. 109; O'Halpin, Head of  the Civil Service, pp. 230-231; and Smith, British Air 
Stratem, pp. 127-128. 

"DCM (32) 41st Mtg., 3 May 1934; and DCM (32) 50th Mtg., 25 June 1934, CAB 271507. 

=DCM (32) 53 Mtg., 12 July 1934, CAB 27/507; and Cabinet 29(34), 18 July 1934, CAB 23/79. 



led to clashes with politicians like Chamberlain and, 

removal from the post of permanent under-secretary 
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ultimately, played a part in his 

in 1937 (see chapter VI). The . , 

general lines advanced by Vansittart in the DRC debates on the expeditionary force 

deserve to be underscored, as they cast further light upon his ideas about the need to 

convince other Powers of Britain's worthiness as an ally." 

While Vansittart considered himself to be reasonably well-informed about military 

affairs, like most diplomats he possessed, in reality, a cursory knowledge of new 

weapons' technology and of the operational doctrines of the British armed forces." On 

the other hand, he could, with some justification, inform Hankey that he was "the most 

resolute and outspoken friend that you or the COS have ever had, or are likely to have, 

at the Foreign Office" and, unquestionably, he possessed a clear understanding of the 

correlation between military power and diplomatic influence." Not unlike his attitudes 

toward the RAF, therefore, Vansittart's advocacy of an expeditionary force stemmed as 

much from the demands of diplomacy as those arising from military requirements. The 

military necessity for a BEF, as articulated by the DRC report, arose from the need to 

deprive Germany of using the Low Countries, for if they fell into "the hands of a hostile 

Power, not only would the frequency and intensity of air attack on London be increased 

but the whole of the industrial areas of the Midlands and Northern England would be 

nBond, British Military Policy, pp. 191-200; Dennis, Decision BY DefauIt, pp. 39-40; Howard, 
Continental Commitment, pp. 105-106; and Rose, Vansittart, see note at bottom of pp. 130-13 1. 

54For instance, Sir Christopher Bullock, the permanent secretary at the Air Ministry, wanted Ellington 
to keep up his correspondence with Vansittart in order to educate him about air power and strategy. "I am 
cIearn, Bullock wrote, "that what Sir R. Vansittart needs more than anything else is educating, i.e. the 
more he is 'soaked' in the subject the better." Bullock minute, 15 Jan. 1934, AIR 8/171. 

5SVansittart letter to Hankey, 27 May 1935, CAB 211540. 
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brought within the area of penetration of hostile air attacks."56 In addition to denying 

the German air force access to the Low Countries, the British army would also secure 

advanced air bases in Belgium and Holland for use in the bombing campaign against 

Germany. The COS insisted that the advent of air power had made the independence of 

Belgium and Holland "even more important to the defence of this country than in the 

past", an assessment that Vansittart whoieheartedly endorsedSs7 

Yet, the most forceful argument that the permanent under-secretary employed in 

support of the BEF and one he was to repeat with increasing vigour over the next four 

years focused on the necessity for a palpable land commitment in order to convince 

potential allies, chiefly France, of Britain's determination to intercede with arms in 

continental affairs? "To have no Expeditionary Force would be equivalent to 

isolation," he warned Major-General Sir John G.  Dill, the director of military intelligence 

and operations, "and that would mean being without a Friend in Europe. . . . There is 

not the least doubt how France would take such an overt abandonment of her interests. 

She would simply write us off and make the best arrangement she could. "" He and the 

COS had warned the Cabinet that concentration on building up British air and naval 

forces would not reassure continental peoples threatened by a German i n v a s i ~ n . ~  

%RC memorandum, "DRC Report", 28 Feb. 1934, DRC 14, CAB 16/109. 

T O S  memorandum "Replies to Questions From the Ministerial Committee on Disarmamentn, 14 May 
1934, COS 336, CAB 16/111; and Vansittart minute, 7 June 1934, DCM (32)117, CAB 16/111. 

58Dennis, Decision By Default, pp. 39-40; and Rose, Vansittart, pp. 130-13 1 .  

'Vansittart letter to Dill, 12 Mar. 1934, CAB 21/434. 

qond ,  British Militarv Policv, p. 202. 
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Chamberlain challenged this argument, pointing out that "it did not necessarily represent 

the view of the military authorities" on the ~ontinent.~' This was a curious and, not 

surprisingly, inaccurate statement by the chancellor, for he possessed virtually no 

information on the desires of the various European general staffs. While the French 

certainly desired British financial, naval and aerial assistance in a continental war, they 

also placed great emphasis, as Vansittart and the COS had maintained, on an 

expeditionary force and regarded it as a litmus test of British determination to intervene 

in European affairs ." By mid-1934, the French general staff had, in fact, become 

increasingly disturbed by "the decline of the British army" from its excellent standards of 

the 1920s .~~  General Maurice Garnelin, France's chief of the General Staff 1935-1940, 

had hoped that the British m y  would mitigate the effects of the "lean years" (1935- 

1939) when the French army would have to deal with a conscription shortage because of 

low birth-rates during the First World War and that Britain's munitions industry would 

outfit French forces with "modem, technologically advanced combat material " . 64 

6'DCM (32) 44th Mtg., 10 May 1934, CAB 271507. 

eMartin S. Alexander, The Republic in Danger. General Maurice Garnelin and the Politics of French 
Defence 19%- 1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, L992), pp. 244-245; and Robert J-  Young, 
Command of France. French Foreign Polic~r and Militarv Planninp; 1933- 1940 (Cambridge, M A  : Harvard 
University Press, 1978), pp. 64-65. 

63These fears had been stimulated by accurate reports from general Robert V o w ,  the French military 
attach6 in London. Alexander, The Republic in Dmner, pp. 236-249. Britain's military weakness certainly 
reduced its value as an ally at the outset of a war, but most Frenchmen realised that British assistance, 
including land forces, in la merre de lonrme dur&e was indispensable. See Nicholas Rostow, Anglo-French 
Relations 1934- 1936 (London: MacmilIan, 1984), p. 56. 

64Alexander, The Re~ublic in Dan~er,  p. 247. 



Hankey and Vansittart had anticipated trouble from Cabinet members over the 

expeditionary force. They had alerted the War Office to be prepared to answer potential 

Cabinet criticisms and, to maintain the Air Ministry's backing, they sought Ellington's 

continued support for the DRC's proposals.65 Their anxiety proved to be wholly 

warranted, as several Cabinet members led by Chamberlain ardently challenged the 

notion of committing land forces to a future European war? The story of 

Chamberlain's opposition to an expeditionary force has been well-documented by 

 historian^.^' In a nutshell, the chancellor of the Exchequer objected to the DRC's 

recommendations for two principal reasons: he protested at the high cost of the army 

programme; and, in a more fundamental criticism, he questioned the entire rationale for 

sending an expeditionary force to fight in Europe. 

As chancellor of the Exchequer, Chamberlain clearly saw his function was to curb 

excessive defence expenditures, writing to his sister Ida that "all the cranks and 'experts' 

are merrily at work doling out subsidies in every direction. As long as I am at the 

Treasury we shall do nothing rash but I wouldn't answer for some of my colleagues if 

65Hankey letter to Vansittart, 8 Mar. 1934; and Vansittart letter to Dill, I2 Mar. 1934, CAB 21/434. 
"Though some in the Air Staff were already dubious about the ramifications of the Field Force policy," 
MaIcoIm Smith has argued, "it was not to be until Arthur Harris took over plans at the Air Ministry that 
the RAF began to challenge directly the European strategy of the British army." Smith, British Air 
Stratem, p. 84. 

66Chamberlain memorandum "Note by the Chancellor of the Exchequer on the Report of the Defence 
Requirements Committee", 20 June 1934, DCM (32) 120, CAB l6/ 1 1 1. See also Chamberlain's comments 
at DCM (32) 34th Mtg., 26 Mar. 1934; DCM (32) 37th Mtg., 19 Apr. 1934; and DCM (32) 39th Mtg., 24 
Apr. 1934, CAB 27/506. 

mBy far the best discussion of the army debate is Bond, British Military Policv, see esp. chs. 7-10; and 
his, "The Continental Commitmentn, pp. 198-199. Also Dennis, Decision Bv Default, pp. 39-47; Gibbs, 
Rearmament, pp. 110-1 17; Howard, The Continental Commitment, pp. 106-1 10; and Post, Dilemmas of 
A~~easement  , pp. 36-38. 



they had my place. Buttressed by his fiscally conservative views, he asserted that it 

was beyond the means of the government purse, without adopting extreme measures, to 

meet the army's requirements. Willing to consider emergency measures, Baldwin, Lord 

Hailsham (secretary of state for war), Sir Philip Cunliffe-Lister (secretary of state for 

colonies) and Sir Bolton Eyres Monsell (first lord of the Admiralty) had raised the 

possibility of an "Imperial Defence Loan" with their colleagues at the Ministerial 

Committee on Di~armament.~~ Based on the authority Chamberlain enjoyed amongst his 

colleagues, he flatly rejected the idea of a defence loan. It is important to remember, 

however, that his repudiation of the proposal merely reflected orthodox Treasury opinion 

towards deficit financing of government expenditures." With the benefit of hindsight, it 

is easy to pillory Chamberlain for sacrificing British security in favour of fiscal stability. 

But, in fairness, it is hard to fault him for his concern in 1934 over the price tag of the 

army proposals, especially as the British economy was still recovering from the effects of 

the economic slump and given the fact that the French army still appeared to be vastly 

superior to the German Reichswehr. 

The chancellor's opposition to the expeditionary force on strategic grounds is not, 

on the other hand, so easily defensible. His attitudes toward the British army originated 

68Chamberlain to Ida Chamberlain, 4 Aug. 1934, Neville Chamberlain Papers Pirrningham University 
Library], NC l8/1/882. 

WCM (32) 50th Mtg., 25 June 1934; and DCM (32) 55th Mtg., 24 July 1934, CAB 27/507. 

mOn Baldwin's proposal Chamberlain said that: "He regretted that the suggestion of a defence loan had 
been put forward, as he regarded that as the broad road which led to destruction." DCM (32) 50th Mtg., 
25 June 1934, CAB 27607. See Bond, British Militarv Policv, pp. 192-193; Middleton, Towards the 
Managed Economy, pp. 32-33, 83-92, 103-105; Peden, British Rearmament and the Treasurv, pp. 71-79; 
his, "Keynes, the Economics of Rearmament and Appeasement," in Mornmsen and Kettenacker, Fascist 
Cballen~e, pp. 142-156; and Shay, British Rearmament in the 1930s, pp. 41-42. 
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as much from sentimentalism as from strategic principles. Chamberlain cnquestionably 

had a "passionate hatred of war [which] bordered on pa~ifism".'~ Like many of his 

contemporaries, he shared the widespread revulsion of the horrors of trench warfare, and 

regarded the Great War as "a matter of mud and blood" .72 His repugnance at the 

bloodshed of the 1914-1918 war made him reluctant to accept the need to commit land 

forces to another war in Europe. As a result, he became more and more wedded to the 

policy of deterrence, counting on the striking power of an enlarged British air force to 

forestall a German invasion of Western Europe. He deprecated the idea of despatching 

the British army to fight on the continent, explaining to his colleagues that: 

The reason for putting forward his proposal of a large air force . . . 
was that it should act as a deterrent. The army, on the other hand, he 
did not regard as a deterrent; it only came into action if the deterrent 
failed. The army, therefore, might be regarded as the second line of 
defence. The deterrent itself, a strong air force should, he considered, 
be ready as soon as possible and priority should be given to that.') 

Several ministers, most notably Hailsham, "put up an impressive, though largely 

unavailing, resistance to Chamberlain's proposals" ." Lord Londonderry, the secretary 

of state for Air, reminded his colleagues that the Air Ministry had never "made any 

71Sidney Aster, "'Guilty Men'. The Case of Neville Chamberlain," in Robert Boyce and Esmonde M. 
Robertson, eds., Paths to War. New Essays on the Orinins of the Second World War (London: Macmillan, 
1989). p. 242; see also Bond, British Military PoIicy, p. 200; and Charmley, Chamberlain and the Lost 
Peace, p. 210. 

7LThe description comes from Lord Strang's recollection of his experience in the 19 14-19 18 war. Lord 
Strang, Home and Abroad (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1956), p. 48. 

73DCM (32) 51st Mtg., 26 June 1934, CAB 271507. 

74Quote from Bond, British Military Policy, p. 205; also see Gibbs, Rearmament, p. 115. 
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specific claim that they could stop armies on the march. "" Chamberlain, nevertheless, 

obstinately clung to his idea of air deterrence. Contemporaries like Hankey had serious 

doubts about Chamberlain's strategic judgment. The Cabinet secretary considered that he 

had uttered, among other things, "some very unsound doctrines about the navy" during 

the ministerial debates on the DRC report. And, when informed by Baldwin in February 

1935 that he was toying with the idea of stepping down from the conservative leadership 

in favour of the chancellor, Hankey recorded despondently in his diary that: "The fact is 

I don't trust Neville Chamberlain's judgement. " 76 While Vansittart had supported the 

chancellor's efforts to secure greater air rearmament, he emphatically objected to his 

ideas on the expeditionary force. A failure to provide for the BEF would be tantamount 

to isolation, he had argued, and would undermine the Foreign Office's efforts to work for 

European peace. 

The ultimate fate of the expeditionary force, however, reveals the limitations of 

the permanent under-secretary's influence. Although he joined the chorus of powerful 

voices led by the COS, Hailsham and Hankey calling for the retention of the DRC's 

recommendations, support for the BEF had been undercut by Chamberlain's ideas of air 

deterrence, which received strong backing from Fisher, CunIiffe-Lister, J. H. Thomas 

(secretary of state for dominion affairs), Lord Halifax (secretary of state for education) 

75DCM (32) 44th Mtg., 10 May 1934, CAB 271507. 

76Haakey diary, 9 Aug. 1934; and 24 Feb. 1935, HNKY 117. Like his chief, Pownall regarded 
Chamberlain's views as naive: "The chancellor's ideas of what constitutes defence requirements are, as was 
to be expected, most unsatisfactory. . . . me] is both obstinate and strategically under-educated." Pownall 
diary, 18 June 1934, in Bond, Chief of Staff, p. 45. 



and Vamitm's own chief, Simon.77 In the end, the Cabinet adopted a feeble 

compromise between these two positions and accepted, in principle, the idea that the 

British m y  should prepare for a continental commitment. But, in a transparent move, 

relegated it to a position of secondary importance by slashing its programme by half 

(£20,000,000).~~ In other words, the Cabinet upheld the strategic necessity for having a 

BEF, but delayed its preparations and, in a desultory manner, endorsed Chamberlain's 

idea that a vast air force could provide the necessary security for Britain by acting as a 

deterrent. 

The DRCYs recommendations for naval spending also met stiff resistance from the 

chancellor of the Exchequer. Once again, Vansittart and Hankey clashed with 

Chamberlain and his Treasury advisers over the DRC report. Indeed, their confrontation 

with the Treasury involved questions of Britain's global position and, eventually, touched 

off a wholesale reexamination of British strategy in the Far East. Adopting a Eurocentric 

view of Vansittart, most historians have misunderstood his attitudes toward Asian affairs, 

often portraying him as largely unconcerned with Britain's Far Eastern strategy. William 

Roger Louis has asserted that: "Vansittart, wishing to devote all energies towards 

Germany, was less assertive in his views about the Far East." Louis made the further 

nPownall recorded in his diary that it was Vansittart and Hankey who had largely briefed Hailsham on 
the BEF. Pownall diary, 13 Mar. 1934, in Bond, Chief of Staff, p. 38. The ministerial divisions can be 
followed in the DCM minutes for May-July 1934 in CAB 27/507. Also Eden letter to Waiter Elliot 
(secretary of state for Agriculture), 8 May 1934, Avon Papers, AP 14/1/301A; Dutton, Simon, p. 183; and 
O'Halpin, Head of the Civil Service, pp. 230-23 1. 

''Cabinet 3 1(34), 31 July 1934, CAB 23/79. 



observation that Vansittart generally "followed the line of the Far Eastern 

Department. "79 Rose, on the other hand, has argued incorrectly that Vansittart basically 

endorsed Fisher's views on the Far East, giving the latter "fm backing" for his attempts 

to secure an Anglo-Japanese rappr~chement .~ But as a recent shldy has shown, 

Vansittart held very definite views on Asian affairs and "was far from disinterested in 

events outside Europe; he played an active and influential role in shaping how the 

Foreign Off~ce responded to the Treasury's incursion into the realm of Far Eastern 

policy. 

It is important to examine the Treasury's views on the Far East because 

Chamberlain and his advisers seriously challenged the Foreign Office for control of 

Britain's Asian diplomacy. Supported fully by Fisher and other Treasury advisers, 

Chamberlain had argued that Britain could not afford to fight a war in Europe against 

Germany while simultaneously engaging a hostile Japan in the Far East." For this 

reason, he insisted that Britain had to return to its former position of friendly relations 

with Japan and, therefore, seek an accommodation with Tokyo. A benevolent Japan in 

Wrn. Roger Louis, "The Road to Singapore. British Imperialism in the Far East 1932-42," in 
Mommsen and Kettenacker, Fascist Challenge, p. 359. 

%ose, Vansittart, pp. 126-127; see also Howard, The Continental Commitment, p. 109; and Stephen 
Pelz, Race to Pearl Harbor. The Failure of the Second London Conference and the Onset of World War II 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, l974), p. 104. 

8'Bourette-Knowles, "The Global Micawber" , p. 92. 

=For the views of the Treasury, see Paul Haggie, Britannia at Bay. The Defence of the British Empire 
against J a~an  193 1-1941 (Oxford: CIarendon Press, 198 l), pp. 55-58; Wm. Roger Louis, The British 
Strategy in the Far East 1919-1939 (Oxford: CIarendon Press, 1971), pp. 212-213; his "The Road to 
Singapore", pp. 360-362; O'Halpin, Head of the Civil Service, pp. 229-234; Peden, British Rearmament 
and the Treasw, pp. 110-1 1 1, 114; Ann Trotter, Britain and East Asia 1933-1937 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1975)- pp. 41-43; and her, "Tentative Steps for an Anglo-Japanese Rapprochement in 
1934," Modem Asian Studies 8(1974), pp. 61-64. 
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the Far East would allow Britain to concentrate its rearmament efforts on meeting the 

German threat and, as a consequence, nullify the need to incur large naval expenditures. 

The chancellor of the Exchequer even challenged the notion of sending the fleet to Asian 

waters, a central aim of the Admiralty's strategy for engaging the Japanese navy. "In his 

concept of the possibilities open to Britain," Ann Trotter has claimed, 

Chamberlain was, in fact, more of a realist than some of his 
colleagues. His dogged pursuit of a Japanese alliance, his refusal to 
accept the reality of the objections to it, and his ultimate failure, 
however, give him in retrospect a quixotic quality which detracts from 
the merit of the ground upon which his argument for an alliance was 
based. 

Was Chamberlain and Fisher's advocacy of an Anglo-Japanese alliance truly a 

"realistic" policy in 1934, as Trotter has maintained? Had they based their judgment, 

moreover, on an accurate reading of "the possibilities open to Britain"? It is entirely 

within the realm of possibility, as the Treasury insisted, that an Anglo-Japanese 

rapprochement would have enabled Britain to focus on the German menace and, more 

specifically, direct its rearmament effort towards building up the air force. On the other 

hand, in arriving at this conclusion, Chamberlain and his Treasury advisers had ignored, 

as have subsequent historians, several critical factors which questioned the soundness of 

the course of action. 

In contrast with the Treasury's view, Vansittart considered the risks of this policy 

to be too great. He had supported the Admiralty's position during the DRC's sessions, 

defending the poiicy of retaining large capital ships, the need for modernisation of the 

83Trotter, "Tentative Steps", p. 64. 
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exiting fleet and its dispatch to Asian waters upon the outbreak of h~sti l i t ies.~~ While 

Vansittart attempted to parry the Treasury's thrust into Far Eastern diplomacy, Hankey, 

Chad5eld and Monsell led the fight against the Treasury on the issue of naval 

expenditures, working discreetly behind the scenes to undermine Chamberlain's views on 

the navy. The Cabinet secretary, in particular, energetically lobbied ministers for 

their support. "Last night I saw Sir John Simon and Captain Eden together and 

afterwards the lord president by himself to discuss Defence Requirements", Hankey 

informed Monsell on 22 June. "I felt that I had some influence on them. They were all 

very receptive to the point of view you and I hold."86 He circulated a memorandum 

among several Cabinet members, including BaIdwin, Eden, Simon and the prime 

minister, which challenged the chancellor of the Exchequer' s "unsound doctrines about 

the navy". "We have but a facade of Imperial Defence", he wrote. "The whole structure 

is unsound, and repairs on whatever scale we can afford must include the foundations of 

the Navy, on which the whole Empire depends. "87 Meanwhile. Chatfield carried on an 

intense debate with Fisher over naval affairs. Writing to Fisher on 4 June, Chatfield had 

forcefully argued the navy's case. "Whatever we may be able to do with our army or air 

force in preventing our own country from being invaded or attacked," he pointed out, "it 

will never reduce our naval responsibilities of maintaining our empire, sea 

84DRC 5th Mtg., 19 Jan. 1934, CAB 161109. 

85Gibbs, Rearmament, pp. 124-126; Roskill, Naval Policy, 17 I - 172. 

86Hankey letter to MonselI, 22 June 1934, CAB 63/49. 

8THankey memorandum and letter to MacDonald, 22 June 1934, CAB 63/49; Hankey letter to Baldwin, 
29 June 1934, CAB 21/434. 
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communications and mercantile marine, on which our wealth finally depends under our 

existing system of national economics. Chamberlain and the Treasury remained 

unmoved by these argument and, in the end, the Cabinet endorsed a £8 million cut in the 

DRC naval spending recommendations. 89 

Vansittart proved to be somewhat more effective in fighting against the Treasury's 

encroachment on the field of Far Eastern policy. Like Hankey, Vansittart worked behind 

the scenes to subvert the Treasury's point of view. Thomas Jones, the deputy secretary 

to the Cabinet 1916-1930, recorded in his diary on 28 April 1934 that Vansittart met 

privately with Baldwin to advise him on the Far Eastern s i t ~ a t i o n . ~  Vansittart objected 

to the idea of an Anglo-Japanese rapprochement on the basis that it would not only 

jeopardise Britain's relations with the United States but also with the Soviet Union and 

disrupt, in the process, the global balance of power.g1 He had already deflected 

Fisher's efforts during the DRC meetings to incorporate in the DRC report a statement on 

Britain's need to return to some form of Anglo-Japanese alliance. Although he agreed 

with Fisher that it was important for Britain to be on good terms with the Japanese, he 

disagreed with the Treasury official over the alacrity with which he accepted the risks to 

88Chatfield letter to Fisher, 4 June 1934, Lord Chatfield Papers [National Maritime Museum, 
Greenwich], CHT 3/1; also Chatfield Ietter to Fisher, 16 July 1934, CAB 21/434. 

''Cabinet 3 1(34), 3 1 July 193 1, CAB 23/79. A decision on the replacement of obsolete ships had been 
postponed pending the results of the forthcoming London Naval Conference. 

gOJones diary, 28 Apr. 1934, in Thomas Jones, A D i m  with Letters 193 1-1950 (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1954), pp. 126- 129. 

glSee the insightful Bourette-Knowles, "The Global Micawber", pp. 98-99. 



Anglo-American relations." In Vansittart's eyes, an Anglo-Japanese alliance would 

irreparably damage Britain's relations with Washington. Fisher never fully accepted the 

views of his DRC colleague on this issuesg3 But Hankey bluntly reminded Fisher that 

Vansittart not only happened "to be constitutionally the right person to deal with this 

[American] question", but that he also happened "to be quite peculiarly competent on 

American affairs, on which he has specialised for many years. " It is important to 

remember that Vansittart never entertained any illusions about active American 

cooperation with Britain. He spelled out his attitudes toward the United States in a letter 

to Sir Ronald Lindsay, the British ambassador to Washington, on 19 September 1934: 

In ageing I have lost my wind for running after the U.S. Government. 
It is a futile paper chase. But if the U.S. Government showed any real 
signs of coming towards us, I would still be quick enough on my legs 
to meet them more than half way. . . . if there were any prospect of 
business behind the words, why then nearly everybody here would still, 

92DRC 3rd Mtg., 4 Dec. 1933; and DRC 10th Mtg., 16 Feb. 1934, CAB 16/109. 
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I think, subscribe to the ideal, for it has been in our minds for more 
than a decade as an unrealisable one, though probably the only red  
safeguard of peace." 

He was deeply cynical about the likelihood of American co-operation with British 

diplomacy. But, on the other hand, he realised that Britain could not simply risk 

antagonising the United States. Like most of his Foreign Office colleagues, Vansittart 

regarded the economic resources of the United States as a "vital source for Britain and 

the Empire in any future hostilities."% In fact, following the introduction of the 

American neutrality legislation in 1935, he starkly pointed out that Britain's failure to 

secure American financia1 and material aid "in a European war, i.e. if Germany tried to 

eat her neighbours again, would mean disaster to all of us. "" 

Vansittart's concern for the effects of an Anglo-Japanese alliance on Britain's 

relations with the Soviet Union likewise made him apprehensive. It is extraordinary the 

degree to which historians have hitherto ignored this important factor in Britain's Far 

Eastern policy. Throughout 1934, Vansittart reiterated the argument he had made at the 

third meeting of the DRC that Britain derived a clear advantage from the Soviet Union's 

antagonism with Japan and, provided this state of affairs persisted, the Japanese would be 

reluctant to move against the British empire. Neither Chamberlain nor Fisher adequately 

weighed the impact of an Anglo-Japanese rapprochement on Britain's relations with the 

95Vansitrart letter to Lindsay, 19 Sept. 1934, Baldwin Papers, Baldwin 109. 

%oi, "'A Completely Immoral and Cowardly Attitude'", pp. 334-335. See also David Reynolds, 
Creation of the -10-American Alliance 1937-41. A Study in Competirive Co-operation (Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1982). pp. 10-13; and D.C. Watt, Succeeding John Bull. America in 
Britain's Place 1900-1975 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), p. 76. 

97Vansittart minute, 23 Nov. 1935, A10406/3483/45, FO 37 1/ 18772. 
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Soviets. Officials in the Foreign Office, however, fully grasped the ramifications for 

Anglo-Soviet relations of Britain's alignment with Japan. in early 1934, both Japan and 

the Soviet Union were attempting to put their relations with Britain on a better footing. 

Japan's increasing bellicosity and the steady deterioration of Nazi-Soviet relations, 

especially after Germany signed a non aggression pact with Poland, compelled the Soviet 

Union to seek closer relations with Britain and France. Until we obtain a clearer idea of 

Soviet foreign policy in the 1930s from the recently opened Soviet archives, debate will 

continue on the sincerity of Soviet diplomatic moves toward the Western powers. The 

emerging picture tends to support the view that Maxim Litvinov, the Soviet foreign 

minister, and to a lesser degree Josef Stalin genuinely desired to establish closer relations 

with Britain and France to counter the hostility of Germany and Japan, a phase of Soviet 

foreign policy that has been described as "the struggle for collective security" .98 

Similarly, Japan's fears of a possible conflict with the Soviet Union led several leading 

98Cf. Jonathan Haslam, The Soviet Union and the Strumle for Collective Security in Europe 1933-1939 
(London: Macmiilan, 1984). pp. 15-26, 41-42; his "Litvinov, Stalin and the Road Not Taken," in Gabriel 
Gorodetsky, ed., Soviet Foreign Policv 1917-1991. A Retrospective (London: Frank Cass, 1994), pp. 55- 
62; Jiri Hochrnan, The Soviet Union and the Failure of Collective Securitv 1934-1938 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1984), pp. 25-26, 41-42; Robert Manne, "The Foreign Office and the Failure of Anglo- 
Soviet Rapprochement," Journal of Contem~orarv History 16(1981), 725-726; Geoffrey Roberts, = 
Unholv Alliance. Stalin's Pact with Hitler (Bloomington, IND: Indiana University Press, 1989), chs. 3, 4; 
his The Soviet Union and the Orinins of the Second World War. Russo-German Relations and the Road to 
War 1933-1 941 (London: Macmillan, 1995), chs. 1, 2; Angela E. Stent, "From Rapallo to Reunification. 
Russia tad Germany in the Twentieth Century," in Stanford Lieberman et al., eds., The Soviet Empire 
Reconsidered. Essays in Honor of Adam 8. Ulam (Boulder, CoIo: Westview Co., 1994). p. 163; Robert 
C. Tucker, Stalin in Power. The Revolution From Above 1928-1941 (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 
1991), pp. 228-237, 254-260; his "Discussions on Stalin's Foreign Policy, " SIavic Review 36(1977), 563- 
607; Adam B. Ulam, Expansion and Coexistence. Soviet Foreign Policv 1917-73. Second Edition (New 
York: Praeger, 1974), pp. 198-208, 216-21 8; and Teddy J. Uldricks, "Soviet Security Policy in the 1930s," 
in Gorodetsky , Soviet Foreim Policv 19 17- 199 1, pp. 65-74. 



Japanese politicians to call for a return to the "traditional friendship" with ~ritain? 

Vansittart correctly surmised that these efforts had been inspired by mutual fears of a 

Russo-Japanese conflict. "The Soviet Union is feeling frightened", he wrote in January 

1934. "Fear - genuine fear and not the shams it has for years served out about 

capitalistic attacks impending - is evidently a most healthy medicine in Russia. "I" 

While Fisher and Chamberlain saw Japanese overtures as an opportunity to promote an 

Anglo-Japanese rapprochement, Vansittart wished to perpetuate the tensions between 

Japan and the Soviet Union without encouraging the Japanese to attack the Soviets. He 

reckoned that an Anglo-Japanese alignment would strengthen Japan's strategic position in 

the Far East and thus make hostilities between Japan and the Soviet Union more likely. 

This would not serve British interests, since they would be exposed to the ambitions of 

the victorious power in a Russo-Japanese war. 

Troubled by the prospects of a conflict between Japan and the Soviet Union, 

Vansittart instructed the members of the Northern and Far Eastern Departments to 

employ their "imaginations in enquiring what result in the Far East -- next to a draw -- 

would be best for the world (including us) and why?"'*' Their responses clearly reveal 

the degree of anxiety in the Foreign Ofice about the impact of a Russo-Japanese 

Tkuhiko Hata, "The Japanese-Soviet Confrontation 1935-1 939, " in James William MorIey, ed., 
Deterrent Di~lornacy . Ja~an, Germany. and the USSR 1935- 1940. Selected Translations from Taiheiy6 
sens6 e no michi: kaisen naik6 shi (New York: Columbia University Press, 1976), pp. 129-132; Kiyoshi, 
"The Road to Singaporen, pp. 34-35; Trotter, Britain and East Asia, pp. 39-40; and her, "Tentative Stepsn, 
p. 62. 

'Vansittart minute, 13 Jan. 1934, N140/2138, FO 371118297; and Vansittart minute, 6 Feb. 1934, 
F591/591123, FO 371118184. 

'OIVansittart minute, 13 Jan. 1934, N14012/38, FO 371/18297. 



confrontation on the increasingly dangerous European situation. Charles Orde , the head 

of the Far Eastern Department, and Laurence Collier, the head of the Northern 

Department, drew attention to the fact that a Japanese victory over the Soviet Union 

would gravely weaken the Soviets' ability to counter the growing German menace to the 

European balance of power. lrn British interests, therefore, would be best served by 

continued antagonism between Japan and the Soviet Union, so long as this did not lead to 

an actual Russo-Japanese war. Rut if hostilities erupted then a stalemate, they concluded, 

would be the best result for Britain. Vansittart concurred with this view, though he did 

not dread the prospect of a Japanese victory over the Soviets as acutely as some of his 

colleagues. lo3 

In early 1934, he still unquestionably retained a strong dislike for the Soviet 

Union.Iw Vansittart harboured feelings toward the Soviets analogous to those he held 

about the Germans, evincing, at times, intense distaste for the Soviet regime.lo5 The 

permanent under-secretary's animosity towards the Soviets had been inflamed by episodes 

Iike the "Metro-Vickers crisis", precipitated by the Soviet government's arrest in March 

'"Orde minute, 16 Feb. 1934; and Collier minute, 16 Feb. 1934, F823/3 16/23, FO 37 1/18 176. 

lo3Vansittart minute, 22 Feb. 1934, F823/3 16/23. FO 37 1/18 176. 

larVaosittart's animosity towards the Soviet Union may have affected his relationship with Ivan Maisky 
before their friendly conversations in the summer of 1934. Maisky complained to Viscount Cecil of 
Chetwood of the unfair treatment he received at che Foreign Office. Maisky letter to Cecil, 10 Feb. 1934, 
Cecil Papers, Add MSS 5 1 10 1. 

lmtn later years, Vansittart levelled harsh judgments against the Soviet Union. "The Communists are 
more cruel than the Nazis," he wrote during the Cold War, "because the Germans had but a third of 
Russian man-power, and consequently could not afford liquidations on the Russian scale in peace-time. The 
Soviets have been able to use up some forty millions in 'planning'." Vansittart unpublished manuscript 
"Somme Toute", undated, Vansittart Papers, VNST 11, 3/10. See also Lord Vansittart, "The Decline of 
Diplomacy, " Foreign Affairs 28(1950), 177-188. 



1933 of six British engineers who worked for Metro-Vickers in Moscow on trumped-up 

charges of "economic espionage". To secure the reiease of the British nationals, he 

flirted with the idea of severing diplomatic ties with the Soviet Union but, in the end, 

opted instead for economic sanctions.lM Similar to his concerns about Germany, 

Vansittart was troubled by the Soviet Union's rearmament programme, prompting him to 

observe: "People are so concentrated on watching Gennan re-armament that they are apt 

to overlook the at least equally sinister (and greater) phenomena in Russia. "'07 

Events in Germany, however, began to soften Vansittart's attitudes toward the 

Soviets. In particular, the Rohm purge on 30 June 1934 greatly disturbed him, as he 

judged that "the ultimate beneficiaries [were] likely to be the Junkers". log Under the 

influence of the traditional ruling elite, Germany might seek a rapprochement with the 

Soviet Union, Wigrarn warned his Foreign Office colleagues, and return to the days of 

IM0n the impact of the Metro-Vickers crisis, see Donald N. Lammers, "Britain, Russia, and the 
Revival of 'Entente Diplomacy'. 1934," Journal of British Studies 6(1967), p. 103; his "The Engineers' 
Trial (Moscow, 1933) and Anglo-Soviet Relations, " South Atlantic QuarterIv 62(1963), 259-6 1, 267; 
Gordon W. Morrell, Britain Confronts the Stalin Revolution. Anglo-Soviet Relations and the Metro- 
Vickers Crisis (Waterloo, Ont: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1995); G.L. Owen, "The Metro-Vickers 
Crisis. Anglo-Soviet Relations between Trade Agreements 1932- 1934," Slavonic and East Euro~ean 
Review 49(1971), p. 99; Keith NeiIson, "'Pursued By A Bear'. British Estimates of Soviet Military 
Strength and Anglo-Soviet Relations 1922- 1939, " Canadian Journal of Historv 28(1993), p. 207; and Rose, 
Vansittart, pp. 97-99. 

'Vansittart letter to Phipps, 11 June 1934, Phipps Papers, PHPP 2/17. The IIC had also been 
impressed with the progress of Russia's rearmament. While the "state of Soviet railways is still IittIe short 
of deplorable," the IIC concluded in December 1933, the Soviet Union nevertheless "possesses a thorough 
organisation for planning industrial mobilisation which has already made considerable practical progress. . . 
. Peace industry is being re-organised and developed to meet the needs of war." IIC memorandum 
"Industrial Mobilisation in the USSR prepared at the request of the Chiefs of Staff", 14 Dec. 1933, FCI 45, 
CAB 48/4. 

l-ansittart minute, 2 July 1934, C4205129118, FO 371/17707; Vansittart minute, 5 July 1935, 
C4278/29118, FO 371117707; and Vansittart minute, 1 1 July 1934, C439 1/29/18, FO 371/17707. On 
Vansittart's changing attitude in 1934, see Bourette-KnowIes, "The Global Micawber", p. 106; and Neilson, 
" 'Pursued By A Bear' " , p. 209. 
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the Rapallo agreement. This would, in hum, weaken French efforts to promote better 

Franco-Soviet relations as a counter to the mounting German threat. Vansittart shared 

these concerns. "It is early to judge German foreign or internal policy in any detail", he 

wrote on 5 July 1934. "But in general we may be sure that these events are ominous for 

the eventual peace of Europe. Like Mr. Wigram they have made me look on the Franco- 

Russian rapprochement with a different eye, and we should not discourage it. " I W  His 

increasingly favourable opinion of the Soviet Union, brought about by the Rohm purge, 

explains the change that occurred in his position on the Soviets' entry into the League of 

Nations in the summer of 1934.!1° It also clarifies the circumstances in which he held 

an "amicable" conversation with Ivan Maisky, the Soviet ambassador to London, in 

August 1934. In the course of their discussion, Vansittart informed Maisky that "it was 

in the interests of both our countries that cases and incidents [like Metro-Vickers] should, 

in furtherance of our respective interests, be reduced to a minimum." The Soviet 

diplomat "cordially agreed," Vansittart reported, "and we said au revoir in most amicable 

fashion. " l l 1  Maisky, himself, thought that his conversation with Vansittart represented 

the "fust steps in the reduction of tension in Anglo-Soviet relations . . . [and] opened the 

lwigram minute, 4 JuIy 1934; and Vansittart minute, 5 July 1934, C4245/29/18, FO 37 l/lVO7. 

Il0Cf. Vansittart minute, 26 May 1934, N310312138, FO 371118298; and Vansittart minute, 8 Aug. 
1934, N467612138, FO 37 1/18299. 

I1Wansittart note of conversation with Maisky, 9 Aug. 1934, N4718/2/38, FO 371118299. Vansittart 
warned Maisky that if Britain and the Soviet Union were going to enter "an era of improved relationsn then 
the Soviets must cease "the expression of hostile opinions and of hostile propaganda [which] had by now 
become a luxury [and] which should no longer be indulged." 
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way for the British Government's support for entry of the USSR into the League of 

Nations. " ' l2 

From 1934 onwards, as Maisky later recalled in his memoirs, the Soviet 

ambassador developed closer relations with Vansittart.''' Picking up this thread of 

evidence, Donald Lamrners and Robert Manne have both emphasised Vansittart's support 

for a rapprochement between Britain, France and the Soviet Union in 1934.IL4 While 

this interpretation is generally accurate, a further qualification must be added. The 

permanent under-secretary undoubtedly recognised the benefits of befriending the Soviet 

ambassador, which would prevent, he hoped, a Soviet rapprochement with either 

Germany or Japan. Yet, he hesitated in pushing this rapprochement too far. He 

preferred to keep the Soviets at arm's length, but clearly out of the embrace of the 

Germans and the Japanese. Vansittart would not become in Maisky's words "a warm 

supporter of the rebirth of the Entente" until Italy's hostility towards Britain, following its 

blatant aggression in Abyssinia in the autumn of 1935, destroyed the Stresa front and 

reduced the likelihood of Italian cooperation with Anglo-French efforts to contain 

Germany (see chapter IV). 

Throughout 1934, Vansittart wanted, therefore, to maintain the balance of power 

in the Far East by keeping both the Japanese and the Soviets at arms' length and 

exploiting the rivalry between them. The Soviet Union acted as a pivot, in fact, 

W e e  Ivan Maisky, Who Helped Hitler? (London: Hutchinson, 1964), pp. 4345. 

LL3bid-, pp. 43-56. 

"4Lammers, "Britain, Russia, and the Revival of 'Entente Diplomacy' ", p. 103; and Manne, "Failure 
of Anglo-Soviet Rapprochement", pp. 729-73 1. 
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balancing between potential foes in Europe and in Asia, and Britain derived a clear 

advantage from this situation. This policy faced considerable opposition from the 

chancellor of the Exchequer who continued to push for an Anglo-Japanese alliance, a 

campaign that gathered momentum from Simon's weakening opposition to the Treasury's 

views.115 Pressured by Chamberlain and Simon, Vansittart had reluctantly agreed at the 

end of September 1934 to make an approach to Japan and, as a consequence, the British 

ambassador to Tokyo, Sir Robert Clive, was instructed to sound out the Japanese 

government on the possibility of a non-aggression pact. The Japanese raised several 

objections to the British scheme, which temporarily weakened the campaign to secure an 

Anglo-Japanese rapprochement. 'I6 Undaunted by this setback, Chamberlain continued 

to advocate an Anglo-Japanese nonaggression pact. Vansittart, nevertheless, had won a 

temporary respite and he remained committed to a policy of exploiting the Russo- 

Japanese tensions in order to maintain both the balance of power in Europe and the Far 

East. He unquestionably saw the dilemmas confronting Britain in global terms and as a 

series of interlocking questions. No problem could be dealt with solely on a bilateral 

basis. Britain had to balance its interests in the various regions of the globe, always 

considering the world-wide ramifications of a particular policy. 

These global views reflected in many ways a generational perspective. Vansittart 

had entered the Foreign Ofice in 1903 amidst great changes in the course of British 

"SChamberlain letter to Simon, 1 Sept. 1934, Viscount Simon Papers [Bodleian Library, Oxford 
University], Simon 79. See Bourette-Knowles, "The Global Micawbern, pp. 109-1 12; Louis, British 
Stratem in the Far East, pp. 2 12-213; and Trotter, Britain and East Asia, pp. 97-99. 

Il6For the attempts to foster an Anglo-Japanese rapprochement, see Trotter, Britain and East Asia, pp. 
97-107. 
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foreign policy. The Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902) had revealed glaring weaknesses in 

Britain's global-imperial position, chiefly as a result of British isolation and the animosity 

of the other great powers -- Britain had no allies since it did not belong to any alliance 

system. To ensure imperial security which depended on maintaining a balance of power 

in various regions of the globe, Lord Lansdowne, the secretary of state for foreign affairs 

1900-1905, supported by his Foreign Office advisers and the prime minister Arthur 

Balfour, sought the cooperation of the other great powers who shared a similar interest in 

protecting the regional status quo or, when necessary, exploiting antagonisms between 

rival powers. 'I7 Vansittart, himself, drew a parallel between the situation Britain 

confronted in 1934 and that at the time of the Boer War. Britain, in essence, had two 

policy options: a policy of splendid isolation; or one based on collaboration with other 

powers. in  a minute circulated to the Cabinet at Simon's insistence, Vansittart outlined 

the two choices: "if we were to elect a policy of splendid isolation and no commitments, 

we must be all the more ready to rely on ourselves to enforce our rights and protect our 

interests in a Europe where we shall have no particular friends and where many will be 

envious of our irresponsible independence and imtated by our incalculable interferences." 

On the other hand, Vansittart was convinced that Britain's "experience at the time of the 

Boer War shows the danger of ploughing a lonely furrow in a Europe divided into two 

lI7B.I.C. McKercher, "Diplomatic Equipoise. The Lansdowne Foreign Office, the Russo-Japanese War 
of 1904-1905, and the Global Balance of Power," Canadian Journal of History 24(1989), p. 302; his "The 
Last Old Diplomat", p. 2; and J.A.S. Grenville, "Foreign Policy and the Coming of War, " in Donald 
Read, ed., Edwardian England (London: Croom Helm, 1982). pp. 165-166. Both Mckercher and Grenville 
have argued that many continuities and similarities existed between the approach of Lansdowne and his 
predecessor, Lord Salisbury. They both attempted to balance ends and means, and they both were wilIing 
to compose differences with other countries. 
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hostile camps, and, as I have already said, I personally doubt whether we shall be any 

better able to stand alone now than we were in 1904. "'I8 For Vansittart the choice was 

clear. First and foremost, Britain had to rearm. But, since Britain was "no longer strong 

enough to stand alone", a safe policy also entailed working closely with other like-minded 

powers who exhibited a willingness to safeguard the status quo. Over the next four 

years, Vansittart pursued this dual strategy. While he remained an unswerving champion 

of the cause of greater rearmament, he also continued to trumpet the need for Britain to 

cooperate with other powers -- the two unshakeable pillars of Vansittart's foreign policy. 

Those most likely to render active service in assisting Britain depended on the 

circumstances, and as the situation changed throughout the 1930s Vansittart was forced to 

alter his perception of possible tiends and enemies. 

Having exercised a decisive influence on the DRC's decision to designate 

Germany as the ultimate enemy, for the rest of the decade Vansittart remained a fierce 

fighter for the strategic vision which underpinned that conclusion. From 1934 onwards, 

the German question acted as fulcrum around which the other issues revolved. Realising 

that British policy towards Germany had to be the centrepiece of a wider global strategy, 

Vansittart began to devise ways and means of dealing with the Nazi state. "Germany will 

attract friends to her camp," he warned in February 1934, "if she is allowed to grow, 

while we remain weak. Were that to happen, there would eventually be a landslide in 

Europe and the democratic principle would vanish." Over the next four years, he 

repeatedly demanded increases in British re-equipment, all the white attempting to erect a 

"'Vansittart minute, 7 June 1934, DCM (32) 117, CAB l6/I 11. 
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barrier against the potential "landslide". In 1934, the situation was far from desperate. 

Britain had time. As Vansittart put it, Britain "has a respite before it, but not a very long 

one."'lg While Vansittart had not been entirely happy with the fate of the DRC report, 

he certainly was not unduly pessimistic. Britain had begun, at last, to repair the 

deficiencies in its defences. In Vansittart eyes, this was only the beginning. Events in 

1934 and 1935, however, turned this feeling of optimism about the future into a growing 

sense of apprehension. 

nqansittart minute, 10 Feb. 1934, C842/842/18, FO 37l/l776 1. 



"DEEPENING SHADOWS" 

DEATH OF DISARR.IAIMENT AND THE STRESA SOLUTION 
JANUARY 1934 -- fUNE 1935 

In his memoirs The Mist Procession, Vansittart wrote disparagingly about the 

efforts made in the early 1930s to fashion a general disarmament convention. "The 

Disarmament Conference at Geneva ground on and on", he recalled. "It was all dreary, 

all ingenious; its vain details deserve no chronicle".' When Germany withdrew from the 

Conference in October 1933, the negotiations appeared to be teetering on the brink of 

oblivion and destined inexorably to perish. At the beginning of 1934, Vansittart had not 

given up all hope of securing some form of arms limitation at Geneva which recognised 

the German demand for the right of equality and, at the same time, provided for the 

Frmch concern for security. By June 1935, however, Vansittart realised that 

disarmament was completely dead, that Germany was rearming without restriction and 

that Britain, in cooperation with France and Italy, had to contain the mounting Gem~an 

threat. In response to the death of disarmament, he had become a warm supporter of the 

Stresa front, the fledgling diplomatic and military bloc between the three Western powers 

established during the four day Conference in April 1935 at the Italian resort city. 

Several critical events occurred in the intervening year and one half, a period Vansittart 

described in his memoirs as "Deepening Shadows", which dramatically altered the 

lVansittart, The Mist Procession, p.  486. 
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solutions he promoted in dealing with the international difficulties Britain confronted. In 

particular, the breakdown of the Disarmament Conference, the attempted Nazi putsch in 

Austria, Germany's triumph in the Saar plebiscite, and the ever-growing evidence of 

Geman rearmament all drove Vansittart down the road from Geneva and disarmament 

towards the entente at Stresa. 

This shift from disarmament to the Stresa front was not, however, predestined. 

Vansittart's attitude towards European and global affairs continued to be influenced by 

the rapidly changing events. His advocacy of closer ties with France and Italy emerged 

gradually and in direct response to what he perceived to be the worsening situation in 

Europe, especially the mounting evidence of German belligerence. Maintaining his 

flexible approach to international affairs. Vansittart took his cues from internationai 

developments. As a result of the Rijhm purge at the end of June 1934 and the attempted 

coup in Vienna by Austrian Nazis on 25 July, Vansittart detected a greater Italian 

willingness to join with the French and the British to solve European difficulties. 

