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INTRODUCTION

Before the year succeeding the First World War, and 

reaching back to the time of Pitt, the great classic enun- 

ciator of British foreign policy, historians had enjoyed 

the phenomenon of a mighty power whose continental foreign 

policy held no deep mysteries. It was a clear, pragmatic 

Realpolitik. England found her greatness by dominating 

successively larger segments of the less highly developed 

parts of the world. In obtaining her empire, the insular 

kingdom had skillfully seized the opportunities presented 

by continental wars. During the Napoleonic Wars, the Brit

ish Empire again was obliged to lead the battle against a 

nation aspiring to European hegemony; a hegemony that could 

form a power bloc able to threaten Britain's maritime pre

dominance, and suffer the nation of shopkeepers to trade 

only on continental terms.

Thus through the 19th century had Britain fostered 

the balance of power, and finally been forced by her guid

ing principles to enter the general war in 1914.

Yet, after the Germans had been hopelessly beaten
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and the Carthaginian peace meted out, something in the nerves 

of British statesmen seemed to snap. They were influenced 

undoubtedly by the fact that Europe would prosper only if 

Germany regained her former prosperity, and partly, prob

ably, by the guilty conscience which possessed the peoples 

of the victorious nations. The Teutons themselves never 

tired of pointing out the injustice of the War Guilt clause, 

and soon they were seconded by western revisionists.

And so, the only serious attempt to enforce the Ver

sailles Treaty, the French occupation of the Ruhr in 1923, 

was coolly received by Britain, and finally ended through 

British pressure. Under the skillful leadership of Gustav 

Stressemann, Germany won, if not her place in the sun, at 

least respectability ahd a seat on the League Council.

With the connivance of British and French leaders, (for 

even the French were bitten by the Spirit of Locarno) Al

lied occupation troops and military control commissions 

were withdrawn from Germany in spite of the patent fact 

that Germany had not disarmed under the terms of the Treaty. 1
Thus the seeds for the policy of appeasement were 

sown before the Great Depression diverted British states- *

■̂ R.F. Himmelberg, Gustav Stressemann>s Foreign Policy 
(Unpublished research paper: Creighton University, 1957).
Hans W. Gatzke, Stressemann and the Rearmament of Germany 
(The Johns Hopkins Press: Baltimore, 1951).
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men to problems which seemed far more menacing than the 

acts of the little Austrian, who, in openly rebuilding 

an army, and remilitarizing the Rhineland, was only con

tinuing the German policy encouraged by Britain and France 

in the 20s; the regaining of Germany’s legitimate position 

as a great power, with all the trappings thereof.

It is not difficult to comprehend the assumptions 

underlying Britain's policy toward the Weimar Republic 

and the early years of the Nazi regime; the reasons behind 

British policy vis-a-vis the expanding Germany after the 

turn of 1938, is less easy to grasp. The annexation of 

Austria was met with a mild protest. In September, 1933, 

the Czechoslovakia of Benes was threatened with non-support 

did it not submit to dismemberment peaceably.^’ Only in 

March, 1939; after Hitler had established his protectorate 

over Bohemia-Moravia, did the Chamberlain Government, 

which had doggedly kept a good face turned toward Hitler, 

reverse itself and draw a line in central Europe.

To this period, the six months intervening between 

the Munich Settlement and the British guarantee given to

Veronica M. Toynbee, (ed.), Survey of International 
Affairs, 1933, vol. II, The Crisis over Czechoslovakia, 
(Oxford University Press: London, 1952),Tor the best 
factual narration of British policy from January to 
September, 1933. Extensive use is made of the Documents 
on British Foreign Policy.
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Poland's independence, we will attend. It is hoped that 

a careful analysis of the diplomatic correspondence re

cently published by the British and American Governments, 

will afford a better insight into the nature of the appease

ment policy, especially in its latter stages.3 The litera

ture discussing the period and subject in question is 

rather limited. The historiography of the policy of appease

ment in general has heretofore been dominated by the Church- 

illians, led by that venerable statesman-scholar himself. 3 4
- His was the warning voice while the British Government 

watched Hitler re-arm, fortify Germany, and engulf Austria 

and the Sudetenland. History seemed to vindicate his 

stand then, and it is his pre-war interpretation of appease

ment that has very largely dominated scholarly and popular 

opinion toward the policy of appeasement. Chamberlain was 

utterly misguided; "Imbued with a sense of a special and 

personal mission to come to friendly terms with the Dic

3Documents on British Foreign Policy, 1919-1939* 
ed. E.L. Woodward and Hohan Butler. (London: Her Majesty's 
Stationary Office, 1952-1955.) Third Series, 1938-1939*
9 vols. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1938, (1939)* 
United States Government Printing Office: Washigton, 1954- 
1955)* 5 vols. for both 1938 and 1939.

4 /Winston Churchill, The Gathering Storm (The Houghton
Mifflin Company: Boston, 1948).
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tators of Italy and Germany.”

Chamberlain listened to Hitler's promises, and sub

mitted to the Anschluss and the partition of Czechoslovakia 
when

5

Britain should have been fighting in accordance 
with the sound, traditional foreign policy of 
England, in order to prevent one Great Power, 
in defiance of treaty obligations, of the law 
of nations, and decrees of morality, dominating 
by brute force the continent of Europe.

So Duff Cooper, in his memoirs, paraphrases a portion of 

his speech in Commons of October 3, 1938, when he explained 

his resignation from the Cabinet after the Munich Settle

ment. By this opinion he stands, as do most of the writers 

on appeasement. Over the memory of this policy, and the 

word itself, hangs an evil odor in popular usage. Sir 

Lewis Namier, generally in agreement with this Churchillian 

thought, has lent his weighty reputation to the interpret

ation so well connotated by the very title of one of his 

works on pre-war foreign policy, Europe in Decay.^

5Ibid., p. 242.