Confronted with information in the autumn of 1934 and again in the spring of 1935 which 

revealed the vast scale of German rearmament, Vansittart increasingly emphasised the 

need to cooperate closely with France and Italy. Thus, the internal and external 

dynamics of Nazi Germany propelled Vansittart in the direction of the Stresa front. It 

was not a straight road from Geneva to Stresa, but one filled wit!! twists and turns. 

Although Germany's departure from the League of Nations and the Disarmament 

Conference in October 1933 had delivered a major blow to disarmament efforts, 

Vansittart continued to advance the idea of arms limitation. Britain had to make one flaal 



attempt to achieve an arms convention, he explained to Ellington on 6 January 1934, 

because 

it is eminently desirable, even absolutely necessary, in the interests of 
the whole future of international peace that His Majesty's Government 
should at this stage come forward with concrete proposals for a 
practical settlement which might stand a chance of ultimate acceptance 
almost certainly by France and very possibly by Germany, and if 
rejected leave us with a clear case in the eyes of public opinion in this 
country and the world.2 

Vansittat genuinely believed that British security would be enhanced by arms limitation, 

for this would involve the supervision and, by extension, the regulation of Germany's 

rearmament. It would avert, moreover, an unrestricted and costly armaments race. As a 

realist, however, he fully appreciated that Britain had to be prepared for the failure of the 

Disarmament Conference and that it was imperative, therefore, to conclude the 

proceedings at Geneva in such a manner as to clear the way for British rear~nament.~ If 

the disarmament negotiations failed, in other words, then the blame had to be placed 

squarely on the shoulders of Germany in order to convince the British public of the need 

for increased defence spending. 

The suggestion of putting forth another British disarmament proposal at the 

beginning of 1934 encountered opposition from the COS, who objected to the idea out of 

fear that it might undermine the DRC's pursuit of limited rear~nament.~ Seeking a 

'Vansittart letter to Ellington, 6 Jan. 1934, W262/1/98, FO 37 L/l85 13. He made a similar point in an 
earlier letter to Ellington, 29 Dec. 1933, AIR 81166. 

3Vansittart letter to Montgomery-Massingberd, 8 Jan. 1934, W26311198, FO 3711 185 13; and Vansittart 
minute, 28 Jan. 1934, W695/1/98, FO 371118515. 

4Montgomery-Massingberd letter to Hankey, 4 Jan. 1934, CAB 63/47; Chatfield letter to Vansittart, 10 
Jan. 1934, W342/1/98, FO 371/18514; and Ellington letter to Vansittart, 1 1 Jan. 1934, AIR 8/166. 
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disarmament convention, Vansittart replied, did not necessitate a delay in repairing the 

wealolesses in British defences. For he reckoned that Britain could, in effect, pursue 

both an arms convention and, simultaneously, revamp its fighting services.' Under any 

disarmament agreement, he assumed that Britain would not be prevented from remedying 

its defence deficiencies. "I see no reason why we should not be able successfully to 

combine the two courses," he advised Simon, "and, by the offer of some further 

assurance to the French, induce them to go far enough beyond October to render 

agreement with Germany possible. "' Measured British rearmament was, in fact, 

indispensable to the success of arms Iimitation. The likelihood of securing an arms 

convention, Vansittart insisted, depended on France's willingness to accept limited 

German rearmament. In turn, this acquiescence hinged not only on Britain making 

further concessions to France's incessant demand for greater security but also on 

supposing these assurances with a degree of British rearmament. This approach had the 

added advantage of fulfilling Vansittart's objective of strengthening British defences in 

order to convince France of Britain's worthiness as a potential ally. 

Backed by Vansittart, Simon convinced his Cabinet colleagues of the need for 

making another attempt to secure a disarmament c~nvention.~ This was done on 29 

Jmuary 1934 when the government published a White Paper entitled "Memorandum on 

SVansittart letter to Montgomery-Massingberd, 8 Jan. 1934, W263/1/98, FO 37 1/ 185 13. 

6Vansittan letter to Simon, 28 Dec. 1933, CAB 63/47. He informed the foreign secretary that it was 
generally accepted that Britain had already disarmed too far and, therefore, he did not anticipate any 
opposition to limited British rearmament. 

'DCM (32) 26th Mtg., 10 Jan. 1934, CAB 271506. 
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Disarmament". Based on a Foreign Office paper drafted by Allen Leeper and Vansittart, 

it publicly expounded the British government's attitude towards disarmament and outlined 

the possible basis for an arms convention.' While the memorandum made clear that 

arms limitation remained the goal of the British government, neither Leeper nor 

Vansittart placed excessive confidence in the ultimate success of the British proposals. 

They both understood, however, the salutary influence that a public statement on 

disarmament would have on British opinion. By making "the fairest possible offer of 

disarmament to Germany", Leeper privately argued, the memorandum would gain wide 

public support in Britain. Provided that France did not repudiate the proposals, the onus 

for acceptance or rejection would rest on Germany. "If Germany rejects it", Leeper 

concluded, "the closer we can draw to France the better." Vansittart certainly agreed. "I 

concur in Mr. Leeper's minute at all points", he wrote, "Indeed, I have already expressed 

these views on several occasions. "9 

A week later, Vansittart put the matter more bluntly: "I earnestly hope the French 

will not be fools enough to play into the German hands by being the first to refuse. "lo 

To deflect the French from taking precipitous action, he sent instructions to Ronald H. 

Campbell, the British minister in the Paris Embassy, advising him to use his "influence to 

prevent the French . . . from taking the lead in rejecting our proposals." It must be the 

%eeper draft "Memorandum on Disarmmentn , 13 Jan. 1934; and Vansittart's comments, 15 Jan. 
1934, W54711/98, FO 3711185 14. Vansittart read the draft, amended it and submitted it to Simon for 
approval. The final draft "Memorandum on Disarmamentn, 25 Jan. 1934, W87 1/1/98, FO 371118515 was 
published on 29 Jan. 1934 as Cmd. 4498. 

?Leper minute, 23 Jan. 1934; and Vansittart minute, 24 Jan. 1934, W78611/98, FO 371/18515. 

[OVansirrart minute, 2 Feb. 1934, W lO69/1/98, FO 37 Ill85 16. 
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Gennans and not the French who first reject the memorandum, Vansittart explained to 

Campbell, because "it is important that the Germans should be allowed to reveal 

themselves unmistakably in their true light so that our own public, which is in a state of 

confusion and bewilderment, should have a clear sight of where the true issues lie. "11 

It would be a mistake to assume that Vansittart had given up hope of France 

accepting the British memorandum. Rather, he realised that the odds against French 

approval were great. Campbell had cautiously advised the Foreign Office that a slim 

chance existed of France accepting the British proposals. "I think there is just a chance 

the French may reluctantly fall into line", he wrote on 5 February, "when they [have] 

really faced up to the alternatives. " Vansittart remained pessimistic: " 'Just a chance'. 

That is about the right way to put it, I fear. "I2 As a result of rioting in Paris on 6 

February and the subsequent replacement of Edouard Daladier's government by a new 

ministry headed by Gaston Doumergue, Campbell became increasingly doubtful of the 

likelihood of France accepting the British memorandum. "My own feeling is that, had 

Daladier's government remained in power, there was a chance that France might have 

ended by coming into line", he reported to Leeper on 14 February. "The chance, under 

the new government, is emphatically less. " I 3  

"Vansittart letter to Campbell, 5 Feb. 1934, WL l48/1/98, FO 371/18516. 

12CarnpbelI letter to Allen Leeper, 5 Feb. 1934; and Vansittart minute, 13 Feb. 1934, W l322/1/98, FO 
371118517. 

13Campbe11 letter to Leeper, 14 Feb. 1934, W171611/98, FO 371/18518. Supported by Marshal 
Philippe Petah (war minister), Andre Tardieu (minister of state) and General Maxime Weygand (chief of 
staff), Doumergue was committed to a tougher line on the disarmament question. See Maurice Vaisse, 
S M d  d'Abord. La Politisue Francaise en Matiere de Desarmement 9 Decembre 1930 - 17 Avril 1934 
(Paris: Editions Pendone, 198 1)) pp. 563-67. 



Regardless of the Doumergue government's attitude towards the British 

memorandum, Vansittart hoped that the French would not prematurely reject the 

proposals before Germany passed its judgment. An untimely repudiation by the French, 

he feared, would "drive a wedge" between Britain and France, and British public opinion 

would, most likely, blame the latter for the failure of the Disarmament Conference. 

While he willingly accepted the ramifications of a breakdown of the Disarmament 

Conference, he did not relish the idea of a "split with the French". l4 If the disarmament 

efforts were fated to end in failure, then it was even more important that Anglo-French 

relations remained on their best footing, particularly in the face of unrestricted German 

rearmament. 

By March 1934, Vansittart had reached the conclusion that disarmament could 

only be salvaged by Britain making far-reaching concessions to the French demand for 

security. For "the question of security is now likely to become the dominant question" 

for the French and "that only an advance on [Britain's] part has any hope of saving the 

Conference. "" Vansittart had correctly assessed the French position. On 19 March, 

the French ambassador in London, Charles Corbin, presented Simon with the French 

reply to the British memorandum. The note did not explicitly reject the British 

proposals, but it did stipulate that France, in return for endorsement of an arms 

convention, expected guarantees fiom the signatory powers to respond to violations of the 

convention. Precisely what the French meant by "garanties d'ext5cution" was not 

I4Vansinart minute, 22 Feb. 1934, W1830/1/98, FO 371118518; and Vansittart minute, 27 Feb. 1934, 
W2004/1/98, FO 371/18519. 

lSVansittart minute, 19 Mar. 1934, W2614/1198, FO 37 11 18521. 
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clarified. l6 Therefore, Simon instructed Tyrrell to sound out the French on the type of 

guarantee they required from Britain in order to accept an arms convention.17 Similarly, 

the British now had to consider what sort of assurances they were willing to extend to the 

French to assuage the latter's security concerns. 

Influenced by Allen Leeper and Vansittart, Simon had come to the realisation that 

Britain would have to accept a military commitment to protect the inviolability of an arms 

convention and respond with force against any breaches of its  clause^.'^ The foreign 

secretary put these views before the Cabinet on 22 March and again several days later at 

the Ministerial Committee on Disarmament, provoking, in the process, a major debate 

about British commitments in Europe. lg Chamberlain dominated these discussions, 

proposing novel and bold initiatives. He conceded that "no agreement would really give 

a sense of security to France unless it was backed up by sanctions to make it effective". 

But he admitted "that no economic or financial sanctions could, in practice, be effective 

either." In Chamberlain's mind, only force or its threatened use would be satisfactory to 

the French. While he accepted that Britain would have to back its commitments by force 

if necessary, he favoured "limited" British assistance in any future international action. 

I6French memorandum "French Reply to British 'Memorandum on Disarmament' ", 19 Mar. 1934, 
W2724/1/98, FO 371f18521. 

''Simon despatch (464) to Tyrrell, 19 Mar. 1934, W274411198, FO 37llI852l. 

"?Leeper minute, 21 Mar. 1934; Vansittart minute, 22 Mar. 1934, W2724/1/98, FO 371f18521; and 
Simon minute, 23 Mar. 1934, W292211198, FO 371118521- 

lgCabinet 12(34), 22 Mar. 1934, CAB 23178; Foreign Office memorandum "Germany's IlIegal 
Rearmament and Its Effects on British Policyn, 26 Mar. 1934, CP 68(34), CAB 241247; and DCM (32) 
34th Mtg., 26 Mar. 1934, CAB 271506. 



"Hitherto, all the guarantees into which we had entered had been guarantees with an 

unlimited liability " , he explained to his colleagues, 

that is to say, a liability which had not been very specific and which, 
therefore, implied that if we were to go to the assistance of France, we 
should have to do so with our whole strength. . . . Would it not be 
possible to consider a limited liability in certain events that signatory 
States would undertake to provide a force which wouId be specified as 
regards size and composition, these combined forces to be at the 
disposal of some international body to hand over to the aggrieved party 
to be used in addition to the armed forces of the Power ~oncerned?~' 

The idea of "limited liability" became, in essence, the basis of Chamberlain's entire 

strategy for the 1930s. As he told his sister Hilda, "I cannot believe the next war, if it 

comes, will be like the last one and I believe our resources will be more profitably 

employed in the air and on the sea than in building up great armies. "21 In keeping with 

his ideas of air deterrence, Chamberlain thought that Britain could contribute air 

detachments and create, together with other countries, an international air force which 

would act as a powerful deterrent to any potential transgressor? 

Several ministers challenged Chamberlain's proposal. They pointed out the 

difficulty of limiting the British commitment because, in certain conditions, it might be 

necessary to respond "with our whole strength" .23 Committee members decided to 

%CM (32) 34th Mtg., 26 Mar. 1934, CAB 27/506. 

2LChamberlain letter to Hilda, 9 Feb. 1936, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18111949. For a further 
discussion of the concept of "limited liability" see Bond, British Militarv Policy, pp. 244-245, 259; Gibbs, 
Grand S t r a t e ~ ,  pp. 467-473; and Donald Cameron Watt, Too Serious A Business. Euro~ean Armed 
Forces and the Approach to the Second World War (London: Temple Smith, 1975), pp. 100-101. 

"R.A.C. Parker, Chamberlain and Ap~easement. British Policv and the Corninn of the Second World 
War (London: Macrnillan, 1993), p. 2 1 .  - 

'3DCM (32) 34th Mtg., 26 Mar. 1934, CAB 271506. 



submit Chamberlain's scheme to the scrutiny of the COS, the competent authorities on 

questions of the application of military force. Exposing the shortcomings in the 

chancellor's suggestion, the COS called attention to the military complications of 

coordinating an international force and the impossibility of limiting the British 

commitment within the framework of any such generalised undertaking. Once war 

began, they pointed out, it would be dimcult to Limit the commitment of forces, as 

circumstances might require the maximum effort of all Britain's fighting services. While 

they acknowledged that in specific instances an international air force might be an 

effective deterrent, especially if it threatened unrestricted bombing of both military and 

civilian targets within the aggressor state, in other situations it might be less useful 

particularly in the case of Russia.24 In Chamberlain's words, "the COS paper rather 

pulled his proposals to pieces. At the same time, it did not offer any d te rna t i~es . "~  

Officials within the Foreign Office had been examining alternatives to 

Chamberlain's scheme. Most of them shared the views of the COS on the weaknesses of 

his proposal. Orme Sargent, an assistant under-secretary, fully concurred in the "cogent 

criticism of the COS " . As did Vansittart, who observed: "I fear the COS 's analysis of 

Mr. Chamberlain's suggestion is convincing. At least it has convinced me. But then 

perhaps I was prepared to be convinced! "" Allen Leeper, however, thought the 

24COS memorandum, 28 Mar. 1934, DCM (32195, CAB 161 1 1 1. 

=DCM (32) 35th Mtg., 28 Mar. 1934, CAB 271506. 

%argent minute, 29 Mar. 1934, W3062/1/98, FO 37 1118522; and Vansittart minute, 29 Mar. 1934, 
W3467/1/98, FO 37 1118523. 
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proposals had some merit, though his was a lone voice on this issue." Wigram, 

Sargent and Vansittart had already formed the opinion that France wanted, in essence, a 

military commitment from Britain to maintain the peace in Europe. "What the French 

mean by security, to my mind," Wigrarn opined, "amounts for all practical purposes to a 

British alliance with France involving a precise military commitment and a force to 

honour it. "28 Although Vansittart sympathised with French desires, he fully appreciated 

the depth of opposition to an Anglo-French alliance in Britain, including considerable 

resistance from within the government itself.'' Until Germany rejected the British 

memorandum, it would be exceedingly difficult, Vansittart reckoned, for Britain to move 

closer to the French conception of security. 

As Vansittart had anticipated, the Cabinet objected to the idea of a military 

alIiance with ~rance." Cabinet members were reluctant to accept an Anglo-French 

alliance because they perceived that public opinion would not welcome a military 

commitment to France. Summing up this opinion, Hankey wrote: "I do not think, 

myself, that this country would today give such a guarantee in any condition. France is 

still very unpopular in the homes of the people and in the clubs of the British Legion. . . 

%eeper minute, 28 Mar. 1934, W306211198, FO 37 l/l8S22; and Leeper memorandum "Guarantees of 
Execution and Assistance in Case of Aggressionn, 28 Mar. 1934, W3467/1/98, FO 371118523. 

Wigram minute, 21 Mar. 1934, W309011198, FO 371118522; Wigram minute, 22 Mar. 1934, 
W307411198, FO 371118522; Sargent minute, 29 Mar. 1934, W3062/1198, FO 37l/l8522; and Vansittart 
minute, 22 Mar. 1934, W307411198, FO 371118522- 

2Vansittart minute, 22 Mar. 1934, W2724/ 1/98, FO 37 lIl852l. 

30The Cabinet minutes for 22 March recorded that "a good deal of reluctance was expressed to the 
desirability of accepting any commitment that would have the appearance of a military Alliance with 
France." Cabinet 12(34), 22 Mar. 1934, CAB 23/78. 
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. I think the government realise this, and they also realise that it would be unacceptable 

to the Dominions. "31 Eden merely expressed the general feeling of the Cabinet when he 

informed oficials within the Foreign Office that: "There can be no question of an 

alliance with France, or anyone else." But the lord privy seal suggested that the British 

government might be "prepared to guarantee the execution of a convention within a 

limited area, and jointly with the other powers in that area. "32 What Eden envisaged, in 

essence, was an arms convention along the lines of the Locarno pact, with multilateral 

guarantees of execution. 

While the British government searched for an alternative to an Anglo-French 

alliance, the French took decisive action on 17 April. Germany's continued rearmament 

had increasingly disturbed the French, particularly after the announcement on 22 March 

of the German budget for 1934-1935, which indicated an increase in defence spending of 

350 million marks over the preceding year." Faced with this situation, the French 

decided to act. On 17 April, they gave the British the official French policy statement on 

disarmament. It was an explicit rejection of the British memorandum. France would not 

disarm, the note declared, so long as the French requirement for security remained 

unsatisfied. Security would now be sought through the cooperation of other powers, 

implying that France intended to pursue alliance diplomacy. The French also added a 

new proviso: any arms convention had to be linked to Germany's return to the League of 

31Hankey letter to Major Richard Casey (Australian soldier, diplomat and, in 1934, assistant federal 
treasurer), 19 Apr. 1934, CAB 63/48. 

=Eden minute, 27 Mar. 1934, W3090/1/98, FO 371/18522. 

33Vaisse, St5curitC d'abord, pp. 555-560; and Young, In Command of France, pp. 52-55. 
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~ations." For all intents and purposes, the French note put an end to the fruitless 

disarmament negotiations and forced the British to reconsider the whole debate 

surrounding disarmament and security. 35 

Vansittart and his colleagues had clearly misjudged the situation. They had failed 

to consider the possibility that Germany might and, in fact, did simply avoid passing 

judgement on the British memorandum, using the intervening months to proceed with its 

rearmament. Beyond doubt, Vansittart had made a critical oversight. He had been 

unduly optimistic about the prospects of diplomatic pressure and world opinion obliging 

the Germans to respond to the British memorandum. As long as France and Britain 

refrained from taking the decisive step of military intervention, Germany could neither be 

induced to reply to the British memorandum nor could it be forced to halt its 

34The French Note is reprinted in DBFP, vol. 6, pp. 631-633. Initially, French policy-makers had 
divided into "les deux camps" over the merits of the British proposals. In the hard line camp, Pktain, 
Tardieu and Weygand wanted to reject them. Supported by Andre Franqois-Poncet (French ambassador to 
Berlin), Louis Barthou (French foreign minister) assumed a more conciliatory position towards the British 
memorandum, for he grasped that limited and supervised German rearmament was better than an 
unrestricted arms race with Germany. ~ v e n t u a l l ~ ,  however, Barthou was won over to the hard line camp. 
See discussion of "les dew campsn in VaTsse, St5curitC d'abord, pp. 562-570. See also Nicole Jordan, 
Popular Front and Central Europe. The Dilemmas of French Impotence 1918-1940 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 26; and Robert Young, Power and Pleasure. Louis Barthou and the 
Third French Republic (Montreal: McGill-Queen's Press, 199 l), pp. 2 12-2 16. 

"Maurice Vaisse and Dick Richardson have blamed Britain, though not solely, for failing to offer 
adequate security measures to France and thus for the ultimate demise of disarmament at Geneva. See 
Vaisse, S h r i t t  d'abord, pp. 61 1-613; and Dick Richardson, "The Geneva Disarmament Conference 1932- 
1934," in Dick Richardson and GIyn Stone, eds., Decisions and Di~lomacv. Essays in Twentieth-Centurv 
International Histow. In Memorv of George Griin and Esmonde Robertson (London: Routledge, 1995), p. 
79. Using a wider perspective and looking at the viewpoints of the various powers involved, B.J.C. 
McKercher has reached a different conclusion: "The World Disarmament Conference of 1932-1934 failed 
essentially because of the inability of the Powers to equate different types and number of weapons. . . . 
Each Power had unique military requirements to safeguard both international security and national 
sovereignty. " McKercher, "Of Horns and Teeth", p. 192. 
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rearmament. Understandably concerned for their security, the French chose to end this 

intolerable situation. 

It was left to the British to deal with the aftermath of the French note. Expressing 

the feeling within the Foreign Office, Lord Stanhope, the parliamentary under-secretary 

in the House of Lords, declared that he saw "no alternative but to acknowledge that the 

disarmament negotiations are at an end at any rate for the pre~ent".'~ Chamberlain also 

believed that the French note marked the end of the Disarmament Conference. Since the 

Conference was dead, he argued, Britain "ought now to go for the security end instead of 

the disarmament end", and once more he put before his colleagues on the Ministerial 

Committee on Disarmament the plan for an international air force." Hailsham 

reminded Chamberlain that the government's military advisers had already illuminated the 

weaknesses of his proposal and, "unless the committee felt themselves better experts than 

their own military advisers," it seemed to the secretary of state for war that the only 

reasonable conclusion was that the international force scheme was impracticable. It took 

a concerted effort, including Hankey and Baldwin who added their voices to Hailsham's, 

to convince the chancellor of the futility of his proposals.38 British ministers, therefore, 

began to examine alternative schemes for promoting European security, including a 

unilateral declaration by Britain to defend Belgian independen~e.'~ But, as evidence 

- - -  - 

36Stanhope minute, 21 Apr. 1934, W36W 1/98, FO 37 l/l8524. 

"DCM (32) 37th Mtg., 19 Apr. 1934; DCM (32) 38th Mtg., 20 Apr. 1934; and DCM (32) 39th Mtg., 
24 Apr. 1934, CAB 27/506. 

38DCM (32) 40th Mtg., I May 1934, CAB 27/506. 

3%CM (32) 45th Mtg., 15 May 1934, DCM (32) 48th Mtg., 1 1  June 1934, DCM (32) 49th Mtg., 21 
June 1934, CAB 271507; and Cabinet 23(34), 6 June 1934, Cabinet 26(34), 27 June 1934, CAB 23/79. 
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mounted about Germany's rearmament, the British govemmept became increasingly 

preoccupied with the recommendations of the DRC report. 

With the death of disarmament, Vansittart and his Foreign Office colleagues began 

to chart a new course for British foreign policy. Towards the end of May 1934, senior 

members of the Foreign Office began to ponder the question of European security and the 

future of British policy. The demise of the disarmament negotiations, Allen Leeper 

ventured, would most likely drive France and the Soviet Union closer together, for they 

would now attempt to erect a bamer against the Nazi regime. Italy would probably 

refuse to join this coalition and move closer to Germany. Britain would then be 

confronted with the choice of isolation or involvement. Leeper assumed that Britain 

would not be able to remain isolated and, therefore, it would eventually be forced "to 

revive the unpopular policy of an entente not only with France but with Russia. In other 

words, we should have a restoration of the old system of the TripIe Alliance and the 

Triple Entente. "40 Taking an opposing view, Robert Craigie, the head of the American 

Department* argued that Britain could pursue a policy of isolation, "provided that the 

country [was] prepared to foot an adequate defence bill." To protect the independence of 

Belgium and Holland, which Craigie regarded as vital to British interests, Britain should 

make a unilateral declaration that "in no circumstances would [it] tolerate any attack on 

the Low Countries". By refusing "to join one European group or the other", Craigie 

presumed that Britain would be able to act as the mediator between the two camps.'' 

%eper minute, 23 May 1934, W569311198, FO 371118527. 

41Craigie minute, 24 May 1934, W5693/1/98, FO 371/18527. 



Sargent adopted a middle position between Leeper and Craigie. He conceded that the 

world might, in fact, "be reverting to the pre-war system of Macht Politik, military 

alliances and the balance of power." He also agreed with Leeper that Britain was no 

longer strong enough to pursue a policy of isolation. "This was the painful experience 

which we lived through during the Boer War", he reminded his colleagues, 

. . . that was at a time when the British Navy was still supreme; when 
there was no menace from the air; when our mercantile marine and our 
staple industries gave us an economic strength with which no other 
country could compete; and when London still controlled the finances 
of the world. If, with all those great advantages, we found the policy 
of isolation unworkable, it would be a bold man who would now 
maintain that we shall be better able, in the dangerous period now 
ahead of us, to apply that policy in the very altered circumstances in 
which we fmd ourselves today." 

Britain could not isolate itself from European affairs, but Sargent, like Craigie, imagined 

that the British government could exert a moderating influence on France and Germany, 

"thus preventing a reversion to the crude Macht Poiitik of the pre-war era." 

It was Wigram, however, who expressed views that closely resembled those 

espoused by Vansittart. "I do not believe in any heroic solution or policy," Wigrarn 

wrote, "but simply in the quiet and methodical building up of our own armed strength." 

British rearmament "will make Germany (who covets our possessions) reflect", he 

insisted, and probably discourage Italy from rejoining the Triple Alliance. Wigram also 

attached great importance to encouraging "France to maintain over a long period the 

effort of her new policy of 'containing' Germany by her own armed forces and that of 

her allies." By supporting France, Britain might be able to convince the French that "the 

"Sargent minute, 29 May 1934, W5693/1/98, FO 37 Ul8527. 
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British alliance is better than that of Russia" and thus forestall the revival of the pre-war 

Triple ~ n t e n t e . ~ ~  Vansittart had already amved at similar conclusions. Conducting an 

autopsy of the Disarmament Conference, he fixed the responsibility for its demise on the 

"extent and rapidity of German rearmament". But he added that Britain's military 

weakness "also told heavily against our repeated and ingenious efforts for disarmament." 

The British government had made excessive demands on the Foreign Office without 

backing its diplomacy with sufficient armed strength, asking it "to make bricks without 

straw," he concluded, "and this is a f d  and costly confirmation of that obvious fact." 

Without adequate armed strength, in other words, Britain had failed to soothe the security 

concerns of the French and convince them to accept limited German rearmament." But 

Vansittart ended his gloomy postmortem with an optimistic note about the future. He 

thought that Britain would now be forced to consider its "own safety, which will equally 

clearly lie in reasonable re-equipment and close and proclaimed collaboration with 

France. In those circumstances, I see no reason at all why another European war should 

take place, despite the aggressive nature of German intentions." 

The cornerstone of Vansittart's strategy was Anglo-French collaboration, 

buttressed additionally by British rearmament. The permanent under-secretary hoped that 

closer cooperation with France would fulfil two complementary goals. First and 

foremost, he expected that a solid Anglo-French front, backed fully by the military might 

43Wigram minute, 24 May 1934, W5693/1198, FO 371118527. 

44Vansinart minute, 2 May 1934, W4153/1/98, FO 371/18524. "The French would have been willing 
to wade Geman rearmament against a guarantee", Vansittart wrote, "if they had thought us capable of 
performing our existing undertakings. " Vansittart minute, 1 June 1934, W520611198, FO 37 l/l8526. 
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of both nations, would act as a powerful deterrent to the revisionist aspirations of Nazi 

Germany. Secondly, he anticipated that it would also reassure the French and encourage 

them to be more amenable to satisfying the legitimate objectives of German 

revisioni~m.~~ Based on this double policy of firmness and conciliation, Britain would 

attempt to secure Germany's eventual return to the League of Nations and, in exchange, 

recognise its right to ream. 

Vansittart had good reason to assume that a policy of f m e s s  would be 

successful. Throughout the winter and spring of 1934, Britain had been engaged in 

negotiations with the Germans over the issue of Germany's medium and long-term loans. 

These important negotiations, which have been virtually ignored by historians, played an 

instrumental role in convincing Vansittart of the need for resolution when dealing with 

the Germans." In October 1933, the German government negotiated special 

arrangements with Dutch and Swiss long-term bond holders, giving them preferential 

treatment. The Germans agreed to pay 100 per cent in foreign currency of the value of 

script issued by the Reichsbank to 

in German exports to Holland and 

Dutch and Swiss bond holders in return for an increase 

Swit~erland.~~ British bond holders and those of 

4SVansittart feit certain that "a 'long-range' policy must aim at the reconciliation of revisionist ideas 
with anti-revisionist fears and obstinacy." Vansittart memorandum "The Future of Germany", 9 Apr. 1934, 
CP 104(34), CAB 16/11 1. 

46For exceptions, see Neil Forbes, "London Banks, the German Standsti11 Agreements and 'Economic 
Appeasement' in the 1930s," Economic Historv Review, 2nd. Series, 40(1987), pp. 578-580; David E. 
Kaiser, Economic Diplomacy and the Origins of the Second World War. Germany. Britain. France and 
Eastern Europe 1930-1939 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), pp. 96-97; and the extensive 
discussion in Bernd Jiirgen Wendt, Economic Appeasement. Handel und Finanz in der britischen 
Deutschland-~olitik 1933- 1939 (Diisseldorf: Bertelsmann Universitiitsverlag , 197 I), pp. 1 18-2 13. 

47These events were summarised in a memorandum by Victor Perowne (first secretary in the Central 
Department) "German Transfer Moratorium", 16 Jan. 1934, C3 15/1/18, FO37l/l7675. 
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other countries received 30 per cent (in foreign currency) and 70 per cent in script 

(marks). Sir Frederick kith-Ross, the chief economic adviser to the British government 

1932-1946, urged that Britain "insist that the Germans should cease to discriminate 

against British scriptholders and that they should pay the full 100% on British script." If 

the Germans refused, Leith-Ross added, then Britain should threaten them with a 

unilateral clearing arrangement.48 Since Germany possessed a positive trade balance 

with Britain, British importers of German goods would pay their debts to a British 

clearing office. From these payments, the clearing office would, in turn, pay British 

bond holders and exporters of goods to Germany who were owed money from German 

debtors and importers. The remaining balance would be returned to Germany. k i th -  

Ross was supported by Fisher, who backed the idea of a unilateral clearing arrangement 

if British creditors did not receive equitable treatment. "We had better show that we 

have teeth and will use them if necessary", he wrote on 21 December 1933.49 

With Fisher's support, Leith-Ross sent a note to the Foreign Office apprising 

Vansittart of the situation and requesting that his memorandum be forwarded to the 

German government.50 Wigram and Vansittart backed this proposal, but redrafted the 

48Leith-Ross minute, 30 Nov. 1933, F8797t0414, T 1601642. Ln his memoirs, Leich-Ross dealt with 
this episode in a very cursory fashion. See Sir Frederick kith-Ross, Money Talks. Fifty Years of 
International Finance (London: Hutchinson, l968), pp, 182- 184. The idea of a clearing arrangement was 
discussed at the Board of Trade at the beginning of December, but no decision was made. Board of Trade 
memorandum "Note of an Interdepartmental Meeting held at the Board of Trade on Friday 1st December 
I933", C[ommercial] Rlelations and] Tcreaties department] 6515, B[oard of] T[rade files, Public Record 
Office, Kew] 111228. The president of the Board of Trade, Sir Walter Runciman, was reluctant to 
implement a clearing arraogement. Runciman minute, 30 Dec. 1933, CRT 65 IS, BT 1 11228. 

4%isher minute, 21 Dec. 1933, F8797/04/05, T 1601642. 

Qith-Ross letter to Wigram, 28 Dec. 1933, C7711118, FO 371117675, 
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passage of the note dealing with retaliatory action. The amended passage made it clear 

that if the Germans failed to give "satisfaction" to British bond holders then the result 

"would be the institution of a clearing agreement". Phipps delivered the memorandum 

and, on the instructions of the Foreign Office, issued further warnings to the German 

government throughout January on the possibility of a clearing arrangement .52 These 

threats enabled British long-term bond holders, who were engaged in negotiations with 

the German government, to reach a favourable agreement on 31 January. The agreement 

covered a six month period and put an end to discrimination against British  creditor^.'^ 

"I really think that we can congratulate ourselves on the success of our firmness," 

Wigrarn wrote on 1 February, "even when the Governor of the Bank [of England] and 

the short-term bond holders did their best to spoil the negotiations. "54 In conversations 

with Dr. Hjalmar Schacht (German minister of economics), Montagu Norman (governor 

of the Bank of England) had discussed a tentative scheme whereby the English bank 

would find the money to pay British long-term bond holders in the interim while a final 

settlement was negotiated, thus averting a clearing arrangement." 

Stwigram had secured the approval of Leith-Ross for the amended passage. 
1933; and Vansittart minute, 29 Dec. 1933, C7611118, FO 371117675. 

Norman's efforts 

Wigram minute, 28 Dec. 

52Phipps telegram (20) to Simon, 19 Jan. 1934, C438/1118, FO 37 1117676; Wigram telegram (16) to 
Phipps, 23 Jan. 1934, C43811118, FO 371117676; Phipps telegram (28) to Simon, 24 Jan. 1934, 
C584/1/18, FO 371117676; and Simon telegram (33) to Phipps, 29 Jan. 1934, C675/1/18, FO 371117676. 

"Phipps telegram (52) to Simon, 3 1 Jan. 1934, C749/1/18, FO 371/17676. Because of its economic 
difficulties, Germany was relieved of the responsibility of 100 per cent payments in foreign currency. 
Instead, all bond holders would receive 30 per cent of the amounts due in foreign currency and the balance 
of 70 per cent in script (cashable at 67 per cent of its face value). 

swigram minute, 1 Feb. 1934, C749/1/18, FO 371/17676. 

"Wigram minute, 16 Jan. 1934, C315/1/18, FO 371/17675. 
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prompted Vansittart to remark: "Mr. Montagu Norman is, I fear, a misguided though 

pleasant person. His methods seem to me intolerable, and I wish the c o w  were well 

rid of him - though I suppose such sentiments are heresy in his City ceneculum. 

Within two months of the agreement, the German government threatened to 

default on its long-term loans, including those subscribed under the Dawes and Young 

plans." Both Wigram and Vansittart restated their earlier view that if Germany 

renewed its discrimination against British bond holders then the British government 

should threaten to implement a clearing arrangement. The permanent under-secretary 

declared boldly that "there must be no weakening. "58 Senior Treasury officials 

remained favourably disposed towards the threat of clearing arrangement in order to 

secure equitable treatment for British creditors.59 By June 1934, attempts to reach an 

agreement between British creditors and German officials had failed. Faced with 

Germany's intransigence, the chancellor of the Exchequer proposed legislation to create 

an Anglo-German clearing office. "Unless the Germans show a more reasonable spirit, " 

Chamberlain informed the president of the Board of Trade, "it looks as if they would 

force all the European Governments to impose clearings on them. The best hope of 

56Vansittart minute, 2 Feb. 1934, C749111 18, FO 37 11 17676. Fisher reported his regrets about 
Norman's activities in a minute for Chamberlain. "The Norman-Schacht conversations are shown more and 
more to have been unfortunate", he wrote. "The German attitude in this matter is merely a repetition of 
her historic procedure - whether under Frederick the Great, or in 1870 (Ems teIegrarn) or between 1899 
and 1914. It is, in my opinion, essential from every point of view that we should insist on proper 
treatment. " Fisher minute, 22 Jan. 1934, F8797104107, T 1601643. 

nEmest Rowe Dutton [Treasury official] Ietrer to Wigram, 3 1 Mar. 1934, C209811118, FO 371/17678. 

'wigram minute, 5 Apr. 1934; and Vansittart minute, 8 Apr. 1934, C209811118, FO 371117678. 

%sher minute, 28 Mar. 1934; and Leith-Ross letter to Noman, 4 Apr. 1934, F8797/0511, T 1601590. 
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avoiding this is that we should show the Germans that this country means business that 

we are resolved to take measures to defend our interests if our wishes are not met. "" 

The Cabinet approved Chamberlain's recommendation and agreed to set up a clearing 

office if no satisfactory agreement could be reached with the German g~vernment.~' 

Confronted again with the spectre of a clearing arrangement, the Germans once again 

backed down and signed another six month agreement on 4 July. While the British made 

concessions to the German position, both Wigram aod Vansittart perceived the outcome 

as a victory for Britain. "The record of this long-drawn negotiation is most useful," 

Wigram averred, "for it shows that such satisfaction as we have obtained both as regards 

the commercial loans and the Government Loans was only obtained by the threat of 

retaliatory action of an unpleasant kind for everyone concerned." Vansittart agreed, 

insisting that "the German climb-down on the main point [was] a triumph for the Foreign 

Office not only over the Germans but over other departments of His Majesty's 

Government, who were distinctly reluctant to talk the only language which the Germans 

understand. "62 Germany's recalcitrance and subsequent retreat over foreign loans 

reaffirmed Vansittart's opinion of the need for a policy of finnness when dealing with 

Nazi Germany. 

As part of this policy of firmness. Vansittart fastened upon, in his words, the idea 

of "keeping Germany lean", that is to say, Britain should guard against adopting 

- - - - 

60Chamberlain letter to Runcirnan, 4 June 1934, F879710513, T 1601590. 

61Cabinet 25(34), 19 June 1934, CAB 23/79. 

Wigram minute, 6 July 1934; and Vansittart minute, 7 July 1934, C4699/1/18, FO 371117684, 
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measures which assisted the expansion of German power. In January, he had already 

voiced this opinion to Fisher. "I have always thought that fmancial stringency in 

Germany was going to be our principal safeguard against whoiesale German re- 

armament", he disclosed, "and that we should do all we can to keep Germany financially 

lean, even at a cost to certain people [in the City] here. "63 In April, Phipps reiterated 

this idea, asserting that Germany, confronted with shrinking foreign trade and faced with 

a deepening economic crisis, would be more amenable to pressure provided it continued 

to be plagued by financial and economic difficulties. Vansittart wholeheartedly endorsed 

the ambassador's judgment. "To keep Germany lean and anxious", he repeated, "is the 

only policy of safety until -- if ever -- the present tendencies, teachings and preparations 

abate. "" Britain should neither ease Germany's economic difficulties with financial aid, 

nor should it acquiesce in German territorial aggrandisement. These efforts would only 

bolster German strength which, in turn, would only encourage Germany to make further 

demands. 

Given Vansittart's concern for keeping Germany lean, it is not surprising the 

importance he attached to Austrian independence. "I don't want to see Nazi resources 

augmented by another 7,000,000 people [the Aus trim population] , " he told his Foreign 

Office col leag~es .~~ Apprehensions about German encroachments against Austria had 

QVaasinart letter to Fisher, 6 Jan. 1934, C7611118, FO 371117675. 

@Phipps despatch (477) to Simon, 25 Apr. 1934; and Vansittart minute, 5 May 1934, C2726/29/18, FO 
371117706. Wigram supported this approach, insisting that Britain "must carry it out to the bitter end and 
give Germany no encouragement in any sphere financial, economic or political. All our information 
continues to suggest that difficulties are likely to check the Nazi appetite." Wigram minute, 2 June 1934, 
C3398129118, FO 371117706. 

65Vansittart minute, 30 Jan. 1934, R573/37/3, FO 37 lIl8345. 
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prompted him in August 1933 to circulate a memorandum to the Cabinet calling for 

British assistance in maintaining Austrian independence .66 According to Vansittart, 

Germany's desire for an Anschluss with Austria constituted merely the beginning of more 

grandiose schemes of territorial expansion. The way in which Britain managed this " f ~ s t  

trial of strength", therefore, would influence greatly the future course of German foreign 

policy." The crisis situation in Austria temporarily receded in the a u m  of 1933, but 

a revival of Nazi activity in early 1934 brought renewed concern for Austrian 

independence. To prevent Germany from absorbing its southern neighbour, Vansittart 

recommended that Britain extend economic assistance to Austria or, at the very least, 

agree to purchase Austrian timber, a policy he had been promoting ever since his August 

1933 memorandum." The Cabinet rejected this idea, arguing that Britain could not 

make tariff concessions to Austrian exporters because this represented unfair competition 

for British manufacturers. The maximum effort that the government was willing to make 

was to refrain from invoking Britain's right of most-favoured-nation status with other 

countries who negotiated preferential agreements with Austrian exporters. This would 

66Boadle has exaggerated Vansittart's sense of panic. He was apprehensive not panic-stricken. Boadle, 
"Sir Robert Vansittart at the Foreign Office", pp. 95-102. On German zctivities in A~str ia  see Gottfiied- 
Karl K i n d e m ,  Hitlers Niederlage in ~sterreich. Bewaffketer NS-Putsch. Kanzlermort und ~sterreichs 
Abwehrsieg 1934 (Hamburg: Hoffman und Carnpe, 1984), pp. 34-42; Jurgen Gehl, Austria. Germany. and 
the Anschluss 193 1-1938 (London: Oxford University Press, 1963), pp. 52-60; and Alfred D. Low, 
AnschIuss Movement 193 1-1938 and the Great Powers (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), pp. 
119-120. 

@Vansittart memorandum, 28 Aug. 1933, in DBFP, vol. 5, pp. 547-559. See also Aaron L. Goldman, 
"Sir Robert Vansittart's Search for Italian Cooperation against Hitler 1933-1936," Journal of Contem~orary 
History 9(1974), p. 99. 

'Vansittart minute, 22 Jan. 1934, R45713713, FO 371f1834.4; Vansittart minute, 5 Feb. 1934, 
R75413713, FO 371118345; and Vansittart minute, 7 Feb. 1934, R96213713, FO 371/18347. 
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allow Austria to negotiate favourable commercial treaties with other countries without 

Britain demanding equal treat~nent.~' Under pressure from the French, the British 

government also agreed to join with France and Italy in a public declaration on 17 

February 1934 to the effect that the three powers "took a common view of the necessiw 

of maintaining Austria' s independence and integrity in accordance with the relevant 

aeaties. "" The failure to back this proclamation with measures of tangible support 

belied the strength of the British commitment to defend Austrian independence. 

The Cabinet's refusal to endorse even modest economic proposals touched off a 

fervent debate within the Foreign Office on the future of Austria. This controversy 

originated with a memorandum on "The Austrian Problem" drafted by E.H. Cam, at the 

time a f i s t  secretary in the Southern De~artrnent.~' Carr argued that there was "no 

possibility of fuaher maintaining any real Austrian independence, and that the choice lay 

between a de facto Italian and a de facto German protectorate". Accepting the German 

solution, Carr insisted, "would enable the Powers, if they so desired, to secure a ouid pro 

clue for their consent (dernilitarisation, economic guarantees and so forth)." Carr 

claimed, based on a questionable reading of history, that "Germany is united to Austria 

by race, by language and by the tradition of nearly a thousand years, which was 

interrupted only in 1866; and it is difficult to believe that these hndamental impulses will 

@Cabinet 2(34), 24 Jan. 1934; Cabinet 3(34), 31 Jan. 1934; Cabinet 4(34), 7 Feb. 1934; and Cabinet 
5(34), 14 Feb. 1934, CAB 23/78. 

Tabi.net 5(34), 14 Feb. 1934, CAB 23/78. See also Boadle, "Sir Robert Vansittart at the Foreign 
Office", pp. 125-128; and Gehl, Austria. Germanv and the Anschluss, p. 83. 

71Carr memorandum "The Austrian Problem: The Latest Phase", 26 Feb. 1934, R2190/37/3, FO 
371118351. 



not triumph in the end over the pure opportunism of Italy." The post-1918 Austrian state 

was overwhelmingly German by race and language but it appears that Carr was ignoring 

the history of Austria's bitter relations with Prussia throughout the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century. 

Men Leeper and Owen O'Malley, the head of the Southern Department, 

supported C m ' s  views, but Wigram and Sargent both wrote lengthy minutes attacking 

his memorandum. 72 Wading into these troubled waters, Vansittart set before his 

colleagues the reasons why he did not want to see Austria absorbed by Germany: 

I remain one of those simple persons who prefer a 13 stone Germany to 
a 15 stone Germany. The programme put before me is one of an 
eventual 17 stone Germany -- for she would put on another stone or 
two later on. . . . She is, believe me, less dangerous at 13 stone -- a 
very nice weight for anyone and one which admits of the existence of 
some other 12 stone people. When she ceases to be inflamed and 
sobers down, I shall less dislike the 15 stone programme -- though I 
shall never take kindly to a 17 stone programme for a potential 
cannibal. . . . And modem Germany will not sober down, and become 
reasonably companionable, on success. 1 think she might become 
reasonable if she remained reasonably lean -- for a while anyhow, 
economically as well as politically. I do think you will break her 
appetite by feeding her on men.73 

Between the lines of this colourful statement about Germany's voracious appetite lay the 

essence of Vansittart's strategy for dealing with the Nazi regime. He maintained the 

RO'Malley minute, 27 Feb. 1934; Leeper minute, 3 Mar. 1934; Wigram minute, 27 Feb. 1934; and 
Sargent minute, 12 Mar. 1934, R2190/37/3, FO 37l/l835l. O'MalIey and Wigram had a running battle 
over Austrian and European affairs in general. O'Malley eventually emerged as an implacably hostile 
opponent of Vansittan. See Donald Boadle, "Vansittart's Administration of the Foreign Office in 1930s," 
in Richard Langhorne, ed., Di~lomacv and Intelli~ence during the Second World War. Essays in honour of 
F.H. Hinsley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, l985), pp. 8 1-82. 

'Wansittart minute, 18 Mar. 1934, R2190/37/3, FO 37U18351. Vansittart congratulated Carr on his 
memorandum and agreed to have it printed for Foreign Office use. But he declined to have it circulated to 
the missions abroad or put before the Cabinet. 
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view that G e m  desiderata might, in the future and within limits, be granted provided 

that Germany's moral and material preparations for war abated. In the meantime, Britain 

must persist in a policy of firmness, keep Germany lean and await the moment when 

German bellicosity ceased before making concessions. 

To protect Austria from the rapacious designs of its northern neighbour, Vansittart 

continued to champion the idea of active British assistance. But he realised that Austria's 

independence depended ultimately on the role of Italy. 74 Italy' s geographical position 

clearly enabled it to play the dominant part in the defence of Austria against German 

encroachments. The critical question for British policy-makers was whether or not 

Britain could collaborate with Italy to maintain an independent Austria. Sir Eric 

Drummond, the British ambassador to Rome, intimated to Simon that Mussolini might be 

willing to cooperate with Britain at Geneva and, together with France, apply sanctions 

against Germany for its interference in Austrian affairs. While the secretary of state 

desired Italy's cooperation, he disagreed with the ambassador over the "Italian 

willingness to coerce Germany. "" Like Simon, Vansittart understood the importance of 

working with Italy to maintain Austrian independence, but he too remained sceptical 

about the likelihood of Italian collaborati~n.~~ The permanent under-secretary always 

retained the hope, nevertheless, that the competing German and Italian interests in Austria 

74Vansittart minute, 7 Jan. 1934, R167/37/3, FO 371118344; and Cabinet 2(34), 24 Jan. 1934, CAB 
23/78. 

75Drummond letter to Simon, 10 Feb. 1934; and Simon letter to Druxrimond, 13 Feb. 1934, FO 
800/289. 

76Vansittart Ietter to Drummond, 13 Feb. 1934, R91813713, FO 37 l/l8347. 



would eventually exacerbate the relationship between the two counaies and "drive Italy 

into more reliable collaboration westwards. "T7 

The chances of Italian cooperation with France and Britain improved dramatically 

following the attempted coup in Vienna by Austrian Nazis on 25 July 1934. Few doubted 

that Germany was ultimately behind the coup, as Austrian Nazis not only received funds 

from German sources but they also trained in Bavaria. Mussolini's decisive action during 

the abortive coup convinced Vansittart that the moment was opportune to pressure Hitler 

"to end his Austrian campaign" and thus drive a wedge between Italy and Germany? 