6
Duff Cooper, (Viscount Norwich), Old Men Forget, 

(Rupert Hart-Davis: Soho Square, London, 1954), p.~24£.

7
Sir Lewis B. Namier, Europe in Decay, (Macmillan 

and Co., Ltd.: 1950)
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The stiff policy inaugurated by Chamberlain after

Hitler's March on Prague, is explained by the Church-

illian school as the result of a great awakening.

Suddenly as by an explosion his faith and all that 
had followed from his actions and his arguments 
was shattered. Responsible as he was for grave 
misjudgment of facts, having deluded himself and 
imposed his errors on his subservient colleagues 
and upon the unhappy British public opinion, he 
none the less between night and morning turned 
his back abruptly upon his past.^

According to the Churchillian school, then, Chamberlain's 

shift after Prague should be attributed to his sudden 

realization that Hitler's aspirations were not limited to 

achieving the Grossdeutschtum, but was bent on European 

hegemony. Chamberlain's policy was based, not on a rec

ognition of the necessity of maintaining the balance of 

power but on his estimate of Hitler's intentions. To the 

critics of appeasement, this was a flagrant violation of 

Britain's secular continental policy. Chamberlain not 

only ignored, but was unaware of, the need for maintaining 

this policy against German territorial claims however

Churchill, Gathering Storm, p. 344. cf. Namier's 
agreement with this thesis in his Diplomatic Prelude 
(Macmillan and Co., Ltd.: London, 1948), pp. 77-80, and 
"Introduction and Outline," pp. ix-xviii, passim.
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legitimate they might appear. At the last moment, Chamber- 

lain is supposed to have become aware of the necessity

of the balance of power policy* and Hitler's unbridled
qambition.

Prom the western part of the Anglo-Saxon world has 

come a different interpretation of appeasement and the 

sudden reversal in March, 1939. Charles Tansill of 

Georgetown, struck by the remarkable achievements of the 

Soviet Union by the World War II peace settlement, has 

advanced the thesis that President Roosevelt, and not a 

sudden recognition on Chamberlain's part of the need for 

the balance of power or Hitler’s ambitions, was the dom

inating cause of the guarantee to Poland. He represents 

Roosevelt as, through his Ambassadors in London and Paris, 

bolstering British hope of immediate American help in 

event of war, to the point where Chamberlain gave his 

blank check to the Poles. Otherwise, argues Tansill, 

Chamberlain would have blinked at German expansion in 

Central Europe, Hitler would have reached a modus vivendi

9For the most trenchant statement of the interpret
ation, cf. Arnold Toynbee's introductory essay in
Survey for 1938; vol. II.
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with Poland, and embarked on a war with the Soviet Union 

over the Ukraine.'1'0 Other American historians have en

gaged vociferously in a battle of words which has not yet 

been decided, over to what extent Roosevelt deliberately 

guided America into the Second World War. 11 Among these, 

only Tansill had held that Roosevelt was responsible for 

British, as well as American entry into the war. Langer 

and Gleason, in their Challenge to Isolation, have exam

ined the former question, but have concluded that the 

actions of western European statesmen were somewhat in

fluenced by Roosevelt, but that they by no means received 

encouragement to the extent claimed by Tansill. 10 * 12
Yet one more theory has been advanced to explain the 

appeasement policy and its sudden reversal, this one by 

Soviet leaders and publicists. Stalin in his famous 

March 10, 1939* speech, declared that western leaders were 

bent on diverting Hitler toward Russia. The charge, re-

10
Charles Tansill, Back Door to War (Henry Regnery 

Company: Chicago, 1952), passim. Cf. especially Cps. XXII 
and XXIII.

Cf. Wayne S. Cole, "American Entry into World War 
II: A Historiographical Appraisal", Mississippi Valley 
Historical Review, XLIII, No. 4. (March, 1957]L

Everett Gleason, The 
(Harper and Brothers:
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peated in similar wise in other Soviet addresses, was 

formally and vehemently stated in an official Soviet 

publication in 1948 9  as a counter-blast to the American 

revelations, in the State Department’s Nazi-Soviet Re

lations, 1939-1941, of the depth of the duplicity of the 

Nazi-Soviet Agreement of August, 1939.

Before dealing directly with British, policy in 

Europe from Munich to the Polish guarantee, it will be 

necessary to examine at length British policy in the Far 

^East for the same period. In the first place, a full 

perspective will thereby be gained of the problems con

fronting the British Government, for the European scene 

was only an integral part of the world problem. Moreover, 

it will be possible to‘gain a fresh insight into the 

reactions of the Chamberlain Government to a direct threat 

to concrete British interests, and to discern whether the 

British were disposed to appease when their own direct 

interests were at stake. Perhaps most importantly, it 

was in the Far East that the United States had concrete 

political and economic interests, and it may be expected 

that here, if anywhere, the impact of the American 13

13Falsificators of History, (Soviet Embassy, Washington, 
D.C., 1948).



attitude on British policy will be most discernible. 

Lessons of value in understanding European decisions 

may possibly be learned., and fresh evidence gathered 

for testing the Tansill interpreiation.

10





CHAPTER I

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The Empire of Great Britain had become and was 
yet a major world power only because of its unique and 
complex system, by which it drew resources from, and 
traded with, the entire world. The life of the Empire 
depended upon trade, and trade depended upon freedom 
to exploit the resources and markets of every conti
nent; and this freedom depended upon open trade lanes, 
as well as the continuation of political orders, in 
certain resource and market areas, too weak, or dis
inclined, to resist British exploitation.

The need for secure lines of communication 
found its concrete expression, first in His Majesty's 
Navy, and then in the naval outposts stretching from 
Gibralter through the Mediterranean to Hong Kong.
The Empire had in modern times found it necessary in 
191^ to enter a general European war to preserve the 
balance of power which alone could enable superior sea 
power to control the crucial Mediterranean and Near
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Eatern lines of communication.