He based this judgment on information from Dnunmond, who noted the enormous shock 

in Italy over the attempted coup and the recent Rohm purge. "Never in the whole course 

of my experience have I known the press here so outspoken and violently anti-German", 

the ambassador reported. Based on Drurnrnond's report, Vansittart advised Simon that: 

we should do a11 we can to widen the breach between Italy and 
Germany. This shows how favourable is the opportunity, and that was 
another reason for our wishing to implicate Germany clearly if not 
nominally. Sir Eric Dnunmond told me that he had never known Italy 
so violently anti-German as since the June 30 massacre: the shock had 
been tremendous. I hope we shall not albw this opportunity to 
escape. 79 

Vansittart appealed to Simon to send a personal message to Mussolini expressing Britain's 

sympathy for Italy's stance on Austria. The foreign secretary agreed with Vansittart "as 

Wansittart minute, 30 Jan. 1934, R573/3713, FO 371118345. 

78Vansittart minute, 26 July 1934, R4227/37/3, FO 37 Ill835 1 .  

Wnunmond telegram (215) to Simon, 26 July 1934; and Vansittart minute, 26 JuIy 1934, R4138/37/3, 
FO 371/18351. See Esmonde M. Robertson, Mussolini as Empire-Builder. Europe and Africa 1932-1936 
(London: Macmillan, 1977), ch. 6. 
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to our reading of the situation" but he demurred on the suggestion of a personal 

communication to the ~ u c e . ~ '  Several days later, Sargent and Vansittart renewed their 

efforts to convince Simon to send the Italian leader a personal message. Yielding to this 

pressure, Simon despatched a private note to Mussolini on 31 July. "I would tike to send 

Your Excellency a personal message", Simon's note proclaimed, "recording the sympathy 

with which your own policy and declarations in comexion with recent events in Austria 

has been received here. . . . I trust that the [three governments] will continue to co- 

operate on the basis of the joint declaration1? 

This early movement in the direction of closer cooperation with Italy received 

Vansittart's full backing. Since British public opinion was unlikely to fight to protect the 

integrity of Austria, the country's independence rested, therefore, upon Italy's 

determination to keep Germany out. Italy's willingness to rebuff German encroachments 

hinged, in turn, on the diplomatic support of Britain." Greater British cooperation with 

Italy also meshed well with French foreign policy, as Barthou actively promoted better 

Franco-Italian relations.83 Initially at least, Vansittart did not regard this cooperation 

solely as a military bloc to contain Germany. He hoped, in fact, that it would serve a 

dual purpose. Not only would this combination provide a deterrent to impetuous action 

by the Nazis, it would also promote a general settlement in Europe, dealing B trois with 

- -- -- - - -- - - - 

soSimon minute, 26 July 1934, R422713713, FO 371/18351. 

''Sargent minute, 30 July 1934; Vansittart minute, 30 July 1934; and Simon telegram (244) to John 
Murray (counseHor in Rome Embassy), 3 1 July 1934, R429313713, FO 37 Ul8352. 

Wansinart minute, 6 Aug. 1934, R435813713, FO 37l/l8353. 

83Alexander, The Republic in Danger, pp. 44-46; Jordan, The Po~ular Front and Central Europe, pp. 
27-29; and Young, In Command of France, pp. 58-59, 72-73. 
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Germany's grievances against the Versailles Treaty. Instead of Britain making bilateral 

approaches to deal with German desiderata, Vansittart preferred to cooperate with France 

and Italy to settle these claims. 

It was over the future of Austria and other issues concerning German revisionism 

that Vansittaa clearly promoted the idea of closer collaboration among the three Western 

powers. Wary of the public's response to joint action with France and Italy, Simon 

balked at the suggestion of greater cooperation. He doubted, moreover, whether such a 

policy, in the long run, would be able to safeguard Austrian independence. "I am against 

this or any other organised association", Simon told the prime minister. "British opinion 

is strongly anti-interventionist and indeed we could not intervene anyhow. I doubt very 

much whether Austria will resist German infiltration in the end. "" From Vienna, Selby 

entreated the Foreign Office to do more to assist Austria. Curiously, he implied that 

Vansittart was obstructing efforts to secure British assistance. Unbeknown to Selby, 

Vansittart had continually advocated active British support and he understood, perhaps 

better than anyone else, the great "difficulties [in London] in the way of further financial 

or economic assistance". As Vansittart informed the British minister in Vienna: 

I frankly do not think any new initiative or contribution by His 
Majesty's Government is at the moment possible. . . . I sympathise 
with your feelings of gloom and muddle, but I still have a hope that if 
the Austrian Government show a degree of statesmanship and courage, 
they may be able to hold the pass long enough for the Nazi danger to 
subside or be discredited? 

84Simon letter to MacDonald, 3 Aug. 1934, MacDonaId Papers, PRO 301691680. 

%eIby letter to Vansittart. 29 Aug. 1934; and Vansittart Ietter to Selby, 3 Sept. 1934, R517813713, FO 
371118356. 
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Vansittart undoubtedly lamented the fact that Britain would not do more to aid 

Austria and he resented Selby's inference that it was he, himself, who had thwarted the 

policy of active British support. "On the contrary, " Vansittart wrote, "no one has 

worked harder to help Austria actively. It is geography and the other Departments that 

have beaten me."86 The utmost the Cabinet was willing to do was join with France and 

Italy and repeat the declaration of 17 February. This was done at Geneva on 27 

September." It is unlikely that even this modest measure would have come to fruition 

without the prompting of Vansittart. He unquestionably wanted Britain to do more. But 

he realised the limitation of his and the Foreign Office's influence, which led him to 

remark: "It is at least the best that the Foreign Office could do. I do not say that it is the 

best His Majesty's Government could have done!"88 

While the British government refused to go beyond nominal efforts to work 

closely with Italy and France, Vansittart took advantage of a working holiday in Rome 

with his wife, Sarita, in October 1934 to strengthen Anglo-Italian relations. During his 

visit to Rome, Vansittart held friendly conversations with Mussolini, Galeazzo Ciano 

%is bitter exchange perhaps expIains the acrimonious relationship the two had in their retirement 
years. See Selby letter to Vansittart, 12 Sept. 1934; Vansittart minute. 20 Sept. 1934; and Vansittart letter 
to Selby, 20 Sept. 1934, R5179/37/3, FO 371118356. For their later opinions of each other see Selby, 
Di~lomatic Twilight, pp. 15-16, 30-32, 51-52; and the fascinating correspondence in Vansittart Papers 
surrounding the publication of Selby's book. For instance, Vansittart told the historian Robert [later Lord] 
Blake that: "In regard to Austria Selby is so ignorant that he has confused me with Nevile Henderson." 
Vansittart letter to Blake, 1 May 1953, Vansittart Papers, VNST 11, 1/50. 

Tabinet 32(34), 25 Sept. 1934, CAB 23/79. 

88Vansittart minute, 29 Sept. 1934, R530913713, FO 371118357. Several days later, he was more 
acerbic: "As to the formula we obviously had no choice but to accept its complete and repetitive colourless 
without making ourselves completely ludicrous in our sterility." Vansittart minute, 2 Oct. 1934, 
R533 113713, FO 371118357. 
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(Mussolini's son-in-law and later Italian Foreign Minister) and FuIvio Suvich (under- 

secretary at the Italian Foreign   in is try)." Dnunmond reported that the visit had been 

a great success. "It has been great fun having Van here", he wrote to Simon. "The 

Italians expected a somewhat severe and very official personage under the title of 

Permanent Under-Secretary of State, and were correspondingly frightened. Now they 

have fallen under the chams of the Vans wansirart and Sarita] and all Rome is at their 

feet. "" Following his Rome trip, Vansittart's efforts to promote greater cooperation 

among the three Western powers increasingly met with a favourable response. It is not 

difficult to explain this modification of the British government's attitude. More than 

anything else, events in Europe were demonstrating the importance of working together 

with the French and the Italians to pacify the European situation. 

Two considerations, in particular, encouraged the British Cabinet to look more 

favourably upon closer collaboration with France and Italy. The first consideration 

involved the pending Saar pIebiscite, scheduled for January 1935 to determine the future 

status of the Saar territory in accordance with the provisions of the Versailles Treaty. In 

a letter to the prime minister reviewing the international situation, Simon asserted that: 

"The Saar is really the most anxious European problem and will continue to be so until 

the plebiscite is over next January. Simon had no doubt that the majority of the Saar 

population would vote in favour of rejoining Germany. But the foreign secrerary worried 

%ee the humorous account of his Rome trip in Vansittart, The Mist Procession, pp. 50 1-503. 

%rummond letter to Simon, 19 Oct. 1934, FO 800/289. 

91Simon letter to MacDonald, 3 Oct. 1934, MacDonald Papers, PRO 30/69/680. 
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lest a large minority vote against return to Germany because of Hitler's regime. It was 

difficult to gauge the reaction of the German government to this eventuality, for its 

prestige had now become linked with securing a strong majority? The second 

consideration pertained to the mounting evidence of Germany's rapid rearmament. 

Probing questions in the House of Commons on Germany's rearmament, including those 

from Winston Churchill, together with information from the Berlin Embassy on the 

"alarming manner" in which Germany was reaming, led the Cabinet to create a special 

ministerial committee to discuss the ramifications of German rearmament.93 Mandated 

to consider whether or not Eritain was prepared unilaterally to legalise German 

rearmament, the committee had to decide what to do if Germany demanded legalisation 

or proclaimed unilaterally its right to rearm. A consensus quickly formed among 

committee members that the evidence pointed overwhelmingly to the fact that Germany 

was rearming in violation of the Versailles Treaty and that the British government would 

have to make some statement about this rearmament in the House of Commons. 

Committee members decided to recall Phipps from Berlin to sound out his 

opinions on the likely impact in Germany of any British statement on German 

rearmament? On 25 November, the comrnitree met at the house of Sir Samuel Hoare, 

?3imon letter to Lord Wigrarn (King's secretary), 5 Nov. 1934, FO 8001289. 

93Cabinet 41(34), 21 Nov. 1934, CAB 23/80. The committee's proceedings can be foIIowed in CAB 
271572. Indications of Germany's rapid rearmament continued to mdtiply in the autumn and winter of 
1934. Phipps telegram (231) to Simon, 3 Nov. 1934, C7394/20/18, FO 371117696; Phipps telegram (244) 
to Simon, 16 Nov. 1934, C7769120118, FO 371117696; and Foreign Office memorandum "German 
Rearmamentn, 24 Nov. 1934, C7875/20/ 18, FO 37 11 17696. 

94G[erman] R[earmament](34) 1st Mtg. 22 Nov. 1934; and GR(34) 2nd Mtg. 22 Nov. 1934, CAB 
27/572. 
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the secretary of state for India, where Phipps gave his views on the intended statement. 

The ambassador "saw no objection" to Britain "making plain the re-armament situation 

in Germany." This would naturally annoy the Germans, but Phipps insisted "that was not 

a matter which need be taken into account." Phipps qualified his endorsement of the 

proposed statement with the proviso that Britain must "be united with both France and 

Italy. " If Germany thought disagreement existed between the three powers, then it would 

disregard the statement without fearing united action. "It was particularly important", 

Phipps added, "that Italy should be associated with us later on." The committee 

approved these suggestions and, in accordance with the advice of Phipps, acknowledged 

the importance of working closely with France and Italy following the statement in the 

House of Commons.gs A day later, the Cabinet accepted the committee's 

recommendations and agreed that Simon and Baldwin should speak "in friendly terms" 

about German rearmament during the debate in the House of Commons on 28 

~overnber? There was never any question of halting Germany's rearmament by 

forceful means. Rather, the Cabinet intended to use the Commons' debate to alert British 

public opinion of the mounting German menace. It was also hoped that, by focusing 

attention on German rearmament, together with the threat of united action by Britain, 

France and Italy, Germany would feel compelled to negotiate a settlement which 

recognised its right to rearm but restricted that rearmament. 

%GR(34) 3rd Mtg., 25 Nov. 1934, CAB 271572. 

%Cabinet 42(34), 26 Nov. 1934, CAB 23/80. 



116 

The Commons' debate had the opposite effect, however. German reaction 

indicated that the Germans interpreted the statements by Baldwin and Simon as 

tantamount to the legalisation of their rear~nament.'~ The Cabinet rejected this 

interpretation and instructed Phipps to inform the German government that Britain did not 

"recognise the right of any signatory to a treaq to free itself from obligations imposed 

upon it without negotiations and agreement with the other signatories. "98 Furthermore, 

the Cabinet decided that an invitation to visit London should be extended to Pierre- 

Etienne Flandin, the French prime minister, to discuss joint action over German 

rearmament. "It is desirable to give the forthcoming French visit publicity", the Cabinet 

concluded. "The stronger we make the common front between ourselves, France and 

Italy, the more likely it is that Germany will listen to reason. She is frightened at the 

idea of being isolated." The Cabinet had reached this decision largely on the advice of 

Phipps, who had reiterated the need for Britain working closely with France and Italy. 

According to the British ambassador, the Germans were "ripe " for an agreement, for they 

felt "isolated" and the German economy was " in a parlous state". "I am more than ever 

convinced that if we can maintain an united front between ourselves, France and Italy, at 

any rate on German rearmament," Phipps insisted, "we shall eventually be able to extract 
I 

a fairly reasonable Convention from the Germans. " Britain should use "these precious 

97Phipps telegram (3 10) to Simon, 3 Dec. 1934, C8 l64/2O/l8, FO 37 1/f 7697; and Phipps telegram 
(264) to Simon, 7 Dec. 1934, C8382/20/18, FO 371/17697. 

98Cabinet 46(34), 12 Dec. 1934, CAB 23/80. 



weeks before a settlement of the Saar question", he opined, " in setting up that united 

front, by means of private and confidential talks with the French and Italians" .99 

Thus, at the end of 1934, a consensus existed among British policy-makers on the 

strategy Britain should adopt to deal with German rearmament. Few would have 

disagreed with Simon, who insisted that: 

Our policy therefore must be to bring about agreement leading to 
Germany's return to Geneva while there is time: if nothing is done, in 
a few months it will be too late. That means that we must first 
persuade the French -- and pay the necessary price for such 
persuasion -- then bring in the Italians, and anticipate Hitler's move 
after the Saar trouble is over by getting in first. The legalisation of 
German rearmament and the cancelling of the armament clauses of Part 
V of the Treaty of Versailles are a bitter pill for the French to swallow; 
especially as they don't believe in German promises. loo 

This was certainly the course of action favoured by Vansittart, who had been on leave 

throughout December 1934 following his return from Rome. He too hoped that 1935 

would witness the conclusion of a general agreement or convention, which would secure 

Germany's return to the League of Nations and, at the same time, recognise the German 

demand for equality of status, including the acceptance of equality in armaments. 

Vansittart continued, in effect, to promote the idea of a comprehensive settlement. What 

he ultimately envisioned was a general arrangement which included an arms convention, 

adequate security measures for France, Germany's return to the League of Nations and 

Vhipps letter to Simon, 6 Dec. 1934, FO 8001289. 

ImSimon diary, 21 Dec. 1934, Simon Papers, Simon 7. 
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the abrogation of the disarmament clauses in the Versailles Treaty (a tacit acceptance of 

the German right to rearm). lo' 

These quixotic expectations promptly vanished, however, with the announcement 

on 15 January 1935 of the results of the Saar plebiscite. Over ninety per cent of the 

voters had cast their ballot in favour of reunion with Germany, a clear victory for the 

German government. The triumphant German reaction to this news alarmed Vansittart. 

"The true German, and the true Germany, has always become arrogant and impossible 

with success", he wrote on 18 January 1935. "I see little prospect of any kind of 

agreement with Germany. But we must still try and hope for the best. "'02 

Germany's growing truculence certainly constituted a serious obstacle to any diplomatic 

initiatives. Regardless of the difficulties, Vansittart still favoured making an attempt to 

reach an agreement with Germany. He supported Sargent's suggestion that: "In view of 

Herr Hitler's triumph in the Saar plebiscite, it may be considered desirable at an early 

date . . . that His Majesty's Government would make some public declaration designed to 

show their community of interests with France and Italy. " lo' Sargent' s recommendation 

conformed to Vansittart's firmly held opinion that the only chance of securing an 

agreement with Germany depended on Britain working in harmony with France and Italy. 

lolNotes of an informal conference held in Vansittart's room in the Foreign Office on the nature of the 
general settlement, 15 Jan. 1935, C409/55/18, FO 37Ul8823. 

IMVansittart minutes, 18 Jan. 1935, C435/55/18 and C473/55/18, FO 37 1118823. 

"%argent memorandum, 17 Jan. 1935; and Vansittart minute, 17 Jan. 1934, C1009/55/18, FO 
371/18825. 
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Vansittart and his Foreign Office colleagues also realised that an agreement with 

Germany hinged on France's willingness to abrogate the disarmament clauses of Part V 

of the Versailles Treaty and, therefore, they wanted to use Flandin's forthcoming visit to 

London to secure French acquiescence in their abrogation. Preliminary discussions with 

the French indicated that they would raise the issue of an aerial convention or pact during 

the conversations. Wigram and Vansittart urged British participation in the aerial pact in 

exchange for French acceptance of the legalisation of German rearmament. '" As 

expected, the French put forth a proposal for an air convention on 1 February, the first 

day of their three day visit to London.105 The French scheme envisaged mutual 

guarantees by all the signatory powers and involved immediate retaliation against an 

aggressor who launched an unprovoked air attack. A meeting was held in the Foreign 

Office to discuss the French proposal on the afternoon of 1 February, at which Hankey 

and the COS raised several objections to the plan.lo6 Following this meeting, the 

French gave the British their formal proposal, which was translated and submitted to the 

Cabinet on 2 February. At the Cabinet meeting, Simon recommended that Britain 

immediately sign the Anglo-French aerial convention and publicly proclaim its 

participation in the pact. His colleagues rejected this suggestion, but agreed to put before 

the German government the proposed aerial convention as part of a general agreement 

lWWigram minute, 28 Jan. 1935, C655155118, FO 371118823; Vansittart minute, 28 Jan. 1935, 
C680155118, FO 37 11 18824; and Foreign Office memorandum, "Proposed Aerial Convention", 29 Jan. 
1935, C1190155118, FO 371118826. 

'DSThe conversations can be found in DBFP, vol. 12, pp. 458482. 

'06Minutes of a meeting held in Foreign Office on the proposed aerial convention, 1 Feb. 1935, 
C972155118, FO 371118825- 
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which also included Germany's return to the League and a security pact for Eastern 

Europe -- known as the Eastern Locarno. Legalisation of German rearmament was the 

incentive extended to Germany for its participation in the general agreement. These 

proposals were announced to the world on 3 February in a joint Anglo-French 

communique. Irn 

Hankey was furious with the Foreign Office over the London talks. Without 

informing the COS, Hankey recorded angrily in his diary on 10 February, the Foreign 

OEce representatives "had taken on themselves to suggest an unlimited military 

commitment without even consulting the Defence Departments on the subject. As we 

ordinarily dl work together, this was an act of bad faith." The Cabinet secretary felt 

certain, moreover, that this "virtually pledged us to the most serious military commitment 

that we have entered into for centuries, if at all. "la The crux of the controversy 

concerned the question of whether or not the French proposal entailed a new commitment 

beyond those undertaken by Britain in the Locarno Treaty. Hankey and the COS clearly 

thought it did, for they argued that Britain was now committed to "immediate action" in 

response to "unprovoked aggression" without the safeguard provided by the Locamo 

'Tabinet 7(35), 2 Feb. 1935, CAB 23/81. The communique is reprinted in DBFP, vol. 12, pp. 482- 
484. 

'*On 24 February, Hankey wrote in his d i q :  "The thought of this p f idy  actually gave me a sleepless 
night on Thursday night - a thing I never suffer from - and I considered and am still considering seriously 
whether I can remain in office if the thing goes through." Hankey diary, 10 Feb. and 24 Feb. 1935, 
Hankey Papers, HNKY 1 /7. 



Treaty under which each signatory decided whether o r  not an "unprovoked aggression" 

had occurred.'09 The Foreign Office rejected this argument, insisting that: 

The phrase 'unprovoked aggression' is in the Locarno Treaty, and so is 
the phrase 'undertakes immediately to come to the help of the party 
against whom such a violation or breach has been directed,' but the 
question whether 'unprovoked aggression' has taken place remains as 
before a question for us to decide for ourselves.110 

Responding to "unprovoked aggression" with "immediate" assistance did not, therefore, 

involve an extension of the Locarno commitments. The proposed aerial convention did 

contain a new commitment, the Foreign Office admitted, but this was beneficial to Britain 

because it now received a guarantee against aggression, an assurance absent from the 

Locarno Treaty. 

The intensity of the dispute between the Foreign Office and the Cabinet secretary 

had been noted by the prime minister, who judged that "Hankey's case against the way 

the business has been handled [was] strong on paper but his objections to the pact itself 

[were] not strongly founded. " MacDonald also made the observation that "Hankey has 

now [to] be added to the enemies of the Foreign Offke. . . . I have never known this 

calm and worthy servant who keeps his head when everybody is losing theirs in such a 

state of despair and disappointment. " ' The prime minister, nevertheless, thought the 

proposed aerial convention "a good move" that would render "great assistance to 

'09COS memorandum "French Air Proposals for a Treaty o f  Mutual Guaranteen, 8 Feb. 1934, CID 
1161B, CAB 4/23; and Hankey memorandum "The Proposed Air Bombing Convention", 14 Feb. 1934, 
CID 1 l62B, CAB 4/23. 

""Foreign Office memorandum "The Proposed Aerial Convention", 21 Feb. 1935, CID 1 1668, CAB 
4/23. 

LL'MacDonald office diary, 18 Feb. 1935, MacDonald Papers, PRO 30/69/1753/1. 
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European peace if wisely guided. "lL2 MacDonald's view of the Anglo-French 

conversations closely paralleled that of Vansittart. "I consider the London conversations 

and their results", the permanent under-secretary attested, "to have been not only a 

tactical advantage but a tactical necessity." Vansittart added that he: 

would not go so far as to say that they alter the great central fact [the 
German threat], with which we are all being increasingly confronted. 
Nobody would claim that, I think. At best they offer, apart from those 
most important tactical considerations, a faint possibility of modifying 
the unpleasant reality. 

Vansittart defended the proposed aerial convention because he appreciated that Britain had 

to make some tangible concession to France, if the British wanted to secure French 

support for the legalisation of the German rearmament. He accused critics of the scheme 

of failing "to realise that one cannot make a political omelette -- even one which our own 

public like -- without risking (not even breaking) some eggs. " lL4 

While the British debated the merits of the proposed aerial convention, the 

Germans presented their reply to the Anglo-French communiqu6. The "German answer 

is very ingenious", Sargent admitted, for it did not openly reject the communique. 

"Instead of raising difficulties or asking questions, as we had expected, they merely 

ignore the points which they dislike." Germany was attempting to draw Britain into 

bilateral negotiations, Sargent alleged, which were "obviously intended to break the 

united front which has been so laboriously constructed". Vansittart agreed with Sargent's 

%4acDonald office diary, 9 Feb. 1935, MacDondd Papers, PRO 30169/1753/ 1. 

'13Vansittart minute, 9 Feb. 1935, C107615Y18, FQ 371118825. 

114Vansittart minute, 13 Feb. 1935, C 1 l78/S5/lSI FO 37111 8826. 
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analysis of the German reply. "The reply is both ingenious and tricky, tt he declared, 

"and its wedge-driving propensities are obvious. It behooves us to be very careful - and 

very frank with Rome and Paris. A false step on this dangerous ground might have 

disastrous and very far-reaching consequences. " 'I5 

The " wedge-driving propensities " of the proposed bilateral discussions troubled 

Vansittart. Baron Constantin von Neurath, the German foreign minister, had already 

made a similar proposal to Lord Lothian during the latter's visit to Berlin in January.116 

Neurath proposed that a British minister should visit Berlin and hold talks with Hider. 

Lothian's conversation with Neurath had angered Phipps. "The fact is British 

missionaries of peace of varying shades of political thought seem to come here in 

growing numbers," he wrote, "and, after conversations with various personages, return to 

England with some plan of their own whereby peace is to be ensured for a given number 

of years." Phipps's comments led Vansittart to remark: "Lord Lothian is, I fear, an 

incurably superficial Johnny-know-all" . IL7 Both Phipps and Vansittart doubted che 

value of a ministerial visit to Berlin. They distrusted the motives underlying the German 

invitation and perceived it as an attempt to divide Britain from France and Italy.lL8 B Y 

contrast, Simon was not against the proposed visit and he told Phipps, that if France and 

llSSargent minute, 15 Feb. 1935; and Vansittart minute, 15 Feb. 1935, C1216155118, FO 371118826. 

li6Lothian letter to Simon, 30 Jan. 1935, FO 8001290. 

'17Phipps letter to Simon, 30 Jan. 1935; and Vansittart minute, 4 Feb. 1935, C785155118, FO 
371118824. 

u8Phipps telegram (48) to Simon, 12 Feb. 1935, C1160155/18, FO 371118826; Vansittart minute, 13 
Feb. 1935, C1178155118, FO 371118826; and Vansittart minute, 20 Feb. 1935, C1356/55/18, FO 
37 Ul8826. 
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Italy gave their approval, then he would push for conversations in Berlin. lXg After 

taking soundings in Paris, including a conversation with Pierre Lava1 , the French foreign 

minister, Sir George Clerk, the British ambassador to Paris, informed Simon that the 

French consented to the visit. While the Italians had some reservations about the Anglo- 

German conversations in Berlin, Dino Grandi, the Italian ambassador to London, told 

Vansittart that Italy did not oppose the talks provided that unity was maintained among 

the three Western powers. 120 With the friendly approval of France and Italy's 

lukewarm support, the British decided to go forward with the Berlin visit, scheduling 

two days of conversations to begin on 8 March. 

In the days leading up to the Berlin visit, Vansittart became increasingly anxious 

about Simon's attitude towards the forthcoming conversations. Vansittart's confidence in 

the foreign secretary had never been high, but he now began to evince serious doubts 

about Simon's judgment. At first, the permanent under-secretary had attempted to 

diminish the importance of the Berlin conversations by ensuring that they were followed 

by ministerial visits to Moscow and Warsaw. lZ1 Despite gaining approval for the 

Moscow and Warsaw visits, he feared that Simon had created exaggerated expectations 

about the outcome of the bilateral discussions with Germany. Vansittart used his wife's 

close friendship with MacDonald to arrange to see the prime minister on 3 March. In a 

-- 

llgSimon telegram (39) to Phipps, 21 Feb. 1935, C1430155118, FO 371lL8827. 

lmCIerk telegram (3 1) to Simon, 22 Feb. 1935, C1434155118, FO 371118827; and Vansirtart 
conversation with Grandi, 27 Feb. 1934, Cl632/5S/l8, FO Wl/l8828. 

12fVansinart preferred Eden rather than Simon to visit Moscow and Warsaw. MacDonald office diary, 
20 Feb. 1935, MacDonald Papers, PRO 30/69/1753/1; and Vansittart letter to Phipps, 22 Feb. 1935, 
Phipps Papers, PHPP 2/17. 



candid conversation with MacDonald, he confided his misgivings about Simon's trip. As 

MacDonald recorded in his diary: 

wansittart] revealed a serious state of friction and lack of confidence at 
the Foreign Office. Immediate reason for the interview and disclosure 
of the condition of friction was the visit to Berlin which seems to have 
been planned and arranged for Simon's own advertisement and personal 
desires; press notices sent out on Simon's instructions and when I 
remarked that they appeared to be designed to create expectations 
which we could not afterwards disappoint Van agreed. Now he begged 
me to agree that Eden should be sent with Simon because if Simon goes 
alone, no one can tell how he will make a mess of them and 
compromise so badly in order to return with some feather in his own 
cap. lP 

Vansittart's appeal worked. It was agreed that Eden should accompany Simon on his trip 

to Berlin. la 

The Berlin conversations nearly collapsed, however, following the publication on 

4 March of a British White Paper on defence, which explicitly criticised German 

rearmament. In response to the British White Paper, Hitler postponed the Berlin visit on 

the pretext of illness.'24 On 9 March, the Nazis revealed the existence of the German 

air force and followed this revelation a week later with the proclamation of military 

conscription. Vansittart's initial apprehensions about Simon's trip reappeared when the 

British government declared on 18 March its intention to proceed with the Berlin 

lzMacDonald office diary, 3 Mar. 1935, MacDonald Papers, PRO 3O/69/ l753/2. 

laOn the Berlin trip, see Boadle, "Sir Robert Vansittart at the Foreign Office", pp. 150-156. 

13From Neurath, Phipps learned that Hitler's "illness was a 'diplomatic' one. . . . I surmise that the 
Chancellor must have had a fit of rage on reading extracts from yesterday's white paper and despite Baron 
von Neurath's efforts has decided that he would not receive you." Phipps telegram (88) to Simon, 5 Mar. 
1935, C1774/55/18, FO 371/18828. 
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conversations notwithstanding the provocative German announcements. 125 The French 

and the Italians expressed their displeasure with this decision, which had been taken, they 

believed, without adequate consultation with France and Italy.If6 Vansittart was not 

opposed to the idea of going forward with the visit, but he thought Britain should have 

conferred with the French and the Italians more fully before responding to Germany's 

recent behaviour. By its actions, he believed that Britain had put at risk the united 

front. 12' 

To soften the outcry in France and Italy, Simon agreed that Eden should meet 

with the French and the Italians in Paris before the Berlin conversations, primarily to 

dispel their suspicions about the possibility of an Anglo-German rapprochement at their 

expense.'28 Based on the advice of Dnunmond, Simon also agreed to hold 

conversations with the French and the Italians after the Berlin visit. Arrangements were 

made, therefore, to meet on 11 April at Stresa in Northern Italy, where Simon would 

apprise the French and the Italians of Hitler's responses to the various schemes for arms 

limitation and security arrangements in Europe. Izg Vansittart certainly supported the 

idea of close cooperation with France and Italy before and after the Berlin visit. In a 

LZSForeiga Office memorandum "Note delivered by His Majesty's Ambassador to Berlin to the German 
Government on March 18, 193SU, 18 Mar. 1935, C2190/55/18, FO 3711 18830. 

tzDrummond telegram (208) to Simon, 18 Mar. 1935, C2214/55/18, FO 371/18830; and Vansittart 
note of conversation with French ambassador, 18 Mar. 1935, C222O/S5/ 18, FO 37 l/l883O. 

lnVansittart minute, 19 Mar. 1935, C22 14/55/18, FO 37 Ul883O. 

IurSimon telegram (74) to Campbell, 19 Mar. 1935; and Simon telegram (205) to Dnunmond, 19 Mar. 
1935, C2256/55/18, FO 371/18830 

129)rummond telegram (215) to Simon, 20 Mar. 1935; and Simon telegram (210) to Drummond, 22 
Mar. 1935, C2374/55/18, FO 37l/l883 1 .  



further effort to safeguard the amity of the three Western powers, he wrote to Phipps to 

urge the ambassador to ensure that Simon maintained a firm line during the Berlin 

conversations. "I hope therefore that I may count on you, Eric," he told his brother-in- 

law, "to put all your weight into the maintenance of the only line which can be of any 

avail on every ground from the broadest to the narrowest, and that this fm line will be 

maintained and insisted upon unflinchingly by you a. " 
Although the Berlin conversations took place (25-26 March) amidst a cordial 

atmosphere, the divergence of opinion between the British and German positions became 

apparent.13' Among officials in the Foreign Office, the results of the Berlin meetings 

confumed the need for closer cooperation with France and Italy. Indeed, as a result of 

Germany's recent declarations and the ever-growing evidence of German rearmament, 

within the Foreign Office a sense of pessimism about the future began to take h01d.I~~ 

Germany's pronouncements had touched off wild speculation within the various Whitehall 

departments about the size and nature of the German air force. "A vigorous battle of 

half-truths began" between the Air Ministry and the Foreign Office over the rate of 

expansion of the German air force.'" Reports from the Berlin Embassy on German 

aircraft production revealed a considerably greater output than previous intelligence 

estimates. Gripped by anxiety, Vansittart implored Simon to make these figures "known 

- -  - 

'vansittart Ietter to Phipps, 22 Mar. 1935, Phipps Papers, PHPP 2/17. 

13'Conversations are reprinted in DBFP, vol. 12, pp. 703-746. 

lqansittart minute, 12 Mar. 1935, C1920/55/18, FO 371118829: and Sargent minute, 13 Mar. 1935, 
C1905/55/18, FO 371/18829. 

133Wark, The Ultimate Enemy, p. 47. 
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to every member of His Majesty's Government. I beg the Secretary of State to ensure 

that they are thus known. "I" Rattled by these reports, the permanent under-secretary 

made Little attempt to assess the validity of the various figures of German aircraft 

production put before him, tending to agree with the most alarming predictions. This 

might suggest that Vansittart did not always respond wisely when evaluating intelligence 

reports. But he was certainly not alone in accepting the "worst case" estimate of 

German aircraft production. Even more distressed than Vansittart, Wigrarn contended 

that: "Not for nearly 300 years has any British Government allowed this country to be 

exposed to such a threat from a continental Power. This forthright indictment by 

the usually unflappable Wigram indicates the degree of concern, if not panic, about 

Germany's growing military might which beset senior advisers within the Foreign Office 

in the spring of 1935. Troubled by Germany's increasing strength, Vansittart, supported 

fully by Wigram and Sargent, advocated closer cooperation with France and Italy.n6 

Mounting fears of a revitalised and remilitarised German state thus provided the 

main impetus behind the promotion of extensive collaboration among the three Western 

powers. This emphasis on the need for greater unity underscored the increasing reliance 

Vansittart placed on the united front of France, Italy and Britain not merely as a 

diplomatic bloc but as the cornerstone of his strategy for containing Germany. He hoped 

lxReports by Group Captain F.P. Don, the British air attache in Berlin, 25 Mar. 1935; and Vansittart 
minute, 6 Apr. 1935, C2717/55/18, FO 371118833. 

'"Wigram minute, 9 Apr. 1935, C2986/55/18, FO 37 1/ 18834. 

136Wigram minute, 29 Mar. 1935, C2600/55/18, FO 371/18832; Vansittart minute, 1 Apr. 1935, 
C2656155118, FO 371/18833; and Sargent minute, 11 Apr. 1935, C3058/55/18, FO 371118835. 
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combination would deter potential German aggression and, in the 

balance of power in Western Europe. Recognising that a truly 

effective deterrent had to embrace Belgium and Holland, he recommended the inclusion 

of these countries in some form of Western front. '" With this in mind, he sought to 

create, in effect, a system of deterrence based broadIy on tbe cooperation of the Western 

European countries, but fully backed nonetheless by the military might of France, Italy 

and Britain. Italy played a pivotal role in this emerging concept of European security. 

In the event of war, Vansittart calculated that the presence of Italian troops on the 

Bremer Pass would compel Germany to protect its southern flank and thus reduce its 

forces along the strategically vital Franco-Belgian frontier. 138 Animated by these 

concerns, Vansittart endeavoured to secure Italy's full cooperation with British attempts 

to maintain peace in Europe, anticipating that this would be accomplished at the four day 

Conference scheduled at Stresa. 

It is very difficult to pinpoint exactly the role played by Vansittart at the Stresa 

Conference. The records of the formal sessions reveal that his interventions were largely 

confined to technical details and points of clarifi~ation.'~~ Evidence does exist, 

I3'Vansittart minute, 16 Feb. 1935, C1090/55/18, FO 37 1/ 18825; and Foreign Office memorandum 
"Comments on COS Report", 2 1 Feb. 1935, C1437/55/18, FO 37l/l8827. 

L38G01dman, "Sir Robert Vansittart's Search for Italian Cooperation", p. 107; and Rose, Vansittart, p. 
161. 

I3The minutes of the meetings are reprinted in DBFP, vol. 12, pp. 862-912. See also Documents 
Diplomaticlues Francais 1932-1939. Premi2re Serie (Paris: Irnprimerie Nationale, 1981), vol. 10, pp. 255- 
316. Uon Noel, the French ambassador to Warsaw (1935-1940) and a member of the French delegation at 
Stresa, later recollected that Vansittart rarely opened his mouth at the Conference and appeared "rather 
discontented". Uon No& Les Illusions de Stresa. L'Italie Abandonnee & Hitler (Paris: Editions France- 
Empire, 1975). p. 67. 
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however, for the weeks leading up to the Stresa meetings which shows that he was very 

active in promoting close collaboration with France and Italy. "Van came to urge me to 

agree to go to Stresa", MacDonald recorded in his diary on 28 March. "All the Foreign 

Office hoped I would go as the Secretary of State seemed to be wobbling as to 

policy. "lq Vansittart's desire for MacDonald to attend Stresa certainly reflected his 

loss of confidence in Simon. But it may also have indicated his belief that the prime 

minister would be more inclined to agree with his policy of working closely with France 

and Italy. Several days before the Stresa meeting, Vansittart instructed his private 

secretary, Clifford Norton, to send the prime minister a letter from Selby which 

advocated close cooperation between Britain, France and Italy at Stresa. "Any sign of 

disunion among the Powers might start a real landslide," SeIby warned, "which wouId 

not stop at the Austrian border. "I4' Prior to the Conference, Vansittart thus promoted 

the idea of using the forthcoming Stresa Conference to assuage French and Italian fears 

about Britain's alleged perfidy and to strengthen the united front against Germany.142 

By contrast, the evidence of Vansittart's role and function at the Conference itself 

is fragmentary and circumstantiai. At least two contemporaries suggested that Vansittart 

played more than a marginal part in fostering closer ties with France and Italy. Rent5 

Massigli, the head of the League of Nations Section at the Quai d' Orsay, told Hugh 

'%lacDonald office diary, 28 Mar. 1935, MacDonald Papers, PRO 301691 175312. 

14*Nonon letter to Nevile Butler (MacDonald's private secretary), 4 Apr. 1935. MacDonald Papers, 
PRO 301691552- He sent the same extract from Selby's letter to Baldwin. Norton letter to Sir G. Fry 
(Baldwin's secretary), 4 Apr. 1935, Baldwin Papers, Baldwin 123. 

'*=Vansittart minute, 1 Apr. 1934, C2656155118, FO 37 l/l8833. 
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Wilson, the American ambassador to Switzerland and official observer at the League of 

Nations, that Vansittart had, in essence, "played the decisive role" at Stresa in 

establishing solidarity with France and Italy. Oliver Harvey, the counsellor in the 

Paris Embassy and later critic of Vansittart, also expressed the opinion that the permanent 

under-secretary had been instrumental to the success of Stresa. "Stresa and Geneva went 

off a good deal better than I dared to expect", he wrote. "This was because (a) 

Mussolini and Laval presented a united front to MacDonald and Simon, and really forced 

their hand, and @) Van was there and was able to ginger up Ramsay, who afterall is 

better than Simon. " Whether one can read into these sources confirmation of 

Vansittart's "decisive" influence at Stresa is clearly debatable. What does seem clear is 

Vansittart's commitment towards building closer ties with France and Italy. He may or 

may not have exercised "decisivetf influence at Stresa, but he certainly championed the 

idea of a united front. 

Norman Rose has argued that, regardless of Vansittart's efforts, the British did not 

pursue closer relations with France and Italy at Stresa and that a truly united front failed 

to materialise. This was certainly not Vansittart's attitude, nor was it held by others 

within the Foreign Ofice and Diplomatic Service. On 18 April and only days after the 

Stresa Conference, Clerk drew attention to the "first fruits of the new solidarity 

established at Suesa. " A motion condemning Germany's recent transgressions against the 

lq3Wilson letter to Cordell Hull, the American secretary of state, 20 Apr. 1935, Hugh Wilson Papers 
[Herbert Hoover Presidential Library, West Branch, Iowa], Box 3. 

144Harvey letter to Eqs-Evans ,  22 Apr. 1935, Emrys-Evans Papers, ADD. 58267. 

145Rose, Vansittart, p. 160. 
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the Council of the hague  of Nations 
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Britain and Italy at Stresa, had been presented to 

and had received unanimous support. This triumph 

had been secured, Clerk opined, by the "spectacle of the three great Powers united. . . . 

Fortune favours the brave and the resolute tactics adopted by the three sponsors of the 

resolution were thus crowned with success." Harvey too thought the "united front at 

Stresa produced an immediate effect on Hitler" and concluded that the "united front is the 

only method to employ and it always works. Information from other sources 

corroborated the conclusions of Clerk and Harvey, and Vansittart, himself, noted the 

impact on Germany of the "steadying effect of Stresa". Indeed, he told Hankey on 

27 May that "there is no doubt that Stresa and Geneva have largely contributed to 

Hitler's softer tones. "I4' In his eyes, this confirmed the assumption that the unanimity 

among France, Italy and Britain would restrain German ambitions and compel Germany 

to adopt a more amicable stance towards a negotiated settfement. 

Several historians have pointed to the signing of the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement on 18 June 1935 as additional evidence of Britain's alleged indifference 

towards the Stresa front.14' This interpretation confuses results with intentions. The 

agreement unquestionably upset the French, who regarded it as Britain's unilateral 

"Tlerk telegram (79) to Simon, 18 Apr. 1935, C33 lO/55/l8, FO 371/18836; and Harvey letter to 
Emrys-Evans, 22 Apr. 1934, Emrys-Evans Papers, ADD. 58267. 

'47Vansittart minute, 9 May 1935, C3704/55/18, FO 37 l/l8839. 

"Vansittart letter to Hankey, 27 May 1935, CAB 21/540. 

'"SIines H. Hall, III, "The Foreign P o k y  Making Process in Britain 1934-1935 and the Origins of the 
Anglo-German Naval Agreement," The Historical Journal 19(1976), pp. 477499; Eva H. Harasni, 
Treatv-Breakers or "Real~olitiker"? (Budapest: Akademiai Kiad6, 1974), pp. 53-54; and Rostow, _Anglo- 
French Relations, pp. 150-1 5 1. 



recognition of Germany's right to rearm and as a threat to the unity of Stre~a.'~O 

Signing the agreement on 18 June further annoyed the French, as it marked the one 

hundred and twentieth anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo. In retrospect, Eden realised 

that "it was not so much the terms of the agreement that aroused suspicion in France." 

Rather, the French were furious at the way in which the agreement was negotiated and 

p~blicised.~~' This was certainly Vansittart's view at the time. He shared the 

Admiraity's attitude towards the agreement, believing it to be advantageous to 

Britain.lS2 "Our justification is a practical one", he told his Foreign Office colleagues. 

"We are justified on every long view; and the longer the view the greater the 

justification. It was on these strictly practical grounds that I supported the proposal from 

the start. We are right in substance and that is what matters. "lS3 When considering the 

influence of the Foreign Office and Vansittart in particular on the negotiation of the naval 

agreement it is important to remember that it was Craigie and not the permanent under- 

secretary who played the leading role. Craigie had long distinguished himself as the 

leading Foreign Office expert on naval affairs. l" The Foreign Office files on the 

lMClerk telegram (127) to Simon, 16 June 1935, A5329122f45, FO 371118734; and Vansittart note of 
conversation with French ambassador, 25 June 1935, A5763122f45, FO 371118735. The British had given 
details to the French Embassy in London of proposed naval agreement on 7 June 1935. Simon telegram 
(140) to Clerk, 7 June 1935, A5 IZ9/22/45, FO 37lfl8733. 

iSIAvoa, Facing the Dictators, p. 230. 

ln"Report by the British Representativesn, 5 June 1935, N[aval] C[onference 19351 (35150, CAB 
29/150. See also Lord Chatfield, It Minht Happen Again (London: Heinemam, 1947). pp. 73-76; Gibbs, 
Grand Stratew, pp. 161-167; and D.C. Watt, "The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1935. An Interim 
Judgment," The Journal of Modern History 6(1956), pp. 164-166. 

lSfVansittart minute, 2 July 1935, A6099/22/45, FO 371118736. 

lYSee McKercher, The Second Baldwin Government, pp. 55-76. 17 1-199; and his, Esme Howard, pp. 
334-35 1. 
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Anglo-German Naval Agreement, which are primarily in the American Department 

records (since Craigie was the former head of the Department), illustrate clearly the 

enormous influence Craigie exerted prior to and during the negotiations with the 

Germans.'" This is not to suggest that Vansittart opposed the agreement. On the 

contrary, the permanent under-secretary did not lead the Foreign Office side during the 

negotiations but he certainly supported Craigie' s efforts. 

Although he appreciated the advantages Britain gained through the treaty, he fully 

realised the adverse impact the naval agreement had upon France and Italy. His support 

for the naval agreement did not reflect an indifference to the Stresa front. When 

Vansittart realised the harm done to the amity of Stresa, he sought to repair the damage. 

"The agreement did not for one moment imply that the Stresa front had been broken," he 

assured the French ambassador on 19 June. To combat this impression, he suggested to 

Corbin that Eden's presence in Paris, scheduled for 20 June, "would be a very useful 

means of showing solidarity betweer this country and France" .Is6 Beyond doubt, this 

offer represented a tacit recognition by Vansittart that the Stresa front had been 

jeopardised by the naval treaty. 

The disturbing aftermath of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement made Vansittart 

wary lest other conditions arose in the future which threatened the harmony of the Stresa 

front. Seen in this context, the Abyssinian crisis clearly menaced the solidarity of Stresa, 

putting at risk, in the process, Vansittart's entire strategy for the containment of 

15*The Foreign O ~ c e  files for the naval agreement cover 12 volumes (FO 37 1118732 to FO 
3711 18743). 

lS6Sir Samuel Hoare despatch ( 1  184) to Clerk, f 9 June 1935, A5484122145, FO 371118734. 
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Germany. The Abyssinian crisis, moreover, not only threatened his European policy. It 

also affected his wider strategy for protecting Britain's global position. Vansittart 

understood that events in one region of the globe had the potential to transform the 

situation in others. This realisation led him to regard Italian ambitions in Abyssinia with 

great anxiety. As the Abyssinian crisis deepened with the consequent deterioration in 

Anglo-Italian relations, Vansittaa was compelled to search for an alternative to the Stresa 

front. This search led, in turn, to a radical change in his global strategy. 



"THE WORST OF ALL WORLDS" 

THE ABYSSINIAN CRISIS AND TEI[E END 
OF THIZ STRESA FRONT 

JUNE 1935 -- FEBRUARY 1936 

With slight variations and nuances, the literature on the stance taken during the 

Abyssinian crisis by Vansittart concentrates, in effect, on one prevailing theme: his 

unflinching determination to maintain the Stresa front. It has been argued that 

Vansittart's efforts to preserve, at all costs, the amity amongst the Stresa powers 

invariably led him to give only feckless support to a policy based on the League of 

Nations and, ultimately, encouraged him to "buy off" 1 taly at the expense of the 

Abyssinians. To mitigate the obvious moral shortcomings of Vansittart's insistence on 

buying Italian friendship with Abyssinian territory, historians have emphasised the 

permanent under-secretary's deep preoccupation with the threat fiom Nazi Germany. 

Ostensibly, he chose the lesser of two evils, preferring to maintain Italian friendship, thus 

acquiescing in Italy's territorial ambitions rather than defend Abyssinian independence 

and risk the sundering of the Stresa front against Germany. 

The picture of Vansittart as an "appeaser" of Italy has certainly been influenced by 

the views expressed by former colleagues in the Foreign Office, especially Anthony 

'Colvin, Vansittart in Office, pp. 73-76; Rose, Vansittart, pp. 157, 171-172, 183; Goldman, "Sir 
Robert Vansittart's Search for Italian Cooperation"; Frank Hardie, The Abyssinian Crisis (London: B.T. 
Batsford, 1974), p. 42; and William C. Mills, "The Nyon Conference. Neville Chamberlain, Anthony 
Eden, and the Appeasement of Italy in 1937," The International History Review 15(1993), p. 2 (fn. 3). 



Eden. In his memoirs, Eden acknowledged that Vansittart "clearly saw the growing 

military power and political ambitions of Nazi Germany" and, as a resuit, he wanted "to 

keep the rest of Europe in line" to meet this threat. Vansittart was willing to "pay almost 

any pricett to contain Germany, Eden reckoned, including the acceptance of Italian 

ambitions in ~byssinia. Eden's official biographer, Robert Rhodes lames, unreservedly 

embraced his subject's point of view, insisting that Vansittart's "dominant priority" was 

that "nothing should compromise the anti-Hitler alliance". Vansittart, himself, was 

sensitive to the criticisms levelled against him. He went to great lengths in his 

autobiographical writings to provide an elucidation, if not an actual apologia, for his 

actions during the Abyssinian crisis. "My real trouble was that we should all have to 

choose between Austria and Abyssinia", he wrote in The Mist Procession. "The real 

crux", he added, "was that the Leaguers were anti-Italian while I was anti-German. "4 

Given Vansittart's apparent acceptance of the substance of his contemporaries' criticisms, 

it is not surprising that historians have found little reason to cavil at this interpretation. 

Few would deny hat, throughout the Abyssinian crisis -- a period Vansittart 

described in The Mist Procession as "The Worst of All Worlds" -- the permanent under- 

secretary's attention remained squarely focused on the events transpiring in Europe, 

2Avon, Facing the Dictators, pp. 241-242. Even close associates like Collier recalled in later years that 
"appeasers, like Vansittart, hoped (vainly, as I prophesied to Vansittart at the time) to use Mussolini against 
Hiderw. Collier letter to Martin Gilbert, undated, Collier MSS Coll. Misc. 466. See also Lord Gladwyn, 
The Memoirs of Lord Glad- (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1972), pp. 59-60; and Paul Gore- 
Booth, With Great Truth and Res~ect (London: Constable, 1974), pp. 54-55. 

3Robert Rhodes James, Anthony Eden (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1986). pp. 147-149. See 
also A. R. Peters, Anthony Eden at the Foreign Office 193 1-1938 (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1986), 
pp. 121-125, 138. 

4Vansittart, The Mist Procession, p. 522. He took a similar line in his, Lessons of MY Life, pp. 45-57. 
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particularly those involving Nazi Germany. British responses to the Italo-Abyssinian 

dispute, and Vansittart's actions in particular, therefore, must be seen against the 

backdrop of an abiding concern for Germany's rapid rearmament. But a clear distinction 

must be drawn between his desire, on one hand, to uphold the Stresa front as a bulwark 

against future German aggression and, on the other, his alleged willingness to 

countenance Italian ambitions in Abyssinia, designs which could irreparably damage the 

League of Nations. The failure to discriminate between these two positions has led 

historians to underestimate Vansittart's ongoing fidelity to the League and, conversely, 

swayed them in the direction of exaggerating his attachment to the three power amity of 

Stresa. By concentrating primarily on the Stresa front, historians have, moreover, 

ignored the shift in Vansittart's strategy for the containment of Germany which occurred 

as a result of the Italo-Abyssinian dispute. The deterioration in Anglo-Italian relations in 

the autumn of 1935, the result of Italy's invasion of Abyssinia on 3 October, aroused 

grave suspicions in Vansittart about the likelihood of Italian cooperation with Britain and 

France to maintain peace and security in Europe. As cracks began to appear in the Stresa 

front, the anchor of his containment strategy in Western Europe, he increasingly 

gravitated towards a system of European security which involved the active participation 

of Soviet Russia. Wary of Italian reliability and profoundly troubled by the pace of 

German rearmament, Vansittart moved understandably towards an acceptance, in some 

form, of the rebirth of the Triple Entente, the pre-1914 combination of France, Russia 

and Britain. 



The long, tortuous route which led lo the outbreak of the 

October 1935 began with a border confrontation on 5 December 

Italo-Abyssinian war 

1934, when Italian 

soldiers clashed with Abyssinian troops at the wells of Walwal, a disputed area between 

Abyssinia and Italian S~maiiland.~ Within weeks of this incident, Drummond warned 

the Foreign Office that the situation in East Africa, especially if Italy was determined to 

attack Abyssinia, had the potential to complicate seriously British foreign policy in 

~ u r o p e . ~  By February 1935, Vansittart and his Foreign Office colleagues had fully 

grasped the dangerous implications of an Italian invasion of Abyssinia. "We should 

endeavour to dissuade Italy from going the full length," Vansittart advised Simon on 25 

February 1935. As he explained to the foreign secretary: 

she ought to have her hands free for graver matters in Europe; secondly 
because of the further, and perhaps deadly, blow that this must deal the 
League; and, therefore, thirdly on account of the consequent reaction 
on a large section of public opinion here, just at a period when we want 
and need, all of us, the most complete confidence and collaboration.' 

Vansittart added one proviso to this course of action: it "must be done in the quietest, 

most friendly way." Heeding his own advice, the permanent under-secretary, in an 

SFor an overview of Italo-Abyssinian relations before and during the Walwal incident, see George W. 
Baer, The Coming of the Itdo-Ethio~ian War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1967), ch. 1; 
Stephen U. Chukumba, The Bia Powers Against Ethiopia. AnnIo-Franco-America Diplomatic Manoeuvres 
During the Italo-Ethio~ian Dispute 1934-1938 (Washington, DC: University Press of America, 1977), chs. 
1, 2; and Anthony Mockler, Haile Selassie's War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), chs. 1-3. For 
Italian foreign policy, see Alan Cassels, "Was there a Fascist Foreign Policy? Tradition and Novelty," 
International Histow Review 5(1983), pp. 259-266; Angelo DeI Boca, The Ethiopian War 1935-1940 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969), pp. 3-42; MacGregor b o x ,  "Conquest, Foreign and 
Domestic, in Fascist ItaIy and Nazi Germany," Journal of Modern History 56(1984), pp. 7-1 1, 17-19, 43- 
44; C.I. Lowe and Frank Marzari, Italian Foreign Policv 1870-1940 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1975), pp. 240-255; Denis Mack Smith, Mussolini's Roman Empire (London: Longman, 1976), pp. 59-70; 
and Robertson, Mussolini as Empire-Builder, pp . 28-34, 93-1 13. 

6Drummond telegram (400) to Simon, 19 Dec. 1934, in DBFP, vol. 14, p. 62. 

'Vansittart minute, 25 Feb. 1935, J973/l/l, FO 37 1/19 105. 
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"amicable" interview held on 27 February with Grandi, cautioned against any Italian 

action which would drive a wedge between Britain and Italy, "for there were issues 

before us both a hundred fold more important than this hole and comer squabble. "' 
Grandi received the warning in a friendly manner, Vansittart reported, indicating, at one 

point, that Mussolini had not "taken any irrevocable decision" in the matter. As a result 

of this interview, Vansittart felt confident that, by applying "friendly suasion or pressure" 

on Italy, Britain could induce Mussolini to pursue a peaceful resolution of the dispute, 

especially if the Abyssinian Emperor, Haile Selassie, could be convinced to assume a 

favourable disposition towards Italian  overture^.^ Basically, Vansittart wanted to 

encourage direct negotiations between Italy and Abyssinia, which would be facilitated by 

Britain and France as third party mediators. 

Despite Vansittart's optimism about the possibility of a peaceful settlement, 

Ronald I. Campbell, the head of the Egyptian Department, insisted that the available 

information tended "to show a very definite intention on Italy's part to take forceful 

action in Abyssinia" . lo  Within the Foreign Office, there was general agreement that 

Italy must be discouraged from pursuing an expansionist policy and that the vexatious 

issue of Italian objectives in Abyssinia would certainly have to be broached at the 

forthcoming Stresa conversations. Sir Lancelot Oliphant, an assistant under-secretary at 

Vansittart conversation with Grandi, 27 Feb. 1935, C1632155118, FO 37 1118828. 

')Vansittart minute, 2 Mar. 1935, 5974/111, FO 371119105. 

10Campbell minute, 9 Mar. 1935, J958/1/1, FO 371119105. Two days earIier, the Admiralty sent a 
letter to the Foreign Office from the naval liaison officer in Port Said, who reported the passage of Italian 
ships through the Suez Canal carrying Italian troops. Admiralty letter to Foreign Office, 7 Mar. 1935, 
J912/1/1, FO 371119105. 
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the Foreign Office, expressed some doubt about the utility of discussing the Abyssinian 

question at Stresa "without belittling its gravity", especially since European concerns 

"will take up every available moment". '' The Italians, however, had requested that the 

British send a specialist on Abyssinia to Stresa to discuss matters. In response, Geoffrey 

Thompson, the first secretary in the Egyptian Department and the official responsible for 

monitoring developments in Abyssinia, was assigned to the British delegation.12 Raising 

the subject of Abyssinia had to be done cautiously, Vansittart counselled, and it "can only 

be approached at all if our general attitude towards Italy at Stresa should be generally 

such as to inspire confidence and goodwill." Wishing to protect the unity of the three 

Western powers, he argued that Italy should not be needlessly antagonised and that Italian 

ambitions in Abyssinia should be discouraged through "friendly suasion". l3 

Criticism has been directed at the British for failing to give Mussolini adequate 

warning of the consequences of his Abyssinian ambitions, and Vansittart "has come in 

for his share of responsibility". l4 Much of the uproar sterns from anecdotal information 

about an incident at Stresa involving Mussolini's attempt to insert the words "in Europe" 

into the communique to be issued by the three powers, thus making a clear distinction 

between European and African affairs with all the implications this entailed. Controversy 

surrounds the veracity of this episode, particularly as the interpolation does not appear in 

"Ofiphant minute, 28 Mar. 1935, 51284/1/1, FO 371/19106. 

12Thompson note of conversation with Leonardo Vitetti, Italian counseIIor in the London Embassy, 27 
Mar. 1935, 51284/1/1, FO 371/19106. See also Thompson, Front-Line Diplomat, p. 96. 

Wansittart minute, 29 Mar. 1935, J1139/1/1, FO 371/19106. 

'4Rose, Vansittart, p. 16 1 . 
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any of the official records of the Conference, and Denis Mack Smith, in fact, considered 

it to be a later invention by Mus~olini.'~ Rose, on the other hand, did not deny the 

truth of the story but noted that undue importance should not be read into the words "in 

Europe" since they first appeared in the original British memorandum presented to the 

conference? It must also be pointed out that too much emphasis has been placed on 

the Stresa Conference in the context of the Italo-Abyssinian dispute. A good deal of 

attention has been given to the inadequacy of the British warning at Stresa largely because 

of the ominous situation which emerged following Italy's invasion of Abyssinia in 

October. But if one looks at the Stresa Conference from the other side of 1935, the 

British response appears to be quite logical. Fears of the German threat completely 

dominated British concerns in the weeks prior to the Stresa meeting. These fears eclipsed 

all other topics at the Cabinet session on 8 April 1935, which discussed the basis of the 

British position for the forthcoming Stresa talks. No mention of Abyssinia was made. l7 

The British delegation went to Stresa specifically to address the German problem and to 

establish solidarity with the French and Italians. Unquestionably, the Abyssinian crisis 

ranked much further down the list of British priorities. 

lSVansittart mentioned this poignant interpoiation in his memoirs. But Goldman doubted the truth of the 
story and has attributed it to the conhsion of writing one's memoirs a generation after the event. See 
Vansittart, The Mist Procession, p. 520; Goldman, "Sir Robert Vansittart's Search for Italian Cooperation", 
p. 112; Denis Mack Smith, Mussolini (New York: Random House, 1983). p. 193; NoM, Les Illusions de 
Stresa, ch. 6; Robertson, Mussolini as Empire-Builder, pp. 130-131; William I. Shorrock, From AIIy ro - 
Enemy. The Enigma of Fascist ltalv in French Didomacv 1920-1940 (Kent, OH: Kent State Press, 1988), 
pp. 125-126. 

16Rose, Vansittart, p. 16 1. 

"Cabinet 20(35), 8 Apr. 1935, CAB 2318 1. 
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Towards the end of April, however, the British government and, in particular, the 

Foreign Office began to take a greater interest in the Abyssinian crisis. The efforts by 

Grandi to reach a bilateral agreement with the British on the future of Abyssinia in late 

April, which coincided with the rapid build-up of troops in Italian Sornaliland, drew at- 

tention towards the situation in East Af r i~a . ' ~  "We now have the clearest indication 

from the Italian Government", the Foreign Office warned the Cabinet, "that they 

contemplate military operations on an extended scale against Abyssinia as soon as 

climatic conditions permit and Italian preparations are complete", probably sometime 

following the annual rains in the autumn. lg Hoping to glean a clearer understanding of 

Italy's intentions in Abyssinia, Cabinet members decided to bring Drummond back to 

London for consultation. The ambassador confirmed their suspicions about the likelihood 

of Italian aggression in the autumn but added a note of optimism, declaring that 

Mussolini could still be persuaded to accept a pacific settlement of the dispute provided 

that his prestige was bolstered and adequate concessions were made by the 

Abyssinians .20 

Few disagreed with D rummond ' s appraisal of the situation. Vansittart certainly 

did not dissent, as he had come to the realisation that Italy would have to be, in his 

words, "bought off" .2' Other alternatives were considered, but ruled out. For instance, 

'Wansittart note on conversation with Grandi, 30 Apr. 1935, in DBFP, vol. 14, pp. 234-236; and 
Simon despatch (548) to Drummond, 3 May 1935, in DBFP, vol. 14, pp. 239-241. 

I9CP 98(35), 1 1 May 1935, CAB 241255. 

=Cabinet 27(35), 15 May 1935; and Cabinet 28(35), 17 May 1935, CA9 23/81. 

*'Vansittart minute, 8 June 1935, J2389/l/l, FO 371119 112. 
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the new secretary of state for foreign affairs, Sir Samuel Hoare, having replaced Simon 

on 7 June in the Cabinet shuffle which brought Stanley Baldwin to the premiership for 

the third time, requested a memorandum on the possibility of closing the Suez Canal to 

Italian troop ships bound for East Africa. The answer to this query was unequivocal. 

Britain could only take this action "as a measure of force taken by His Majesty's 

Government as a Member of the League for the protection against external aggression of 

the territorial integrity of Abyssinia" Vansittart regarded this action as 

"inconceivable", for Britain "should put Italy for keeps into the arms of Gemany, and 

thereby probably have contributed to the eventual undoing of Europe and of 

ourselves. "23 This illustrates unmistakably the concerns that underpinned Vansittart's 

perception of the issues at stake in the mounting crisis. Italy would be pushed towards 

Germany, the Stresa front would be destroyed and Germany's position in Europe would 

likewise be strengthened, should Britain adopt a completely intransigent attitude towards 

Italian aims. Vansittart realised that the future of the Stresa front clearly depended on the 

British handling of the delicate situation, which, in turn, ultimately hinged on the nature 

of Italy's ambitions in Abyssinia. In his eyes, a negotiated settlement recognising Italy's 

desiderata, within certain limits, offered the most anodyne solution. 

While accepting the idea that Italy would have to be "bought o f f ,  Vansittart 

preferred to "pay the price with British Somaliland" .24 The British had already 

William Beckett [second legal adviser to the Foreign Office] memorandum, 1 I June 1935, 523141111, 
FO 3711191 12. 

'3Vansittart letter to Hoare, 1 1  June 1935, 5231411l1, FO 371119112. 

24Vansittart telegram (325) to Drummond, 17 June 1935, J238O/l/l, FO 37 11 19 1 12. 
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discussed with the Abyssioians the idea of ceding the port of Zeila in British Somaliland 

to Abyssinia to provide them with the long sought after outlet to the sea. A settlement 

might be possible, Vansittart thought, based on a revised version of this plan, involving 

the transfer of Abyssinian territory to Italy in exchange for the acquisition of Zeila. The 

Cabinet supported this notion and decided that Eden should present the so-called "Zeila 

proposals" in Rome during his two day conversations with Mussolini, scheduled for 24 

June." These conversations would also provide an opportunity for the British minister 

to mollify Italian outrage over the recently signed Anglo-German Naval Agreement, a 

tacit recognition that the unity of Stresa was in jeopardy as a result of the naval treaty. 

Mussolini, nevertheless, flatly rejected the Zeila scheme, removing any doubts about the 

extent of his aspirations in Abyssinia. The Rome conversations were also a failure on a 

personal level, as the Italian leader and the British minister emerged from the sessions 

with intense feelings of antipathy toward the other.26 Eden denied that the Rome 

conversations had gone badly, telling Dmmmond that he "personally liked Mussolini and 

all these silly stories that there is some antipathy between us are a pure myth. "27 Later, 

however, he admitted to his private secretary, Oliver Harvey, that he regarded Mussolini 

Eden's mission see Mario Toscano, "Eden's Mission to Rome on the Eve of the Italo-Ethiopian 
Conflict, " in A.O. Sarkissian, ed. Studies in Di~lomatic History and Historionraphy in honour of G.P. 
Gooch (London: Longman, 1961), pp. 126-152; Avon, Facinn the Dictators, pp. 220-228; and Goldman, - 
"Sir Robert Vansittart's Search for Italian Cooperation", pp. 114-1 17. 

26See Sidney Aster, Anthonv Eden (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1976). p. 36; James, Anthony 
Eden, p. 149; Peters, Anthonv Eden at the Foreign Office, p. 122; and Victor Rothwell, Anthonv Eden. A 
Political Biograuhv 1931-1957 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992), pp. 19-22. David CarIton 
has argued that no f k n  evidence exists to confirm that the two statesmen quarrelled at the Rome 
conversations, but he too acknowIedged that "their interview lacked warmth. " David c a d o n ,  Anthony 
Eden. A Biogra~hy (London: Allen Lane, 1981), p. 65. 

%den letter to D r u m n d ,  25 Oct. 1935, Avon Papers, AP 14/1/439A. 
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as the "anti-Christ" and that he "must be particularly careful to prevent his personal 

prejudices in regard to Mussolini from colouring his attitude too much. "" 

As a result of Mussolini's repudiation of the Zeila proposals, the British had to 

ponder the ramifications of Italian aggression against Abyssinia. The Cabinet instructed 

the CID to consider Britain's obligations and the concomitant implications if the League 

applied Article 16 of the Covenant when hostilities erupted.2g According to the 

provisions of this article, League members were authorised to impose sanctions against a 

nation that committed an act of aggression. Article 16 would certainly be applicable in 

the case of an Italian attack on Abyssinia, another member of the League. The 

imposition of sanctions against Italy, however, would create a dangerous situation for the 

British, especially if this action upset the unity of the Stresa front. Winston Churchill 

privately warned Baldwin that "there lies before us a period of strain and peril which I do 

not think has been equalled -- no, not even in the great war, certainly not in the years 

preceding it. "" FIagrant Italian aggression against Abyssinia would certainly have 

unfortunate repercussions on the League. Vansittart confided to Sir Percy Loraine, the 

British ambassador to Angora, that Britain would be faced with "a choice between the 

League busting Mussolini or Mussolini busting the League. "'I Any weakening of the 

League of Nations would be unpopular with the British public, where the organisation in 

aOliver [Lord] Harvey diary, 23 Dec. 1937, Harvey MSS Pritish Library, London] ADD 56380. 

29Cabinet 35(35), 3 July 1935, CAB 23/82. 

MChurchill letter to Baldwin, 9 July 1935, Baldwin Papers, Baldwin 170. 

%ir Percy Lomine diary, 24 July 1935, Loraine Papers, FO 10 1 1/245. 



Geneva received w a m  backing. It is important to remember that the recently held 

"Peace Ballot", sponsored by the British League of Nations Union, indicated that more 

than ten million people in Britain supported the idea of collective security through the 

League of Nations.32 Ever sensitive to British opinion particularly in an election year, 

politicians like Baldwin realised that British foreign policy had to take due account of this 

widespread support for the League of Nations among the ele~torate.'~ It was widely 

believed that public opinion would expect Britain to pursue a policy based solidly on 

League principles. 

Appreciating that Britain could not simply concede Italian ambitions in Abyssinia 

because of the devastating effect this would have on public opinion, Vansittart 

increasingly entertained the possibility of using the League to pressure Mussolini into 

giving-up his Abyssinian aspirations. This would be accomplished by marshalling the 

moral force of the organisation -- the blunt instrument of popular opinion -- to force the 

Italians to accept a peaceful resolution of the dispute. His willingness to rely on the 

League does not indicate a tacit acceptance of the League's principles as the "guiding 

light" of British diplomacy. But, it does reveal an aspect of Vansittart's attitude towards 

32For the official account of the ballot by the League of Nations Union, see Dame Adelaide 
Livingstone, The Peace Ballot. The Official Historv (London: Gollancz, 1935). Also see Martin Ceadel, 
"The First British Referendum. The Peace Ballot 1934-1935," The English Historical Review 95(1980), 
810-839; and J.A. Thompson, "The 'Peace Ballot' and the 'Rainbow' Controversy," The Journal of British 
Studies 20(1981), 150-170. 

33Cabinet 39(35), 22 July 1935, CAB 23/82. See Lord Templewood, Nine Troubled Years (London: 
Collins, 1954), p. 114; Tom Stannage, Baldwin Thwarts the O~~os i t ion :  The British General Election of 
1935 (London: Croorn Helm, 1980), pp. 123, 145 and 155; Thompson, "The 'Peace Ballot", pp. 150-170; 
Daniel P. Waley, British Public Opinion and the Abyssinian War 1935-36 (London: Temple Smith, 1975), 
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the League which has hitherto been ignored by historians. He was not willing to see the 

League destroyed by Italian aggression, for he believed that it played an important role in 

Britain's European policy. Vansittart seriously doubted the public's readiness to accept 

the responsibility of defending British interests in Europe as it had done in 1914. Yet, as 

he pointed out to his colleagues on the DRC, "opinion might be prepared to assume 

Continental responsibilities in connection with our membership of the League of 

Nations"." Thus, the League had to be protected, sentiments expressed clearly in a 

memorandum drafted by Gladwyn Jebb, a second secretary in the Rome Embassy, and 

later signed by Vansittart: 

If, indeed, Great Britain should unhappily be called upon at some 
future time to go to war in defence of international order, it would be 
essential to have the unanimous assent - or practically unanimous 
assent -- of the British people. It is clear that such assent would not be 
forthcoming unless it proved that the cause for which the U.K. was 
engaging herself was in defence of international order under the 
authority of the League of Nations, by which is meant not so much the 
organisation as set up by the Covenant of 1919 as the spirit and 
principles which inspired the Covenant and have on the whole guided 
its activities since that date.35 

By placing greater emphasis or? the League, Vansittart did not give up his desire to 

maintain the Stresa front, for he hoped that the League would not only put pressure on 

Italy to accept a peaceful resolution of the dispute but would also encourage the 

Abyssinians to make generous concessions to the Italians. Any attempt by the League to 

solve the quarrel through diplomacy might prove to be a dangerous course of action, as 

"DRC 14th Mtg., 19 July 1935, CAB l6/ll2. 

%Jebb memorandum "The Italo-Ethiopian Dispute and Its Effect on British Foreign Policyn, 2 Aug. 
1935, 53584/111, FO 371119123. 



pressure would be necessary to convince the Italians to agree to a nonviolent settlement 

of their demands. One thing was certain: Britain had to secure the full cooperation of 

France. 

Preoccupied with the threat from a resurgent Germany, the French, even more 

than their British counterparts, wished to maintain Italian friendship.36 Pierre Laval, the 

French premier and foreign minister, had been instrumental in promoting a Franco-Italian 

rapprochement in January 1935 during his Rome conversations with Mussolini and he 

clearly wanted to protect and strengthen that bond. The Franco-Italian rapprochement 

offered the French several tangible advantages: the French could focus their attention on 

the German threat; France and Italy agreed to collaborate on intelligence efforts against 

Germany; and the two countries began to hold joint staff conversations which included 

making provisional plans for joint operations against the common enemy. Reluctant to 

imperil their connection with Italy, the French hesitated in filly backing the British policy 

of pressuring Mussolini. French reluctance to jeopardise their ties with Italy had been 

noted by the British. Following his trip to France in early August, Montgomery- 

Massingberd reported to Halifax, who was overseeing the Foreign Office while Home 

was on holiday, that, from the French "military point of view, any break with Italy on 

account of Abyssinia would be most unwelcome and I am quite certain that M. Laval will 

%Robert J. Young, "French Military Intelligence and the Franco-Italian AIliance 1933- 1939, " 
Historical Journal 28(1985), 157; and his, In Command of France, pp. 89-92. See dso AIexander, T& 
Republic in Danger, pp. 45-54; Jordan, The Popular Front and Central Europe, pp. 33-35, 65-67; and F.D. 
Laurens, France and the Italo-Ethio~ian Crisis 1935- 1936 (The Hague: Mouth, 1967), p. 40 1; Noel, & 
Illusions de Stresa, ch. 2; R.A.C. Parker, "Great Britain, France and the Ethiopian Crisis 1935-1936," 
English Historical Review 89(1974), p. 300; Shorrock, From Ally to Enemy, pp. 102-152; Geoffrey 
Warner, Pierre Lavd and the Ecli~se of France (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1968), pp. 94-96; and 
D.C. Watt, "The Secret Laval-Mussolini Agreement of 1935 on Ethiopia," Middle East Journal 15(1961), 
pp. 69-78. 
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get that advice if he consults his COS. "" This hesitation inaugurated a controversy in 

Britain about the dependability of France. From August 1935 onwards, the uncertainty 

of French support became the greatest preoccupation of British policy-makers, decidedly 

modifying, in the process, the direction of British foreign policy. 

The reason why French support became such an overriding concern for the British 

stemmed from the fact that Anglo-Italian relations began to deteriorate in August 1935. 

Italy had responded to British efforts to promote a diplomatic setilement of the dispute by 

launching a hostile press campaign aimed specifically at Britain. This malevolent crusade 

against the British, together with the growing possibility of an Italian assault against the 

British fleet in the Mediterranean, convinced Hoare and other senior Cabinet ministers, 

most notably Chamberlain, that it was absolutely vital to secure French support.38 

Vansittart shared their concern, as the breakdown in Anglo-Italian relations profoundly 

aKected him. He warned his colleagues that: "We cannot now be quite as confident in 

our assumptions as to the Italian attitude vis i vis of Germany. "" Unwilling to face the 

collapse of the Stresa front, he reckoned that Britain, in full cooperation with France, 

should make another attempt to dissuade Mussolini from embarking upon an expansionist 

policy in Abyssinia. Hoare agreed with Vansittart, confiding to the American 

ambassador to London, Robert Bingham, that Britain was going to attempt to reach a 

37Montgomery-Massingberd letter to Halifax, 17 Aug. 1935, Montgomery-Massingberd Papers [Liddell 
Hart Centre for Military Archives, King's College, London], Sir Archibald Montgomery-Massingberd 
158/5A. 

38Ministerial meeting, 6 Aug. 1935, CAB 23/82. 

39Vansittart minute, 10 Aug. 1935, C5685/55/18, FO 371/18849. 
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settlement with Italy at the forthcoming three power conference set for mid-August in 

Paris." The idea for this meeting had originated in early July when Grandi suggested 

that France, Britain and Italy, the three powers who had signed the 1906 Arbitration 

Treaty on Abyssinia, should meet to discuss the dispute in accordance with the provisions 

of this treaty.4' 

The new proposals presented in Paris went beyond those embodied in the earlier 

Zeila scheme. Unfortunately, these concessions fell considerably short of Italian demands 

and Mussolini derisively rejected them. A post-mortem on the failure of the talks was 

held in the Paris Embassy, over which a "tired and rather petulant Eden presided" while 

"a worried and earnest Vansittart held the floor. "" The permanent under-secretary 

warned Eden that Britain now confronted a "frrst-class" international crisis and that 

measures would have to be taken to prepare for the possibility of an Italian attack against 

the British fleet in the Mediterranean. In a long, particularly gloomy letter to Hoare, 

Vansittart attempted to analyse the reasons why Italy had spurned the offer. "You will 

have seen that we went a long way to meet the Italians", he wrote, 

far enough indeed to have met any reasonable person with the slightest 
desire to come to an accommodation. . . . To my mind it is certain that 
if we had not lost so much material weight in recent years the Italians 
would have jumped at the suggestion we have made to them and we 
would have got a very quick deal." 

?Robert W. Bingharn diary, 29 July 1935, Bingham Papers [Washington, D.C.: Library of Congress]. 

4'Cabinet 36(35), 10 July 1935, CAB 23/82. 

42Thompson, Front-Line Di~lomat, p. lo?. 

43Vansittart letter to Hoare, 19 Aug. 1935, FO 8001295. 



152 

British foreign policy failed, he concluded, because it lacked sufficient armed strength to 

back its objectives, and this dismal outcome would be repeated until Britain obtained 

sufficient armaments. Since 1930 the permanent under-secretary had warned the Cabinet 

about the paucity of British strength and Mussolini's recent behaviour, Vansittart judged, 

conf i ied his fears. His calls for greater rearmament thenceforward became even more 

strident than before. 

As a result of the failure of the Paris talks, Vansittart likewise began to entertain 

serious doubts about Italy's reliability, urging the foreign secretary to impress upon his 

Cabinet colleagues the necessity of adopting defensive measures in the Mediterranean in 

response to Italy's growing hostility? Both Hoare and Chamberlain supported this 

suggestion at a Ministerial meeting on 21 August, convincing their fellow Cabinet 

members of the need for the British fleet to prepare to meet potential Italian 

aggression." Recognising that publicity was inevitable, the proviso was added that 

these naval measures "should be given a complexion as natural as possible" .46 The 

Admiralty took steps to reinforce the Mediterranean fleet but directed that "no word of 

these measures shall leak out into the Press and no mention is to be made of them to 

"From the beginning of August 1935, Vansittart had been advocating defensive naval measures in the 
Mediterranean. Vansittart letter to ChatfieId, 7 Aug. 1935, 536 l4 / l / l ,  FO 371119123; and Vansittart Ietter 
to Hoare, 9 Aug. 1935, FO 800/295. 

"Ministerid meeting, 21 Aug. 1935, CAB 23/82. 

46D[efence] Ptolicy and] R[equirements Sub-Committee] 5th Mtg . , 23 Aug. 1935, CAB l6/l36. 
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anybody not directly concerned. "" Obviously, the British did not want to offend Italy 

unnecessarily and they remained hopeful that the situation might yet be defused. 

In a further effort to reduce the likelihood of an Italian strike against the British 

fleet, French cooperation was assiduously pursued.48 Hoare arranged to hold 

conversations with Laval in Geneva on 10 September, the day before he was scheduled to 

deliver a speech to the annual League Assembly. The foreign secretary planned to press 

Laval hard to secure unequivocal French support and, in return, he would allay French 

concerns about the extent of Britain's commitment to the Covenant, particularly in the 

face of potential German challenges to the status quo.49 This approach met with 

success, for Hoare managed to obtain from the French premier a promise of French 

support should Britain be attacked by Italy. As a result of Laval's guarantee, the foreign 

secretary now thought, "It was safe to assume that in any emergency France would be 

with us. Mr. Laval had made it quite clear that, if Italy was to attack us, France would 

support us. 

47Secret Office Acquaint, 26 Aug. 1935, M.03502/35, ADMCiralty Archive, Public Record Office, 
Kew] 1L6/3038. 

48Following the failure of the Paris tdks in August, the French likewise believed that Italy intended to 
attack Abyssinia. "Mussolini voutait une occupation militaire en Abyssinie", the French Embassy in Rome 
warned Laval, "et qu'il ne pouvait se contenter des propositions qui lui Ctaient faites." Hubert GuCrin 
[charge d'affaires at Rome] telegram (1070) to Laval, 18 Aug. 1935, in DDF. Premiere Serie, vol. 11, p. 
668. 

4%ioare letter to Clerk, 24 Aug. 1935; Hoare letter to Lord Wigram [King's private secretary], 25 Aug. 
1935, FO 8001295; and Chamberlain letter to Hilda, 7 Sept. 1935, NC 18/1/93 1. See aIso Parker, "Great 
Britain, France and the Ethiopian Crisis", p. 306; and Warner, Laval, pp. 103-104. 
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On 3 October 1935, Italian forces invaded Abyssinia. Italy's aggression initiated 

the most dangerous and, from the British perspective, deplorable phase of the Abyssinian 

crisis. Much of the diplomatic success achieved in September unravelled when Italy's 

hostility towards Britain began to surface again. In particular, the Italians blamed Britain 

for the actions taken against them at the League Council, chiefly the decision to impose 

sanctions. The British Cabinet had agreed on 2 October that Britain would have to 

pursue a League policy and invoke economic sanctions in accord with Article 16 of the 

Covenant should Italy invade Abyssinia, but the ministers preferred a cautious response. 

Their concern derived from the CID which, as instructed, had examined the obligations 

and implications of Article 16. Although the CID did not consider mild economic 

sanctions dangerous, the inclusion of more vital raw materials on the contraband list 

might provoke Italy because its "geographical characteristics and lack of essential raw 

materials" made it particularly vulnerable to this form of economic pressure.51 Instead 

of the prudent approach favoured by the British, the League Council moved quickly to 

designate Italy as the aggressor. The Italian press vilified Eden because of the leading 

role he assumed in the Council's pr~ceedings .~~ From October until the end of 1935, 

SIAdvisoty Committee on Trade Questions in Time of War memorandum "Economic Pressure on Italyn, 
30 Sept. 1935, CID 1 188-B, CAB 4/23; and Cabinet 44(35), 2 Oct. 1935, CAB 23/82. 

52The British were, in fact, concerned for Eden's safety. From the beginning of August 1935, Eden 
had "been accompanied everywhere by an armed detective", reported Robin Hankey, the son of the Cabinet 
secretary and a second secretary in the Foreign Office. Hankey letter to Norton, 14 Oct. 1935, Avon 
Papers, AP 14/1/486A. 
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Italy maintained a relentless newspaper campaign against Britain and Anglo-Italian 

relations plummeted .53 

Escalating Italian animosity had an unmistakable impact on Vansittart. "The 

conquest of Abyssinia was only a stepping-stone to greater things", he informed his 

associates on the DRC. Italy ultimately "had in mind the dominance of the 

Mediterranean" , an objective which clearly threatened British interests in that area. s4 

Should Italy be weakened by this conflict, Vansittart added, it would "put out of the 

picture one member of the Stresa entente, and would give Germany an opportunity to 

accelerate her designs on Austria." Chatfield agreed with Vansittart and insisted that 

Britain must recover friendly relations with Italy. An unfriendly Italian Navy, he 

warned, could wreak havoc by attacking Britain's imperial lines of communication, 

particularly in the Mediterranean and the Suez Canal, the passageway to the Far East. 

War in the Mediterranean would also destabilise the British position in Asia and lay the 

groundwork for possible Japanese encroachments on Britain's imperial possessions in that 

region." Chatfeld's analysis of the situation certainly accorded with Vansittart's views, 

but the latter believed that the chief of the Naval Staff had underestimated the "great 

"Drummond letter to Vansittart, 7 Nov. 1935, J767l/l / l ,  FO 37 lll9l6Q; and Drummond telegram 
(705) to Hoare, 9 Nov. 1935, .J7587/1/1, FO 371/19160. 

S4DRC 15th Mtg., 3 Oct. 1935, CAB L6/1L2. 

SSDRC 17th Mtg., I0 Oct, 1935, CAB 16/112. The COS had been arguing this point since mid- 
August. CP 162(35), 16 Aug. 1935, CAB 24/256; COS memorandum "Italo-Abyssinian dispute", 3 Sept. 
1935, DPR 15, CAB 16/138; and COS memorandum "Programmes of the Defence Services", 21 Nov. 
1935, DRC 37, CAB 4/24. On Britain's Mediterranean crisis see Lawrence Pratt, East of Malta. West of 
Suez. Britain's Mediterranean Crisis 1936-1 939 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973, pp . 8- 
30; and Steven Morewood, "The Chiefs of Staff, the 'men on the spot' and the Itdo-Abyssinian Emergency 
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obstacle" blocking any "lasting friendship with Italy". By "her insincerity and double 

dealing", Vansittart judged that Italy "had illustrated to the world that she could not be 

trusted. "s6 In a bizarre twist of fate, Vansittart, who had laboured more than anyone 

else to keep the Stresa front together, found himself in the position of exposing Italy's 

unreliability as an ally. The push for reconciliation with Italy came from Chatfield and 

the other service chiefs and not from Vansittart, for the military advisers were 

understandably disturbed by the strategic implications of a hostile Italy in the 

Mediterranean. 

While the British unquestionably dreaded the prospect of war with Italy, they 

made extensive preparations for this eventuality, the scale of which has often been 

ignored by historkis. Since August, the British fleet in the Mediterranean had been on a 

war-footing and, by the end of 1935, the British had spent £10 million in additional 

expenditure on the Navy alone." Britain also expanded its intelligence effort against 

Italy. The RAF conducted aerial reconnaissance over Eritrea, Abyssinia and Sicily, and 

the Government Code and Cypher School (GC and CS), Britain's chief codebreaking 

organisation, intensified its efforts against Italy. The Italian sub-section of the GC and 

CS grew, in fact, from a staff of five in 1934 to eighteen by September 1937? By 

1937, the British had broken Italy's high grade naval and diplomatic cyphers. During the 

56DRC 17th Mtg., 10 Oct. 1935, CAB 16/112. 

nOn naval preparations see Roskill, Naval Policv, pp. 252-259, 264-270; and Post, Dilemas of 
Appeasement, pp. 96-99. 

58Hinsley, British Intellinence, pp. 26, 53, 199-200. See also Wesley K. Wark, "British Intelligence 
and Small Wars in the 1930~~" Intelligence and National Security 2(1987), p. 68. 
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Spanish Civil War, the British thus possessed remarkably accurate information about 

Italian violations of the Non-Intervention Ag~eernent.'~ Finally and perhaps most 

strikingly, on Vansittart's recommendation, the British worked out very secret plans with 

Sir Miles Lampson, the high commissioner in Egypt, to organise local Arab forces in the 

event of Italian aggression against the British posses~ion.~~ This is not to suggest that 

the British intended to fight Italy - though Sir William Fisher, the commander-in-chief 

Mediterranean Fleet, seemed to relish the prospect of engaging the Italian Navy? 

Rather, the British merely adopted prudent measures to safeguard the Mediterranean Fleet 

and to protect their possessions in the Middle East which had been threatened by the 

Italian troop build-up in East Africa. 

Another lamentable result of the Italian invasion of Abyssinia was the deterioration 

in Anglo-French relations. As R. A.C. Parker has argued, the Abyssinian crisis "was as 

much a crisis in Anglo-French relations as in Anglo-Italian relations. "" Renewed 

Italian antagonism forced the British once again to turn towards the French to procure 

their help. Although Lava1 assured the British of French assistance against an Italian 

attack, he qualified this endorsement with the proviso that, if British defensive measures 

in the Mediterranean provoked Mussolini, the French response might be different. 

S9Andrew, Secret Service, p. 565; Hiosley, British Intelligence, pp. 199-200; and Wark, "British 
Intelligence and Small Warsw, p. 73. In the Foreign Office files there is a report from the Admiralty that 
contains information which had been "collated from the most secret sources." The report consisted of a 
day-by-day breakdown of Italian telegraphic traffk detailing Italian activities in the Bdearic Islands. 
Admiralty report, 6 Oct. 1936, W13079/954914 1 ,  FO 37 1120579. 

60DRC 17th Mtg., 10 Oct. 1935, CAB 1611 12. 

61Morewood, "The Chiefs of Staff", pp. 94-95. 

62Parker, "Great Britain, France and the Ethiopian Crisis", p. 293. 



Laval's provision did not assuage British fears, since the Admiralty demanded 

unequivocal French support and the guaranteed use of French ports as the bare minimum 

needed for security against a possible Italian attack.63 The British repeatedly pushed the 

French for greater naval cooperation and more extensive naval staff conversations, 

promoting, in effect, Anglo-French naval collaboration similar to that which had been 

established in 1912, a parallel often missed by hi~torians.~ On the other hand, as 

scholars have noted, the British were not particularly sensitive to the French viewpoint, 

tactlessly attempting to coerce them to assume a stance contrary to their interests? 

Mutual recriminations aside, it is clear that both France and Britain failed to appreciate 

each other's difficulties. 

The true extent of the collapse in Anglo-French amity becomes evident when one 

considers that within the Foreign Office francophile officials like Wigrarn and Vansittart 

began to express serious apprehensions about French reliability. Wigram insisted that 

Britain couid not count on the French government for "effective and active and, 

therefore, vigorous help against Italy". Furthermore, he could not imagine any 

63DPR 7th Mtg., 1 1 Sept. 1935. CAB 161136; Cabinet 47(35), 16 Oct. 1935, CAB 23/82; and Chatfield 
note of naval staff conversations with the French naval representatives, 2 Nov. 1935, DPR 45, CAB 
16/139. For a good discussion of British naval concerns during the Abyssinian crisis, see Arthur Marder, 
"The Royal Navy and the Ethiopian Crisis, " The American Historical Review 5(1970), pp. 1327-1356. 

&'For exceptions, see Philippe Masson, "Les Conversations Militares Franco-Britanniques (1935-1938)," 
in Les Relations Franco-Britanniaues de 1935 a 1939. Papers presented to the Franco-British Conference 
held at London on 18-21 October 1971 and at Paris from 25-29 September 1972 (Paris: Centre National de 
la Recherche Scientifique, 1975), pp. 1 19-126; md Marc Nouschi, "Paris, Rome, Londres. L.e Point d e  
Vue de la Marine Francaise en 1935," in Forces ArmCes et Svst5rnes d'AIIiances. Colloque International 
d9Histoire Militaire et d'itudes de Defense Nationale Montpellier 2-6 Septembre 1981. Volume 2 (Paris; 
Foundation pour les etudes de Defense NationaIe, 198 I), pp. 717-720. 

"On French difficulties see Nouschi, "Paris, Rome, Londresw, pp. 714-717; Warner, Laval, p. 119; 
and Young, In Command of France, pp. 103-108. 
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circumstances in which France would give armed support to the British against Italy, as 

"there would be fighting in Paris f ~ s t .  "66 Despite Vansittart's love for most things 

French, he too began to have grave doubts about French dependability. "The attitude of 

France during this crisis has been most disquieting," he averred, "and has fully justified 

my expressed apprehensions." He added further that: "We shall not surely and 

necessarily be able to count on any friendships till we are stronger."" Vansittart 

realised that British foreign policy had reached the crossroads. If the Foreign Office 

informed Cabinet members that French support would not be necessarily forthcoming, 

"they must reluctantly -- and some will not be at all reluctant -- write France off for 

keeps", which meant "the virtual end of any serious attempt to collaborate with 

France. "" Shutting the door on France would be disastrous for British diplomacy and, 

ultimately, for Britain's national security. While Vansittart remained deeply sceptical 

about French assistance should Britain be attacked, he accepted, nonetheless, that the 

British "must always help France, because we can't stand Germany too close to us."6g 

The choice was clear to him, Britain could not risk a breach with the French and, thus, 

anempts had to be made to restore Anglo-French solidarity. He explained his views to 

Eden, who was representing Britain at the League Council: 

Wigram minute, 10 Oct. 1935, C711016562162, FO 37l/I88ll; and Wigram minute, 19 Oct. 1935, 
C721116562/62, FO 371/18811. 

Vansittart minute, 12 Oct. 1935, C6768/55118, FO 371/18850. Also DRC 18th Mtg., 14 Oct. 1935, 
CAB 1611 12; and Vansittart minute, 21 Nov, 1935, C7717133117, FO 371118794. 

9ansittart minute, 12 Nov. 1935, J7671/1/1, FO 371119160. 

69Vansittart minute, 19 Oct. 1935, C7211/6562/62, FO 37 Ul88l l .  



we must keep our heads and not allow ourselves to listen too much to 
those who are saying: 'What is ever the use of trying to collaborate 
with France. ' We really cannot afford to take this line. The French 
have behaved shockingly, but there is a certain fundamental coincidence 
of interest between the two democracies. That however is not the real 
point I have in mind. Too much insistence on this note of exasperation 
at this juncture would be really unwise, because it might easily lead us 
into a situation in which we should not have a friend in Europe, and we 
should not have reached that situation before our own practical re- 
equipment is anything like far enough advanced.'' 

Vansittart's desires to revive Anglo-French cooperation provided the chief, though 

not sole, motivation behind his acceptance of the proposals embodied in the Hoare-Laval 

Plan, the scheme to end the Italo-Abyssinian war which involved the transfer of 

Abyssinian territory to Italy in addition to the establishment of Italian economic 

control.71 Public uproar erupted when the details of the Plan appeared in French 

newspapers, the result of a leak to the French press. This reaction to the Hoare-Lavd 

Plan confirms the perspicacity of the observation made by Molitre's hypocrite, who 

remarked: "What constitutes the offence is pubk scandal. Sinning in silence is no sin at 

all. "" Both Vansittart and Hoare believed that they had the blessing of the British 

Cabinet when they negotiated an agreement with Laval. On 2 December, the Cabinet 

had, after all, instructed the foreign secretary to "press on with peace negotiations as 

vansittart letter to Eden, 14 Oct- 1935, Avon Papers, AP 14/1/539. 

7iVansittart was also apprehensive about American support. See Roi, "'A Completely Immoral and 
Cowardly Attitude' ", pp. 346-347. 
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rapidly as possible with a view to bringing the conflict to an end."73 Most Cabinet 

members initially supported the proposals but many changed their mind when it was 

pointed out that the government's prestige was at stake.74 While Simon regarded the 

proposal as a "mistake", he admitted to Eden that "we are all in it because, in very 

sudden and difficult circumstances, we confirmed the Paris Plan. "" The public furore 

forced Hoare from his Cabinet post and gravely weakened Vansittart's influential 

p~sition.'~ Hoare's resignation had been secured with the promise of a quick return to 

the cabinet." 

Although Hoare became the British scapegoat, many blamed Vansittart for the 

fiasco created by the Hoare-Lava1 Plan. Chamberlain thought that Hoare "had been 

greatly misled by his Staff, for when he had left M. Laval he had been saluted by an 

Tabinet  50(35), 2 Dec. 1935, CAB 23/82. Hoare's preference for a negotiated settlement bad been 
greatly influenced by Vansittart's views. Vansittan letter to Hoare, 26 Nov. 1935; and Hoare letter to 
MacDonald, 27 Nov. 1935, FO 8001295. Hoare, himself, later acknowledged his reliance on "Vansittart's 
fertile mind and unequalled knowledge of European politics and personalities [which] were invaluable to 
me, whilst my more conventional methods may have been useful to him as a supplement to his sparkling 
tours de force." In his biography of Hoare, J.A. Cross has confirmed the view that the foreign secretary 
relied on Vansittart's understanding of the "strategic facts of the situation." See TempIewood, Nine 
Troubled Years, p. 138; and J.A. Cross, Sir Samuel Hoare. A PoIiticaI Biography (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 1977), p. 181. 

"Cabinet 52(35), 9 Dec. 1935; and Cabinet 53(35), 10 Dec. 1935, CAB 23/82. 

75Simon letter to Eden, 17 Dec. 1935, Avon Papers, AP l4/l/S 17. 