The need for unhampered access to the world’s 
resources thus required a policy of fostering a Euro
pean balance of power; in the years closer to the Second 
World War, the Empire's foreign policy problems had 
multiplied in complexity by virtue of the emergence of 
a vigorous Far Eastern Power which asserted with insist
ence and force that the Orient would be exploited by 
Orientals. By the end of 1937, in spite of Japanese 
assurances, the West suspected with good reason that 
Japan would, if it could, permit Western access to Far 
Eastern (particularly Chinese) markets and resources only 
on Japanese terms. To some, more astute or more sus
picious, Japanese intentions appeared to go deeper than 
a mere closing of the Open Door; the "Yellow Peril" 
seemed on the verge of becoming a reality; and the po
tential threat to Western colonial empires in Southeast 
Asia appeared on the threshold of activation.

The British stake in China was very great.

China had been saved from partition, but yet had been 

forced to grant extraordinary privileges by sacred 

treaty. In major Chinese cities the British enjoyed
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the privilege of governing their own local affairs with

in the concessions; Chinese customs were an internation

al affair, in which Britain played an important role; 

Western capitalists were guaranteed equality of oppor

tunity with Orientals. Necessary to assure this last 

privilege was a dependable and convertible currency, 

and the absence of exchange and import-export controls 

weighted against foreigners, as well as non-discrimina- 

tory communications and transportation rates and regu

lations .

This delicate structure could rest on two founda- 

tions--the good will of whatever government controlled 

China's vast expanses, or force sufficient to compel 

observance of relevant treaties and policies.

The Empire and other Western Powers could easily 

maintain these policies, which go by the generic title 

Open Door, so long as China herself would, or could not 

challenge them, but they could not face with equanimity 

the prospect of a China united, albeit against her will, 

in a power constellation with Japan.

For many years the Japanese race had been proving 

its vigorous creative ability. Refusing to succumb as
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China had, Japan, by a great national effort, trans
formed herself into a powerful modern state, and had, in 
the brief time span since Ccnmodcne Perry's visit, under
gone metamorphosis and gained the recognized status of 
a Great Power. Long nursing expansionist desires, she 
had reached out and seized Manchuria from China in 1931. 
The puppet state of Manchukuo ended the Open Door in 
that segment of China. The West took heed of this les
son. In 1937* Japan renewed her southward drive, with 
the apparent intention of subduing the Nationalist Govern
ment and establishing a special, if not an exclusive 
relationship between all China and the Manchukuo-Japanese 
bloc. Many in the West could not believe Japanese 
assurances that her intention was not subjugation but 
anti-Communism, and that interference with treaties and 
the Open Door was only temporary, evoked by war-time 
conditions.

Provisional Governments were established at Peip

ing and Nanking, and these puppets granted preferential 

tariffs to Japan. They decreed a new currency, which, 

properly manipulated, also weighted the scales of trade 

heavily in Nipponese favor.
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Yet, for many reasons, by no means fatuous, in
fluential groups, among them the Chamberlain Government, 
had hoped that the "China incident" would resolve it
self. "Our policy has been to play for time, in the 
expectation that both sides will eventually become suf
ficiently exhausted to permit of our helping to bring 
about a reasonable settlement of this tragic conflict," 
reflected Sir Robert Craigie, Her Majesty's Ambassador 
in Tokyo, in the early fall of 1938. So long as no 
irrevocable clash occurred between East and West in this 
intra-Oriental conflict, moderate Japanese opinion would 
at last recognize the futility and drain on Japan's re
sources of the prolonged "incident," and offer peace 
terms, restoring a rough status quo ante bellum, a situ
ation which, although it might leave Japan in a more 
favored position vis-a-vis China, would insure the 
latter's integrity and the principle of equality of 
opportunity.1 The British Conservatives, who held power

^Documents on British Foreign Policy, 1919-1939, 
ed. E.L.~Woodward and Rohan Butler. (London: Her Majesty's 
Stationary Office, 1952-1955.) Third Series, VIII, No. 207, 
Craigie to Halifax, Nov. 4, 1938. Hereinafter cited as BrDFP.
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In the crucial pre-war years, found It unintelligible 

that the expansionist powers should not act like good 

businessmen, and believed for long, that the conserva- 

t ive elements in each would finally assert themselves 

and guide their countries along a "sensible" path, gain

ing what they needed by trade and better industrial 

rationalization, rather than risk financial exhaustion 

and the enormous waste of war.

Not long after the Munich crisis, the analysis 

which had governed British Par Eastern policy underwent 

a change. No longer could the hope be entertained with 

any assurance that the "China incident" would solve it

self; that moral support for Chiang Kai-shek, and moral 

suasion for the Japanese, would hasten the day when an 

overtaxed Japan would consent to be "reasonable," and 

would be willing to implement the promises she had 

lavished on British statesmen of her intention to main

tain the Open Door in accordance with treaties.

Three things occurred which changed the British 

view. First, Chiang Kai-shek, tired of his arduous, 

single-handed task of defending the integrity of China, 

and incidentally the privileges of Great Britain, with
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little more recompense than carefully worded Geneva 
denunciations, and the vague hope of future support, 
played his trump with both skill and force. Other 
policies were open to him, he said.

Secondly, as if Chiang's recalcitrance were not 
enough, the Japanese quite suddenly, and almost simul
taneously, with renewed vigor pressed on with the war, 
taking Canton on October 21, and occupying strategic 
islands which might be well used in a conflict with 
Western Powers. More Importantly, they repudiated, al
beit with gentility, the assurances heretofore fervently 
maintained and began talking in the sense, "Asia for 
the Asiatics." Great reliance had been placed in these 
assurances by His Majesty's Government.

Thirdly, and most important, Britain's great off
spring, the United States, as the two events described 
above were coming clearly into focus, seemed to be on 
the verge of dispersing the fog preventing British 
statesmen from seeing what action that nation might be 
brought to take to protect her own interests, and the 
interests of her sister democracies.

The first two of these factors compelled the
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British Government to formulate, or at least try to 

formulate, a dynamic Far Eastern policy. The clear 

recognition that time alone worked absolutely to the 

detriment of British Far Eastern interests changed the 

direction of policy from static to dynamic; or at least 

a feeling that the need for dynamism was urgent. The 

apparently changed attitude of the United States held 

promise that this new urge to act, virtually impotent 

and only potential in the minds of British policy 

makers, might be granted the power to reach fruition.



CHAPTER II

A NEW FACE ON THE PROBLEM - BRITISH REACTIONS

October-November, 1938, particularly the latter 
month, was a period of reorientation for British Far 
Eastern policy. During this period the Far Eastern 
problem changed, and policy changed accordingly. No
vember was the month of assessment.

Chiang's Threats
British material support for the Nationalist re

gime had never been significant. Fear of repercussions 
from Japan, and lack of resources, led the Cabinet in 
October, 1938, when the question was again under consid
eration, to conclude that "the Cabinet have decided that 
no loan or credits to China on political grounds can 
be granted. This rules out any large loan in support of 
the currency or for the purchase of munitions." To be 
sure, the Export Credits Guarantee Department would 
"do what it could to stretch points in favour of the 
Chinese provided they are allowed to work quietly, but
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they must have a commercial basis for those credits."1
Knowledge of this policy decision of mid-October 

is necessary for an understanding of Chiang Kai-shek's 
threats uttered a bare three weeks later, and of the 
British reaction to them. On November 6, Sir A. Clark 
Kerr, British Ambassador to China, had an audience with 
the Generalissimo at Changsha, near Chungking, whence 
the Nationalists had moved the Government after the re
cent fall of Hankow.

Kerr was presented with a vigorous demand for a 
clear statement of policy from his Government. Chiang 
insisted that the fall of Canton, a Japanese blow so ob
viously threatening to British interests, and the conse
quent detraction from British prestige, demanded of it
self such a statement. Britain was at the parting of 
the ways--was she going to support China or truckle to 
Japan in the hope of saving something from the wreck?
He was in deperate need of money, Chiang added point
edly. Other roads were open to him by which he might *

BrDFP, VIII, No. 158, Halifax to Kerr; Oct 17,
1

1938.
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Insure the salvation of China--close ties with the Soviet 
Union perhaps; or he might even make a deal with Japan

Kerr's American colleague seems to have been as 
impressed with Chiang's threats as Kerr himself. Kerr 
reported on November 21 that Johnson, the American Am
bassador with whom he has discussed the matter, was ap
plying for immediate leave of absence to present the 
situation orally to his Government.3

Kerr on November 22 continued to dramatize his 
story. Wang-Chian-wei, Chinese Foreign Minister, had 
told him that at a recent meeting of the People's Po
litical Council, the groups in favor of turning to Russia 
or relying on the democracies were about equal; but a 
growing third group favored falling in with Japan. At 
the Kuomintang conference in December, Chiang might be 
forced to change his policy.

at the expense of the West. 2

2
No. 211, Kerr to Halifax; Nov. 7 , 1938,

Ibid., No. 264, Kerr to Halifax; Nov. 21, 1938. 
Ibid., No. 265, Kerr to Halifax; Nov. 22, 1938.Ibid.,
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By less formal methods, the Chinese continued to 
keep the spectre of Chinese compromise with Japan before 
Kerr's eyes. On December 2 he reported that he had in
formation that Chiang Kai-shek might be considering 
falling in with reported Japanese overtures for a settle
ment on the basis of Asia for the Asiatics. The Kuomin- 
tang Conference had been postponed for a month, from mid- 
December to mid-January; Kerr thought this action might 
have been taken to give His Majesty's Government time to 
ponder Chiang's statement; but perhaps, he added omi
nously, to give Chiang time to feel out the road toward 
collaboration with the Japanese. "I think, . . . unless 
we are able to give the Chinese some help we cannot ex
clude the possibility that events may now move rapidly'* 
to a Chinese-Japanese rapprochement at the expense of 
the West. It is enough to notice here that the Chinese, 
abetted by Kerr, who was ardent in support of them, con
tinued to maintain this air of suspense throughout Jan- 

5uary.

Ibid., No. 305, Kerr to Halifax; Dec. 2, 1938. 
c.f. also No. 310, 394, 435.
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The United States is Encouraging 
During the late summer of 1938, Craigie and 

Ugaki, then Japanese Foreign Minister, had planned to 
discuss the problem of safeguarding British interests 
in China; specifically, to discuss five concrete British 
demands for the ending of discriminatory practices in 
China. The conversations had been repeatedly postponed 
by the Japanese, however, probably because policy makers 
were watching closely European developments. Craigie, 
moreover, was repeatedly informed by the Japanese Foreign 
Office that Japan did not intend to align herself with 
Germany and Italy if the Czech crisis should lead to war. 
Neither, he was told, had the Japanese attitude toward 
British interests in-China changed. Yet, the resigna
tion of Ugaki on September 29 was a concrete sign to the 
British that extremist elements were gaining the upper 
hand in the Konoye Cabinet. Apprehensions aroused at 
Ugaki’s resignation gradually became more acute,

Halifax still thought it worthwhile to make a 
bid to re-open the conservations planned for the pre
ceding August. He instructed Craigie on October 7 to 
take the opportunity presented by Prince Konoye's
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temporary assumption of the duties of Foreign Minister. 
"The fact is, of course, that unless we are prepared to 
do a deal with the Japanese, we are not likely to get 
much further forward at the moment. Nevertheless, it 
would be something if the atmosphere could be improved 
in time for the re-opening of conversations with General 
Ugaki's successor.1,6 Craigie objected to Halifax's use 
of the phrase "do a deal," and gently reprimanded his 
superior; one could compromise by offering full cooper
ation of British authorities in maintaining order in 
the concessions, and by toning down the British press. 
"It is a mere question of finding a practical solution 
of these difficulties without any compromise or princi
ple > and for period of emergency. I confess to some 
extent I feel I have been left to make bricks without 
straw."7 But clearly, Halifax had no intention of

Ibid., No. 128, Halifax to Craigie; Oct. 7 , 1938.
7Ibid., No. 131, Craigie to Halifax, Oct. 8 , 1938. 