'The proceedings of the Cabinet decision which led to Hoare's resignation can be found in Cabinet 
56(35), 18 Dec. 1935, CAB 23190B. This "Most Secret" record was initially taken out of the files and 
sealed in an envelope by Hankey . It remained unopened until 19 June 1946. 

nThe day after Hoare's resignation, ChamberIain wrote to Hoare's wife and offered his sympathy, 
telling her: "for Sam's own career I am not so disturbed . . . in a very short time his reputation will begin 
to rise again. When he has had time to recuperate there will be fresh opportunities for him." Chamberlain 
to Lady Maud, 19 Dec. 1935, Lord Templewood Papers [Cambridge University Library], Templewood 
MSS WII. 
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attitude on the part of his Staff that this was a great day for him. "78 The extent of the 

displeasure with Vansittart was recorded by Hankey, who informed Phipps that: 

There has been a tendency to 'head-hunt' over Sam Hoare's escapade 
in Paris and Van's name has been mentioned. . . . Warren Fisher and I 
and other friends will stand by him, but it may be that, after a decent 
interval, it may be thought that a change would be beneficial. . . . I 
hope, however, that he will weather the storm, as he is (in spite of a 
certain impulsiveness) very good in his present job, and I owe him a 

Months later, Sarita codided to Hoare about the difficulties she and Vansittart faced in 

the wake of the Hoare-Lava1 uproar: "It has cost us much too, for Van had a pretty 

rotten time, particularly during the first few months, and day to day life was hard. "" 

Vansittart certainly considered resigning as a resuIt of the "storm" created by the Hoare- 

Lava1 Plan, but fmally decided against it. As he recalled in The Mist Procession: "It 

might be more dignified to go first, but my leanings to resignation were corrected -- 

curiously enough -- by Beaverbrook, who pointed out that there would soon be no public 

service if public servants resigned on issues of policy. Beaverbrook was not the only 

one to urge Vansittart to stay at his post. From Paris, Clerk implored Vansittart to "stick 

to the Foreign Office. I very nearly teIegraphed to you to do so, but felt rather shy about 

"Cabinet 56(35), 18 Dec. 1935, CAB 23/90B. 

wankey letter to Phipps, 2 Jan. 1936, Hdey Papers, HNKY 5/5. 

%arita Vansittart letter to Hoare, 9 June 1936, Templewood Papers, Templewood MSS IX. 

8'Vansittart, The Mist Procession, p. 542. Beaverbrook gave support to Hoare as well, and generally 
backed the Hoare-Lava1 Plan. Anne ChishoIm and Michael Davie, Beaverbrook. A Life (London: 
Hutchinson, 1992), pp. 329-330. 
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it. But there is a critical time ahead of us, and there is no-one to take your place. "" 

Vansittart decided to weather the storm and he seems to have genuinely believed that it 

was vital for him to continue in his post because of ominous s i p  on the horizon. 

However, the permanent under-secretary never recovered fully from the Hoare-Lava1 

scandal. He still retained enormous authority over foreign policy debates but his ability 

to influence their outcomes was seriously diminished. 

Even from the perspective of more than half a century, it is difficult to avoid the 

conclusion that Vansittart made a terrible blunder over the Hoare-Lava1 Plan. Perhaps 

the worst of his career, for his position was irreparabiy damaged as a result. Despite 

what many contemporaries regarded as the immorality of rewarding aggression -- any 

proposals would have been distasteful to those who counted on a complete victory for the 

League -- Vansittart's faux pas did not stem from the nature of the Plan itself. It must 

not be forgotten, moreover, that the failure of the Hoare-Lava1 Plan eventually sealed the 

fate of the unfortunate Aby~sinians.~~ Italy's ruthless use of aerial bombardment in the 

later stages of the war, including mustard gas. led to rapid victory by May 1936 and the 

=Clerk letter to Vansittart, 22 Dec. 1935, Vansittart Papers, VNST 11, 1/6. Ronald H. Campbell also 
pleaded for Vansittart to stay on: "If there really was question of resigning, not only should I have been 
most unhappy on personal grounds but I should have regarded it as the worst blow the service had received 
for m y  a long day." Ronald H. Campbell letter to Vansittart, 23 Dec. 1935, Vansittart Papers, VNST 11, 
1/6. 

early December 1935, Vansittart had thought the situation appeared ripe for a settlement. Italy had 
recently suffered several military setbacks and Grandi had approached Vansittart with I talian demands, 
indicating a willingness to end the war. Correspondingly, progress on a peace settlement was being made 
in Paris, where negotiations had been in train since late October between Maurice Peterson, the head of the 
newly created Abyssinian Department in the Foreign Office, and his counterpart in the Quai d70rsay, 
Comte Re& de St Quentin. On the significance of the Grandi-Vansittart talks see Thomas Verich, 
European Powers and the Italo-Ethio~ian War 1935- 1936 (Salisbury, NC: Documentary Publications, 
1980), pp. 95-99. See also Maurice Peterson, Both Sides of the Curtain (London: Constable, 1950). 
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destruction of Abyssinian independence. Instead, Vansittart' s miscalculation resulted 

from his failure to prevent the details of Hoare-Lava1 Plan from being prematurely leaked 

to the French press. This mistake was particularly egregious given the fact that 

Vansittart had complained on 25 October 1935 about the leakage of sensitive information 

to French newspapers. From Hugh Lloyd-Thomas, a counsellor in the Foreign Office, 

Vansittart learned that information was being leaked to French journalists from sources 

within the French government. 84 The permanent under-secretary , therefore, was fully 

aware of the possibility of an embarrassing leak of information and his failure to ensure 

the secrecy of the Hoare-Lava1 Plan was a careless oversight. The success of the Hoare- 

Laval Plan ultimately hinged on the ability of Britain and France to shield the proposals 

from public scrutiny and, through secret negotiations, encourage both sides of the conflict 

to accept them. Once the details of the Plan became public knowledge, however, the 

chance of success was undermined. 

Beyond doubt, Varsittart willingly accepted this agreement in spite of the 

questionable morality of it, and this may explain why he earnestly tried to defend his 

actions in his memoirs. "Perhaps I should not have told him [Hoare] that one must either 

fight or compromise", he later wrote. "I might have advised him to listen," Vansittart 

added, "to attempt no settlement and, instead of asking for troubIe, to wait till evervone 

was in it. Such counsels might have passed for more cynical than his plan."85 

Certainly he can be considered insensitive to the rights of the Abysshiam; Laval, 

84LIoyd-Thomas letter to Norton, 22 Oct. 1935; and Vansittart minute, 25 Oct. 1935, P3793/2896/ 150, 
FO 3951534. 

BVansittart, The Mist Procession, p. 543. 
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perhaps, more so. In his defence, it must be pointed out that Vansittart had not acceded 

to the proposals in an attempt to appease Italy but in order to avoid a break with France 

over the difficult issue of adding petroleum to the League's List of embargoed products. 

Laval had warned the British that Mussolini might retaliate against Britain should the 

League impose an oil sanction on Italy. Vansinart shared Laval's concerns about a 

petroleum embargo, for he told Chatfield that Britain "shall be right in the danger zone 

immediately, if any embargo is put on oil? Few doubted that Mussolini was capable of 

ordering a "mad dog" attack against the British fleet in the Mediterranean in response to 

oil sanctions -- Chamberlain, MacDonaJd and Hankey feared this po~sibil i ty.~~ In 

Vansittart's case, the anxieties about a possible Italian attack, together with the necessity 

of re-establishing solidarity with France, proved to be the decisive factors which 

encouraged him to fmd a settlement to end the Italo-Abyssinian war. He certainly hoped 

that the Hoare-Lava1 Plan would provide the basis upon which to rebuild the precarious 

Stresa front. But it is important to remember that his reservations about Italian 

cooperation had weakened his loyalty to this coalition. As a consequence, he increasingly 

envisaged Soviet Russia instead of Italy as a vital component in his strategy for 

containing Germany. 

This shift from the Stresa front to the Triple Entente had occurred specifically in 

response to the circumstances created by the Abyssinian crisis. As evidenced by the 

86Vansittart letter to Chatfield, 20 Nov. 1935, CAE3 63/50. 

SIChamberIain letter to Ida, 8 Dec. 1935, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/941; Hankey note for Baldwin, 
25 Nov. 1935, CAB 63/50; and MacDonald letter to Baldwin, 28 Nov. 1935, BaIdwin Papers, Baldwin 
123. 
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DRC debates in the winter of 1933-1934, Vansittart had long appreciated the strategically 

important position occupied by the Soviet Union. Confronted by a hostile Japan in the 

East and faced with an antagonistic Germany on their Western flank, the Soviets had 

become "whole-hearted supporters of the present temtorial status auo in Europe and 

Asia", a situation which Vansittart believed meshed well with British interestsa8 As 

long as the Soviet Union remained on unfriendly terms with both Japan and Germany, it 

would provide an essential counter-balance to these powers, preserving together with the 

British the baiance of power in these two critical regions of the globe. Vansittart 

recognised the necessity of maintaining good relations with the Soviets because of the 

integral role piayed by the Soviet Union in safeguarding the global balance of power. He 

told his colleagues, therefore, that he would do "all that is possible to further the policy 

of keeping Russia -- by friendly response -- out of the dangerous, indeed fatal, path that 

would lead to Berlin. "'' This did not signify, however, that he wished to reconstitute 

the Triple Entente. Throughout the spring of 1935, rumours abounded that France, in an 

attempt to obtain greater security against Germany, was going to sign a defensive pact 

with the Soviet Union. Like most of his colleagues, Vansittart expressed apprehensions 

about the proposed Franco-Russian alliance. "I certainly hope that we shall be able to 

dissuade the French from a prewar formation", he wrote on 28 January 1935, "by 

providing some alternative form of the Eastern pact which might be acceptable to 

aVansittart memorandum "International Position of the Soviet Union in relation to France, Germany 
and Japann, 21 Feb. 1935, N880/135/38, FO 371/19460. 

Vansittart minute, 13 Feb. 1935, C1073/134118, FO 371118859, 
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Germany" .go Uppermost in his mind was the concern that German leaders would be 

able to use the conclusion of a Franco-Russian defence pact for propaganda purposes by 

arguing that the Great powers were attempting to encircle Germany. 

Indeed, the issue of Germany's encirclement became the source of a growing rift 

in the Foreign Office between Sargent and C01lier.~' Sargent emerged as the most 

steadfast opponent of a Franco-Russian alliance and any British links with it, because it 

would, he believed, be "considered by a large part of public opinion as an attempt to 

encircle Germany, and would put an end once and for all to the collective peace system 

in Europe to which His Majesty's Government are pledged." A Franco-Russian alliance 

would also "bring appreciably nearer a German-Japanese alliance " , and ultimately, "re- 

awaken memories of 1914, when we were dragged into the war not because there was a 

direct quarrel between France and Germany, but because France was involved through 

her alliance with Russia. Collier disagreed, for he doubted that "any large body of 

public opinion here cared two hoots about the so-called encirclement of Germany". A 

Franco-Russian understanding, moreover, would not bring a German-Japanese alliance 

"appreciably nearer" than it was already? Responding to Sargent's charge that a 

coalition of Russia and France would signal a return to the pre-1914 era, Collier argued 

Wansittart minute, 28 Jan. 1935, C962/SS/l8, FO 37 1118825. 

91Few historians have noted this split in the Foreign Office. An exception is Michael Jabara Carley, 
"Down a Blind A1Iey . Anglo-Franco-Soviet Relations 1920- 1939, " Canadian Journal of History 29(1994), 
pp. 158-159. 

%argent rninute. 20 Feb. 1935. N927/135138, FO 37 lII946O; Sargent minute, 28 Feb. 1935, 
C1558/55/18, FO 371118827; and Sargent minute, 4 Apr. 1935, C2656/55/18, FO 371118833. 

mCollier minute, 20 Feb. 1935, N9271135/38, FO 371119460. 
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that, with statesmen like Hitler, Mussolini, Pilsudski and S talin, Europe was "already 

back in the days of the 'balance of power'". Besi&, Russia and France had been 

moving closer together primarily in response to the increasing bellicosity of Germany. 

This development served British interests well because "a Franco-Russian combination 

could check [Geman aggression] as nothing else could. "94 Vansittart assumed the 

middle ground between these two positions. He agreed with Collier that it was not only a 

French interest to have friendly relations with the Russians but that it was "very much a 

British interest also; and we must have this fact constantly present to our minds, if we are 

to be the political realists, which the gravity of the times demands."g5 But, on the other 

hand, he approved Sargent's suggestion that Britain should do its utmost to prevent the 

conclusion of a direct Franco-Russian military alliance directed against Germany, as this 

would recreate the pre-1914 alliance system? With the exacerbation of the Abyssinian 

crisis, however, Vansittart progressively moved closer to Collier's position, for he 

realised that the grave situation demanded a return to the Triple Entente between France, 

Russia and Britain. 

Following the Italian invasion of Abyssinia and the subsequent deterioration in 

Britain's relations with Italy, Vansittart made serious attempts to bring about closer 

Anglo-Russian unity. The clearest example of this can be found in the discussion 

surrounding the proposed loan to Russia in the autumn of 1935 and early winter of 1936. 

WCollier minute, 28 Feb. 1935, C1558/55/18, FO 371118827; and Collier minute, 18 Mar. 1935, 
Nl3 13/53/38, FO 371/19456. 

"Vansittart minute, 13 Feb. 1935, N927113W38, FO 37 1119460. 

%argent minute, 1 Apr. 1935; and Vansittart minute, 1 Apr. 1935, C2656/55/18, FO 371118833. 
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On 21 October 1935, Collier submitted a memorandum detailing the Russian desires for a 

permanent commercial treaty with Britain, and also their wish for fmancial credit in 

London to purchase heavy equipment. He favoured the idea of raising a loan on the 

London money markets to meet the need for credit, which would be guaranteed by the 

British government. The granting of a loan and the strengthening of Anglo-Russian 

commercial ties, Collier insisted, "would remove almost the last major cause of friction 

between His Majesty's Government and the Soviet Government", would place Britain in a 

"position of special advantage in the Russian market", and would enable the British to 

negotiate a settlement of Russia's war debts giving satisfaction to private British claims 

against the Soviet government." Vansittart fully backed the suggestion of extending a 

loan to the Soviet Union, realising that: "What in fact might be most convenient to us in 

the field of industry and internal politics might, as it now appears, be also well worth 

doing in the field of foreign politics. "'' Sargent opposed the proposal, warning 

a guaranteed loan to Russia will appear to public opinion throughout 
Europe as a highly significant act implying an unusuat and close 
political co-operation between the two governments. . . . This will 
render still more difficult than it is at present any attempt by His 
Majesty's Government to 'come to terms with Germany.'" 

While conceding that Sargent's concerns should be taken into account, Vansittart replied: 

"We must look after our own interests and not allow ourselves to be intimidated by 

'"Collier minute, 2 1 Oct. 1935, NSS42/ 17/38, FO 37 1/ I9452. 

Vansittart minute, 18 Nov. 1935, NS66/ 17/38. FO 37 lIl9452. 

99Sargent minute, 9 Jan. 1936, N479/20/38, FO 371/20338. 
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rivals. "lM In other words, fears of offending Germany should not deflect Britain from 

pursuing a course of action which clearly served British interests. Sargent continued his 

opposition to the loan, insisting that it should be delayed until information on the 

potential repercussions in Germany could be obtained from Phipps. Vansittart grudgingly 

assented to this proposal, agreeing "to wait for Sir E. Phipps by way of fair play to those 

who think that our moves in this game should be governed by the fear of offending 

Germany and compromising our chances of a distant and hitherto undefined agreement". 

Nevertheless, he reminded his colleague that: "our guiding star should be our own 

interests and not a will o' the wisp. They are the only safe guide in such a matter, and 

the only safeguard against procrastination, which will end by producing an unredeemed 

negative. "lo' 

Despite Vansittart's support for the proposed loan, disenchantment began to spread 

in Whitehall, as powerful voices expressed their resistance to the proposal. Several 

Cabinet members declared their opposition to a loan to the Soviets because they believed 

that it would irritate both Japan and Germany. l" This antagonism towards the proposal 

did not end Vansittart's attempts to secure financial assistance for Russia, for he 

continued his efforts throughout 1936 to procure either a loan or export credits for the 

Soviet Union. This bid to obtain financial aid for the Soviet Union helps illuminate the 

impact of the Abyssinian crisis on his strategy for containing Germany. Confronted with 

Iqansittart minute, 9 Jan. 1936, N479120138, FO 371120338- 

''Isargent minute, 1 Feb. 1936; and Vansittart minute, 7 Feb. 1936, N5151187f38, FO 371120346. 

lyabinet 6(36), 12 Feb. 1936, CAB 23/83. 
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the breakdown of the Stresa front, Vansittart recognised the necessity of strengthening 

Anglo-Russian relations and he reckoned that a loan to the Soviets would go a long way 

to achieve this aim. Anglo-Russian amity would also prevent a Russo-German 

rapprochement, a combination which was clearly inimical to British interests. Sargent, of 

course, challenged this assumption, asserting that the best way to counter a Russo- 

German rapprochement was not by collaboration with Russia but with Germany. Any 

initiative for a rapprochement, he pointed out, would certainly come from Germany, but 

only after Britain had failed to respond to German grievances. It was critical, therefore, 

"to make a supreme effort to come to terms with Germany" while there was still 

time. '03 Vansittart rejected this reasoning on the basis that the British could not be sure 

that "any settlement worth the name is attainable with Germany. Until we are. we must 

be careful not to alienate a country with whom we are collaborating (at Geneva) in favour 

of one with whom we have not got even that link."1w With the weakening of the 

Stresa front, Britain definitely could not afford to discard tangible Russian cooperation in 

Europe in the hopes that Germany might accept some future settlement. 

While Vansittart acknowledged that Russia and Britain had to combine their 

strength to ensure peace, he fully appreciated that these two powers together with France 

could not simply reconstitute the Triple Entente along the same lines as the alliance of the 

pre-1914 period, for he doubted whether public opinion would accept such a 

development. Instead, the three powers would have to collaborate at the League of 

"%argent minute, 17 Dec. 1935, C8198/134/18, FO 371/18860; and Sargent minute, 17 Jan. 1936, 
N6642/76/38, FO 37 l/l946O. 

laVansittart minute, 17 Jan. 1936, N6642/76/38, FO 37 lIl946O. 
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Nations under the banner of collective security, which would afford camouflage to what 

in reality would be a united bloc to contain G e r m a ~ y . ' ~ ~  The League assumed an 

integral role in Vansittart's strategy, for not only did it provide an instrument through 

which public opinion might accept commitments to defend British interests in Europe but 

it also supplied an acceptable cover to Britain's collaboration with Russia. Historians 

have, therefore, misinterpreted his attitude towards the League. On the one hand, neither 

the Covenant nor the League itself supplanted British interests as Vansittart's primary 

consideration when formulating policy. Yet, on the other hand, he was quite willing to 

use the League to support British diplomacy, so long as it was not contrary to British 

interests. Vansittart pursued, in essence, a policy of collective security that sought to 

contain Germany with a coalition of France, Russia and Britain, using the League to 

disguise the true nature of this alliance. 

The Abyssinian crisis had thus altered fundamentally Vansittart's policy for 

meeting the mounting German threat. He continued to pursue a flexible approach to 

international affairs, shaping his recommendations to meet the altered conditions. 

Foreign policy had to conform to the reality of the international system, and the global 

environment of 1935 dictated a prudent policy towards the Soviet Union. "It is a 

question of our policy, the one that suits us best, not of any pro-this or anti-that," 

Vansittart reminded his colleagues, "for the Northern Department that favours the loan 

[to Russia] is no more pro-Russian than the Central Department that favours credits is 

pro-German. " As he explained: 

lMVansittart minute, 13 Oct. 1935 



The real point is this. Can Germany be 'brought back into the comity 
of nations'? The answer is only at a price. Next question. Are we 
prepared to pay it? If we are, we certainly ought to try and might well 
succeed. If we aren't we probably should not try, because failure will 
be making the worst of both worlds. And even if we try and fail, as is 
quite likely -- for we must have Reality not appearance -- the ultimate 
question will remain: which constitutes the most immediate danger? So 
that until we know the answer to the possibility of bringing Germany 
back, we ought to be careful to discourage no one who is in the same 
boat. There are many of them, and one happens for the Dresent to be 
Russia. 

Vansittart's favourable opinion of the Soviet Union did not, therefore, reflect an 

embryonic sympathy with Soviet ideology but rather the belief that Soviet foreign policy 

represented less of a threat to British interests than the aggressive designs of the other 

great powers. Confronted with a situation that increasingly resembled the pre-1914 

period, Vansittart resurrected the Triple Entente but modified it to fit the sensibilities of 

the post-war era. Like the Edwardian Foreign Office thirty years earlier, he promoted 

good relations among the three powers in Europe who possessed the wherewithal to 

contain Germany. His willingness to rely on the practices of the "old diplomacy" 

increasingly brought him into conflict with others who favoured a different approach to 

international affairs, most notably Eden, who replaced Hoare as foreign secretary, and 

Chamberlain, who was destined to succeed Baldwin as prime minister in May 1937. 

Both Eden and Chamberlain rejected Vansittart's alliance diplomacy with its emphasis on 

close relations with the Soviets and, instead, favoured a policy based on a narrow 

conception of British interests largely confined to Western Europe. 

lo6Vansittart minute, 15 Jan. 1936, N479120138, FO 37 1120338. 
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While the effect of the Abyssinian crisis on Vansittart's career had been great, the 

impact on his views of international affairs was no less considerable. In this respect, the 

Italo-Abyssinian conflict was more decisive for Vansittart than the later Rhineland crisis, 

which followed on the heels of the Abyssinian debacle. Italy's aggressive designs in East 

Africa and the Mediterranean had exposed Britain to a new threat. Added to his ever- 

present fears of Germany, Vansittart had already come to the conclusion that Japan's goal 

was to dominate the Far East and Pacific Ocean in the same way that Germany meant to 

be the dominant power in ~ u r 0 p e . l ~ ~  From autumn 1935 onwards, Britain confronted, 

in essence, a triple threat from Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, each 

posing its own particular, if not intractable, problems for British policy-makers. The 

triple threat also highlighted the importance of the global balance of power because if 

Britain became involved in hostilities with one of the three potential enemies then British 

interests would be vulnerable to the ambitions of the other two. This was the 

international context within which Vansittart tendered his advice. The solutions he 

advocated for protecting this delicate global balance came under mounting scrutiny from 

critics who held very different opinions about the best way to safeguard British interests. 

As the gap between his views and those of his critics grew, Vansittart's hold on the 

permanent under-secretaryship became increasingly fragile. 

lv l ive  despatch (8) to Simon, 7 Jan. 1935; Orde minute. 28 Jan. 1935; and Vansittart minute, 2 Mar. 
1935, F1090/483/23, FO 371/19359. 



VANSITTART AND EDEN 

FACING THE DICTATORS, THOUGH NOT TOGETHER 
1936 

At the beginning of 1936, Britain's place in the world appeared analogous to that 

of Vansittart's position in the Foreign Ofice. While he struggled to retain his influence 

in the Foreign Office against mounting criticism, Britain similarly attempted to protect 

and ensure its global security against the encroachments of hostile powers. To the 

permanent under-secretary, and the country he served, the future indeed looked grim. "I 

do not like the look of 1936," Vansittart wrote at the end of 1935, "though it will be 

better than 1937."' The Abyssinian crisis had exposed the precarious nature of Britain's 

global position by adding Fascist Italy to the list of potential enemies seeking to 

undermine the world-wide interests and security of the British Empire. Italian hostility in 

the Mediterranean not only presented difficulties for Britain in that region but highlighted 

the problems of defending British interests in East Asia against Japanese ambitions, for 

the Mediterranean and the Suez Canal served as the passageway through which British 

warships sailed to the Far East. In the Far East itself, Japan's declarations of friendship 

toward Britain belied the menacing tone of prominent members of the Japanese military 

and government who spoke of establishing Japanese hegemony over the Far East and the 

Pacific Ocean. "The Japanese do nothing but talk of their desire for friendship," 

'Vansittart letter to MacDonald, 26 Dec. 1935, MacDonald Papers, PRO 30/69/682. 
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Vansittart alleged, "while doing everything to alienate it. We shall not get beyond 

words. " 2  Added to these dilemmas, German rearmament and the growing truculence of 

the Nazi leadership began to unnerve the potential victims of German aggression and, in 

turn, upset the delicate European balance of power. What made these problems 

particularly perplexing was their interconnection, as events in one region inevitably 

affected the situation in others. For Britain, as Vansittart clearly understood, the realities 

of being a global power meant facing difficulties truly global in scope. 

By the end of 1936, the difficulty of dealing with Germany in Europe, Italy in the 

Mediterranean and Japan in the Far East had intensified as a result of developments in 

each region. The Rhineland crisis of March 1936 and, later, the outbreak of the Spanish 

Civil War in July exacerbated the situation in Western Europe and the Mediterranean. In 

the Far East, tensions rose as evidence began to mount about Japan's intention to advance 

southward towards Britain's imperial possessions. Both the Far Eastern and the European 

situation worsened in November with the Anti-Cornintern Pact between Germany and 

Japan. The avowed anti-communism of this treaty, combined with Italian and German 

support of the rightist forces of Francisco Franco in the Spanish Civil War and 

Mussolini's reference to a Rome-Berlin axis, seemed to betoken the creation of an 

unfriendly coalition. These developments certainly influenced Vansittart's evolving views 

on international affairs. Their impact on his outlook can be seen by comparing two 

memoranda he submitted to the Cabinet: one at the beginning of 1936; and the other at 

ZVansittart minute, 25 May 1936, F2872/89/23, FO 37 1 /20279. 



the end of the year.3 Part of Vansittart's so-called "Old Adam" series, these Cabinet 

Papers represent bookends, setting forth his ideas on international affairs at the beginning 

and end of this eventfbl periode4 They provide ideal points of reference, therefore, to 

plot the effects of the deteriorating international situation on his perception of the 

dilemmas confronting Britain and the strategy he advocated for meeting these problems. 

What is particularly striking about the two memoranda is the somewhat optimistic tone of 

the first and the manifest pessimism of the second. It is not entirely surprising that at the 

end of 1936 Vansittart had become despondent about the future, for he realised: "The 

general trend has been almost uniformly unfavourable to our interests. lt5 

Not only did the world situation deteriorate to British disadvantage, but 

Vansittart's standing and influence in the Foreign Office likewise diminished, the result 

of his strained relationship with Eden. In a frank retrospect, Vansinart wrote of his 

former chief: 

His appearance went far to ensure that he would get what he wanted, 
and that was a lot. He was ambitious, but not self-seeking, if by that 
we mean search for a self rarely found. . . . Desirous and deserving of 
praise, he avoided suspicions of brilliance or originality and pruned 
protusions with senses6 

3Vansinart memorandum "Britain, France and Germany", 3 Feb. 1936, CP 42(36), CAB 241260; and 
Vansittart memorandum "The World Situation and British Rearmamentn, 16 Dec. 1936, N628916289138, 
FO 371120354 [Copies appear in other DepartmentaI files]. 

*For a discussion of the "Old Adam" series of memoranda, see Rose, Vansittart, pp. 88-89, 101 (fn. 1). 

'Vansittart memorandum "The World Situation and British Rearmament", 16 Dec. 1936, 
N628916289138, FO 37 1 l20354. 

6Vansittart, The Mist Procession, pp. 428429. 



By any reading, this is not a particularly flattering appraisal of Eden. Robert Rhodes 

James has described Vansittart's comment as an "obnoxious and patronizing valediction 

from an embittered and ultimately totally unsuccessful diplomatic grandee [which] says 

more about Vansittart than it does about Eden. "7 In truth, this statement by Rhodes 

James says more about the official biographer of Eden than it does about either m a 8  

Vansittart's "obnoxious and patronizing valediction" does, nevertheless, provide some 

verification for the generally accepted view that the relationship between Eden and his 

permanent under-secretary was strained. There is abundant evidence, in fact, that 

testifies to the difficult relations between the two men. The diaries of Oliver Harvey 

contain numerous examples showing the foreign secretary's dissatisfaction with 

Vansittart, as Eden often grumbled to his private secretary "about his lack of confidence 

in Van's judgment" and the "necessity of replacing him. "lo Gossip spread abroad, even 

reaching the ears of Sir Archibald Clark-Kerr, the British Ambassador to Iraq, alleging 

that Eden and Vansittart were no longer "on speaking terms. " I 1  And, in later years, 

'Rhodes James, Anthony Eden, p. 116. 

a review of Rhodes James' book, D.C. Watt wrote that "behind the youth (a wasting asset), the 
good looks, the very considerable range of dipIomatic skills, the mastery of foreign affairs he could display 
when speaking from the government side of the House of Commons, there was another, more complicated, 
Iess whole, more imperfect man. It is this man whom Robert Rhodes James was engaged to protect." 
D.C. Watt, "Review of Robert Ethodes James, Anthony Eden, " The Political Quarterly 58(1987), p. 344. 

90n their reIationship see Boadle, "Sir Roben Vansittart at the Foreign Office", pp. 202-206; and 
Rhodes James, Anthonv Eden, pp. 1 15- 1 16, 159. 

L%arvey diary, 7 Mar. 1937; and 22 Sept. 1937, Harvey MSS ADD 56379. RothweIl has remarked of 
Eden's desire to get rid of Vansittart: "He demonstrated an almost Stalinist streak in his nature by bidding 
his time until there was a general consensus in Whitehall that Vansittart had to go." Rothwell, Anthony 
Eden, p. 40. - 

"Robert Boothby (Conservative MP) letter to Clark-Kerr, 9 June 1936, Lord Inverchapel Papers 
[Bodleian Library, Oxford University], Inverchapel MSS 1935- 1936. 
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Vansittart complained to Sir Harold Nicolson that Eden "stopped the circulation of [his] 

writings" in the 1 9 3 0 ~ . ' ~  

From the outset of his tenure as foreign secretary, Eden was determined to "seek 

independence from his ovennighty official. "I3  Eden certainly resented Vansittart 

because of the influence the latter exercised in policy debates. He also abhorred the 

gossip which suggested that he acted merely as Vansittart's mouthpiece. Consequently, 

Eden wanted to assert his control over Vansittart and thus over the Foreign Office. "In 

the long run", Rose has suggested, "these considerations counted far more than so-called 

differences over policy " in Eden's desires to oust Vansittart from his position. The 

foreign secretary certainly disliked the influence Vansittart exercised in policy debates, 

but Rose has underestimated the considerable differences over policy which also soured 

the relationship between the two men. Despite the fact that they had similar fears about 

Nazi Germany and, therefore, agreed that Anglo-French cooperation was paramount, 

serious disagreements over policy emerged beyond these commonly shared 

assumptions.14 These differences became increasingly apparent, they engendered Eden's 

"lack of confidence" in Vansittart and, above all, they convinced the foreign secretary of 

the need to replace the permanent under-secretary with an official who held views closer 

to his own. 

'2Vansittart letter to Nicokon, 30 May 1953, Vansittart Papers, VNST 11, 1/50. 

13Rose, Vansittart, pp. 182-183. 

I4As Aster has argued, Eden "grew to accept [Austen] Chamberlain's view that peace in Europe 
depended on stable Anglo-French relations, with both countries moving in step towards an understanding 
with Germany. That view, combined with Eden's deeply feIt francophilism, was to become the basic 
structure of his pre-war outlook on international affairs." Aster, Eden, p. 16. 
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Whilst Eden wished to rid himself of Vansittart's services, the latter was 

determined, on the other hand, to maintain his position. In the wake of the Hoare-Laval 

debacle, Vansittart strove to recover his influence inside the Foreign Office and re-affirm 

his authority in the wider circles of Whitehall. To reassert his primacy in foreign policy 

deliberations, he submitted a lengthy memorandum to the Cabinet on 3 February 1936. 

Entitled "Britain, France and Germany", the memorandum was essentially a post-mortem 

of recent international developments with a particular focus on the impact of Germany's 

resurgence." In preparing this paper, Vansittart had borrowed heavily from the work 

of two, earlier memoranda: the Third Report of the DRC; and a Foreign Office 

memorandum drafted by Sargent and Wigram, whole sections of which were incorporated 

into Vansittart's oeuvre.16 In this respect, Vansittart's memorandum was an attempt to 

weld the recommendations of the DRC with those of Wigram and Sargent. This had 

been the central aim of his strategy, after all, since the first DRC sessions when he 

underscored the importance of coordinating diplomacy and defence. Hence, it is 

necessary to look briefly at the DRC recommendations and the policy advice of Wigram 

and Sargent since they greatly influenced the tenor of Vansittart's memorandum. 

The DRC had been reassembled in July 1935 to assess the progress of British 

rearmament in light of recent international developments and in response to the disturbing 

lSVansittart memorandum "Britain, France and Gemany", 3 Feb. 1936, CP 42(36), CAB 24/20, 

16DRC memorandum "Third Report", 21 Nov. 1935, CAB 16/112; and Sargent and Wigram 
memorandum "Britain, France and Germany", 2 1 Nov. 1935, C7752/55/18, FO 37Ul885 1. 
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intelligence on Germany's expanding armament production. l7 Like the first series of 

DRC meetings in the winter of 1933-1934, a difference of opinion developed between 

Vansittart and his colleagues over the important question of when Germany would be 

ready for war. They all understood the urgency of settling this question since the pace of 

British rearmament depended on the perception of the moment at which Germany would 

become an actual menace as opposed to a potential one. Arguing from a "technical point 

of view", Hankey and the COS insisted that Germany would not be ready for war before 

1942.18 Vansittart challenged the complacency of his colleagues, pointing out that, 

"apart from the technical readiness of Germany to go to war, there was also the 

psychological element to be considered. " He conceded that "Germany might not go to 

war by calculation before 1942, [but] it might well happen that she would bring about a 

war through some miscaiculation or political error of judgment. " Put simply, he did not 

feel confdent that European peace could be safeguarded until 1942. For Britain's own 

security, he regarded 1 January 1939 as the last date by which peace might be assured. 

But he showed some reluctance to endorse even this date because "it could not be 

guaranteed that Germany would remain politically quiescent until then. " Nevertheless, 

his designation of January 1939 as the last date by which Britain could safely assume that 

there would be peace in Europe eventually appeared in the DRC's rec~mmendations.'~ 

"Gibbs, Grand Strategv, pp. 170-180; Howard, The Continental Commitment, p. 113; Post, DiIemmas 
of Appeasement, pp. 104-105; and Wark, The Ultimate Enemy, pp. 43-47. 

[The rest of paragraph based on the minutes of DRC 14th Mtg., 19 July 1935, CAB l6/ll2. 

19DRC memorandum "Third Report", 21 Nov. 1935, CAB l6/ll2. 
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Vansittart had been emphatic on the need for Britain to be prepared for war with 

Germany even before 1939 because his reading of Nazi mentality suggested that German 

aggression might occur regardless of material preparations. "I have argued for years", he 

explained to his Foreign Ofice colleagues, "that Germany would not wait for 100% 

military readiness before going off the deep end."" Vansittart's impression of an 

unpredictable Germany derived from his perception of the Third Reich as a radical state 

that could not be assessed by traditional standards of behaviour. While Hankey and the 

COS concentrated on tangible indications of Germany's war preparations -- rearmament, 

financial acumen and industrial mobilisation -- Vansittart looked at less palpable 

considerations such as the psychological mood and the ideology of the Nazi leadership. 

Because he combined assessments of the Nazi mentality and its racial Weltanschauung 

together with information about Germany's rearmament, he drew different conclusions 

about the nature of Hitler's world view and the goals of his foreign policy.21 Vansittart 

firmly believed that the Nazi goal of "Lebensraum" would set off another European 

conflict. "I would say definitely that the present rulers of Germany are bent upon 

eventual adventures", he wrote in his memorandum "Britain, France and Germany", 

"which will be almost certain to unleash a European war. 

A clearer understanding of the German threat, paradoxically, did not make it 

easier to fashion an appropriate policy to counter it. Like his DRC colleagues, Vansittart 

vansittart minute, 18 Nov. 1935, C7508/134/18, FO 371/18860. 

2'See the insightful discussion of this point in Ferris, "'Indulged In All To Little'", pp. 137-138. 

*Vansittart memorandum "Britain, France and Germany", 3 Feb. 1936, CP 42(36), CAB 24/260. 
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hoped that Britain could deter German aggression. Given his view of an irrational 

German leadership, Vansittart seriously doubted that, in the long run, the Nazis could be 

deterred from aggression? He clung, nevertheless, to the hope that accelerated British 

rearmament might yet deter Germany. Extensive rearmament would signal Britain's 

intention to resist Gemany's attempts by force to overturn the European balance of 

power. Alternatively, he realised that greater rearmament would place Britain in a better 

position to confront German aggression in the event that deterrence failed. Increases in 

British defence spending, moreover, would improve Britain's chances of attracting allies, 

an argument Vansittart had been making since the f is t  DRC sessions." 

There was virtual unanimity among committee members on the need to expand 

industrial production to meet the demands of increased rearmament which, they thought, 

could only be achieved with a British defence loan? Discord surfaced among DRC 

members, however, when discussion turned towards the relationship between British 

foreign policy and British rearmament. Chatfield argued that British weakness dictated 

that Britain should reduce the threats to its global position by seeking friendly relations 

with its potential enemies. He stressed, in particular, the value of restoring "friendly" 

relations with Germany. In contrast, Vansittart insisted that Britain must increase its 

defences instead of using diplomacy to shore up its precarious position, warning his 

23DRC 25th Mtg., 12 Nov. 1935, CAB 16/112. Vansittart had been unable to attend this DRC session, 
but his comments were reported by Hankey . 

24DRC 17th Mtg., 10 Oct. 1935, CAB 16/112. 

=DRC 14th Mtg., 19 July 1935, CAB 161112; and the DRC memorandum "Third Reportn, 21 Nov. 
1935, CAB 16/112. 
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colleagues of the myriad problems blocking the way to better relations with Germany.26 

A compromise was eventually reached. The DRC report specified the obstacles in the 

way of better relations with Germany including its "restless desire for expansion", but 

emphasised the advantages to Britain "in keeping our relations with Germany on as 

friendly as basis as possible. "27 

The idea of establishing better relations with Germany had also become a source 

of disagreement within the Foreign Office. Sargent and Wigram had been engaged 

throughout the autumn of 1935 in a reassessment of Britain's relations with France and 

Germany. Faced with Germany's resurgence, they argued that Britain had three policy 

choices. One option open to Britain was to allow the situation to develop and refrain 

from intervention, hoping either that a compromise could be reached with Germany or 

that the threat of League sanctions would restrain German ambitions, a course of action 

which they described as "a policy of drift". An alternative policy entailed the 

"encirclement of Germany", whereby Britain would "become the central force in a great 

anti-revisionist block" including France, Russia and some of the Little Entente powers. 

These two options Sargent and Wigrarn characterised as the "policies of negation and 

despair", for they clearly favoured the third option: "our traditional policy of coming to 

terms with Germany". While discouraging German military expansion in Central and 

Eastern Europe, Britain should not intervene to stop German cultural and economic 

penetration in those regions. Britain should also consider returning Germany's former 

"DRC 17th Mtg., 10 Oct. 1935, CAB 16/112; and DRC 25th Mtg., 12 Nov. 1935, CAB 16/112. 

*DRC 26th Mtg., 14 Nov. 1935, C B  l6/ l l2; and DRC memorandum "Third Reportn, 21 Nov. 1935, 
CAB 16/112. 
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colonial possessions. ** In this way, Britain must remove German " grievances " against 

the Versailles Treaty by "friendly arrangements" and thus defuse the volatile situation 

"before Germany once again takes the law into her own hands. "" 

The memorandum prompted a heated response from Collier, who was already at 

loggerheads with Sargent over the issue of whether Britain should provide financial 

assistance to the Soviet Union. Collier accused his colleagues in the Central Department 

of stigmatising the alternative options by using "rhetorical phrases such as 'a policy of 

drift"'. He insisted that Britain must not discourage those powers who wished to erect 

"barriers" against Nazi aggression "by means of pacts and alliances. "" The "only wise 

and safe course" open to Britain, Collier concluded, was to continue discussion of 

"specific matters such as the Air Pact with Germany but f d y  refusing to be drawn into 

any discussion either on the Colonial claims . . . or on German ambitions in Eastern 

Europe. " 

Vansittart occupied the middle ground between the Central Department and 

Collier. While he agreed with Collier that "we must be careful not to describe as a 

' 

policy of encirclement anything that puts us in a stronger bargaining position", Vansittart 

differed with the latter on categorically ruling out conversations with Germany on the 

subject of colonies. The permanent under-secretary certainly realised that it was not in 

280n British policy towards a colonial deal with Germany, see Andrew J.  Crozier, Appeasement and 
Germany's Last Bid for Colonies (London: Macmillan, 1988). 

29Sargent and Wigram memorandum "Britain, France and Germany", 2 1 Nov. 1935, C7752/%/ 18, FO 
371118851. See also Medicott, "Britain and Germany", pp. 90-91. 

MCollier minute, 22 Nov. 1935, C8523155118, FO 37 l/l8852. 



British interests "to readmit Germany as a Colonial Power", but he hoped that a colonial 

deal might deflect Germany from pursuing an expansionist policy in Central and Eastern 

Europe? His belief in the possibility of deflecting Germany's Dram nach Osten with 

an offer of colonial compensation was based on an inflated assessment of the importance 

of the colonial question in the priorities of German desiderata. Several historians have 

argued that Hitler's ultimate objectives extended beyond German hegemony in Europe 

and involved the creation of a "World Dominion" .32 In the long run, Germany and 

Britain may have been destined to clash over colonies. What Vansittart failed to assess 

properly was the priority given to expansion in Eastern Europe over colonial aspirations 

in Hitler's ambitions. On the inevitability of an Anglo-German showdown, Vansittart 

wrote: "Some of us rightly saw before 1914 that we were the country principally aimed 

at by Germany. We were right then, and we shall probably be right again. "33 Thus, 

his view of German colonial desires stemmed partly from his historical perception of 

Germany's ambitions in the pre-1914 period, chiefly its drive to create a Weltreich. But, 

Vansittart's reading of the colonial aspirations of Germany was also based on reports 

3'Vansittart minute, 1 Dec. 1935, C8524/55/ 18, FO 37 1 /l8852. 

32Milan Hauner, "Did Hitler Want a World Dominion?," Journal of Contemporarv Histom 13(1978), 
15-32; and his, India in Axis Stratem. Germany, Japan and Indian Nationalists in the Second World War 
(Stuttgart: Nett-Cotta, 1981), pp. 20-56. See also Jost Diilffer, Weimar, Hitler und die Marine. 
Reichspolitik und Flottenbau 1920- 1939 (DiisseIdofi Droste Verlag, 1973), pp. 544-562; Josef Henke, 
Endand in Hitlers uolitischem Kalkiil 1935-1939 (Boppard am Rhein: Harold BoIdt Verlag, 1973), pp. 99- 
107, 303-310; Klaus Hildebrand, Vorn Reich zum Weltreich. Hitler. NSDAP und koloniale Frage 1919-45 
(Munich: Wilhelrn Fink Verlag, 1969). pp. 441-624, 772-775; Andreas Hillgruber, "England's Place in 
Hitler's Plan for World Dominion," Journal of Contemporarv History 9(1974), 5-22; Jochen Thies, 
Architekt der Weltherrschaft. Die 'EndzieIe' Hitlers (Dusseldorf: Droste Verlag, 1976), see intro. and pp. 
128-135, 182-193; and Gerhard Weinberg, "Hitler and England 1933-1945. Pretence and Reality," German 
Studies Review 8(1985), 299-309. 

33Vansittart minute, 26 Mar. 1936, C2390/4/18, FO 371119898. 
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from the Berlin Embassy which repeatedly warned of the growing German demand for 

colonies." He assumed that the Germans wanted, at the very least, to recover their 

former colonies which had been stripped away by the Versailles Treaty. In fact, he 

considered Germany's desire for colonies to be so strong that "an Anglo-German war on 

this ground [was] at least possible, perhaps even eventual " . 35 

It must not be forgotten, however, that Vansittart remain& sceptical about the 

likelihood of deflecting Germany's ambitions in Eastern Europe with a colonial deal.36 

He thought that Germany wanted "to expand in Europe in Africa", but he hoped that 

it "might be content to expand in Africa only." He readily accepted the idea of colonial 

concessions as part of a wider European settlement but only after Germany abandoned its 

ambitions in Eastern Europe.37 A colonial deal with Germany also appealed to 

Vansittart because Britain and France were expected to make the concessions without 

sacrificing the interests of other European nations. He certainly drew a distinction 

between Europe and Africa, and showed an insensitivity to the concerns of Gem1anyys 

former colonies. 

The idea of a colonial deal with Germany (advocated by Sargent and Wigram) and 

a demand for greater rearmament (Third DRC Report) ultimately found expression in 

%Phipps despatch (1140) to Hoare, 7 Nov.1935. C7515/134/18, FO 371118860; and Phipps telegram 
(264) to Hoare, 7 Nov. 1935, C74931635118, FO 371118873- 

Vansittart minute, 28 May 1936, C3906/97/18, FO 37 l/l9927. 

36Crozier, A~~e2ISenlent and Germany's Last Bid For Colonies, pp. 129-130. 

37Vansittart minute, 16 Nov. 1935, C7515/134/18, FO 371/18860. 
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Vansittart's memorandum "Britain, France and Germa~~y".'~ TO reduce Vansittart's 

strategy to these two basic suggestions, nevertheless, would be an oversimplification of 

his supple appr~ach. '~ It is worth looking at Vansittart's memorandum in some detail in 

order to elucidate precisely the nature of his foreign policy recommendations. From 

1933 onwards the European situation had been steadily deteriorating, Vansittart argued, 

because of the resurgence of Germany; a process begun with Hitler's rise to power, 

continued by the failure of the Disarmament Conference and "completed by the intensive 

rearmament of Germany". Having identified the source of Europe's anxieties, Vansittart 

then turned towards a discussion of the possible solutions. He sketched out three 

potential policies similar to the ones outlined in the memorandum by Sargent and 

Wigram: the "policy of drift", the "policy of encirclement" and the "policy of coming to 

terms with Germany". But Vansittart drew a distinction between the "policy of 

encirclement" and what he called the "League doctrine of collective security". As he 

explained: "Collective security might become, or appear to be, encirclement, unless it 

were combined with an elastic policy of settlement." This difference was of "capital 

importance" to Vansittart, for he thought Britain should work closely with other powers 

threatened by German revisionism and attempt simultaneously to come to an agreement 

with Germany. He repeatedly emphasised the need for the rearmament not only of 

Britain but of "all the effective members of the League." Collective rearmament would, 

38Except where noted, the rest of this paragraph and the next two are based on Vansittart memorandum 
"Britain, France and Germany", 3 Feb. 1936, CP 42(36), CAB 241260. 

3 % ~ ,  Peters and Rose have oversimplified Vansittart's position in early 1936. See Peters, Anthony 
Eden at the Foreign Office, p. 172; and Rose, Vansittart, pp. 188-192. 



he hoped, convince "any potential aggressor . . . that joint defence will always be more 

powerful than solitary attack. " What Vansittart envisioned by "collective security " was, 

in fact, the collective rearmament of all the League members but especially Britain, 

France and the Soviet Union, combining not to encircle but to contain Germany. "We 

must h o w  exactly whither we are going," he urged, "and direct our policy accordingly, 

not hesitating to work with those who may be of even temporary use to us, and those 

who, even willy-nilly, are in the same boat for the nonce -- or a generation." 

Alongside the policy of collective security, Britain would search for an agreement 

with Germany. Vansittart was adamant that any agreement must not be bilateral but 

"must be as broad as possible, that is to say it must not be restricted to an agreement 

between Great Britain and Germany". He further insisted that any "settlement with 

Germany to be effective must be European, and must therefore be inclusive and not 

exclusive as regards its participants and beneficiaries." While the fmal agreement must 

be a comprehensive European settIement, Vansittart assumed that Britain would have to 

open a dialogue with Germany on specific issues. The elimination of the Rhineland 

Demilitarised Zone4' and Germany' s desire for colonies were suggested by Vansittart as 

possible subjects for negotiation. He rejected the idea of granting economic concessions 

to Germany to help its flagging economy, insisting that "an economic solution cannot 

% January 1936, the demilitarized zone became the subject of considerable interest in the Foreign 
Office. Wigram summed up the general opinion when he wrote "I frnd it difficult to believe that our 
interests would not best be served by the maintenance of the zone. But I regard its maintenance over 
anything but a very restricted future as quite impracticable; and therefore it seems to me what all of us had 
best be thinking about now is the meam of securing its peaceful disappearance." Wigram minute, 16 Jan. 
1936, C291/4/18, FO 371/19883. Also Wigram minute, 9 Jan. 1936; and Vansittart minute, 10 Jan. 1936, 
ClSl/4/18, FO 37 Ul9883. 



precede a political solution" .41 Britain should not alleviate German economic 

difficulties, he argued, until Gennany had proven its good faith by reassuring its 

neighbours. This was a continuation of his policy of "keeping Germany He 

did not, however, reject the idea of negotiations with Germany on the subjects of the 

demilitarised zone and German colonial aspirations. From the outset, the permanent 

under-secretary wanted to dispel unwarranted optimism about the long-term success of a 

policy of colonial restitution. He warned that "the recovery of the colonies is regarded in 

Nazi circles as complementary to, and in no way exclusive of, eastward depredations. " 

Germany would not give up its ambitions in Eastern Europe, he added, "and if colonies 

will neither abate the extent of her demands in Europe nor alter the manner of satisfying 

those demands, we shall obviously have either to fight or surrender." 