Craigie refers here to one of the bones of contention be
tween British and Japanese. The Japanese claimed that 
the British concessions, from which Chinese and Japanese 
gendarmerie were excluded, were used as bases for anti- 
Japanese terrorist activity. A more cooperative British 
attitude in stamping out terrorism was one of the few quid 
pro quo that the British Government could offer, without 
conniving at violation of the treaties governing relations 
between Great Britain and China in mollifying Japan.
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unduly appeasing the Japanese. His remarks must be 

interpreted in the sense of earlier comments during 

September, when he and Craigie had been discussing 

methods of securing Japanese accommodation; he had been 

adamantly opposed to any concession in violation of 

treaties, or contrary to the interest of Nationalist 

China. He had in mind, as did Craigie, ad hoc coopera

tion with Japanese authorities in Japan for suppressing 

terrorism emanating from the British concessions, as a 

quid pro quo for securing the five demands. 8
Craigie»s interview with Konoye went off quiée 

pleasantly. There were two main causes of friction be

tween Japan and Britain in China, said Craigie; on the 

one hand discrimination against British interests, on 

the other, the "Japanese belief that we are affording 

concrete assistance to the Chinese Government in the 

prosecution of the war." Konoye did not seem to feel 

that these difficulties were insuperable. The Japanese 

Government intended to respect British interests in 

China. "It was His Excellency»s opinion that the two

8
Ibid., No. 64 and 80, Halifax to Craigie;

Sept. 1 and 7, 1938.

106640
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countries should co-operate for future development of 
China and for establishment of a lasting peace."
Konoye concluded saying that practical differences 
should be settled, peace restored, and a general settle
ment reached on the "lines of the proposals under con
sideration before the outbreak of present incidents.
Konoye thus evidenced a disposition to resume conver
sations on the basis of the August arrangements; and he 
must surely have been conciliatory enough to satisfy 
Halifax's wish to "get the conversations on a higher 
level." Yet, on October 13, Halifax expressed relief 
that Konoye had not pressed Craigie in the interview of 
the 11th for concrete plans for reaching an Anglo-Japanese 
accommodation. Since his instructions to Craigie on 
the 7th, an event, of which he had then only vague know
ledge, had assumed for him enough significance to call 
for a revaluation of policy; this event was the present
ation of a stiff note by the United States Government on 
October 6. "I feel," he stated on October 13,

we should defer coming to any decision as to
what, if anything, you should say beyond the

Ibid., No. 140 and 141, Craigie to Halifax,
Oct. 12, 1938.
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generalities suggested in the instructions 
of October 7 until we see what is likely to be 
the outcome of the United States demarche . . . 
Clearly we should not show a readiness to be 
more accommodating than the Americans; we ought 
to be prepared to go as far as they in the 
matter of inducements to negotiate a settlement 
of our respective demands, but I doubt if we 
should go much further.
Halifax now thought it better to approach Am

bassador Grew before seeing Konoye again, and discuss 
with him the British plan to negotiate a general settle
ment with Japan based on practical collaboration with

10de facto Chinese authorities.
This American note of October 6 was described 

by Craigie as demanding:
i) Discontinuance of discriminatory exchange 
control and other measures in occupied area 
directly or indirectly discriminating against 
United States trade;
ii) Discontinuance of any monopoly or prefer
ence depriving Americans of right to trade or 
giving to Japanese interests superior rights 
of commerce or economic development in any 
region of China;
iii) Discontinuance of interference by Japan
ese authorities in China with American property 
and other rights (such as mails, telegraphs,

10
Ibid., No. 149, Halifax to Craigie; Oct. 13,

1938.
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residences, travel, trade, and shipping. 11
His Majesty's Government was overjoyed by this 

action, and began casting about for a way of "turning 
the United States Government's move to our advantage," 
as Halifax put it on October 11. Halifax was for the 
moment stumped. If Japan met the United States demands 
now and refused the same to the British on the ground 

that the latter gave aid to China, one could hardly 
argue that the United States was actually giving far 
more aid. On the other hand, if the British Govern
ment demanded similar treatment now, the Japanese might 
tell the Americans they would like to accommodate them, 
but were not able to, since they would have to meet the 
British demands also," and the Americans would then ac
cuse us of having queered their pitch. " 12

Not long after Halifax began to nurse the hope 
that at long last the Americans would take a more active

Ibld- .> No. 134, Craigie to Halifax; October 9, 
1938, cf. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1Q38. 
(United States Government Printing Office: Washington/ 
1954-55), 5 volumes, IV, pp. 48-55. Hereinafter cited 
as AFR, 1938 (or, as appropriate, AFR,1939).

12
1938.