Vansittart's scepticism about the long-term success of a colonial deal with 

Germany raises a further question: if returning colonies to Germany would not deflect 

German aims in Eastern Europe then why did he advocate this approach? At the end of 

the memorandum, Vansittart provided an answer to this question: 

''The argument for economic concessions had been put forth by Frank Ashton-Gwatkin, head of the 
Economics Section in the Foreign Ofice, and his assistant Gladwyn Jebb. Gwatkin minute, 23 Dec. 1935, 
C8070/63S/f 8, FO 371/18873; and memorandum by Jebb and Gwatkin "Economic Aspects of the European 
Security Problem", 3 1 Jan. 1936, C807/4/18, FO 371/19884. On economic appeasement see Gustav 
Schmidt, The Politics and Economics of Av~easement. British Foreign Poiicv in the 1930s (Learnington 
Spa: Berg, I%%), pp. 43-52, 202-2 15; Wendt, Economic Aweasement, pp. 32 1-330; and his, "'Economic 
Appeasement'. A Crisis Strategy," in Mommsen and Kettenacker, The Fascist Challenge, 157-172. For a 
discussion of the importance of economic appeasement after 1936, see C.A. MacDonald, "Economic 
Appeasement and the German 'Moderates' 1937-1939. An Introductory Essay," Past and Present 56(1972), 
105-135; and Hans-Jiirgen Schr6der, "Economic Appeasement. Zur britischen und amerikanischen 
Deutchlandpolitik vor dem Zweiten Weltkrieg, " VierteIiahreshefie fiir Zeitaeschichte 3O(l982), 82-97. 

42The Berlin Embassy waded into this debate on Vansittart's side, as Phipps and his staff derisively 
rejected the idea of economic appeasement before a political solution. Phipps letter to Eden, 19 Feb. 1936, 
C1180/4/18, FO 371/19886; and Phipps despatch (286) to Eden, 7 Mar. 1936, C1558/4/18, FO 371/19888. 



What we do is to gain time, hoping against hope that there may be 
some change of heart or system in Germany, or -- with better ground -- 
that we and our League associates may within a respite of years, with 
energy, virility and much propaganda, grow to a position where 
defence can make attack too hopeless to be worth while. But no 
member of the League has embarked on this course in time, and 
Germany will be ready before the League. This is the whole essence 
of the future. That gap in time has somehow to be bridged. Would 
not a colonial restitution, as part of a reasonable and comprehensive 
settlement, reached in collaboration with France, and concluded at 
Geneva, justifiable in any case, be doubly so if no other bridging 
material can be devised? 

Britain should explore the possibility of a colonial deal with Germany, Vansittart 

concluded, in order to gain time for rearmament. By delaying the realisation of 

Germany's Dram nach Osten, time would also be gained in which to strengthen the 

collective security of Britain and its "League associates". "Attempts to label him as a 

colonial 'appeaser' bear little relation to the facts", Rose has correctly concluded. "His 

policy was no more than a tactical ploy designed to secure a strategic advantage. "43 

Vansittart's desire to gain time for rearmament sprang from his assumption that Germany 

was further advanced in its rearmament than Britain. This assumption had been inspired 

by reports from the Berlin Embassy in the autumn of 1935 which informed London of the 

extent of German rearmament ." Indeed, these reports convinced Vansittart that Britain 

could "not waste a day more in [its] own re-equipment. "45 

"Rose, Vansittart, p. 195. 

"Phipps despatch (1160) to Hoare, 13 Nov. 1935, C7647155118, FO 371118851; Phipps telegram 
(1 178) to Hoare, 18 Nov. 1935, C7734f55118, FO 371118851; and Phipps despatch (1227) to Hoare, 28 
Nov. 1935, C7916/111118, FO 371/18850. 

45Vansittart minute, 18 Nov. 1935, C7508/134/18, FO 371118860. 



Vansittart's policy for dealing with Nazi Germany certainly represented the 

centrepiece of his overall strategy, but it did not constitute the entirety of his strategic 

approach. A concern for the global balance of power continued to provide the principal 

framework for his views on international affairs. At the beginning of 1936, Duff 

Cooper, the secretary of state for war, circulated a memorandum to the Cabinet by 

Montgomery-Massingberd that argued for a "political agreement with Japan to preserve 

Britain's position in the Far East.16 This memorandum elicited a critical response from 

Orde, who repeated the Foreign Office's objections to an Anglo-Japanese rapprochement. 

The head of the Far Eastern Department agreed with Montgomery-Massingberd on the 

desirability of "good relations with Japan". But Orde recognised, on the other hand, the 

obstacles in the way of an Anglo-Japanese rapprochement, including the fact that "Japan 

[was] bent on as great a degree of domination in China and the Far East generally as she 

[could] achieve." He also assumed that problems would arise with Japan's intention "to 

settle accounts with Russia". In a cogent reiteration of the value of the global balance of 

power, Orde warned his colleagues of the impact of an Anglo-Japanese agreement on 

Russia: 

Sir R. Clive, in a recent despatch, observes that a political agreement 
between us and Japan would fall like a bombshell on Russia, and we 
must weigh the consequences very carefully before we do anything to 
alienate the Soviet Government and weaken her as a counter-poise 
either against Japan in the Far East, or perhaps still more important, 
against Germany in Europe. While uneasy relations between Japan and 
Russia are to our advantage as a check on Japanese aggression, it 
would not be to our advantage to do anything to encourage hostilities 

46Montgomery-Masingberd memorandum "The Imponance of Anglo-Japanese Friendship", 17 Jan. 
1936, CP 12(36), CAB 24/259. 



between them, and this could hardly fail to be the result of making 
Japan feel that she had made the initial step to securing her rear." 

"Mr. Orde's memorandum puts very clearly the true facts of the case, " Vansittart 

remarked, "and I agree with the whole of it."48 Not only were good relations with the 

Soviet Union crucial to the situation in Europe, they were also of utmost importance, 

Vansittart realised, to British security in the Far East because Japan ultimately meant "to 

dominate the East as Germany [meant] to dominate E~rope."~' The Soviet Union 

helped, in effect, to contain Japan in the Far East and, provided that antagonism between 

the Soviets and the Japanese persisted, British interests would, therefore, be protected by 

this Far Eastern balance of power. In this respect, the role played by the Soviet Union in 

maintaining the balance of power in the Far East was the counterpart of Vansittart's 

collective security strategy in Europe. 

Unlike Vansittart, Eden had no intention of working closely with the Soviet Union 

either to protect the balance of power in the Far East or in Europe. "So far as our 

relations with the Soviets are concerned," the foreign secretary confided to Phipps, "I 

want the footing to be friendly as befits two fellow-members of the League but I have no 

intention of hugging the bear too closely for I am fully conscious of what happens to 

people who hug bears." Eden also told the ambassador that he had "no illusions as [to] 

the real feelings of the Soviet Government towards the capitalist State. "" In this sense 

"Orde memorandum untitled, 22 Jan. 1936, F7O 1/89/23, FO 371120279. 

48Vansittart minute, 25 Jan. 1936, F701189/23, FO 371/20279. 

J')Vansittart minute, 2 Mar. 1935, FlO9Ol483/23, FO 37 1/ 19359. 

W e n  letter to Phipps, 28 Feb. 1936, Phipps Papers, PHPP 1/16. 
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at Ieast, Eden evinced a similar hostility to the Soviet Union as that shown by other 

prominent members of the National Government, notably Baldwin and 

The foreign secretary clearly had misgivings about the long-term ideological compatibility 

of the Soviet Union and Britain. But his disagreement with Vansittart also originated 

from "a different conception of how British foreign policy could promote internationd 

peace and security" .52 Unwilling to pursue the balance of power policies of Vansinart, 

Eden saw the League as "an opportunity to escape from the dangers of a balance of 

power approach which [he believed] had failed to keep the peace"." Eden shared 

Vansittart's desire for close cooperation with France at the League of Nations, but he 

balked at the idea of closer ties to Russia. This aversion to "hugging the bear" led Eden 

to favour credits for the Soviet Union instead of a loan, which had been advocated by 

Collier and Vansittart (see chapter IV)." On 12 Febmary 1936, when the Cabinet 

discussed the proposed loan to the Soviet Union, Eden showed little enthusiasm for the 

proposal and acquiesced in the decision to postpone further deliberation on the subject." 

He had accepted Sargent's position on the loan debate over that of Collier and Vansittart. 

By rejecting the loan proposal, Eden had effectively repudiated Vansittart's policy for 

ston the similarity between Eden's view and those of Chamberlain and Baldwin toward the Soviet 
Union, see Denis Smyth, Diplomacv and Stratenv of Survival. British Policy and Franco's Spain 1940- 
1941 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. 22. 

=McKercher, "The Last OId Diplomat", pp. 2-3. 

53Aster, Eden, p. 17. 

%Eden minute, 26 Jan. 1936, N4001187138, FO 371120346. 

"Foreign Office memorandum "Exports Credits for Russian Orders", 12 Feb. 1936, CP 32(36), CAB 
241260; and Cabinet 6(36), 12 Feb. 1936, CAB 23/83. See Carley, "Down a Blind Alley", p. 159. 



collective security based on active Soviet participation, the cornerstone of the latter's 

global balance of power approach. As Eden remarked in May 1936, 

I do not myself feel any enthusiasm in proceeding with the loan project 
at present. However plausible our reasons. It will be resented in 
Germany and consequently diminish whatever chances remain of a 
western European settlement. Nor do I want exceptionally intimate 
relations with the Soviets. Correct is all they should be." 

Eden also disagreed with Vansittart on British policy in the Mediterranean, where 

Italy's lingering hostility over the Abyssinian crisis added a further dimension to Britain's 

difficulties. As mentioned in the previous chapter, historians have been influenced 

greatly by Eden's memoirs and, as a result, they have distorted Vansittart's attitude 

towards Italy, accusing the permanent under-secretary of appeasing Mussolini in the 

hopes that the Italian leader would return to the Stresa front. At first glance, this 

judgment about Vansittart appears valid, for it is abundantly clear from the Foreign 

Office files that he wanted to restore friendly relations with Italy. For instance, 

Vansittart wrote in January 1936 that "any sensible French statesman would like to get 

back to Stresa. So would any sensible man here, seeing the present and impending state 

of Europe. "- Without question, Vansittart thought it was in Britain's interest to revive 

the Stresa front. But, on the other hand, he understood the obstacles in the way of an 

Anglo-Italian rapprochement. As Vansittart admitted, "no one can suggest how that feat 

[rapprochement] could be accomplished, no one, that is, but a highly chastened (and 

S6Fden minute, 21 May 1936, N2514116/38, FO 371/20338. "It was not until 1939", Carlton has 
argued, "that he showed any marked enthusiasm for dose cooperation with Moscow". Carlton, Anthonv 
Eden, p. 63. - 

qansittart minute, 23 Jan. 1936, 571218911, FO 371120176; also Vansittart minute, 20 Apr. 1936, 
C2737/4/18, FO 371119901. 
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much enfeebled) Italian!"58 Contrary to the view put forth by Eden, Vansittart did not 

advocate the appeasement of Italy (at least not in the sense of Eden's later accusations). 

Although Vansittart believed that Britain should seek better relations with Italy, he 

maintained that this must only be done on a auid pro o basis: Britain should attempt to 

win Italy's friendship solely on the principle of receiving satisfactory concessions in 

return from Italy.59 Vansittart had no intention of sacrificing British interest to appease 

Mussolini, for "the Mediterranean is a vital consideration for us," he argued, "and we 

could never allow Italy to destroy or undermine our position there. "" Eden either 

misunderstood or deliberately misrepresented Vansittart's views on Italy. 

Whatever the source of Eden's misunderstanding, it is clear that he and Vansittart 

differed on British policy towards Italy. A glaring example of this disagreement emerged 

in late-January 1936 over the issue of whether the League should impose an oil embargo 

on Italy to force Mussolini to end the war in Abyssinia. Vansittart and others in the 

Foreign Offke opposed an extension of League sanctions to include petroleum because 

they feared -- as they had argued in the autumn of 1935 -- that Mussolini might treat this 

measure as a casus beili. They worried that oil sanctions might also drive Italy into 

closer cooperation with Germany. 61 Supported by Lord Cranborne, the parliamentary 

under-secretary, Eden rejected the idea that an oil embargo would induce Italy to retaliate 

Swansittart minute, 3 1 May 1936, J4941/100011, FO 371120191. 

vansittart minute, 19 May 1936, W4297/79/98, FO 37 1 /20473. 

61Vansittart minute, 24 Jan. 1936; Thompson minute, 22 Jan. 1936; Stanhope minute, 24 Jan. 1936; 
and Mounsey minute, 26 Jan. 1936, J761/15/1, FO 371/20159. 



197 

against Britaid2 Against the counsel of his senior advisers, Eden subsequently argued 

in favour of oil sanctions at the Cabinet meeting on 26 February. He discounted the 

possibility that Italy would move closer to Germany and downplayed the risks of Italian 

retaliation. He also assured his colleagues that France would support the proposal for an 

oil sanction at the forthcoming League meeting which, in consequence, would ensure the 

support of other powers. Baldwin backed the oil embargo not because he agreed with 

Eden's reading of the intern~~ional situation but largely for the reason that he believed his 

prestige and that of his government were at stake. The prime minister was obviously 

concerned with the reputation of his government following the recent Hoare-Lava1 

scandal. Eden eventually won the support of his other colleagues, with two exceptions: 

both Runcirnan and Monsell asked that their dissent be placed on record? 
\ 

Events at Geneva unfolded altogether differently than the foreign secretary had 

anticipated. Much to Eden's dismay, the French refused to back the idea of an oil 

embargo against Italy unless Britain gave France precise assurances as to the actions the 

British proposed to take in the event of any violation of the Locarno Treaty. Flandin, 

now foreign minister following the collapse of Laval's government, attempted to link 

French participation in oil sanctions with British guarantees to France. At the Cabinet 

meeting on 5 March, Eden admitted that he had misread the French point of view. He 

informed his colleagues that Flandin' s hesitation in backing an oil embargo stemmed from 

French fears that Italy would denounce Locarno, revoke the military agreements between 

"Cranborne minute, 27 Jan. 1936, J761/1511, FO 371120159; and Eden's comments at Cabinet 8(36), 
14 Feb. 1936, CAB 23/83. See the discussion in Peters, Anthonv Eden at the Foreign Office, pp. 167-169. 

%abinet 11(36), 26 Feb. 1936, CAB 23183. 
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France and Italy, withdraw from the League and move closer to Germany, all of which 

would gravely affect France and Britain? The question of an oil embargo against Italy 

was soon overshadowed, however, by the Rhineland crisis, triggered by the arrival of 

Geman troops in the demilitarised zone on 7 March. Not until May 1936, in the 

aftermath of Italy's total victory in Abyssinia, did the situation in the Mediterranean again 

become the focus of attention. 

The Rhineland crisis has already received careful attention elsewhere? What 

merits further consideration is the impact of the crisis on Vansinart's policy for European 

security. For the march of German troops into the Rhineland and the ensuing crisis led 

to a widening gulf between Eden and Vansittart on the question of whether Britain could 

in the long run secure an acceptable agreement with Germany. By June 1936, in fact, 

Vansittart had reached the conclusion that an agreement with Germany was no longer 

possible unless Britain was prepared to accept German hegemony in Europe. This 

judgment placed Vansittart increasingly in opposition to Eden, who continued to believe 

in the possibility of an agreement with Germany. Thus, following the Rhineland crisis, 

Vansittart more and more found himself not only at odds with Eden but singularly out of 

step with the growing inclination in Whitehall for an agreement with Germany. It was 

Vansittat's pessimistic assessment about the prospects of a settlement with Germany 

61Cabinet 15(36), 5 Mar. 1936, CAB 23/83. 

65Jarnes Thomas Emmerson, The Rhineland Crisis 7 March 1936. A Study in Multilateral Diplomacy 
(London: Temple Smith, 1977); and Rod Miller, "Britain and the Rhineland Crisis 7 March 1936. Retreat 
from Responsibility or Accepting the Inevitable?", The Australian Journal of Politics and Historv 33(1987), 
60-77. Stephen W. Brown, "Great Britain and the Rhineland Crisis of 1936," North Dakota Quarterlv 
44(1976), 3 1-43 is based entirely on secondary source material. 
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which led contemporaries to label him an "alarmist" and, in the long run, convinced 

Eden and others to rid themselves of this apprehensive adviser? 

Prior to the 7 March coup, Vansittart had already expressed a willingness to 

accept the elimination of the demilitarised zone." He appreciated the strategic value of 

the zone as "a delaying factor in any land offensive b y  Germany] against France and 

Belgium"; he also realised that the zone restricted "Germany's power to organise 

resistance to a French offensive in the Rhineland in case of any German aggression in 

Central or Eastern Europe. Iii spite of these advantages, Vansittart shared with his 

colleagues in the Foreign Office the belief that the zone could not be indefinitely 

dernilitarised and that Britain would have to negotiate its liq~idation.~' While he was 

prepared to acquiesce in the termination of the dernilitarised zone, the manner by which 

Germany abruptly reoccupied the Rhineland clearly angered him." He regarded 

Germany's action as an indisputable breach of its "solemn obligations" under the Locarno 

Treaty and, as such, deserved to be ~ondernned.~' Despite Vansittart's anger, at no 

point throughout the crisis did he advocate British cooperation with France to drive 

660n Vansittart's alleged "alarmist" views see, for instance, Hankey's Comments on Vansittart's 
memorandum "The WorId Situation and British Rearmament", undated, CAB 6315 1; Cadogan diary, 19 
Jan. 1937 and 28 Apr. 1937, Cadogan Papers, ACAD 116; Pownall diary, 6 July 1936, in Bond, Chief of 
Staff, p. 115; and Kankey letter to Phipps, 11 Jan. 1938, Phipps Papers, PHPP 3/3. - 

'Wansittart memorandum "Britain, France and Germany", 3 Feb. 1936, CP 42(36), CAB 241260. 

%xnmerson, The Rhineland Crisis, pp . 63-68. 

'OFrom Christie, Vansittart received advanced warning in the early hours of 7 March that German 
troops were planning to reoccupy the Rhineland. Christie note, 7 Mar. 1936, Christie Papers, CHRS 1/17; 
see also Wark, The Ultimate Enemy, p. 52. 

'lvansittart letter to Eden, 7 Mar. 1936, Avon Papers, AP 14/1/628. 



German troops out of the Rhineland because this policy, he believed, would undoubtedly 

provoke hostilities? "We have a to be cautious," he warned Eden, "and not be 

carried away prematurely, or we may pay for it with our national existence. "" 

Vansittart had little to fear about a forward British policy. Although Flandin 

attempted to bluff Britain into adopting vigourous measures, neither Eden nor the Cabinet 

had any intention of resorting to forceful actions to re-establish the status quo ante." 

Instead, Eden and his colleagues hoped British policy would act as a restraint on France 

and Belgium, deflecting both from acts of retaliation whether in the form of economic 

sanctions or military action7' To preclude an aggressive response, Eden used the 

proposals offered by Hitler on 7 March as the possible basis of a general settlement to 

RThe evidence is heavily in favour that Germany would have resisted with force any attempts to expel 
its troops. See Emmerson, The Rhineland Crisis, pp. 96-100; also D.C. Watt, "German Plans for the 
Reoccupation of the Rhineland. A Note," Journal of Contemporarv Histow 1(1966), 193-199. 

73Vansittart letter to Eden, 22 Mar. 1936, Avon Papers, AP 14/1/629. 

74Flandin telegram (355) to Corbin, 8 Mar. 1936; and Flandin circular telegram, 11 Mar. 1936, in 
DDF. Deuxierne Serie, vol. 1, pp. 427-428 and 493-94. There has been much debate about the 
willingness of the French to use forceful measures - the "possibiliti& de parade des forces armees 
franpises" - to drive the Germans out of the Rhineland. J. Defrasne, "~ '~vinernent  du 7 Mars 1936. La 
Realit6 et la Portee de l'opkration Allemande. La Reaction de la France dans le Cadre de Ses Alliances," 
in Les Relations Franco-AIlemandes 1933-1939 (Paris: Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1976)- 
pp. 247-276; see also Alexander, The Republic in Danger, pp. 257-263; Anthony Adamthwaite, France and 
the Coming of the Second World War 1936-1939 (London: Frank Cass, 1977), pp. 37-41; Jean-Baptiste 
Duroselle, PoIitique ~trangere de la France. La Decadence 1932- 1939 (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 
1979), pp. 168-179; Roger Michalon and Jacques Vernet, "L'Armtie Franqaise et la Crise du 7 Mars 
1936," in La France et 1'Allemap;ne 1932-1936. Communications prksentkes au Colloque Franco-Allemand 
tenu 3 Paris du 10 au 12 Mars 1977 (Paris: Editions du Centre Nationale de la Recherche Scientifique, 
1980), pp. 289-313; Rostow, AngIo-French Relations, pp. 238-242; Stephen A. Schuker, "France and the 
Remilitarization of the Rhineland 1936," French Historical Studies 14(1985), 299-338; Shorrock, From Ally 
to Enemy, pp. 170-175; and Young, In Command of France, pp. 120-126. 

75Cabinet 18(36), 11 Mar. 1936, CAB 23/83; and Cabinet 19(36), 12 Mar. 1936, CAB 23/83. The 
Cabinet's views were endorsed at the ministerial meetings of the newly created committee set up to deal 
with the Rhinehd crisis. L[ocarno] P[owers] (Llondon]) 1st Mtg., 13 Mar. 1936; and LP (L) 2nd Mtg., 
13 Mar. 1936, CAB 27/603. 
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replace the shattered Locarno Treaty.76 Hitler's proposals included a non-aggression 

pact with France and Belgium, German participation in an air pact and mutual 

dernilitarised zones on both sides of the Franco-German border (which would have forced 

the French to dismantle the Maginot Line). To soothe French anger over the British 

refusal to back retaliatory action against Germany, Eden supported Flandin's request for 

military conversations between Britain, France and Belgium." Staff conversations 

eventually took place on 15 and 16 April; they had been supported by Eden and 

Vansittart in the face of much German opposition to such talks.78 

During this phase of the crisis, Vansittart strongly endorsed Eden's policy. 

Indeed, he praised the foreign secretary for his skill in handling the crisis: "You have 

extricated your country, with great skill, from a position in which it might have been 

either dishonoured and isolated, or forced into dangerous courses. "79 The gulf between 

the two men widened, however, as a result of their dissimilar assessments of the sincerity 

of Hitler's proposals. The distance separating Eden and Vansittart became even more 

apparent when the latter came to the conclusion that any lasting agreement with Germany 

76Emmerson, The Rhineland Crisis, pp. 193-198. See also Aster, Anthonv Eden, p. 40; Rhodes James, 
Anthony Eden, pp. 164-166; Peters, Anthony Eden at the Foreim Office, pp. 184-187; and Post, Dilemmas 
of Appeasement, pp . 206-209. 

"Cabinet 21(36), 18 Mar. 1936, CAB 23/83; and LP (L) 5th Mtg., 30 Mar. 1936, CAB 27/603. 

78Vansittart minute, 26 Mar. 1936, C245514118, FO 371119898; Vansittart minute, 30 Mar. 1936, 
C254414118, FO 37 11 19899; and Eden despatch (420) to Phipps, 3 Apr. 1936, C2657141 18, FO 37 1 / 19900. 
The Foreign OKce not only had to face opposition to the staff talk from the Germans but also from 
Simon, who was opposed to m y  military conversations with the French. Simon letter to Eden, 25 Mar. 
1936, Avon Papers, AP 14/1/621. 

'vansittart letter to Eden, 22 Mar. 1936, Avon Papers, AP 14111629. 
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entailed humiliating and disastrous terms for Britain? From the start, Vansittart had 

greeted HitIerYs proposals with much scepticism. "Nobody of course can take German 

assurances at their face value", he warned his colleagues. It was imprudent to trust 

German pledges, Vansittart added, for "the real test of Germany's intentions will be . . . 

whether Germany intends to correct the systematic deformation of the Gerrnan mind 

before it is too late." While he doubted whether there would be "such a change of heart 

and education in Germany", he assumed that Britain would have to test German 

sincerity.*' Hence, Vansittart and Eden supported an idea put forth by Wigrarn of 

probing Gennan earnestness with a series of questions submitted to Hitler which would 

seek to clarify his recent proposals for a European settlement." Eden asked the French 

to submit a questionnaire which could be presented to Hitler. In response, the French 

produced questions that were clearly aimed at exposing German duplicity. Wishing to 

avoid a provocation in Berlin, the British Cabinet responded by diluting the harsh tone of 

the French questionnaire. Phipps gave the revised questions to Neurath on 7 May.83 

Vansittart's support for the questionnaire rested primarily on tactical 

considerations. Britain must "probe and explore the German offers to their utmost", he 

80Hitler had followed up his proposals of 7 March with a revised peace plan given to Eden by Joachim 
Ribbentrop (at the time German ambassador to London ). Eden despatch (400) to Phipps, 1 Apr. 1936, 
C2532/4/18, FO 371/19899. 

8'Vansittart minute, 17 Mar. 1936, C2802/4/18, FO 371/19901. 

Wigram minute, 30 Mar. 1936; and Vansittart minute, 1 Apr. 1936, C2475/4/18, FO 371119898; and 
Vansittart minute, 4 Apr. 1936, C261314118, FO 371119900. 

%eurath memorandum, 7 May 1936, in Documents on German Foreign Policv 19 18-1945 
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1966) Series C [Hereafter DGFPJ, vol. 5, pp. 5 13-517. 
On the genesis of the British questionnaire see Emerson, The Rhineland Crisis, pp. 222-229. 



wrote to Hankey, because the proposals might, though improbably, serve as the basis of a 

durable agreement with Germany. Vansittart did not hide his scepticism about the 

sincerity of Hitler's proposals and the likelihood of an agreement with Germany. "The 

Germany of today has no intention of remaining within her present boundaries or of 

respecting the integrity of her smaller neighbours," he warned the Cabinet secretary, "no 

matter what papers she may sign". More importantly, Vansittart thought it was necessary 

for Britain to explore the German proposals in order to educate British public opinion 

about the m e  extent of German ambitions in Europe and to gain time for rearmament. 

In probing German sincerity, he hoped that the British government "shall have done 

something to bring this country into the realms of fact. "" When it became apparent 

that Germany had no intention of replying to the British questionnaire, Vansittart voiced 

his exasperation at the failure of both the Cabinet and country to grasp the implications of 

Germany's tergiversation. "Hitler has never meant business in our sense of the word", 

he concluded: 

The sooner the Cabinet realise that the better for this long misguided 
country. (It has received little chance of comprehension, and for this 
the first national government must bear a very heavy responsibility.) It 
will, however, now be necessary to 'play' Hitler for some time . . . on 
account of the deficiencies in our equipment. We shall of course in the 
process on no account whatever allow ourselves to be separated from 
France, in order to allow Hitler conveniently to overrun Europe. We 
know pretty exactly what awaits us in the future. Hitler's game is too 
grossly transparent to deceive anyone now .= 

&Vansittart Ietter to Hankey, 16 Apr. 1936, C284214118, FO 371/19902. 

@Vansittart minute, 1 June 1936, C3879/4/18, FO 371119906. 
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By July 1936, Wigram and Sargent had come to share Vansittart's conviction that 

a satisfactory agreement with Germany was no longer attainable? Eden, on the other 

hand, adopted a different attitude towards Hitler's proposals. He evinced a greater 

willingness to regard Hitler's overtures as sincere? This is not to suggest that he did 

not entertain doubts about Hitler's sincerity, but he definitely continued to believe that 

"an agreement could be achieved with Germany" Eden wrote on 3 June that Britain 

"must continue to aim at the general agreement. . . . It may be that it is unobtainable, but 

it is we who must prove this, by making every effort to attain it?' And, on 18 June, 

he informed the House of Commons that he wanted "nothing less than a European 

settlement and appeasement. Eden did not share the opinion of Vansittart, Sargent 

and Wigrarn that an agreement with Germany was "unobtainable". Vansittart and his two 

colleagues had reached this conclusion because they had been the Foreign Office officials 

most intimately involved in German affairs over the past three years and their experiences 

had convinced them that a lasting agreement with Germany could scarcely be expected. 

86Wigram minute, 16 May 1936, C367714118, FO 371119905; Wigram minute, 20 May 1936, 
C3746/4/18, FO 37 1/ 19906; Wigram minute, 27 May 1936, C387914/18, FO 37 l/lWO6; Wigram minute, 
23 June 1936, C452514118, FO 371119907; Sargent minute, 28 May 1936, C3879/4/18, FO 371119906; 
Sargent minute, 15 June 1936, C413614118, FO 371/19906; and Sargent minute, 30 June 1936, 
C4646/4/18, FO 371/19907. 

Tabinet 31(36), 29 Apr. 1936, CAB 23/84. Eden espoused a similar line at the Cabinet Committee 
on Foreign Policy established in April to report and make recommendations on international affairs. 
Floreign] P[olicy] C[ommittee] 1st Mtg., 30 Apr. 1936, CAB 27/622. 

"Peters, Anthonv Eden at the Foreien Office, pp. 192- 195; and Rhodes James, Anthony Eden, p. 164. 

YEden minute, 3 June 1936, C387914/18, FO 37 l/l!BO6. Eden also wrote to Runciman in July 
proposing that Britain should explore the possibility of an economic solution of German problems. Eden 
letter to Runciman, 17 July 1936, C5 l97/99/l8, FO 371119934, 

goPeters, Anthony Eden at the Foreign Office, p. 195. 



205 

Regardless of the chances for success, the three diplomatists agreed that Britain must not 

break off attempts to reach a settlement. Britain had to continue the search for an 

agreement not because it would lead to a settlement with Germany but rather to gain time 

for British rearmament. On the basis of different expectations and for dissimilar motives, 

therefore, Eden and Vansittart supported the continued search for an agreement with 

Germany. 

While Vansittart reluctantly acquiesced in the ongoing efforts to secure what he 

considered to be at best a remote and distant prospect for a deal with Germany, he 

disagreed with the type of agreement sought by the British government. Supported by the 

Cabinet, Eden was exploring the possibility of an agreement with Germany that was 

limited to Western Europe.g1 From the summer of 1936 onwards, there was a 

divergence of opinion between Vansittart and the Cabinet on the subject of such a 

settlement? Vansittart's disagreement with Eden and his colleagues reflected, to a 

large degree, a split within the Foreign Office itself. The foreign secretary sided with 

advisers like OYMalIey, who saw British interests in Europe confied primarily to the 

West and who thought Britain's efforts should be directed solely to the protection of the 

territorial integrity of Belgium and Holland. To safeguard the Low Countries, OYMalIey 

favoured a non-aggression pact between Britain, France, Belgium and Germany, with the 

possible inclusion of Holland. In short, he wanted to reconstruct the Locarno Treaty for 

Western Europe. As regards the situation in the East, OYMalley proposed that Britain 

''Cabinet 50(36), 6 July 1936, CAB 23/85. 

gZEmrnerson, The Rhineland Crisis, p. 230. 



should avoid any commitment that would draw the British into a conflict to maintain the 

territorial integrity of Eastern Europe. Neither was British security directly at risk by 

any changes in the territorial status auo in Eastern Europe, nor was British public opinion 

likely to fight to prevent territorial adjustments east of the ~ h i n e . ' ~  

Vansittart disputed O'Malley's recommendations. The permanent under-secretary 

doubted whether Britain and France could withstand a German onslaught "if the rest of 

Europe [had] been overrun and absorbed" .% He ridiculed the shortsightedness of the 

idea that Britain was not interested in "events east of the Rhine". German dominance in 

Eastern Europe, he surmised, would "lead to the disappearance of liberty and democracy 

in Europe". Vansittart conceded that public opinion did not understand the importance of 

Eastern Europe, but he pointed out that public ignorance did not aIter "the facts which 

really" faced Britain.gs Britain simply could not allow Germany to digest Eastern 

Europe. It was mistake, therefore, to pursue a Western European settlement without 

securing parallel guarantees for Eastern Europe. Vansittart repeated these ideas to 

Harold Nicolson, who recounted his conversation with Vansittart in a letter to his wife, 

Vita Sackville-West: 

His view is that a German hegemony in Europe means the end of the 
British Empire and that we have no right to buy Germany off for a 
generation by offering her a free hand against the Slav countries. Once 

9)0'Malley memorandum "Circumstances in which Great Britain Might Participate in War in Western 
Europe", 27 Mar. 1936, C2487/4/18, FO 371/19898; Carr minute, 30 Jan. 1936, C545/4/180, FO 
371/19884; Roger Makins [second secretary in the Western Department] memorandum "Abyssinia and the 
Future of the League", 15 Apr. 1936, W385 1/79/98, FO 37 lIZO472; Eden minute, 28 May 1936, 
W48 15/79/98, FO 37lI20473. 

%Vansittart minute, 15 Apr. 1936, C248714118, FO 371/19898. 

%Vansittart minute, 26 Apr. 1936, W385 1/79/98, FO 37 l/2O472. 



she has established herself in an unassailable position she will turn 
round upon us and we shall be too weak to resist her. I think he is 
right in theory, but in practise it would be quite impossible for us to get 
the British people to fight Germany for the sake of the Czechs? 

With one exception, Nicolson's prophetic remarks about the impossibility of 

getting "the British people to fight Germany for the sake of the Czechs" accurately 

summed up the dilemma facing Vansittart. What Nicolson failed to realise was that 

Vansittart not only had to convince public opinion of the need to prevent a German 

absorption of Eastern Europe but, more importantly, he had to persuade the majority of 

Cabinet members. From July 1936 onwards, Vansittart was increasingly at odds with the 

Cabinet because of his view that Britain should seek a general European settiernent which 

included guarantees for Eastern Europe? In contrast, the Cabinet continued to endorse 

the policy of a separate Western European settlement which was not predicated on a 

corresponding arrangement for Eastern E~rope . '~  Many Cabinet members believed that 

British insistence on guarantees for Eastern Europe would only anger Hitler and thus put 

an end to any chance for a European settlement. 

Vansittart's attitude towards a settlement with Germany changed little over the 

next year and one half; the need to gain time for rearmament remained the raison dy8tre 

%Nicolson letter to Vita Sackville-West, 28 Apr. 1936, in Nigel Nicolson, ed. Harold Nicolson. 
Diaries and Letters 1930-1939 (Ladon: Collins, 1966), p. 252. 
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Extent to which the United Kingdom Should Participate", 8 July 1936, C3513/4/18, FO 371/19910; 
Vansittart minute, 19 July 1936, C5315/4/18, FO 371/19910; Vansittart minute, 2 Oct. 1936, C6815/4/18, 
FO 371/19913; Vansittart minute, 11 Oct. 1936, C7082/4/18, FO 371/19913; and Vansittart minute, 14 
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for continued negotiations. Even his trip to Berlin (30 July to 13 August) did not alter 

this attitude? Curiously, Vansittart never circulated to the Cabinet the memorandum 

he wrote summarising his Berlin trip and his conversations with leading Nazis. Instead, 

he distributed it among several friends. It seems that his reason for restricting the 

circulation of "A Busman's Holiday" stemmed from his concem that his assessments of 

prominent Nads would be leaked to the Germans, which had happened with earlier 

memoranda. As Vansittart told Lord Swinton, the secretary of state for air who was 

given a copy of the memorandum, "the last paper but one that I wrote on Germany did 

get to Berlin, so that is why I have felt a little queasy ever since" .I" Boadle has 

argued that Vansittart's "concem that wider circulation of his paper might spoil the 

'cordial contacts' he had established suggests that he was no more immune from the 

intoxicating effects of conference diplomacy than his political masters. "lo' This odd 

conclusion does not accord with the overwhelming evidence in the Foreign Office files 

which clearly demonstrates that the Berlin trip did not in the least alter Vansittart's 

attitude towards Germany. He had gone to Berlin primarily to dispel the impression that 

he was fervently anti-German. The suggestion for the visit had come from Phipps, who 

thought Vansittart should visit Berlin for the Olympic Games in order to allay German 

fears of the latter's Germanophobia. It was "a good opportunity", Vansittart agreed, to 

Tansittart wrote a fourteen page memorandum of this trip. Vansittart memorandum "A Busman's 
Holiday", 10 Sept. 1936, Vansittart Papers, VNST 1/17. See extensive discussion in Rose, Vansittart, pp. 
196-199; also Boadle, "Sir Robert Vansittart at the Foreign Office", p. 240. 

 ansi sit tart letter to Swinton, 16 Sept. 1936, Foreign Office MisceIlaneous Papers, Ge[rmany]/36/2, 
FO 8001394. 

'OIBoade, "Sir Robert Vansittart at the Foreign Office", p. 240. 



discredit the "whispering campaign" which had been disseminating the idea that both he 

and Phipps were implacable  germanophobe^.^^ While the hip did not modify 

Vansittart's views on Germany, it appears that he "made quite an impression in official 

Berlin" ."3 For instance, Erhard Milch (state secretary at the German Air Ministry) and 

Paul Korner (state secretary at the Prussian Ministry) subsequently told Christie that 

Vansittart had spoken "openly and courageously" on behalf of Britain in conversations 

with leading Nazis, not hesitating to disagree with people like Ribbentrop. Iw Perhaps 

over-optimistically, Phipps reported to London that Vansittart had managed to dissipate 

his Germanophobic image, convincing the Germans that he was "a perfectly reasonable 

though patriotic Englishman whose great wish [was] to work for general peace and 

understanding. "lo' Of his meeting with Vansittart, Ribbentrop later recalled, 

I felt from the start as if I were addressing a wall. Vansittart Iistened 
quietly, but was not forthcoming and evaded all my openings for a 
frank exchange of views. . . . When I asked Sir Robert to express an 
opinion on certain points and to criticize frankly what I had said, or to 
explain where exactly we differed in matters of principle or of detail, 
there was absolutely no reply except generalities. l" 

The conclusion drawn by Ribbentrop in his memoirs was that "an Anglo-German 

understanding with Vansittart in office was out of the question." This contradicts the 

'@Vansittart letter to Phipps, 23 June 1936, Phipps Papers, PHPP 2/18. 

German Resistance Against Hitler, 

LmChristie notes of conversation with Milch and Komer, 30 Dec. 1936, Christie Papers, CHRS 
180/1/17. 

10ZPhipps telegram (21 1) to Eden, 13 Aug. 1936, C5871/4/18, FO 371/19912. Vansittart too thought he 
had some success counteracting his image as a virulent anti-German. See Vansittart letter to Eden, 12 Aug. 
1936, in DBFP, vol. 17, pp. 91-92, 

'06Joachim von Ribbentrop, The Ribbentro~ Memoirs (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1954), p.65. 
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impression Ribbentrop gave to Hitler about his conversations with Vansittart. Four days 

after his meeting with the Englishman, Ribbentrop wrote Hitler "a note which can only 

have been out of the realms of purest fantasy. " lo7 He claimed that, in a subsequent 

conversation with Vansittart, the latter said he agreed with Hitler's views on foreign 

"Perhaps nothing in the whole of Ribbentrop's career", Michael Bloch has 

written, "better illustrates his capacity for believing what he wished to believe. "lw 

As it turned out, Vansittart's trip to Berlin was completely overshadowed by the 

alarming developments in Spain, where the military uprising of 17 July had turned into a 

wider civil conflict. Here we need only concern ourselves with Vansittart's perception of 

the civil war in Spain and the policy he promoted to meet the dilemmas arising from it. 

Historians of British policy towards the Spanish Civil War divide into two schools of 

thought. One school has argued that British policy-makers had little ideological sympathy 

for the Spanish republican government and, consequently, formulated policy based on an 

almost visceral anti-bolshevism.110 It seems quite clear, as scholars of this school have 

demonstrated, that there was not only animosity in London towards the Spanish 

lwichael Bloch, Ribbentro~ (London: Bantam Press, 1992), p. 100. 

'08Ribbentrop note for Hitler, 16 Aug. 1936, in DGFP, vol. 5, pp. 900-901. 

lqloch, Ribbentrop, p. 100. 

llOJill Edwards, The British Government and the S~anish Civil War (London: Mzcmillan, 1979), pp. 2- 
3; Douglas Little, "Red Scare, 1936. Anti-BoIshevism and the Origins of British Non-Intervention in the 
Spanish Civil War, " Journal of Contemuorarv History 23(1988), 291-3 1 1; his, Malevolent Neutrality. The 
United States. Great Britain, and the Orinins of the Suanish Civil War (Tthaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1985), pp. 221-232; Enrique Moradiellos, "The Origins of British Non-Intervention in the Spanish 
Civil War. Anglo-Spanish Relations in early 1936, " European Historv Quarterlv 21 (199 1). 339-64; and 
his, "British Political Strategy in the Face of the Military Rising of 1936 in Spain," Contemporaw 
European Historv 1(1992), 123-37. 



republicans but also continual fears about a Soviet-inspired Spanish revolution. 11' 

While acknowledging the antipathy in London to the Spanish left, the second school of 

thought, in contrast, has emphasised the strategic and imperial factors, together with 

ideological ones, that underpinned British policy. These scholars have asserted that 

British policy towards the Spanish Civil War was devised within the context of a wider 

Mediterranean and European ~ris is . ' '~  In Vansittart's case, he certainly thought about 

the situation in Spain as part of a larger Mediterranean and European problem. 

Before the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, the situation in the Mediterranean 

was already the focus of much attention in London. By the end of April 1936, Italy's 

ruthless use of aerial bombardment with mustard gas had opened the way to a rapid 

Italian victory in Abyssinia. Italy's triumph stimulated discussion among British poiicy- 

makers about the future of Britain's policy in the Mediterranean. In the immediate 

aftermath of Italy's victory, there was general agreement between Eden and his Cabinet 

colleagues that Britain should await developments in Geneva, neither pushing for the 

removal of sanctions, nor advocating their extension.l13 Towards the end of May, the 

IL1This anxiety stemmed partly from the considerable economic interests Britain had in Spain. In 
addition to being Spain's second biggest importer, Britain was the main recipient of Spanish exports, and 
accounted for more than twenty-five per cent of Spain's export trade. Forty per cent of Spain's foreign 
investment likewise came from British capital. See Edwards, The British Government and the S~anish Civil 
War, pp. 3-7; Little, Malevolent Neutrality, chs. 7, 8; and Moradiellos, "The Origins of British Non- - 
Intervention", pp. 343-344. 

IlZAdherents of this school include Steven Morewood, "Anglo-Italian RivaIry in the Mediterranean and 
the Middle East l935-l94O," in Boyce and Robertson, Paths to War, pp. 167-198; Pratt, East of Malta, 
West of Suez, ch. 2; Smyth, Diplomacy a d  Strategy of Survival, ch. 1; Glyn Stone, "Britain, Non- 
Intervention and the Spanish Civil War," Europearr Studies Review 9(1979), 129-149; his, "The European 
Great Powers and the Spanish Civil War 1936-1939, " in Boyce and Robertson, Paths to War, pp. 213-216; 
and his, "Britain, France and the Spanish Problem 1936-1939," in Richardson and Stone, Decisions and 
Di~lomacv, p. 132. 

lI3LP (L) 6th Mtg., 8 May 1936, CAB 27/603. 



majority of Cabinet members began to express the view that Britain would have to 

withdraw sanctions against Italy to clear the way for an Anglo-Italian rapprochement; 

Eden, on the other hand, was somewhat reluctant to remove sanctions and pursue closer 

relations with Italy. 'I4 Supported by the COS, Monsell had been pressing the Foreign 

Office and the Cabinet to bring an end to the Mediterranean crisis by lifting sanctions and 

seeking better relations with Italy. Chatfield, in particular, was adamant about the need 

for an immediate reduction of Britain's naval strength in the Mediterranean to ease 

tensions.115 Vansittart agreed with the strategic arguments put forth by the COS in 

favour of repairing the damages in Anglo-Italian relations but disagreed with the service 

chiefs over the process of reconciliation. Like the COS, the permanent under-secretary 

thought Britain should aim for an "eventual detente" in the Mediterraneadl6 To 

improve relations with Italy, Vansittart advocated the removal of economic sanctions. He 

certainly would have agreed with Chamberlain's characterisation of sanctions as "the very 

midsummer of madness" in a speech given by  the latter to the 1900 Club on 10 June.lL7 

In fact, the Cabinet's decision to remove sanctions on 17 June, announced in the House 

of Commons the following day, appears to have been influenced by Vansittart's 

"'Cabinet 40(36), 29 May 1936, and Cabinet 41(36), 10 June 1936, CAB 23/84; Eden minute, 28 Apr. 
1936, C3179/1/17, FO 371/19856; and Eden minute, 24 June 1936, C492614/18, FO 371/19908. 

115Monsell's comments at Cabinet 31(36), 29 Apr. 1936, and Cabinet 37(36), 18 May 1936, CAB 
23/84; COS memorandum "Staff Conversations with the Locarno Powers", 1 Apr. 1936, CID 1224-B, 
CAB 4124; Chatfield minute for Monsell, 27 Apr. 1936, M.02618136, ADM 11613042; and Chatfield letter 
to Vansittart, 4 May 1936, J3859/1000/1, FO 371/20191. 

"'Wansittart minute, 23 May 1936, J4576189/1, FO 371120176; and Vansittart minute, 8 June 1936, 
C4094/4/18, FO 371119906. 

l17Vansittart minute, 9 June 1936, J5217/1000/1, FO 371120191; and Chamberlain speech, 10 June 
1935, in DBFP, vol. 16, p. 503. 
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conversation with Grandi in which the ItaIian ambassador referred to Mussolini's desires 

for an Anglo-Italian rapprochement. 'I8 Unlike the COS, however, Vansittart did not 

want to weaken Britain's naval position in the Mediterranean until a rapprochement with 

Rome was under way. Any removal of British ships from the Mediterranean without 

corresponding concessions by Italy would only damage Britain's prestige. 'I9 Vansittart 

wanted, in essence, to link the reduction of British naval strength in the Mediterranean 

and the eventual recognition of Italy's conquest over Abyssinia with renewed Italian 

participation in the Stresa front and the reduction of Italian troop strength in East Africa. 

On the issue of British policy in the Mediterranean, therefore, Vansittart was clearly in 

step with the majority of the Cabinet.'" He supported the idea of seeking a 

rapprochement with Italy, but he expected concessions in return. 

Central to Vansittart's desires for a Mediterranean detente was his fear that Italy 

and Germany were moving closer together, an opinion not shared by Eden.''' Thus, 

the subsequent outbreak of civil war in Spain did not change his attitude towards an 

Anglo-Italian rapprochement. As part of a wider Mediterranean and European problem, 

the Spanish Civil War merely made rapprochement with Italy more difficult to achieve, 

especially after the Italians and the Germans became involved in the conflict on the side 

'%den, too, admitted that Italian responses "had been very satisfactoryn. On the impact of the 
Vansittart-Grandi conversations see Cabinet 42(36), 17 June 1936, CAB 23/84. 

"Wansittart minute, 21 May 1936, J4520/15/1, FO 371/20 161. 

lmCabinet 43(36), 23 June 1936, CAB 23/84; and Cabinet 48(36), 1 July 1936, CAB 23/85. 

121Vansiaart minute, 1 July 1936* C4687/4/18; and Vansittart minute, 5 July 1936, C4847/4/18, FO 
371/19908. "I am not convinced of this Italo-Geman rapprochement," Eden opined, "for I believe that 
Italy will be very weak six months hence and that Hitler knows it." Eden minute, 2 July 1936, 
C4687/4/ 18, FO 37 l/l99O8. 



of Franco. Vansittart saw events in Spain as part of a trend towards the division of 

Europe into two ideological blocs. On the eve of the revolt in Spain, in fact, there was 

widespread fear in the Foreign Office that Europe was dividing into rival blocs, pitting 

Britain, France and Belgium on the one hand against Germany and Italy on the other. 