I M d . , No. 138, Halifax to Craigie; Oct. 11,
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interest in Par Eastern affairs, the United States 
took the initiative again in protesting to the Japanese, 
and this time invited the cooperation of the French and 
British. Halifax was told on November 3 that Grew was 
authorized to make representations concerning navigation 
on the Yangtze. The river should be opened below Hankow, 
he would argue, since the latter had now fallen. The 
United States was suspending action in case the British 
and French wished "to make similar but separate rep
resentations to Tokyo." Craigie was ordered to concert 
with Grew and his French colleague, if the latter re
ceived appropriate instructions. The three Ambassadors 
acted in this sense on November 7 .^

In yet one more instance about this same time,
His Majesty's Government was led to hope that the Amer
icans were growing bellicose. The Chinese Ambassador 
had seen Halifax shortly before October 19, and urged 
that British League obligations be implemented with 
economic sanctions against Japan. The former explained 
that the United States Government had been exercising 13

13Ibid., No. 210, Halifax to Craigie; Nov. 3.
No. 214, Craigie to Halifax, Nov. 7 .
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pressure on businessmen not to give credit, not to sell 
airplanes, or other materiel of war, to the Japanese.
"He hoped that His Majesty's Government might find it 
possible in consultation with the United States Govern
ment to take parallel action with the same purpose." 
Halifax had naturally promised to inform himself of the 
measures the United States was taking; Sir Ronald Lindsay, 
Ambassador in the United States, was told to inquire. 
Whether he broached the matter with the method outlined 
above, is not known. The reply, dated November 9, was 
rather laconic. It mentioned public statements regard
ing discouragement of credit and sale of war materiel. 
However, it noted that the United States was still con
sidering ways of obtaining affirmation of the principles 
the United States considered should be controlling be
tween states, and stated that any information on steps 
the British Government should decide to take in this 
regard would be welcome. If Halifax was casting, he 
had been granted at least a strike.1^

Ibid.* No. 165, Halifax to Lindsay; Oct. 19, 
1938. No. 223, Lindsay to Halifax; Nov. 10, 1938.
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The New Japanese Attitude
Concomitantly with a shift in these two factors,

the American and Chinese attitudes, an ominous change
in the Japanese occurred. The signal was given by
Prince Konoye's statement of November 3* which vaguely
indicated a new orientation of Japan's proclaimed policy.

The statement spoke in ambiguous and ill-defined terns
of plans for a Chinese-Japanese-Manchuckuo bloc1^______ •

The meaning of this new attitude was not immediately 
clear to the West, but by November 10, Craigie reported 
his grave apprehension that a new policy was afoot.
The recent statement by Konoye on November 3 and a spate 
of semi-official statements since then, indicated that 
the assurances hitherto given of respect for foreign 
rights might be of problematical value. Moreover, Konoye 
had appealed to the Chinese people to join in forming a 
new order in East Asia, an action which could "only be 
interpreted as an effort to conciliate the more national- 
istically inclined Chinese . . .  by offer of a joint 
offensive against interests of third Powers in China."

15
Ibid., No. 232, Craigie to Halifax; Nov. 10.

And No. 195* note 3* for the statement itself.



32

A few days later Cralgie commented that "Japan's new 
policy refers presumably to the political, economic, and 
cultural bloc with China and Manchukuo, which can only 
mean the exclusion of other Powers, or their inclusion 
on Japan's own terms. The implications of such a policy 
are clear by a reference to the case of Manchukuo."1^

Craigie and Halifax decided to sound out the new 
Foreign Minister, Arita, to discover whether this eval
uation was justified. An interview was arranged for 
November 17. Arita insisted that Japan had no intention 
of excluding foreign interests from the envisioned new 
China. The "bloc" would be like the British Empire; it 
would give Japan an absolutely certain source of markets 
and raw materials, either in war or peace. Arita hinted 
that satisfactory arrangements might come if the Western 
Powers would propose a solution "which, while taking 
due account of Japan’s needs would nevertheless satisfy 
their own legitimate requirements in China." After the 
interview Craigie thought that Japanese plans have not 
yet crystallized, and while Japan is clearly out to

16
1938.

Ibid., No. 242, Craigie to Halifax; November ?,
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secure a position of economic dominance in China to which 
we can never (?agree) , 17 I think something may be gained 
by drawing Mr. Arita out and as far as possible bringing 
home to him the fallacy of some of his economic argu
ments.

t Grew also was engaged in querying Arita as to
Japanese intentions. The answer to the American note of 
October 6 , delivered on November 18, was conciliatory.
In the best Oriental style, it ignored the specific 
grievances broached in the American note and dealt in 
generalities. "Japan has not the slightest inclination 
to oppose the participation of the United States and 
other Powers in the great work of reconstructing East 
Asia along all the lines of industry and trade. " 18 19

But the State Department wanted specific answers. 
Grew sought them on November 21, asking especially whether, 
as Japanese businessmen in China were boasting to their

17The text is here uncertain.
18 Ibid., No. 249 and 250, Craigie to Halifax:

Nov. 17, 1935.
19Ibid., No. 256, Craigie to Halifax; Nov. 18,

1938.



American counterparts, Americans would be permitted to 
deal in the Chinese market only through Japanese middle
men. Not at all, Arita replied; Japan wanted only "to 
secure for herself certain raw materials but there would 
be a large, probably increasing field, for American trade 
and enterprise which would be welcomed. " 20 As will be 
seen, neither Occidental Power was convinced.

Information reached British ears during November 
also which gave to Japanese policy, not only in regard 
to China, but the world situation as well, a threatening 
aspect. Craigie warned on November 3 that discussions 
were in progress within the Japanese Government with re
gard to strengthening the Anti-Comintern Pact. Ribben- 
trop was prime mover.* "Influential elements are 
strongly in favor of a move which might lead to a virtual 
military alliance between Germany, Italy, and Japan. " 21 
Halifax replied on November 18 that his sources sub
stantiated what Craigie had learned. "There are indi-

20Ibid., No. 270, Craigie to Halifax; Nov. 23,
1938.

21
Ibid., No. 197, Craigie to Halifax; Nov. 3,

1938.
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cations that Herr Ribbentrop has suggested in Rome that 
the proper answer to intensified British rearmament would 
be a close military understanding between Germany, Italy, 
and Japan, but that Signor Mussolini has given no en
couragement to this suggestion.”22 By December 3, when 
Lindaay was instructed to notify the State Department 
of the British information on the alliance question, the 
Foreign Office had formed the judgment that the German- 
Italian-Japanese Governments had reached agreement on a 
treaty providing for mutual support in diplomatic dis
putes "and mutual diplomatic, political and economic 
support if one of the signatories was threatened by a 
third Power or Powers." A supplementary agreement defin
ing and implementing this arrangement was believed under 
discussion, and it was thought that the treaty would have 
comparatively little force until this technical agree
ment was concluded. "The Japanese were believed to be 
anxious to conclude the additional agreement, the Italians 
were thought to have asked for a delay of one year, and

22
Ibid., No. 254, Halifax to Craigie; Nov. 18,

1938.
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and the attitude of the Germans was uncertain. "^3
The situation obtaining between Germany, Japan, 

and Italy, approximated to the British information. On 
the last day of the Munich Conference, Ribbentrop, German 
Foreign Minister, submitted to Ciano, his Italian counter
part, a draft of a three power military alliance, oper
ative against all other powers,* it was not to come into 
effect until a supplementary agreement defining tech
nical military obligations had been drawn up.^

The Japanese, Oshima, was appointed Ambassador 
in Berlin on October 8, 1938, and showed sympathy for 
Ribbentrop»s plans. Sometime around the turn of No
vember, Oshima and Ribbentrop sent off a draft pact to 
Tokyo, similar to that shown to Ciano. 23 24 25

23Ibid., No. 303, Halifax to Lindsay; Dec. 3,
1938.

24Documents on International Affairs, 1939-1946; 
published by the Royal Institute for International 
Affairs, ed. Arnold J. Toynbee. (London: Oxford Univer
sity Press, 1951), p. 148. Hereinafter cited as RIIA.
Docs.

25Frank William Ikle, German-Japanese Relations, 
1936-1940, (Bookman Associates: New York, 1956), p. 84.

36
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On October 28, Ribbentrop was in Rome, urging 
that war with the West was inevitable within a few years, 
and arguing that the pact should be signed immediately.
But the Duce answered, through Ciano, that the time for

pficonclusion was "not yet ripe."
The suggested pact sent to Tokyo by Ribbentrop 

and Oshima also received a cool reception. The Konoye 
Government apparently wished at that time to adhere to 
the Anti-Comintern policy, and avoid further deteriora
tion of relations with Britain. The German Ambassador 
in Tokyo, Eugene Ott, thought that the Japanese Govern
ment was preoccupied with China, and could not seriously 
consider an alliance until the war there was settled.^ 
Arita, Konoye, and Ikfeda, the Finance Minister, were 
all disturbed by the prospect of becoming embroiled

pQwith the Western Powers at Germany's command. 26 * 28

26Elizabeth Wiskemann, The Rome-Berlin Axis. 
(Oxford University Press: New York, 1949) pp. 133-134.

United States Dept, of State, Documents on 
German Foreign Policy 1918-1945, Series D. (Washington, 
1948-), IV, No. 535. Hereafter cited as DGFP.

28like, p. 85, citing International Military 
Tribunal for the Far East, "Proceedings" and "Analysis 
of Documents.-” The Saionjii-Harada Memoirs," pp. 2239, 
2346.
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Early in January, however, Mussolini changed his 
mind and agreed to conclude the tripartite alliance.^ 
This led to renewed German efforts to persuade the 
Japanese to adopt a favorable attitude; these efforts 
we will observe later.

It might seem that this problem of Japan's enter
ing or not entering an alliance with the Axis, and the 
response which the British Government gave to this threat 
ought to be treated here as a distinct factor determining 
British foreign policy. As will be seen, however, for 
the Japanese themselves, the decision whether or not to 
form such an alliance was intimately bound up with their 
foreign policy as a whole. All during this crucial year, 
the important Japanese political groups maneuvered and 
counter-maneuvered over the question whether to join 
forces with the Axis in the event of a European war.
Those who favored a tripartite alliance favored also a 
policy of Western exclusion, by force if necessary.
Those who opposed the alliance did not necessarily op
pose a policy of Western exclusion, or of diminution

RITA. Docs., p. 150.29
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of Western influence in the Far East. But they did not 
want war with the West, at least not war when the Axis 
wanted it. The question of the alliance was only a 
part of the larger question of the degree of hostility 
Japan would show to the West. This was the reality;
His Majesty's Government did not always appreciate 
this reality, but gradually came to realize it.

The British Reaction
What was the British reaction to these radical

ly changed factors by which they had to guide foreign 
policy? On November 10, when Craigie first sent a dis
patch announcing that a definite shift was discernible 
in Japanese policy, he had made an important practical 
suggestion to wait— not only until he could further 
clarify the new line, but until the Japanese replied to 
the American note of October 6. Its submission at that 
time seemed to Craigie heaven sent. The American neck,

* he said in effect, was out; if the Americans had re
monstrated vigorously before, perhaps now that Japan
ese policy was changing, they would feel compelled to
act again.30

Ibdd., No. 232, Craigie to Halifax; Nov. 10,
30

1938.
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A few days later Craigie made another suggestion. 
Japanese assurances could no longer be trusted, he 
said, and Chiang Kai-shek's threats could not be lightly 
dismissed as bluff, in view of Konoye's statement which 
had offered Chinese-Japanese collaboration. The situa
tion rendered desirable close, if unobtrusive, contact 
with the United States, "on whose attitude in the last 
resort so much depends."31 Having returned from Shang
hai, Kerr gave similar, if more stringent advice a week 
later. He urged that, after the pronouncements of 
November 3, it was axiomatic that cooperation with the 
Japanese was impossible.

I appreciate that the situation in Europe 
makes it impossible to do much at the 
moment but I submit that the time has 
come to show the Japanese that we have 
no faith in their assurances given in 
the past and that their plans for a new 
order in East Asia do not fit in our 
scheme of things, and that we are going 
to back the Chinese.

He urged that the Chinese be given concrete assistance, and 
an Anglo-American-French policy of economic sanctions be

31
1938.