Much of the anxiety about a divided Europe stemmed from the recently signed Austro- 

Geman Agreement of 11 July. Under this treaty, Germany agreed to respect Austrian 

sovereignty and in return Austria acknowledged its status as a German state, a vague 

description pregnant with implications for the future. Italy had, in effect, given its tacit 

approval to this arrangement.lu The consequences of the Austro-German Agreement, 

Vansittart and his colleagues presumed, were "improved relations between Germany and 

Italy" and Europe's return to "the pre-war position of two rival groups". Vansittart's 

apprehension about a divided Europe consequently provided the perspective through 

which he viewed the Spanish Civil War. As foreign intervention in Spain's civil conflict 

escalated, he shared with other British policy-makers "a genuine desire to confine the 

conflagration to Spain and thereby avert the possibility of general European war based on 

'"Ciano diary, 29 June and 25 July 1936, in Les Archives secretes du Cornte Ciano 1936-1942 (Paris: 
Librairie Plon, 1948). pp. 9 and 19-20; Ulrich von Hassell [German ambassador to Rome] despatch (3 124) 
to German Foreign Ministry, 25 June 1936; Hassell despatch (3435) to German Foreign Ministry, 17 July 
1936, in DGFP, vol. 5, pp. 689-691 and 774-780. The Abyssinian crisis had opened the door for improved 
relations between Italy and Germany. It "was the occasion for Mussolini's return to the German revisionist 
orbit," Alan CasseIs has argued, "but not necessarily the cause." Alan Cassels, "Switching Partners. Italy 
in A.J.P. Taylor's Origins of the Second WorId War, " in Gordon Martel, ed. The Origins of the Second 
World War Reconsidered. The A.J.P. Tavlor Debate after Twenty-Five Years (London: Unwin and 
Hyman, 1986), p. 81. See also Manfred Funke, Sanktionen und Kanonen. Hitler. Mussolini und der 
internationale Abessinienkonflikt 1934-1936 (Diisseldorfi Droste Verlag. 1970). pp. 174-1 77; MacGregor 
Knox, Mussolini Unleashed 1939-1941. Politics and Stratem in Fascist Italv's Last War (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982), pp. 34-35; and Meir Michaelis, Mussolini and the Jews. German- 
Italian Relations and the Jewish Question in Italy 1922-1945 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978). pp. 93-99. 

lUNotes of a discussion in the Foreign Office on the forthcoming meeting of the Locarno powers, 14 
July 1936, C5195/4118, FO 371/19909; and Vansittart minute, 15 July 1936, C518814118, FO 371119909. 
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ideological divisions " . lz4 Hence, Vansittart supported the French scheme for non- 

intervention in the Spanish Civil War and continued to support it even after it became 

clear that Italy and Germany were vigorously interfering in Spain by sending men, money 

and materiel. 12' 

Throughout the autumn of 1936, Vansittart kept a vigilant watch on the European 

situation, looking for signs, in particular, of a German and Italian rapprochement. '26 

Italy and Germany appeared to be moving closer together, especially after the visit of 

' 

Ciano, now Italian foreign minister, to Berlin in 0ct0ber.I~~ Mussolini himself 

provided the copestone of this new edifice of Italo-German cooperation in a speech on 1 

November wherein he referred to the Rome-Berlin Axis "around which may revolve all 

'"Stone, "Britain, Non-Intervention and the Spanish Civil War", p. 135. 

L25The British certainly had good intelligence about viotations of the Non-Intervention Agreement by 
Italy, as the Royal Navy intercepted and read enciphered Italian military and diplomatic traffic. Admiralty 
report, 6 Oct. 1936, W13079/9549/41, FO 371120579; Admiralty letter to Vansittart, 20 Oct. 1936, 
Wl4089/9549/41, FO 37 112058 1; Admiralty report, 27 Oct. 1936, W 146631954914 1, FO 37 1120583. In 
response to German and Italian intervention in Spain, the Soviet Union sent supplies and advisers to aid the 
Republican forces. Information about Russian shipments to Spain came from a spy ("a most reliable 
sourcew) in the Spanish ArsenaI in Cartegena. The British stopped getting information from the source in 
the Arsenal after Donald Maclean - a third secretary in the Western Department and a member of the 
notorious "Magnificent Fivew of Cambridge spies -- compiled a list of Soviet violations of the Non- 
Intervention Agreement. Major Hayes (War Office) letter to Collier, 4 Nov. 1936, W15140/9549/41, FO 
371120584; and Maclean minute, 5 Nov. 1936, W1517419549/41, FO 371120584. On the origins of Soviet 
intervention, see Denis Smyth, "'We are with you'. Solidarity and Self-Interest in Soviet Policy towards 
Republican Spain 1936-1939," in Patrick J. Corish, ed. Radicals, Rebels and Establishments (Belfast: 
Appletree, 1983), pp. 223-237; and for a discussion of the "Magnificent Five", see Christopher Andrew 
and Oleg Gordievsky, KGB. The Inside Stow of its Foreign Operations from L e ~ n  to Gorbachev 
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1990), ch. 6. 

Wansittart minute, 17 Sept. 1936, C6528/4118, FO 371119912; Vansittart minute, 8 Oct. 1936, 
W133 12/9549!41, FO 371/20579; and Vansittart minute, 16 Oct. 1936, C7254/4/18, FO 371119913. 

'Tiano's conversations with the Germans and the subsequent German-Italian Protocol have been 
reprinted in DGFP, vol. 5, pp. 1125-1 130, 1132-1 134, and 1136-1 140. 
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those European states with a will to collaboration and peace. " 128 Vansittart initially 

eschewed alarmist judgements about Mussolini's speech and cautioned against making 

"too much of all this flapdoodle". Britain could not, however, take a completely 

detached view of these developments, he added, for Mussolini's friendlier tone towards 

Germany was symptomatic of "the extent of LBritain's] strain with Italy", which was "a 

very fruitful source of evil, present and future."'zg After a depressing conversation 

with Grandi on 6 November, at which the "Ambassador's drooping spirits" were openly 

manifest, Vansittart adopted an increasingly negative view of the emerging Rome-Berlin 

Axis. "It is clear", he recorded, 

that the Italian Ambassador thinks that the approach between Rome and 
Berlin has been practically, if not quite, completed, and although he 
evidently thinks at the same time that there is still room for some 
sensible endeavour on both our sides to redress the balance of his 
country's relations, he has no great confidence. 130 

At the same time that Italy and Germany were moving closer together, evidence 

was also mounting of an impending agreement between the Germans and the 

Japanese.13' From the beginning of 1936, the Foreign Office had been monitoring 

'28Christopher Seton-Watson, "The Anglo-Italian Agreement of January 1937 and its Aftermath," in 
Mommsen and Kettenacker, The Fascist Challenge, p. 272. 

lfPVansittart minute, 4 Nov. 1936, C7824/4/18, FO 37 I/lWl4. 

'Wansittart minute, 6 Nov. 1936, in DBFP, vol. 17, pp. 514-517 

L3iClive telegram (330) to Eden, 14 Nov. 1936, F7012/303/23, FO 371/20285. On the origins of this 
agreement see Carl Boyd, "The Berlin-Tokyo Axis and Japanese Military Initiative," Modem Asian Studies 
15(1981), pp. 3 11-323; and on the importance of the "covert agenciesn -- German and Japanese intelligence 
agencies - in the formation of the Anti-Comintern Pact see John W. Chapman, "A Dance on Eggs. 
Intelligence and the Anti-Cornintern," Journal of Contem~oraw Histow 22(1987), 336-372. 
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secret contacts and negotiations between Germany and Japan.132 What made an alliance 

between Germany and Japan particularly ominous was that it coincided with the growing 

evidence of Japanese predilections for southward expansion toward Britain's imperial 

possessions. 13' British fears were magnified by the realisation that Japan possessed the 

ability to conceal any forward move. The deputy director of Military Operations and 

Intelligence had warned the Joint Intelligence Sub-Committee (TIC), established to convey 

information to the COS from the various intelligence-gathering bodies of the three 

fighting services, that Japan's "ability to ciose down all cable and W/T [wireless] 

communication with outside countries, and, of course, W/T silence in the Fleet and 

transports, will all combine to make secret movement possible. Concerned about a 

Japanese southern advance, Vansittart asked Orde to write a note on the prospects of a 

strike by Japan in a "southern direction1'. "We must unquestionably reckon with this 

possibility", Orde replied, "and southward aggression will have at least a strong rival 

attraction compared with an attack on Russia." The head of the Far Eastern Department 

IzPhipps despatch (49) to Eden, I0 Jan. 1936, F303/303/23, FO 37 l/20285; Lawford memorandum 
"German-Japanese Relations", 24 fan. 1936, F674/303/23, FO 37 1 QO285; and Clive despatch (2 19) to 
Eden, 23 Apr. 1936, F2763/303/23, FO 371120285. 

'33Clive despatch (114) to Eden, 11 Mar. 1936, F20321273123, FC 371/20285; and Clive despatch 
(254) to Eden, 8 May 1936, F313 1/273/23, FO 37 1120285. 

lXJIC memorandum "Far East Appreciation", undated Aug. 1936, JIC 7, CAB 56/2; and JTC 2nd Mtg., 
29 Sept. 1936, CAB 56/1. On the formation of the JIC aad its position in Whitehall, see Hinsley, British 
Intelli~ence, pp. 4-5, 36-43; Wark, The UItimate Enemv, Appendix 1; and D.C. Watt, "British Intelligence 
and the Coming of the Second World War in Europe," in Ernest May, ed. Knowing One's Enemies. 
InteIIiaence Assessment Before the Two World Wars (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), pp. 
264-265. 
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conjectured, on the other hand, that if Britain and Russia "were simultaneously engaged 

in war with Germany Japan's choice would be doubtfhl . " 13' 

Vansittart's reactions to the Anti-Comintern Pact, signed in Berlin on 25 

November between Germany and Japan, must be seen, therefore, in the context of his 

fears that Japan coveted Britain's imperial possessions. Equally important, his response 

to the Pact ought to be seen against the background of his concern that Britain's three 

potential enemies were moving closer together. Two days after the announcement of the 

Anti-Comintem Pact, Vansittart wrote, "the agreement is bound to lead to closer 

German-Japanese coordination of action. Without precise details of the Pact, 

several officials including Vansittart filled "in the gaps by assuming the worst case. " 13' 

For instance, Vansittart and Cadogan believed that a secret protocol attached to the treaty 

contained provisions for general staff conversations between Japan and Germany. 138 

Based on deciphered Japanese telegrams, the GC and CS eventually provided the details 

of the secret protocol and confirmed that it contained no arrangement for staff 

 conversation^.^^^ As a result, the Foreign Office had to acknowledge that the "secret 

agreement does little or nothing to increase the Likelihood which already existed of Japan 

assisting Germany by attacking Russia if the latter were involved in hostilities with 

135Vansittart thanked Orde for the note but offered no comments. Orde minute, 19 Nov. 1936; and 
Vansittart minute, undated, F7146/553/23, FO 37 1/20287. 

IxVansittart minute, 27 Nov. 1936, F7223/303123, FO 371120285. 

InFerris, "Indulged In All Too tittlen, p. 136. 

lMCadogan minute, 27 Nov. 1936; and Vansittart minute, 28 Nov. 1936, F723 l/303/23, FO 37 1120285. 

'%erris, "Indulged In A11 Too Littlen, p. 136. 
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Germany. " 14' Nevertheless, Vansittart and his colleagues believed that the Pact 

reinforced the trend in global affairs towards division into rival blocs. 

The theme of rival blocs certainly permeated Vansittart's memorandum "The 

World Sibation and British Rearmament", written in December 1936 as a comprehensive 

assessment of Britain's global position.14' Taking account of the trend in international 

events and their relation to British rearmament, Vansittart's memorandum bore the marks 

of the menacing developments of 1936 and was more pessimistic than the survey he 

produced at the beginning of the year. Although Vansittart labelled Germany the "storm- 

centre of the earth", he began his survey with an analysis of the Far Eastern situation. 

He recounted the benefits Britain derived from Russo-Japanese antagonism in the Far 

East. "This state of deadlock suited our militarily unsubstantial position in the Far East," 

he declared, "and any easement is to our loss. " Vansittart then pointed to the alarming 

signs of Japan's desire for southward expansion. To make matters worse, the Anti- 

Cornintern Pact introduced "Japan into the orbit of European affairs at a particularly 

delicate and dangerous phase, " Vansittart insisted, which increased "the probability that, 

in given circumstances, Gemany and Japan would now act together. " Greater 

cooperation between the Gemans and the Japanese posed a serious threat to Britain, 

especially since it corresponded with mounting evidence of the collaboration of Italy and 

'%e Foreign Office memorandum was produced by the Far Eastern Department, but, according to 
Orde, it "was written in consultation with the Northern and Central Departments." Far Eastern Department 
memorandum "Japanese-Geman Agreement", 4 Dec. 1936; and Orde minute, 7 Dec. 1936, F7504/303/23, 
FO 37 1 l20286. 

14*Vansitcart memorandum "The World Situation and British Rearmament", 16 Dec. 1936, 
N6289/6289/38, FO 371/20354. Except where noted, this paragraph and the next are based on this 
memorandum. 



220 

Germany. W e  Vansittart advised against making "the mistake of lumping dictators 

together", he admitted that Italy and Germany had "come far to coalesce" as evidenced 

by their cooperation in Spain. He concluded that "in the event of war Italy would 

certainly not be against Germany, and some further effort on our part will be necessary, 

if we are to ensure that she will not be against us." Having dealt with the Japanese and 

Italian threats, Vansittart returned to a familiar theme, the German menace. He repeated 

his earlier arguments that the "German youth [was] being brought up on hard and 

aggressive militarism" and that Germany was "being rearmed on a scale spiritually more 

ferocious and materially more formidable than anything ever seen before in this world." 

The future of European peace, Vansittart judged, depended on Hitler who was "obsessed 

with the idea of expansion." Vansittart added that: "There is no assigned bound to the 

Greater Germany of his ambitions". 

The strategy advocated by Vansittart to meet the problems arising from this 

dangerous "World Situation" followed the well-established lines of his foreign policy. 

Trapped in a cycle of Sisyphean repetition, Vansittart urged the Cabinet to expand British 

rearmament. "The stronger and more determined this country seems to Gerrnanv. the 

greater the deterrent to the hotheads," he asserted, "and the more possible the end of the 

present regime." Fems has suggested that Vansittart clung to a mistaken belief that 

Germany was divided between radical and moderate factions and that it was wrong for 

him to assume that a policy of firmness would necessarily bring an end to Hitler's 

regime.lq There is an element of truth in this assertion, as Vansittart believed that the 

Iq2Fems, "Indulged In All Too Little", pp. 138-139. 
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only way for war to be averted was if the Nazis were replaced by moderate Germans. 

But Vansittart also reaiised that, "owing to Hitler's series of Successful Saturdays in 

foreign policy", the Fuhrer's will in Germany was now "supreme". In addition to 

expanded rearmament, Vansittart also repeated his arguments against a deal with 

Germany confined to Western Europe. He admonished his colleagues to rid their "minds 

of the complacent assumption that the Germans are necessarily going -- and staying -- 

East. " Similarly, he reiterated his previous warning that Germany's desire for colonies 

might lead to war with Britain. For this reason, "the possibility of the cession of a 

colony should not be ruled out, as part of a political settlement. "14' To gain time for 

rearmament, it was imperative to avoid antagonising Germany. But, at the same time, it 

was essential that Britain did not part with its economic, fmncial or colonial "leverage 

over Germany . . . without a full, tested and reliable return." Finally, Vansittart thought 

Britain should attempt to break up the emerging coalition of Italy, Germany and Japan. 

To drive a wedge between Britain's potential enemies, he favoured making an effort "to 

ensure a friendly Italy " . 

At the beginning of his memorandum "The World Situation and British 

Rearmament", Vansittart implored his readers to give full consideration to its 

recommendations: "I earnestly beg that both Memorandum and annexes may be 

comprehensively studied". This entreaty represented an attempt by Vansittart to reverse 

'"A committee under the chairmanship of Lord Plymouth -- known in Whitehall as the Plymouth 
Committee -- had been established in March 1936 to examine the question of restoring Germany's former 
colonies. The committee's report strongly advised against the return of the colonies to Germany. The 
Report and the committee's deliberations can be followed in CAB 16/145. For a detailed account of the 
origins of, and the response to, the Plymouth Report see Crozier, Appeasement and Germanv's Last Bid 
For Colonies, pp. 134-168. 
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what he considered to be the "disheartening" direction in British foreign policy towards 

the acceptance of German ambitions in Eastern Europe. "The fons et origo of this [new 

direction] lies", Vansittart wrote on 14 November, "in the view that 'the essential object 

is to get into conversations with the Germans'. " Describing this object as "a perversion" 

of British policy, Vansittart insisted that: "The essential object is to get a good, durable, 

defensible treaty with the Germans. And we shall only get that by firmness. "I" 

Reversing this trend in British policy posed serious problems for Vansittart because he 

was attempting to do so at the moment when his influence was waning. Since 

September, he had been involved in a battle with Eden to retain his position in the 

Foreign Office. Within weeks of returning from his Berlin trip, Vansittart had to deal 

with the fxst serious attempt by Eden to convince the former to give up his post and take 

over the Paris Embassy. Vansittart refused this offer, citing as his reasons the risks to 

his delicate health posed by the rigours of Parisian "social life" and the deleterious effects 

it would have in Germany because it was "exactly what the Germans wanted". However, 

the primary reason behind Vansittart's refusal to go to Paris was his belief that a transfer 

to an embassy was "a step down and not up" since "the day of really influential 

Ambassadors [was] over". 

In December 1936, Eden returned to the charge and sought Baldwin's support for 

his campaign to oust Vansittart. As he explained to the prime minister: 

My conviction grows that next year is going to be of the greatest 
importance in Foreign Affairs. . . . In these conditions it is vital that 

-- - 

"%xxIsinart minute, 14 Nov. 1936, C8171/4/18, FO 371/19915. 

145Vansittart letter to Eden, 14 Sept. 1936, Avon Papers, AP 14/1/63 1 - 



our personnel in the Foreign Office and diplomatic service should be 
posted to best advantage, and Van's place in that scheme of things is 
Paris. I am more than ever convinced of this. I should add that all 
conversations to date with Van have been on the most friendly footings, 
the difficulty will come if he cannot be persuaded to see his duty as we 
see it. 146 

Appealing to Baldwin's sense of loyalty, Vansittart reminded the prime minister of his 

unfailing service to the latter over the past nine years.l4' Whether or not this appeal 

influenced Baldwin remains unclear. What is obvious, however, is that Baldwin refused 

to compel Vansittart to vacate his post. "I half expected your decision -- perhaps rather 

more than half', the prime minister remarked to Vansittart. "My affection for you is 

undiminished," Baldwin added, "but I am sorry."148 Without a more determined effort 

by the prime minister, Eden simply could not force Vansittart to relinquish his post. 

Despite this setback, the foreign secretary reaffirmed his desire to remove Vansittart. In 

early 1937, he notified Baldwin of his intention "to make another attempt to get 

[Vansittart] to go to Paris. " 14' It is difficult to determine with any certainty the motives 

behind Eden's efforts to oust Vansittart, but revenge may have been a factor. Eden 

blamed Vansittart for inspiring an article in The Observer in February 1934, which had 

given the impression that Eden "had no authority to negotiate when he was on his visit to 

Berlin. "lS0 Eden resented this article because it had undercut his authority and, as he 

Id6Eden letter ro Baldwin, 27 Dec. 1936, Baldwin Papers, Baldwin 124. 

[47Vansitt~ letter to Baldwin, 30 Dec. 1936, Baldwin Papers, Baldwin 171. 

'48Baldwin letter to Vansittart, 7 Jan. 1937, Vansittart Papers, VNST 11, 1/5. 

l9%cien letter to Baldwin, 5 Jan. 1937, Avon Papers, AP 14/1/641B. 

L%irvey diary, 7 Mar. 1937. Harvey MSS ADD 56379. 



explained to Baldwin, it "created a surprised impression here perlin], where 

unfortunately The Observer is much read. "15' Whatever the source of Eden's 

dissatisfaction with Vansittart, it is certainly clear that he wanted to remove the latter 

from his post. 

Thus, as 1936 drew to a close, Vansittart's hold on the Foreign Office was clearly 

in jeopardy. Ke had begun 1936 with the hope of restoring his authority in Whitehail. 

He ended the year, however, in a weaker position. His influence had been weakened not 

only by his differences with Eden but also by the fact that the permanent under- 

secretary's attitude towards a settlement with Germany had earned him the label of 

" alarmist" among off~cials and politicians in London. Hankey ' s comments on Vansittart's 

memorandum "The World Situation and British Rearmament" certainly represented the 

opinion of other contemporaries. The Cabinet secretary pointed out that: "Sir Robert 

Vansittart opens hardly a hope of averting a war. The utmost for which he indicates we 

may hope is to gain needed time, but even this aspiration is, according to his prognosis, 

very difficult to achieve. Personally I take a less pessimistic view. "I5' Far from being 

the mere discrepancy between a "pessimistic view" of the future and a more optimistic 

one, Vansittart's gloomy outlook stemmed from a fundamentally different understanding 

of the inherent nature of Nazi Germany. Vansittart was convinced that the sinister 

undertones of the Nazi Weltanschauung, especially the limitless desire for expansion, 

"'In April 1950, Eden wrote on his copy of this letter: "Vansittart had inspired Observer article". 
Eden letter to Baldwin, 27 Feb. 1934; and Eden minute, undated Apr. 1950, AP 14/1/255. 

lnHankey's Comments on Vansittart's memorandum "The World Situation and British Rearmamentn, 
undated, CAB 6315 1 .  
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would eventually precipitate a European war and it was this belief which imbued his 

recommendations with a sense of pessimism. It not only influenced his attitude towards a 

suitable policy for dealing with the Third Reich but it also encouraged his enthusiasm for 

a strategy of alliance diplomacy, for Britain could not possibly safeguard its position in a 

conflict with Germany without the assistance of allies. Hence, it was not only the 

messenger who was becoming increasingly unpopular with powerful opponents in 

Whitehall, it was also the thrust of his message. 



VI 

AYEAROFGRACE 

1937 

"The failure of appeasement", a scholar recently observed, "has spawned a 

massive literature with its own perpetual-motion engines of controversy and 

Scheherazadean narrative dynamic. " l  Most of this literature and much of the 

controversy concentrates on British foreign policy in 1938 and 1939, the last years of 

peace. Oddly, less attention has been given to the critical developments in the preceding 

year which transformed the goals and direction of British diplomacy in an important way. 

On the one hand, 1937 represented a year of grace for Britain, a period notable because 

of the absence of brazen German activity in international affairs. It was also Vansittart's 

year of grace in so far as he remained at his post until December before succumbing to 

the campaign against him. On the other hand, 1937 also witnessed dramatic 

modifications in Britain's foreign and defence policy. By adopting the strategy of limited 

liability in December 1937, the Cabinet charted a bold direction for British rearmament 

policy that relegated the preparations for an expeditionary force to the bottom of the list 

of Britain's defence priorities. This decision reflected, in part, the increasing reliance 

placed on air power as a deterrent and the belief that air forces had become the decisive 

weapons of modem warfare. But it also rested upon a narrow d e f ~ t i o n  of British 

'Wesley K. Wark, "Review Article. Appeasement Revisited," The International History Review 
3(1995), p. 546. 
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interests in Europe and a rejection of alliance diplomacy. In short, the renunciation of a 

continental commitment for the British army was part of a continuing trend in British 

foreign policy towards isolation. 

Behind the decision to adopt the strategy of limited liability loomed the figure of 

Chamberlain, who succeeded Baldwin as prime minister on 28 May 1937. It would be 

misleading to conclude that Chamberlain was solely responsible for the direction of 

British policy. Although he provided the driving force behind this decision, he was able 

to draw upon wide support from inside and outside government circles. Chamberlain's 

supporters often disagreed with aspects of the prime minister's policy, but many 

continued to support the general lines of his strategy. For example, Hankey and 

Chatf5eld disliked some of Chamberlain's ideas on rearmament; however, they gave their 

full support to the prime minister's attempts to establish a detente with Italy and 

germ an^.^ Without taking into consideration both the latent and open s u p p a  for 

Chamberlain, it is impossible to understand how the prime minister exercised decisive 

influence in policy deliberations and, as a result, mapped out a new course for British 

foreign policy. His dominance over policy formulation was also assisted by what has 

been described as the "flaws " in Britain's policy-making machinery, especially the failure 

of the various Cabinet committees to form a coherent assessment of Britain's strategic 

dilemmas and hence a "clearly defined" strategy. These "flaws" created "the illusion that 

ZPaul Kennedy, "British 'Net Assessment' and the Corning of the Second World War," in Williamson 
Muray and Man R. MiUrtt, eds. Calculations. Net Assessment and the Coming of World War I1 (blew 
York: The Free Press, 1992), p. 28. 
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Chamberlain's more decisive style of policy-making could solve Britain's worsening 

strategic dilemma once he became prime minister. lq3 

While Vansittart was already at odds with the trend of British policy in 1936, 

Chamberlain's vigorous pursuit of an Anglo-German detente brought into the open the 

permanent under-secretary ' s opposition to the drift of British diplomacy. In response, the 

prime minister became irritated with what he regarded as the obstructive behaviour of 

Vansittart and the Foreign Office. Indeed, his private correspondence in the autumn of 

1937 illuminates his mounting exasperation with the permanent under-secretary, 

culminating in the decision to remove Vansittart from his post in De~ernber.~ By 

removing Vansittart, Chamberlain sought to bring the Foreign Office into line with his 

approach. As we shall see from the subsequent discussion, the prime minister was 

assisted by the emergence of advisers in the Foreign Office whose ideas closely 

resembled his own. At the end of 1937, Vansittart's Foreign Office had become 

essentially Chamberlain's Foreign Office, a further indication of the significant shift in 

British policy which occurred in that year. This is not to suggest that Vansittart opposed 

a l l  the aims of Chamberlain's foreign policy. At the beginning of 1937, he certainly 

shared with Chamberlain a desire for an Anglo-Italian detente in the Mediterranean, even 

if he differed with the latter over the process of constructing this detente. Yet, it remains 

clear that Vansittart disapproved of the Chamberlain's policy towards Germany. He also 

3Post, Dilemmas of Appeasement, p. 3. 

4ChamberIain disliked what he called "the Foreign Office mindn. As he told his sister Hilda, "They 
[members of the Foreign OKice] never can keep the major objects of foreign policy in mind with the result 
that they make obstructions for themselves by endeavouring to give smart answers to some provocative 
foreign statement. " Chamberlain Ietter to Hilda, 6 Nov. 1937, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/l/ 1027. 



emphatically opposed the idea of limited liability, regarding it as the negation of his 

strategy of alliance diplomacy. 

During the last year and a half of his tenure as permanent under-secretary , 

Vansittart's strategic outlook changed little. In this period, he was more than ever 

animated by his anxiety over Germany's ambitions in Eastern Europe, fears of which had 

been intensified by disturbing reports from Christie. During 1937, Christie held several 

conversations with Hemann Goring in which the latter revealed that Germany not only 

intended to make Czechoslovakia and Austria part of the "Gross-Deutsch 

Volkseemeinschaft" but ultimately aimed to create a world empire.' Richard Overy bas 

appropriately described these conversations as "candid and indiscreet. "6 Other sources 

of information, including material from deciphered Italian and Japanese telegrams, sned 

additional Light on German ambitions in Eastern Europe, confirming the general lines of 

Goring's conversations with Christies7 What the Germans sought, Vansittart surmised, 

was "the conquest of Austria and Czechoslovakia, and the reconquest of Danzig and 

Memel; foilowed by the reduction of the other states to the condition of satellites -- 

military satellites when required. " He concluded that: "this is a quite clear and 

comprehensible programme, but it is quite incompatible with our interests. We fought 

Thristie memorandum "Notes on Talks with Goring", 3 Feb. 1937; Christie memorandum "Notes on 
Talks with Goringn, 28 July 1937, Christie Papers, CHRS 115; and Christie memorandum "Central 
European Situation with Special Reference to S[udeten] D[eutsche] Minority Problem in Czechoslovakia", 
19 Aug. 1937, Christie Papers, CHRS 1/19. 

Q.J. Ovev,  Goerin~. The "Iron Man" (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984), p. 77. 

'Foreign Office memorandum "Germany's Relations with Austria and Czechoslovakian, 1 8 Nov. 1937, 
C793313118, FO 371120712- 



230 

the last war largely to prevent this. "' Thus, German ambitions in Eastern Europe, which 

Vansittart regarded as "incompatible" with British interests, would eventually force 

Britain into a position where it would have to decide whether "to fight or surrender", a 

warning he had issued as early as February 1936.' 

While Vansittart's overall strategic outlook changed little in 1937, his attitude 

towards a rapprochement with Italy did, however, undergo a modification. On the one 

hand, he never lost sight of the benefits of improved relations with the Italians. But, on 

the other hand, he increasingly doubted that such a rapprochement was possible. "Italy is 

-- anyhow for the present -- quite in the German pocket," he wrote in February 1937, 

"and until she comes out of it I for one will never trust her a yard, and not much more 

than a yard even then. "lo Ironically, the gap between his attitudes and those of Eden 

towards Italian reliability narrowed in the course of 1937. The source of Vansittart's 

hardening position was a series of reports from Drurnmond in the spring and summer of 

1937 that portrayed Mussolini as increasingly hostile to Britain, the most important of 

which was despatched on 2 July: 

I do not want in any way to be an alarmist, but I am troubled by the 
situation that seems to be developing here. 

In spite of the soothing assurances given me regularly by Ciano, 
Mussolini is now putting out a string of articles which have a strongly 
anti-British bias. . . . 

8Vansittart minute, 29 June 1937, C36211270118, FO 371120735; and Vansittart minute, 3 Aug. 1937, 
C5421/3/18, FO 371120711. 

'Wansittart memorandum "Britain, France and Germanyn, 3 Feb. 1936, CP 42(36), CAB 241260. 

L('Vansittart minute, 18 Feb. 1937, C l327/l/l8, FO 37 1120706. 



Is Mussolini working up his public opinion for an eventual war 
with us? I frankly do not know, but if this were his intention he would 
hardly go about it otherwise than the way he is at present doing. . . . 

I still do not think that he will, but the odds now are perhaps 
not so greatly against it that we can afford to be unprepared or neglect 
any precautions. 

Based on Dnunmond' s reports, together with secret information from a " non-Italian" 

source engaged in Italian propaganda activities in the Middle East, Vansittart came to the 

conclusion that "Mussolini might, by a sort of coup de folie and irrespective of Germany, 

attack [Britain] unexpectedly. "I2 Italian hostility towards Britain was clear, he insisted, 

and it would be "a great mistake to believe that Italy is arming only because she is afraid 

we might attack her." He also drew attention to the "very strong and notorious 

expansionist tendencies in Italy. " Eden agreed with Vansittart's assessment, making the 

further observation that "Mussolini has the mentality of a gangster". l3  

On 1 July, Vansittart had already informed members of the CID that "the 

considered view of the Foreign Office was that at the present time Italy was definitely 

hostile to us." Despite Vansittart's warning, the CID decided on 5 July that, while "Italy 

cannot be considered as a reliable friend", Britain should not incur large expenditures to 

improve the defences of the ports in the Mediterranean and Red Sea. These 

"Drummond telegram (176) to Eden, 23 Mar. 1937, R20 15/1/22, FO 37 1/2 1 157; Drurnmond despatch 
(263) to Eden, 25 Mar. 1937, R2183/1/22, FO 37 1/21 157; Drummond telegram (67) to Eden, 6 Apr. 
1937, R2479/1/22, FO 371121 158; Drummond despatch (547) to Eden, 24 June 1937, R444811122, FO 
37 1/21 159; and Drummond letter to Vansittart, 2 July, R4766/1/22, FO 371/21159. 

ItVansittart minute, 12 July 1937, R4736/1/22, FO 37 1/21 159 

13Vansittart minute, 23 July 1937; and Eden minute, 24 July 1937, R497711122, FO 371121 160. Given 
the permanent under-secretary's obvious distrust of Italian intentions in the Mediterranean and the Middle 
East, it is hard to understand why William C. Mills has recenrIy argued that Vansittart supported the idea of 
an "alliance" with Italy. A greater familiarity with the files in the Foreign Office would have suggested an 
alternative conclusion. See Mills, "The Nyon Conferencen, p. 2 (fn. 3). 
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recommendations were approved by the Cabinet on 14 July.14 Vansittart thought that 

the Cabinet was too complacent towards Italy, particularly as evidence mounted of an 

Italian troop build up in Libya.'' Even after Grandi told Eden on 21 July that Mussolini 

desired permanent friendship with Britain, Vansittart continued to be sceptical. "The 

sincerity of this declaration", Vansittart insisted, "is entirely doubtful". As he explained 

to his Foreign Office colleagues: 

We cannot possibly rely on it. . . . We must see things as they are. 
These great and unnecessary reinforcements in Libya are aimed at 
Egypt. That is as plain as a pikestaff and admits of no argument 
whatever. We are therefore entitled to take any measures may be 
necessary to balance them. . . . Let us be under no illusion: these 
measures are, and are intended to be, a menace to Egypt and to our 
position in Egypt? 

Vansittart was deeply suspicions of Italy's ambitions which led him to abandon his 

earlier expectations that the Stresa Front could be reconstructed. Instead, he reckoned 

that the best outcome for which Britain could hope was a detente with Italy, a detente 

based on concrete proposals for Italian troop reductions in Libya, the relaxation of naval 

tensions in the Mediterranean and the eventual evacuation of Italian forces from Spain. 

As part of this Mediterranean detente, Britain would have to grant de iure recognition to 

14CID 295th Mtg., 1 July f 937; and CID 260th Mtg., 5 July 1937, CAB 216; and Cabinet 30(37), 14 
July 1937, CAB 23/89. See Pratt, East of Malta. West of Suez, pp. 75-78; and D.C. Watt, "Britain, 
France and the Italian Problem 1937-1939," in Les ReIations Franco-Britanniques, pp. 277-278. 

lSSir Miles Lampson [British ambassador to Cairo] telegram (410) to Eden, 20 July 1937, R4977/1/22, 
FO 371/21160. 

"Wansittart minute, 22 July 1937, R5291lli22, FO 37 1/21 160. Also Vansittart minute, 23 July 1937, 
R513711122, FO 371/2116U. 
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Italy's conquest over Abyssinia.17 Chamberlain's ideas were not that far apart from 

those of Vansittart, for the prime minister also wanted tc establish a modus vivendi with 

Italy and he, too, expected Italian conce~sions.~~ The differences between the two men 

concerned the means of building such a detente. Chamberlain was more sanguine than 

Vansittart about Italian declarations -- believing that exchanges of friendly words would 

inevitably lead to friendly relations - and, as a result, he moved faster than the 

permanent under-secretary preferred towards detente with Italy. Vansittart simply did not 

trust Italian expressions of goodwill towards Britain. The source of this distrust was 

Vansittart's realisation "that the Italians are hostile" towards Britain. He also believed 

that: 

the dictators are steadily becoming more hostile to anything 
approaching democracy. The conclusion is an unpleasant one, but it is 
true, and had better be faced. The sooner democracy realises what it is 
up against the better. For the only thing that can change this attitude of 
mind is not fair words but strength.I9 

By 1937, Vansittart had also placed Japan along with Germany and Italy in the 

dictatorship group. He suspected that Japan's leaders wanted to establish Japanese 

"Vansittart minute, 29 July 1937, R53041V22, FO 371f21160; Vansittart minute, 12 Aug. 1937, 
R5523/1/22, FO 371121 161; Vansittart minute, 4 Oct. 1937, R6435/1/22, FO 37 1/21 161; Vansittart 
minute, 23 Nov. 1937, R777111122, FO 371121162; and Vansittart minute, 9 Dec. 1937, R803611122, FO 
371121 163. 

IgAster, "'Guilty Men'", pp. 244; Charrnley, Chamberlain and the Lost Peace, chs. 3, 5; Keith Feiling, 
The Life of Neville Chamberlain. Revised Edition (London: MacrniIlan, 1970), pp. 330-332; Larry 
William Fuchser, Neville Chamberlain and Appeasement. A Study in the Politics of Histow (New York: 
W. W. Norton and Co., 1982), pp. 80-84; Keith Middlemas, Diplomacy of IIlusion. The British 
Government and Germanv 1937- 1939 (Aldershot, UK: Gregg Revivals, 199 I), pp. 128- 132; Mills, "The 
Nyon Conferencew, pp. 6-22; Parker, Chamberlain and Armeasement, pp. 107-1 13; and Pratt, East of 
Malta. West of Suez, pp. 80-88. 

'vansittart minute, 12 Oct. 1937, R670011122, FO 37 112 1 162. 



hegemony over the Pacific Ocean and Far East, a belief reinforced by the outbreak of the 

Sino-Japanese war in July 1937. "From its very outset the Sino-Japanese war had a 

profoundly detrimental effect on Anglo-Japanese relations. "20 In particular, there was a 

markedly stiffer British attitude towards Japan after the British ambassador to Nanking 

(China), Sir Hughe Knatchbull-Hugessen, was seriously wounded by Japanese airplanes 

which had strafed his embassy car on 26 A~gust .~'  The Far Eastern Department 

forecast that a Japanese victory over China would be disastrous for British interests, 

which had already suffered from Japan's control of Manchuria and Korea? Vansittart 

still assumed that Japan was unlikely to move directly against British possessions in Asia 

so long as Britain was not engaged in a war in Europe or the Mediterranean and provided 

that the Japanese continued to fear Russia. But he shared Collier's anxiety that "Japan 

would intervene against us, if she saw a likelihood of our being beaten [in a European 

war], whether or not we had Russia on our side. "* Vansittart had not deviated from 

this line of argument since the first DRC sessions when he argued that Japan would only 

2oAntony Best, Britain. Japan and Pearl Harbor. Avoiding War in East Asia 1936-41 (London: 
Routledge, 1995)- p. 37. For the origins of the conflict and Britain's response see Bradford A. Lee, Britain 
and the Sino-Japanese War 1937-1939. A Studv in the Dilemmas of British Decline (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1973), pp. 2643; Peter Lowe, Great Britain and the Origins of the Pacific War. 
A Studv of British Policy in East Asia 1937-1941 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), pp. 16-20; his "Britain 
and the Opening of the War in Asia 1937-1941," in Ian Nish, ed. Annlo-Japanese Alienation 1919-1952. 
Papers of the Ando-Ja~zW~e Conference on the Historv of the Second World War (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), pp. 103- 104; and Trotter, Britain and East Asia, pp. 205-217, 

21A bullet passed through Knatchbull-Hugessen's torso miraculousiy without causing damage to any of 
his internal organs. batchbull-Hugessen letter to Lord Brabourne, 18 Sept. 1937, Sir Hughe Knatchbull- 
Hugessen Papers [Churchill College Archives, Cambridge University J , KNAT 2173. 

EMemorandum by Sir John Pratt [a special adviser in the Far Eastern Depanment with a distinguished 
career of consular service in Asia] "Possible Effects on British Interests of Hostilities at Shanghain, 23 Aug. 
1937; and Orde minute, 23 Aug. 1937, F5641/9/10, FO 371120954. 

23Collier minute, 17 Nov. 1937; and Vansittart minute, 17 Nov. 1937, C7851/205/62, FO 371120702. 
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move against Britain when the latter became involved in difficulties elsewhere. Like it or 

not, Britain had to place Japan with Italy and Germany, for it was the actions of these 

two European powers which would largely determine Japan's behaviour in the Far East. 

In fact, Vansittart increasingly spoke about this triple threat to British interests in terms 

of a struggle pitting democracy against dictatorship. 

Vansittart had been arguing since 1934 that Britain was involved in a 

confrontation with Germany, Japan and (after 1936) Italy which amounted to a clash of 

ideologies. "What is really and ultimately at issue in the world", he wrote in February 

1936, "is dictatorship or democracy, liberty or the man-machine. I am not sure that 

there will ultimately be room in the world for both". Democracy, he added, must "show 

plainly that it can and will look after itself". He included Russia in the "democracy" 

camp as part of his collective security strategy. "For the time being, perhaps for a long 

time, " he insisted, "we must count Russia in [the democratic camp], or let her count 

herself in. It might appear that lumping Stalinist Russia with the Western 

democracies was a feat of unrivalled mental acrobatics or, worse, an indication of 

Vansittart's woeful ignorance of the harsh reality of life in the Soviet Union. On the 

contrary, he realised that the Soviet Union was neither a democratic nor a particularly 

humane state. And though he may not have understood the actual (and horrendous) scale 

of Stalin's purges, he did nonetheless express his disgust with the depravity of the 

publicised show trials. "This is dismal balderdash on which to take away men's lives", 

he wrote of one such trial. He added that: "It is curious that the Russians think anybody 

%Vansittart minute, 1 Feb. 1936, P332/332/150, FO 395/54 1. 
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will swallow such stuff. Human life seems to be growing steadily cheaper. "25 What led 

Vansittart to place Stalk's Russia with the democratic states was his conviction that, 

unlike Germany, Japan and Italy, the Soviet Union was committed to maintaining the 

territorial status quo in Asia and Europe. Indeed. the permanent under-secretary aligned 

himself with those members of the Foreign Offrce who considered Germany, Japan and 

Italy to be greater threats to Britain's global security and interests than the Soviet Union, 

a view espoused with much vigour by the head of the Northern De~ar tment .~~  

Vansittart also appreciated the propaganda value in drawing a distinction between 

dictatorships and democracies. By emphasising that the world was split between 

democracy and dictatorship, Britain could appeal for the support of the United States as a 

fellow democracy. Couched in these terms, it might be possible for the British to 

circumvent American neutrality legislation should Britain become involved in hostilities. 

The impact of the neutrality laws on Vansittart's views should not be underestimated, for 

he was genuinely distressed by the prospects that the economic resources of the United 

States might not be available to Britain in a hture conflict as they had been during the 

Great War. As he told his colleagues: "If we were . . . let in for a war with Germany, 

this craven attitude would prove fatal to us. We only just scraped through the last war 

with Germany with every assistance we could get from the U.S.A. The deduction is 

Vansittart minute, 26 Jan. 1937, N369/250/38, FO 371/21099. 

"In June 1937, a debate erupted between Collier and Francis Osbone, the British minister to the Holy 
See, on the relative threats posed by Soviet Communism on the one hand and, on the other, Italian and 
German Fascism. Osborne sent Collier a lengthy letter (thirtyfive pages) arguing that Communism was the 
greatest threat to Britain, which provoked a seventeen page response from Collier. Osbome letter to 
Collier, 16 June 1937; Collier letter to Osborne, 29 July 1937; and Collier letter to Osborne, 10 Sept. 
1937, N4924/272/38, FO 371 /2 1 103. See Donald Lammers, "Fascism, Communism, and the Foreign 
Office 1937-39," Journal of Contemuorary Historv 6(1971), 66-86. 
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plain. "" Towards the end of 1936, however, Vansittart began to reconsider the 

likelihood of American support in the event of a future war. A harsher tone "towards 

dictatorships" appeared to be emerging in Washington, most notably in the speeches of 

President Franklin Delano ~ o o s e v e l t . ~ ~  In addition, the British military attach6 in 

Washington was approached by the United States War Department with a proposal to 

establish an exchange of information regarding the organisation and machinery of 

industrial preparedness for military mobil isat i~n.~~ Enthusiastically supported by the 

British Cabinet, this arrangement unfortunately never materialised, as Washington backed 

away from its original proposal.30 Nevertheless, Vansittart remained convinced that 

Britain's survival ultimately depended on American support. It was imperative for the 

British, therefore, to continue to promote the idea of Anglo-American cooperation in 

defence of democracy against the aggressive designs of the dictators. Vansittart thought 

that the British had little choice but to "see how far [they could] develop this change of 

tone in the U.S.A., though [they] may well be disappointed. "31 Anticipating 

Roosevelt's later reference to the United States as the "great arsenal of democracy", 

Vansittart hoped that Britain would eventually succeed in convincing the American people 

nVansittart minute, 8 Jan. 1936, A121/103/45, FO 371/19825. For the impact of the neutrality 
legislation on the views of Vansittart and his colleagues, see Roi, "'A Completely Immoral and Cowardly 
Attitude'", pp. 333-35 1. 

28Vansittart minute, 9 Nov. 1936, A8860/103/45, FO 37 l/l9827. 

" t L i a y  telegram (276) to Eden, 24 Oct. 1936, A8480/8480/45, FO 371/19842; and Vansittart letter 
to Deverell, 19 Nov. 1936, A9 l93/8480/45, FO 37 lfl9842. 

MForeign Office telegram (401) to Lindsay, 7 Dec. 1936, A9471/8480/45, FO 371119842; and Lindsay 
telegram (345) to Eden, 22 Dec. 1936, A10126/8480/45, FO 371/19842. 

3LVansittart minute, 7 Oct. 1937, A7 l88/448/45, FO 37 l/2O667. 
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of the need to confront the dictators and, hence, place the immense resources of the 

American economy at the disposal of the Western European democracies. This, he 

imagined, would buttress the collective security strategy of the League or, rather, his 

version of collective security which was based on an informal alliance of Britain, France 

and the Soviet Union. 

Vansittart's collective security strategy was clearly out of step with the direction 

of Chamberlain's foreign policy. Collective security presupposed close collaboration 

between Britain, France and the Soviet Union in dealing with the threat of Nazi 

Germany, a policy which was unacceptable to Chamberlain. Instead of working in 

combination with France and the Soviet Union, Chamberlain preferred to make direct 

approaches to Germany to settle outstanding differences. He deliberately eschewed 

alliance diplomacy. The conflicting views of Chamberlain and Vansittart toward alliance 

diplomacy were evident in the debate over the role of the British army which arose at the 

end of 1936 and continued throughout 1937." By highlighting the different stances 

taken by Chamberlain and Vansittart in this debate, it becomes clear that their 

disagreement was not simply a dispute over defence policy but involved divergent views 

of British grand strategy. 

=The debate has attracted considerable scholarly attention, cf. Bond, British Military Policy, chs. 8-9; 
Dennis, Decision Bv Default, chs. 4-5; Gibbs, Grand Strategy, ch. 12; Parker, Chamberlain and 
Appeasement, pp. 276-282; Peden, British Rearmament and the Treasuw, pp. 121 -144, 167-178; his, "The 
Burden of Imperial Defence and the Continental Commitment Reconsidered, " Historical Journal 27(1984), 
405323; Post, Dilemmas of Appeasement, chs. 4, 6; Shay, British Rearmament in the Thirties, 134-140, 
159-170; and Malcolm Smith, "Rearmament arid Deterrence in Britain in the 1930s," Journal of Strategic 
Studies I (1978), pp. 322-332. 
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In November 1935, the DRC had recommended that Britain outfit a "Field Force" 

of five divisions of the Regular Army which would be immediately dispatched to the 

Continent upon the outbreak of war and supplemented at intervals over the following 

eight months by the dispatch of twelve divisions of the Territorial Army." After much 

deliberation, the Cabinet endorsed the idea in February 1936 of arming the "Field Force" 

with modem equipment. While acknowledging that steps needed to be taken to improve 

recruitment for the Temtorial Army, the Cabinet rejected the proposal for the 

rearmament of the Territorial divisions with the caveat that in three years time this 

decision would be reviewed.34 An uneasy truce over the status of the Territorial Army 

lasted until December 1936 when Duff Cooper submitted a memorandum to the Cabinet 

requesting the full rearmament of the Temtorial divisions. Chamberlain objected to this 

request and wrote a counter-memorandum challenging the secretary of state for War. 

While he approved of the earlier decision on full equipment for the "Field Force", the 

chancellor of the Exchequer insisted that Britain's limited resources would be more 

profitably employed in building up the striking power of the RAF than spent on the 

Territorial divisions, a reiteration of his ideas of air deterrence and limited liability on 

land. 35 

"DRC memorandum "Third Report", 21 Nov. 1935, CAB 1611 12. 

%ibi~~et 10(36), 25 Feb. 1936, CAB 23183. The Cabinet based this decision on the advice of the DPR 
which had examined the DRC's report. DPR memorandum "Report", 12 Feb. 1936, CP 26(36), CAB 
24/25 9. 

xCooper memorandum "The Role of the British Army", 3 Dec- 1936, CP 326(36), CAB 241265; and 
Chamberlain memorandum "The Role of the British Army", 1 1 Dec. 1936, CP 334(36), CAB 241265. See 
John Charmley , Duff Cooper. The Authorized Biography (London: WeidenfeId and Nicolson, l986), pp . 
86-87. 



It was at this point that Vansittart joined the debate on the status of the Temtorial 

Army and backed Duff Cooper's request. The chancellor's memorandum, Vansinart 

informed Eden, "raises some questions which vitally affect our future. So important are 

they that I trust you will insist that no decision shall be taken without the Foreign Office 

having had some opportunity of expressing their considered opinion. lt3' Vansittart then 

proceeded to give his "considered opinion" to Eden. He warned the foreign secretary 

that: 

if we were really to let it become known that our contribution to any 
continental war was likely to be limited on land to something so small 
as that which is suggested [in Chamberlain's memorandum] we should 
soon be heading towards an isolation which we are in no position to 
sustain and which I do not believe we shall ever again be in a position 
to sustain without far larger efforts anyhow than any that we are 
contemplating now. I do not say that we need contemplate, let alone 
be committed to, anything on the scale of the 1914-1918 effort, but if 
we wish to retain any continental confidence in us it will be impossible 
for us to cany on with a territorial force not only smaller than in pre- 
war days but with equipment that is practically non-existent. 

Vansittart's criticism of Chamberlain's memorandum was twofold. In the first 

place, he rejected the chancellor's contention that "the Air Ann has emerged in recent 

years as a factor of first-rate, if not decisive, irnp~rtance".~~ Secondly and more 

importantly, Vansittart thought Chamberlain had not taken into account the diplomatic 

arguments in favour of furnishing the Temtorial Army with modern equipment. 

Diplomatic necessity dictated a substantial land force commitment, Vansittart concluded, 

MVansittart minute, 14 Dec. 1936, C90941676 1/62? FO 37 11 19882. 

nThe word "decisive" had been underlined by Vansittart in the Foreign Office copy of Chamberlain's 
memorandum with the marginal comment in capital letters: "NO". Chamberlain's memorandum and 
Vansittart's marginalia can be found in C90941676 1/62, FO 37 1119882. See also Dennis, Decision By 
Default, pp. 93-95. 



in order to restore "continental confidence" in Britain's reliability. On this score, his 

anxiety was not entirely unfounded, for he had been recently told by Paul Reynaud, an 

influential French politician and later premier and foreign minister (March-June 1940), 

that Britain's "military power was practically non-existent. If France was involved in 

war on the Continent we should not at present be able to assist her with more than two 

divisions, and even those in nothing like the trim of 1914".38 Martin Alexander has 

rightly drawn attention to Vansittart's failure to grasp accurately the role envisaged by the 

French for the British army. Alexander has also suggested that the permanent under- 

secretary may, as a result, have hindered the French case for Britain's support. While 

Alexander's first contention is valid, his second is less convincing. What Gamelin and 

his colleagues desired £?om the British were two mechanised divisions equipped with 

modem tanks to fill the perceived gap in French re-equipment. Vansittart, however, 

mistakenly assumed that France wanted more men.'g Although he misread the nature of 

French requirements, it is important to remember that Vansittart was engaged in a battle 

with Chamberlain and his supporters not only on what type of army Britain would send to 

the continent but on the more fundamental question of whether Britain had to fashion its 

defence policy in the first place to meet the expectations of the French. In this sense, 

38Vansittart minute, 8 Dec. 1936, C889214118, FO 371/19916. The British had informed the French 
and Belgians during the staff conversations of April 1936 that Britain would only be able to send two 
divisions to Europe if war broke out as a result of the Rhineland crisis. Pro&-verbal "Conversations held 
in London between the British, French and Belgian General Staffs on the 15th and 16th April l936", 20 
Apr. 1936, WO 106/5412. For a fulI discussion of the Vansittart-Reynaud conversation see Dennis, 
Decision By Default, pp. 86-88. 

39Alexander, The Republic in Danger, pp. 266-269. The French were modemising their own land 
forces and were especially conscious of the need for modern equipment. See Robert Frankenstein, Le Prix 
du RCarmement Francais 1935-1939 (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 1982), pp. 7 1-77, 



one hastens to add, Vansittart would 

of the French than his opponents. 

certainly have been more amenable to the real needs 

French expectations of British military assistance were indeed central to the debate 

about the role of the British army. On the one hand, Chamberlain did not accept the 

premise that Britain's rearmament policy had to take account of French expectations and, 

therefore, he rejected plans for equipping British land forces on the basis of reassuring 

the French. As he told his Cabinet colleagues, "the French might not be satisfied, but it 

was not for France to dictate to us the distribution of our Forces", a point of view 

surprisingly shared by the francophile Eden." On the other hand, both Duff Cooper 

and Vansittart thought that Britain must shape its defence policy to meet the expectations 

of the French, for whom the British connection was in Robert Young's words "the pierre 

de touche for all French strategic planning between the wars."41 In Vansittart's mind, 

alliance diplomacy involved a willingness to take into consideration and, within limits, 

accommodate the wishes of allies. He tried to convince Eden of this, by insisting that 

Chamberlain had misunderstood the French position: 

I notice that the Chancellor of Exchequer says 'It is not for France to 
dictate to us the distribution of our forces'. That, if I may so, does not 

""Cabinet 75(36), 16 Dec. 1936, CAB 23/83; and Eden minute, 8 Dec. 1936, C8892/4/18, FO 
371/19916. 

4'Cooper memorandum "The Role of the British Armyn, 14 Dec. 1936, CP 337(36), CAB 24/265; 
Cooper's comments at Cabinet 75(36), 16 Dec. 1936, CAB 23/83; Vansittart minute, 15 Dec. 1936, 
C9095/6761/62, FO 371119882; and Robert Young, "La Guerre de Longue Durke. Some Reflections on 
French Strategy and Diplomacy in the 1930s," in Adrian Preston, ed. General Staffs and Diplomacv Before 
the Second World War (London: Croorn Helm, 1978), p. 51. The French military attache in London 
closely followed the development of British public opinion towards a military alliance with France. What 
he discovered did not reassure his superiors. See Gilbert Bodiner and Jean Nicot, "La Collaboration 
Militaire Anglo-Fran~aise et I'Opinion Britamique d'Apres Les Rapports de 1'Attache Militaire Franpis a 
Londres 1936-1939," in Forces Armies et Svstemes d'alliances. Volume 11, pp. 723-734. 



put the position as it really arises. The point is whether France will 
continue to think us worth while if our assistance is to be restricted to 
the air and to the sea, and the answer will be "NO"; the more so since, 
as I have already pointed out in a previous minute, France has not the 
same need of us at sea as she had in 19 14 when she was roughly 40 % 
weaker than Germany. She is now roughly 40% stronger. The 
amactiveness of such a restricted offer on our part is therefore greatly 
diminished .42 

Such arguments failed to convince the foreign secretary, who maintained that "it has to 

be remembered that the question is how to make best use of our resources. "43 In other 

words, it was up to Britain to decide where to allocate its resources and Eden, like 

Chamberlain, preferred to concentrate on air and naval 

The case for the complete rearmament of the Territorial Army still retained the 

support of Hankey and the cOS." Despite this endorsement, Chamberlain, backed by 

Sir Thomas Inskip, the minister for the Co-ordination of Defence, secured a compromise 

solution which the chancellor regarded as a victory for his views. (Inskip and 

Chamberlain had emerged as the dominant ministers in the army debates as Baldwin had 

been preoccupied with the abdication crisis of King Edward VIII.)46 The Cabinet 

42Vansittart minute, 18 Dec. 1936, C9095/6761/62, FO 371/19882. 

43Eden minute, 29 Dec. 1936, C9095/6761/62, FO 371119882; Eden telegram (8) to Foreign Office, 22 
Jan. 1937; and Harvey minute, 2 Feb. 1937, C563/1/18, FO 371/20705. 

%den telegram (8) to Foreign Office, 22 Jan. 1937, C563/1/18, FO 371/20705. 

4SHankey memorandum and cover letter for Baldwin, 18 Jan. 1937, CAB 63/52; COS memorandum 
"The Role of the British Army, 28 Jan. 1937, CP 41 (37), CAB 241267. On the important role played by 
Hankey in the army debate, see Bond, British Militarv Policy, pp. 221-239; and Post, Dilemmas of 
Ameasement, pp. 276-280. 

46Chamberlain letter to Ida, 6 Feb. 1937, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/993. lnskip memorandum 
"The Role of the British Army", 2 Feb. 1937, CP 46(37), CAB 241267. See Dennis, Decision By Default, 
pp. 95-97. 
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reaffirmed its earlier commitment to equip the "Field Force" with modem weapons but 

decided to provide the Territorial Army with only the bare minimum equipment necessary 

for training purposes.47 While on the surface the COS had maintained a united front 

against Chamberlain's attempt to overturn their recommendations, the debate on the 

army's role had exposed disagreements amongst the service chiefs, whose differences of 

opinion had come to the attention of the chancellor.48 "I always felt that when it came 

to the point dog wouldn't eat dog," he wrote in a self-satisfied letter to his sister Ida, 

"but still it's satisfactory to know that the Sea dog and the Air dog think the War dog 

ought to be eaten -- by some other dog! "49 The dissension among the COS, together 

with Hankey's subsequent "defection" from his previous position of support for a 

continental commitment, would eventually enable Chamberlain to reverse the priority 

given to the "Field Force" and thus fully implement his strategy of limited liability.50 

Chamberlain's promotion of limited liability had intensified his conflict with Duff 

Cooper. The way Chamberlain handled the recalcitrant secretary of state for War set the 

pattern by which he dealt with opposition to his policies, as Vansittart was soon to 

discover. In early May 1937, Duff Cooper renewed his efforts to procure a better deal 

for the Territorial Army.'' Unhappy with the previous compromise, he continued to 

47Cabinet 5(37), 3 Feb. 1937, CAB 23/87. 

UOn the divisions among the COS and within the War Office itself over the role of the Army, see 
Bond, British MiIitaw Policy, pp. 2 15-2 17, 229-230, 241-242. 

JgChamberlain lener to Ida, 6 Feb. 1937, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/993. 

%and, British Militaw Policy, pp. 259-260; Howard, The Continental Commitment, pp. 1 15-120; and 
Post, Dilemmas of Avpeasement, pp. 280-28 1. 

''Cabinet 20(37), 5 M a y  1937, CAB 23/88. 



"fight to secure a definite decision on the ptace of the Regular and Territorial a i e s  in 

strategic, and hence in rearmament, p r i~ r i t i e s . "~  Duff Cooper's time at the W x  Office 

was, however, rapidly coming to an end. As part of the Cabinet shuffle occasioned by 

Chamberlain's assumption of the premiership on 28 May, Duff Cooper was given the 

post of f i s t  lord of the Admiralty. Two days after succeeding Baldwin, Chamberlain 

wrote to his sister Hilda to complain about Duff Cooper, accusing him of being "lazy", 

of handling the Army's case "clumsily" and of having "little power of adaptation". He 

was clearly irritated with Duff Cooper because of the "repeated differences" of opinion 

the two men had had "on the important subject of the Role of the Army".s3 As Gibbs 

has argued: 

Chamberlain may have been right about Duff Cooper's laziness -- a 
quality which Chamberlain himself certainly did not share. But 
'repeated differences' had arisen largely because Duff Cooper had 
prepared and argued a case energetically. . . . And, while it is true that 
he had failed to persuade his colleagues of the correctness of his views, 
the official records suggest not that he put his case clumsily, but simply 
that his views were unpopular." 

Moreover, had he been truly inept at handling the Army's case it is doubtful that 

Chamberlain would have promoted him to the equally, if not more, important post of first 

lord of the Admiralty, a position Duff Cooper judged to be "generally considered a more 

=Bond, British Military Policy, p. 242. 

53Chamberlain letter to Hilda, 30 May 1937, Charnberhin Papers, NC 18/1/1006. Cooper, himself, 
later admitted that: "One of my many failings is that I am apt to become heated in argument. If I lose my 
temper it is only for a moment but during that moment I often say more than I mean." Duff Cooper, 
Men Forget (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, I953), p. 200. 

54Gibbs, Grand Stratem, p. 459; also see Bond, British Military Policv, p. 242; and Channley, Duff 
Cooper, pp. 97-100. 
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desirable post than the War Office. "" Why then did Chamberlain move him to a 

different post? It seems more likely that Duff Cooper was removed from the War Office 

because of his opposition to Chamberlain's strategy of limited liability. Certainly, 

Chamberlain anticipated that Duff Cooper's successor as secretary of state for War, 

Leslie Hore-Belisha, would implement his policy towards the army. As the prime 

minister confided to his sister Hilda: 

My new Secretary of State Cof Wad is doing what I put him there for 
and has already skinned the old dog bones up till they fairly rattle. 
Things are even worse at the War Office than I feared and I foresee 
that I am going to have fierce struggle there before we can settle down 
to rebuild on sounder foundations. The obstinacy of some of the Army 
heads in sticking to obsolete methods is incredible but I believe that 
with Hore-Belisha I shall get something done? 

With Duff Cooper out of the way and Hore-Belisha in favour of dropping the 

continental commitment of the British army, Chamberlain and his supporters, chiefly 

Inskip, Hoare and Simon, obtained in December 1937 the decision for which the prime 

minister had long sought: preparations for an expeditionary force were given the lowest 

priority in British rearmament; and the training of the Temtorial Army was geared 

towards anti-aircraft  precaution^.^ It may be true, as Peden has argued, that the 

decision to drop the continental commitment did not necessarily affect the army's ability 

to develop modem equipment, especially medium and heavy tanks whose development 

may have been hampered by industrial bottlenecks and doctrinal disputes in the War 

55Cooper, Old Men Forget, p. 206. 

56Chatllberlain letter to Hilda, 1 Aug. 1937, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/1014. 

nInskip memorandum "Defence Expenditure in Future Years", 15 Dec. 1937, CP 316(37), CAB 
241273; Cabinet 49(37), 22 Dec. 1937, CAB 23/90A. 
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Office itself." Nevertheless, the debate about limited liability was not, as we have 

seen, just a struggle over the theatre in which the army would fight. Rather, it reflected 

a wider debate about whether British defence policy should be tied to the expectations of 

Britain's potential allies. In this sense, limited liability effectively represented a 

movement away from alliance diplomacy towards a policy of isolation. 

It was somewhat fitting, therefore, that the triumph of limited liability coincided 

with Vansittart's removal horn his position as permanent under-secretary since he had 

been the leading advocate of alliance diplomacy. On 7 December 1937, Chamberlain 

forced Vansittart out of his post by appointing the latter to the position of chief 

diplomatic adviser to the British government, the announcement of which was made to 

the press on 1 January 1938." It was a grandiosely-titled, but hollow, position created 

specifically for Vansittart. It is difficult, if not impossible, to determine whether the 

prime minister's decision to remove Vansittart had been sparked by the latter's opposition 

to limited liability. From Chamberlain's private correspondence in the autumn of 1937, 

it is quite apparent that he was generally dissatisfied with Vansittart's performance at the 

Foreign Office.60 In a letter to Ida, Chamberlain alluded to his reasons for removing 

Vansittart, suggesting that his replacement, Cadogan, would provide a steadying influence 

s8Peden, "The Burden of Imperial Defence and the Continental Commitment Reconsidered", pp. 410- 
415. For the impact of labour shortages, notably the lack of skilled workers, on British Rearmament. see 
R.A.C. Parker, "British Rearmament 1936-1939. Treasury, Trade Unions, and SkiIIed Labour, " The 
English Historical Review 96(198 1). 306-343. 

s90n Vansittart's removal and the nature of his new post, see Boadle, "Sir Robert Vansittart at the 
Foreign Office", pp. 262-265; and Rose, Vansittart, pp. 206-210. Also editor's comments in DBFP, vo1. 
19, pp. 705-706 (fn. 2). 

*Chamberlain letter to Hilda, 24 Oct. 1937, Chamberlain Pzpers, NC 18/1/1025; and Chamberlain 
letter to Ida, 14 Nov. 1937, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/1028. 
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in the Foreign Office in contrast to Vansittart's more alarmist views. The prime minister 

further intimated that Vansittart had to be replaced because "his instincts were all against 

my policy." As a result of Vansittart's deposition, Chamberlain also assumed that "in 

Rome and Berlin the rejoicing will be loud and deep. "61 However, no evidence exists 

which directly links Chamberlain's decision to remove Vansittart from his post with the 

permanent under-secretary's endorsement of a continental role for the British army. 

What is more likely is that Chamberlain regarded Vansittart's advocacy of a continental 

commitment as symptomatic of the pro-French and anti-German attitudes of the Foreign 

Office in general, which the prime minister was determined to keep in check. 

On a practical level, it was not unreasonable for Chamberlain to remove Vansittart 

as the civil service head of the Foreign Office. Chamberlain was neither the fist,  nor 

the last, prime minister to dismiss an influential civil servant based on differences of 

opinion. Vansittart, himself, later conceded that Chamberlain was entitled to remove 

him: 

it is known that Neville Chamberlain and I differed about German 
character and policy. Since I couId not share his illusions, he 
considered that he could do better without me. He therefore relieved 
me of my post as head of the Foreign Office, as he was perfectly 
entitled to do; for d l  Prime Ministers must be served by whom they 

It must also be remembered that Chamberlain's foreign policy of establishing better 

relations with Germany and Italy necessitated, in his view, a supportive Foreign Office 

and Diplomatic Service, upon whose shoulders rested the responsibility of carrying out 

- 

61Chamberlain letter to Ida, 12 Dec. 1937, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/ I /  103 1. 

'%ord Vansittart, "A Morally Indefensible Agreement." The Listener 90(Nov. 1948), p. 675. 



the prime minister's instructions. "I believe the double policy of rearmament and better 

relations with Germany and Italy", he confided to Hilda, "will carry us safely through the 

danger period if only the Foreign Office will play up. "63 Chamberlain, in fact, 

suspected Vansittart of tampering with his instructions and altering his policy. "I never 

know how Van interprets my messages or what comments he adds", the prime minister 

complained.@ These suspicions may have been fuelled by Hoare, who warned "that the 

Foreign Office is so much biased against Germany (and Italy and Japan) that 

unconsciously and almost continuously they are making impossible any European 

reconciliation. "'' Determined to bring the Foreign Office into line with his approach, 

Chamberlain decided to remove Vansittart. 

Within the Foreign Office itself the balance had already tilted in Chamberlain's 

favour? On New Year's Eve 1936, Vansittart had suffered a great loss with the 

untimely death of Wigram, who was the permanent under-secretary's closest friend and 

ally in the Foreign William Strang replaced Wigram as the head of the Central 

63Chamberlain letter to Hilda, 1 Aug. 1937, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/1014. See also Norman 
Rose, "The Resignation of Anthony Eden, " Historical Journal 25(1982), p. 9 14. 

64Chamberlain Ietter to Ida, 14 Nov. 1937, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/1028. 

65Hoare letter to Chamberlain, 17 Mar. 1937, Chmberlain Papers, NC 7/11/30/74. 

MFor the shift of opinion in the Foreign Office towards Chamberlain's views, see Post, Dilemmas of 
Appeasement, pp. 27 1-272, 305-306; and Middlemas, Di~fornacv of Illusion, pp. 7 1-78. 

QVansittart wrote a touching portrait of Wigram in The Times on 2 January 1937. "I worked with him 
for 17 years and," Vansittart recounted of his colIeague, "like all those privileged to witness his example of 
bravery, loyalty, aad selfless simplicity, I never ceased to admire his prodigious memory, his prodigious 
industry, the astonishing ability and fertility that came to him so naturally from the complete mastery of 
every subject he touched. He extorted extraordinary feats of endurance from his frail body. He was a 
man, and a first-class man. I speak for his service in saying that I have never prized a fellow-labourer 
more than this shining comrade, and I shall never mourn one more." The Times (London), Sat. 2 Jan. 
1937. For an insightful portrait of Wigram, see Lawford, Bound For Di~lomacv, ch. 7; and Winston S. 



Department and his attitude towards Germany at that time was similar to 

~hamberlain's.' Vansittart's influence in the Foreign Ofice was also undermined by 

the opposition of Cadogan, who replaced Sir Victor Wellesley as deputy under-secretary 

of state in early 1936. Cadogan anticipated that he would replace Vansittart as a result of 

the Hoare-Lava1 scandal and he resented the latter when it became apparent that his 

departure was not imminent." The deputy under-secretary was also fistrated with his 

inability to exert influence in policy deliberations, a situation for which he blamed 

Vansittart and Sargent; he even considered resigning from the Foreign Office in 

November 1936.70 By April 1937, Cadogan had decided to fight back. "I am 

beginning to think the time has come", he opined, "for me to open up a campaign. I've 

sat quiet under Van for more than 8 months . . . but I think that I must now press my 

views, and see what happens. "71 Like Strang, Cadogan's views -- at least in 1937 -- 

closely approximated those of Cha~nberlain.~~ He repeatedly advised Eden to get on 

Churchill, The Second World War. Volume I. The Gathering Storm (London: Cassell and Co. Ltd, 
1948), pp. 63, 155. 

%trang minute, 15 Mar. 1937, C202111118, FO 371120706; Strang minute, 17 Apr. 1937, 
C2840/78/18, FO 37 1120726; and Strang minute, 2 JuIy 1937, C475713118, FO 37 11207 1 1. Strang 
acknowledged in his memoirs that his attitude towards Germany moved closer to that of Vansittart and 
Wigram as he became increasingly acquainted with German affairs and, like his predecessor, he began to 
suspect the ultimate ambitions of Nazi Germany. Strang, Home and Abroad, p. 122. 

69Cadogan diary, 4 Feb. 1936, Cadogan Papers, ACAD 114; Cadogan diary, 23 Sept. 1936 and 14 Oct. 
1936, Cadogan Papers, ACAD 115. 

Tadogan diary, 14 Oct. 1936, 15 Oct. 1936 and 3 Nov. 1936, Cadogan Papers, ACAD 115. 

"Cadogan diary, 22 Apr. 1937, Cadogan Papers, ACAD 116. 

nCadogan minute, 19 Apr. 1939, C2840/78/18, FO 371120726: Cadogan minute, 21 Apr. 1937, 
C2857/3118, FO 37 l/ZO7 10; Cadogan minute, 28 May 1937, C36211270118, FO 37 lI2O73S; and Cadogan 
minute, 5 July 1937, C475713118, FO 371/20711. 



better t e r n  with Germany and he explicitly rejected Vansittart's policy of "keeping 

Gennany lean" because he believed it was "rushing writah] to disaster. "73 

Added to these dissentient voices were those of O'Malley and, perhaps most 

important of all, Sir Nevile Henderson, who replaced Phipps at Berlin when the latter 

became the British ambassador to Paris in April 1937.74 in his memoirs, Henderson 

was remarkably candid about the fact that he shared Chamberlain's optimistic outlook 

towards the prospect of a detente with Germany. He later recalled "the honesty of the 

intentions which inspired me when I went to Berlin in 1937, and which afforded the Nazi 

Government every opportunity for frank co-operation with me. "'' Vansittart considered 

Henderson's ideas "crude and ill-thought-out " and believed the " Iess he [aired] them the 

better. "76 So well-known is the story of Vansittart's battle with Henderson that its 

contours need not be repeated here." Like Cadogan, Henderson intended to challenge 

"Cadogan diary, 10 Jan. 1937, 19 Jan. 1937, 30 Jan 1937. and 28 Apr. 1937, Cadogan Papers, ACAD 
1/6. 

7JO'Malley minute, 4 May 1937, R2983/1/22, FO 371/21158; O'Malley minute, 2 June 1937, 
R3795/1/22, FO 37 1/21 159; Henderson memorandum "British Policy Towards Germanyw, 10 May 1937, 
CS216/270/18, FO 37 l/20?36; and Henderson letter to Sargent, 20 July 1937, C5377/270/18, FO 
37 l/2O736. 

'%ir Nevile Henderson, Failure of a Mission. Berlin 1937-1939 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 
1940), p. 19. 

76Vansittan minute, 30 July 1937, C52161270/18, FO 371120736; Henderson letter to Eden, 8 June 
1937; Vansittart minute, 18 June 1937; Eden letter to Henderson, 22 June 1937; Henderson letter to Eden, 
28 June 1937; Vansittart minute, 2 July 1937; Henderson letter to Eden, 9 Nov. 1937; and Vansittart 
minute, 11 Nov. 1937, Nevile Henderson Private Office Files, FO 794/10. 

nOn the Vansittart and Henderson quarrel, see Goldman, "Two views of Germany: Nevile Henderson 
vs. Vansittart and the Foreign Office 1937-1939, " British Journal of International Studies 6(1980), 247-77; 
also Charmley, Chamberlain and the Lost Peace, pp. 5-11; Middlemas, Di~lornacy of Illusion, pp. 73-74; 
Rose, Vansittart, pp. 202-203; and Bruce Strang, "Two Unequal Tempers. Sir George Ogilvie-Forbes, Sir 
Nevile Henderson and British Foreign Policy 1938-1939," Diplomacv and Statecraft 5(1994), 107-137. 
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Vansittart's policy, as evidenced by Cadogan's revealing comment about his meeting with 

Henderson in late April 1937: "Nevile Henderson came to see me. He, in the right 

mood, says he doesn't care what damned nonsense the Foreign Office back, he is going 

to try and get in touch with Hitler and Co. "" AS senior officials such as Cadogan and 

Henderson began to espouse their views with increasing vigour, it became more and more 

difficult for Vansittart to impose his vision on the Foreign Office. Consequently, after 

Vansittart's removal, the Foreign Office was placed in the hands of those officials who 

shared, to a large degree, similar ideas as those championed by the prime minister. It is 

ironic, given Eden's subsequent resignation over differences with the prime minister, that 

the foreign secretary, by supporting Vansittart's ouster, helped more than anyone else to 

turn Britain's Foreign Office into Chamberlain's diplomatic service .79 

More than fifty years later it remains puzzling why Vansittart did not resign at the 

end of 1937 rather than accept his new position. Some of his colleagues later "wished he 

had resigned from the Office . . . instead of accepting the unrewarding post of Chief 

Diplomatic Adviser. "so Perhaps, as Rose has suggested, he accepted this appointment 

for fear that his "resignation would have been regarded by the Germans as a triumph and 

by Britain's friends as a set-back.'I8' After eight years at the pinnacle of his profession, 

78Cadogan diary, 28 Apr. 1937, Cadogan Papers, ACAD 116. 

790n the circumstances surrounding Eden's resignation, see Rose, "The Resignation of Anthony Eden", 
pp. 911-931. 

mGore-Booth, With Great Truth and Respect, p. 54. After Vansittart was removed, recalled 
Thompson, "It was redly dreadful to note the curs that yapped at his heels. . . .It was a sad time for him 
and one from which I do not think he ever really recoveredn. Thompson, Froot-Line Di~lomat, p. 147. 

8LRose, Vansittart, p. 205. 



having exercised at times decisive influence in policy formulation, it may also have been 

too difficult for Vansittart to relinquish the reins of power. Certainly, he understood that 

his new post was tantamount to an internal exile." Besides the powerlessness of his 

new position, Vansittart realised that Chamberlain's strategy of limited liability ran 

counter to his concept of alliance diplomacy. It effectively represented a renunciation of 

one of the two underlying pillars of his approach to international affairs (see chapters I 

and 11). Indeed, he derided the theory of limited liability because, he argued, "it is 

impossible to limit our military effort in advance without receding into impotent 

isolation. 'I He insisted, moreover, that: "Were we really going to say anything so 

foolish, we should be wasting our time here at the Foreign Office in endeavou~g to 

arrest a landslide in favour of the dictators. "83 

With its explicit reliance on air deterrence (after 1937, air defence) and its implicit 

trust in France to hold back the onslaught of German land forces, the strategy of limited 

liability was "essentially defensive and anti-European"; in short, is~lat ionist .~~ 

Vansittart had long rejected the idea that Britain could safety return to a policy of 

isolation. Since Britain no longer possessed the resources to stand alone and ensure the 

=Rex Leeper told Robert Bruce Lockhart that "Van himself did not regard it [new post] as promotion". 
Lockhart diary, 13 Jan. 1938, in Kenneth Young, ed. The Diaries of Sir Robert Bruce Lockhart 1915-1938 
(London: Macmillan, 1973), p. 385. 

g3Va.sittart minute, 8 Jan. 1937, C2051205162, FO 37 l/2O7O 1. 

@Bond, British Militarv Policy, pp. 251, 259, 275, 284-285; and Post, Dilemmas of Ameasement, pp. 
158, 331-334, 337. For a discussion of the shift in British air strategy towards a greater emphasis on 
defence and the effects of the perceived "gapn between German and British air defences, see Jones, 
Beginnings of Strategic Air Power, pp. 121-125; Smith, British Air Strategv, p. 190; and Wesley K. Wark, 
"The Air Defence Gap. British Air Doctrine and Intelligence Warnings in the 1930s," in Horst Boog, ed. 
The Conduct of the Air W a r  in the Second World War. An International Comparison (New York: Berg, 
1992), pp. 517-522. 



254 

preservation of its global interests, it was necessary to work closely with those powers 

who shared a concern for maintaining the status quo. In contrast to limited liability, he 

thus favoured a strategy of alliance diplomacy -- narrowly based at first on an Anglo- 

French entente, broadened later to include Italy in the Stresa Front and then, after 1935, 

centred on a policy of collective security provided by Britain, France and Russia. Given 

Vansittart's opposition to limited liability, it remains baffling why he decided to accept 

his new post. Perhaps, in a moment of self-delusion, he hoped to exercise continued 

influence, if not to change policy, then at least to mitigate the excesses of limited 

liability. s5 

One of the great paradoxes of the 1930s was that the dissimilar strategies espoused 

by Vansittart and Chamberlain rested, in large part, on similar assumptions about the 

weaknesses of Britain's fmancial and economic position. Both men had a good 

understanding of what David Dilks has called the "substantial chasm [which] separated 

Britain's commitments from her ability to fulfil them. llg6 They both started, therefore, 

from the same premise that British foreign policy had to be devised in accordance with 

the reality that Britain could not S o r d  to defend its world-wide interests against three 

enemies. But here the similarities ended, for they drew different conclusions from this 

premise. Britain's limited resources led Vansittart to advocate alliance diplomacy to 

protect Britain's global position. Alternatively, they convinced Chamberlain that Britain's 

pSFor an interesting counterpoint to the widely held view of Vansittart's diminished influence after 1937, 
see Fems, "'Indulged In AIL Too Little'", pp. 151-168. 

'%avid Dillcs, "'The Unnecessary War'? Military Advice and Foreign Policy in Great Britain 1931- 
1939," in Preston, General Staffs and Diplomacv Before the Second World War, p. 104. 
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salvation lay with the strategy of limited liability. Both strategies essentially sought to 

defend Britain's global security and interests against the encroachments of hostile powers. 

Each had strengths and weaknesses; neither was demonstrably irrational. And yet, it 

remains clear that a huge gap separated Vansittart's approach from that favoured by 

Chamberlain. It is important to remember that policy-makers, while seeking a similar 

end, often disagree over the correct means to secure it. This was the basic difference 

between Vansittart and Chamberlain in the 1930s. The goal of British policy was easily 

defmed: the protection and promotion of Britain's vast interests. While Chamberlain and 

Vansinart agreed on this goal, they disagreed on the means to achieve it. Their 

disagreement stemmed partly from their different understandings of the nature of the 

Third Reich; Vansittart understood better than Chamberlain the implications of Hitler's 

Weltanschauung. But their different strategies also reflected the fact that Chamberlain 

did not share Vansittart's vision of a global balance of power. While the prime minister 

realised that Britain's problems were global in scope, he thought Britain could solve each 

problem on a bilateral basis. In other words, Britain should approach Germany, Japan 

and Italy directly to settle outstanding disputes. Vansittart did not believe, however, that 

Britain's problems could be solved on a bilateral basis, for the interdependence of events 

in every region of the globe militated against bilateral solutions. 



CONCLUSION 

"MINE IS A STORY OF FAILURE" 

In the years following the Second World War, Vansinart fostered his image as the 

Cassandra of the 1930s. He believed that his unerring predictions had been disregarded 

by his political chiefs with tragic results. "MINE is a story of failure," he observed in 

The Mist Procession, "but it throws light on my time which failed too" .l As Cassandra 

had failed to convince her fellow Trojans of the impending destruction of Troy, Vansittart 

was also unable to persuade his contemporaries of the disasters that awaited them at the 

hands of Nazi Germany. "I have achieved littIe but seen much", he later claimed. He 

added that: 

I can recall no major issue on which my advice was taken. . . . Before 
the war I was called obstinate, prejudiced, unbalanced; during and after 
it the epithets clung and grew. They may be true; if not they are an 
interesting record of the anger that one can rouse by hampering the 
desire for a compromise never possible with regimes whose nature 
rejects it.2 

Here lay the fons et oriao of his subsequent image as the Cassandra of the 1930s. His 

contemporaries had failed to appreciate the correctness of his prognostications and, like 

the Trojans, suffered for their indifference. 

Unlike Vansittart's own assessment, this study has suggested that, while his story 

may be tinged with an element of sadness, it is not, however, a story of unmitigated 

failure. Indeed, the foregoing analysis reverses Vansittart's judgment and concludes that 

'Vansittart, The Mist Procession, p. 550. 
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he accomplished much but, at the end of his career, saw little. While Vansittart never 

dominated policy-making, he certainly managed to exert great influence in the 

formulation and execution of British foreign and defence policy in the years between 

1934 and 1937. In the early 1930s, Britain witnessed profound developments in the 

world which undermined many of the assumptions that had guided British foreign policy 

since the Great War. The Depression, Japan's campaign in Manchuria, the unproductive 

efforts of both the World Economic and World Disarmament Conferences and, most 

ominously, the rise of the Third Reich had exposed the precarious state of Britain's 

financial and imperial position. This was the climate in which the DRC was created to 

recommend a programme for rectifying the weaknesses of British defences incurred by 

years of retrenchment. From the outset, Vansittart dominated the political-strategic 

discussions of the DRC and it was his vision which gave priority to Germany over Japan 

as the greatest long-term threat confronting Britain. Vansittart was able to impose his 

strategic outlook on the DRC report firstly because Hankey had conceded the permanent 

under-secretary's expertise over that of his colleagues on the DRC in reading the 

international situation, and secondly because his view of the global balance of power 

undercut the COS's earlier designation of Japan as Britain's foremost enemy. The threat 

assessment contained in the 1934 DRC report essentially laid the foundation for British 

defence planning for the rest of the decade. 

The extent and limitation of Vansittart's influence were revealed in the ministerial 

debates over the DRC report. Advocating the maximum amount of expenditure, 

Vansittart fought to have the DRC's recommendations accepted in toto. In his mind, 
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Britain's diplomatic influence ultimately hinged on the state of Britain's defences. 

Greater military strength, in other words, meant enhanced diplomatic leverage. It was 

largely as a result of his efforts together with those of Fisher and Chamberlain that the 

Cabinet eventually endorsed a larger air rearmament programme than that envisaged in 

the original DRC report. Yet, it was Vansittart's fight to secure the DRC's 

recommendations for the army and the navy which exposed the limitations of his 

influence. Chamberlain's decisive intervention resulted in the DRC spending 

recommendations for the army and the navy being drastically cut. In spite of 

Chamberlain's efforts, the lobbying of Vansittart, Hankey and Hailsham convinced the 

Cabinet to preserve the continental role of the Britisb. army as outlined in the DRC report 

(with less funding than originally requested). Vansittart had also managed to deflect the 

bid by Chamberlain and his Treasury advisers to promote an Anglo-Japanese alliance. 

The chancellor of the Exchequer's support for a rapprochement between London and 

Tokyo stemmed from his desire to eliminate one of Britain's principal adversaries which 

would then allow Britain to concentrate on its "ultimate enemy", Nazi Germany. Britain 

could thus reduce its naval expenditures and focus on air rearmament to meet what many 

perceived to be the paramount menace of Germany's rapidly growing air force. Such an 

alliance, however, ran counter to Vansittart's global balance of power strategy and, 

therefore, he used his access to Baldwin and MacDonald to counter Chamberlain's Far 

Eastern policy. 

As the ministerial debates on the DRC report illustrated, British policy-makers, 

while agreeing with the DRC's threat assessment, disagreed on a suitable foreign policy 
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to deal with those threats. Vansittart quickly became the leading proponent of a 

comprehensive strategy based on alliance diplomacy and the global balance of power. 

Although Britain's probable allies and potential enemies changed with the evolving 

international situation, Vansittart's thinking continued to be guided by his concern for 

preserving the global balance of power. Supported by Wigrarn, the permanent under- 

secretary urged rapid rearmament together with close cooperation with France, primarily 

because he did not believe that Britain could afford to defend its vast global interests 

against its potential enemies without the assistance of allies. A policy of firmness 

towards Germany and an Anglo-French entente, he believed, would enable Britain to 

maintain the balance of power in Europe and, ultimately, secure a general settlement to 

pacify the European situation. In the meantime, Britain's position in Asia would be 

safeguarded by the balance of power which existed in that region as a result of the 

tensions between Japan and the Soviet Union. Neither Japan nor the Soviet Union was 

likely to attack British interests in Asia so long as the Japanese and the Soviets feared 

each other. By 1935, Vansittart had expanded his conception of the Entente Cordiale to 

include Italy. As evidence mounted of the vast extent of Germany's rearmament and as 

Vansittart's suspicions of the bellicose intentions of Hitler and other leading Nazis 

deepened, he began to promote the idea of a wider Western European bloc comprising 

Britain, France and Italy with the support, ideally, of Belgium and Holland. Backed by 

Phipps in Berlin, Vansittart was the chief supporter of what later became known as the 

Stresa Front. In the weeks leading up to the Stresa Conference, Vansittart was very 

active behind the scenes in encouraging close collaboration among the three Great 



260 

Western European powers. A remarkable example of this activity was his intervention 

with the prime minister, convincing MacDonaId to go to Stresa to accompany Simon 

because, as Vansittart explained, the Foreign Office had lost confi~dence in its foreign 

secretary. While the official records of the Conference show that Vansittart's 

contributions were limited to technical details and points of clarification, some of his 

contemporaries judged that he had played a crucial role at Stresa in bringing about closer 

relations between Britain, France and Italy. Once created, the Stresa Front became the 

centrepiece of Vansittart's strategy for containing Germany and preserving the European 

balance of power. 

Unfortunately, Mussolini's ambitions in East Afrifa undermined the Stresa Front 

and with it much of Vansittart's strategy for European security. Italy's flagrant 

aggression against Abyssinia resulted in the deterioration of relations between Britain and 

Italy, compelling Vansittart to search for an alternative to the Stresa Front. From 1936 

onwards, he reckoned that Italy was not a reliable friend and, in certain circumstances, 

might even be an enemy. Italian actions in the Mediterranean and the Middle East, 

Vansittart insisted, ultimately threatened British interests in these regions. They also 

affected Britain's ability to despatch its naval forces to the Far East because British 

warships had to pass through the Mediterranean and the Suez Canal en route to Asia. 

Added to these problems was the mounting evidence of Japan's disturbing inclination to 

advance southward towards Britain's imperial possessions. As a result of the destruction 

of the Stresa Front and the breakdown in Anglo-Italian relations, together with the 

growing threat from Japan, Vansittart more and more advocated an alliance policy based 
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on a combination of Britain, France and the Soviet Union. Closer reIations with the 

Soviet Union would not only strengthen British attempts to maintain the balance of power 

in Europe but also restrain Japan in Asia, for the Japanese were unlikely to move against 

Britain's imperial possessions if they anticipated problems with the Soviets. Vansittart 

was certain that British public opinion would not accept a rebirth of the Triple Entente 

similar to that of the pre-1914 period because of the widespread belief that the antebellum 

alliance system had been one of the principal causes of the Great War. To overcome the 

mistrust of public opinion towards alliances, he recommended a policy of establishing 

closer relations with France and the Soviet Union through the League of Nations. Under 

the banner of collective security, the League would provide an acceptable facade, he 

hoped, concealing what in reality would be a coalition of Britain, France and the Soviet 

Union. Until 1936, there had been a great deal of flexibility in Vansittart's alliance 

strategy. With the emergence of the triple threat, however, Vansittart's strategy took on 

a more permanent form. After 1936, collective security became the primary component 

in his alliance strategy and the best hope for preserving the global balance of power. 

Vansittart's advice had limited effect, nevertheless, as he had become an adviser 

in name only. His influence in Whitehall had been seriously damaged by his 

entanglement in the Hoare-Lava1 scandal. In the months leading up to the Hoare-Lava1 

negotiations and perhaps more than at any other time in the 1930s, the Foreign Office 

largely controlled the course of British diplomacy. For the most part, this state of affairs 

arose from the fact that both Baldwin and Chamberlain were pre-occupied with the 
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forthcoming November 1935 general election.) Cabinet meetings ceased altogether 

between 23 October and 27 November. During this critical interlude, the conduct of 

foreign affairs rested mainly in the hands of Hoare and his permanent officials, chiefly 

Vansittart. Thus, the Foreign Office was closely identified with the diplomacy that led to 

the Hoare-Lava1 Plan, and the lion share of the blame was assigned to Hoare and 

Vansittart. Chamberlain summed up the opinion of his colleagues on the effects of the 

plan on British opinion when he wrote: "Our whole prestige in foreign affairs at home 

and abroad has tumbled to pieces like a house of cards. "' The Hoare-Lava1 Plan clearly 

dealt a blow to the prestige of Baldwin's Government. Politicians do not easily forgive 

those who threaten their hold on power. Hence, calls for Vansittart's resignation 

multiplied. While he remained in his post for another two years, he never regained his 

former position of influence. His loss of authority was hastened by his disagreements 

with Eden, who relied increasingly on the recommendations of others in the Foreign 

Office, including advisers with fundamentally different views than those of Vansittart. 

When Vansittart was removed from his post in December 1937, these advisers moved 

into influential positions in the Foreign Office. Their ascendency brought the Foreign 

Office into line with Chamberlain's thinking on foreign policy. 

One does not have to accept the image of Vansittart as the Cassandra of 1930s to 

realise, nevertheless, that Chamberlain and his supporters regarded Vansittart's alliance 

strategy and his concern for the balance of power in Europe and elsewhere as demode, 

3Middlemas and Barnes, BaIdwin, p . 870; and Ian Macteod, Neville Chamberlain (London: Frederick 
Muller, 1961), p. 183. 

4Chamberlain letter to HiIda, 15 Dec. 1935, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/942. 



the remnants of an outdated diplomacy which made war more rather than less probable. 

Simon expressed this view to Phipps: 

Joining hands with France and Russia and the rest in a ring round the 
smoking crater [Germany] will not necessarily stop the explosion. . . . 
Volcanoes are singular 1 y unresponsive to threats, and this particular 
volcano is only the more likely to erupt if provided with a constant 
succession of demonstrations that threats are not followed by anything 
but more threats. Therefore, while I would certainly face the facts, and 
all the facts, especially as they are very ugly facts, and would not fail 
to do everything possible to establish and maintain a common line with 
France and Italy, I do not myself believe that the common line will 
necessarily by itself achieve the desired result? 

Like Simon, Chamberlain feared that Britain's participation in alliances against Germany 

to maintain the European balance of power would not "necessarily" prevent the outbreak 

of war. The Triple Entente had not, after all, stopped war from coming in 1914, a 

conflict in which Britain paid a horrific price in blood and treasure. Another defect of 

the balance of power approach, Chamberlain judged, was the resulting "armament race, 

which if allowed to continue must involve us all in ruin. "6 Balance of power politics, 

alliances and armament races, he believed, provoked rather than averted conflicts. Thus, 

he rejected a balance of power strategy and, until 1939, refused to create an alliance 

system in Europe to contain Germany. 

Vansittart, on the other hand, did not regard the practices of "old diplomacy" as 

out of step with the conditions of the 1930~~ especially the preservation of the balance of 

power in Europe and elsewhere. An inveterate old diplomat, he did not accept the idea 

that "old diplomacy" had caused the Great War. According to Vansittart: 

5Simon letter to Phipps, 5 April 1935, Phipps Papers, PHPP 1/14. 

6Chamberlain letter to Ida, 30 Oct. 1937, Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/1026. 



The old diplomacy mainly existed to maintain good international 
relations. When it failed its job was done, and it packed up -- 'asked 
for its passports,' or more prosaically took a train -- for war had come 
in spite and not because of it in most instances.' 

Vansittart never doubted, moreover, that Britain had a .  interest in maintaining the 

balance of power in Europe -- he regarded it to be a truism of British policy -- which 

could only be preserved through an alliance against the foremost European state or group 

of powers. This was at the heart of his attitude towards Nazi Germany in the 1930s and, 

for that matter, his view of the Soviet Union after 1945. Faced with the repugnant 

racial doctrines and temtorial ambitions of Nazi Germany, Vansittart concluded that an 

alliance of Britain, France and the Soviet Union offered the only genuine prospect for 

deterring Nazi aggression. More importantly, should deterrence fail and war erupt, the 

combined resources of the three powers would enable them to defeat Nazi Germany. 

Hence, Britain had to pursue an alliance with France and the Soviet Union not only in the 

hope of deterring aggression but also, in the event that deterrence failed, to ensure 

victory. Similarly, Vansittart applied the criterion of the balance of power when looking 

at events in Asia. The competing interests of the Soviet Union, Japan and Britain 

contributed to the maintenance of a Far Eastern balance of power. What Vansittart 

dreaded was a rapprochement between the Soviet Union and Japan as a result of Soviet 

'Vansittart, "The Decline of Diplomacyn, p. 179. 

gFears of a hegemonic Soviet Union led Vansittart reluctantly to back German rearmament in the late 
1940s. "After a long inner struggle, I found myself unable in 1950 wholly to reject the plan, however 
rigorously I sought to limit it. The alternative was to remain squeamish, and let Western Europe be 
overrun. Germany might have another shy at the moon; but Stdin's bellicose preparations, as obvious as 
those of Hitler, Ieft little choice." Vansittart unpublished manuscript "Somme Toute", undated, Vansittart 
Papers, VNST 11, 3/10. 
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fears of Germany in Europe. This would have exposed British interests in Asia to 

Japanese ambitions. Japan's emergence as the chief threat to British interests in the Far 

East further convinced Vansittart that Britain had to compose its differences with the 

Soviet Union. Soviet assistance was integral to the maintenance of the balance of power 

in both Asia and Europe. In short, a friendly Soviet Union was critical to the 

preservation of the global balance of power. 

Finally, this study raises important questions about British foreign policy in the 

period of 1938-1939. By illuminating the choices made and the alternatives ruled out by 

Chamberlain prior to this period, it sheds new light on the rationale behind his policy 

during the crises of the last two years of peace. It is important to understand not only 

what course of action Chamberlain pursued but also why he dismissed other alternatives. 

Historians have all too often assumed that Chamberlain had little room for manoeuvre 

after 1938, as Britain suffered from internal and external problems which limited his 

ability to pursue alternatives to appeasement. This line of argument ignores the fact that 

Chamberlain had largely created the conditions in which he found himself after 1938. 

Throughout the 1930s, he had been the dominant minister in the debate on British foreign 

and defence policy, a debate upon which he successfully imposed his strategic vision. In 

the process, alternatives had been avoided or eliminated, chief among which was 

Vansittart's approach based on alliance diplomacy and the global balance of power. The 

rejection of Vansittart's strategy, therefore, must be taken into consideration in any 

assessment of Chamberlain's diplomacy and the origins of the Second World War. 
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