Ibid., No. 2 3 7, Craigie to Halifax; Nov. 14,
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worked out.
Craigie deemed it necessary to reprimand the 

Prime Minister and his Secretary for Foreign Affairs 
late in November. He thought that if a recent Domei 
dispatch of November 18, relating that Chamberlain and 
Halifax "are hopeful of reaching an understanding with 
Japan/’ were officially inspired, that it had been a 
little dangerous at"a moment when the American attitude 
towards Japan appeared to be hardening."33

It is mentioned above that in October, after the 
presentation of the American note, Halifax instructed 
Craigie to cease sounding out the Japanese on the pos
sibility of a settlement, in the hope that the stiffer 
American attitude might be used to British advantage. 
However, later in October, one Viscount Kano, a Japan
ese resident in London, had informed Halifax that the 
Japanese Government would be receptive to peace over
tures from the Chinese on the basis of complete with-

32Ibid., No. 266, Kerr to Halifax; Nov. 22, 1938. 
cf. also No. 265.

33

32

1938.
Ibid., No. 262, Craigie to Halifax; Nov. 21,
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drawal of Japanese forces and the Open Door, for Japan 
as well as the West. Halifax, though quite skeptical, 
yet thought the Japanese Government might be using 
Kano as a "stalking horse," and instructed Craigie 
unofficially to Inquire of Konoye whether these terms 
really would be acceptable, and offer British mediation 
if they were. Craigie acted thusly on November 1.^

No immediate answer to this cautious overture 
was received, but when Craigie saw Arita on November 17, 
to quiz him on the meaning of Japan's apparently new 
policy, the latter had hinted that it was incumbent on 
Third Powers to offer a program for a modus vivendi in 
the planned new China.^ A week later, when Craigie 
was again sounding Arita, the latter had formally stated 
that the peace terms broached by Craigie to Konoye on 
November 1, were not acceptable. However, when Craigie 
explained the circumstances from which the overture had 
come, Arita warmed up. Craigie gained the impression

34
Ibid.j No. 178, Halifax to Craigie; Oct. 26, 

1938. No. 193 and 194, Craigie to Halifax; Nov. 2, 1938.
35Supra, page 3.2 .
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that "we should not regard the door as having been 
closed to a British initiative should circumstances 
become more favorable,” for peace.^

The Foreign Office had been pondering Arita’s 
conciliatory attitude shown on November 17, and on 
November 24 Halifax suggested to Craigie that he should 
see how Grew felt about hinting to the Japanese that 
a revision of treaties might be possible which would 
satisfy all parties concerned.^ Although on November 
25 Arita again seemed to welcome such an approach, 
Craigie replied negatively and vehemently to Halifax’s 
suggestion, on November 29. "At a moment when I am 
still hoping the United States Government will not run 
away from their own nbte of October 6, it might be bad 
tactics to make communications which the State Depart
ment could construe or affect to construe as a weakening 
of British policy attitude." Craigie thought it better

oO
to make such hints privately to Arita. Halifax, on

36Ibid., No. 284, Craigie to Halifax; Nov. 25,
1938.

37Ibid., No. 276, Halifax to Craigie; Nov. 24,
1938.
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hearing that Craigie thought it would be a mistake to 
approach Grew in the sense in question, wired back that 
Craigie should not approach Arita either on the question 
of revision of treaties, since British policy had to be 
kept in line with American.^

The center of gravity of British Par Eastern 
policy had shifted from Tokyo to Washington. The three 
factors by which this policy had to be guided, the Chi
nese, Japanese, and American attitudes, had all assumed 
a new aspect. On December 2, Craigie wrote a long, 
and rather caustic letter to Halifax, which set forth 
the alternatives the Government could choose. Because 
of "commitments and difficulties in Europe," and "Amer
ican refusal to proceed beyond protests and remon
strances," and preference of "a progressive withdrawal 
of their interests in China and the Far East," to risk 
of war, British policy had heretofore been "an inef
fective course of protest and remonstrance which, while 
leading to a steady deterioriation in Anglo-Japanese

39
Ibid., No. 304, Halifax to Craigie; Dec. 2,
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relations, has not succeeded in enhancing our prestige 
in the Par East or securing proper respect for our 
interests in China." Were this policy continued, China 
might eventually fall completely under Japanese control, 
consummating the end of foreign opportunities in China, 
and "the Yellow Peril would become not a mere abstract 
conception, but a harsh and pressing reality." Its 
first manifestation would be "a swamping of foreign 
markets with goods produced by Chinese labour under 
Japanese supervision," but its ultimate aims would be 
political and Hong Kong, Burma, "even India," would be 
threatened. Moreover, present British policy would not 
prevent a tripartite alliance, and the assurance of 
Japanese belligerency in event of a European war. If 
the latter danger were considered dominant, then British 
support would have to be withdrawn from Chiang Kai-shek, 
Japan's military and economic predominance in China 
would have to be recognized, "and an effort made to 
win back ultimate Chinese independence through coopera
tion, both with China and Japan, in establishing that 
assured market and that source of raw material which
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represent Japan's primary needs in the economic field."^0

On the other hand, if the Government elected to 
ignore the tripartite peril, and felt that Japan would 
be satisfied only with complete domination of China, 
then Chinese resistance would have to be actively bol
stered. One thing was sure. Nothing could be gained 
by the present policy "of alienating one party to this 
conflict without assisting the other. "2*1

In London, the decision had already been taken. 
Japan would be opposed. Craigie minimized the change 
in the American attitude, while taking full account of 
the Chinese and Japanese mutations. In London, the 
American attitude had assumed maximum proportions as 
a guide for foreign policy.

40
Ibid., No. 308, Craigie to Halifax; Dec. 2,1938.

41Ibid.



CHAPTER III

THE BEGINNING AND END OF AN ANGLO-AMERICAN 
FLIRTATION

Spurred on by Chinese and Japanese threats and 
a newly vigorous American interest, the Cabinet by 
November 23 took a first hesitant step toward reversing 
the decision of October that no political loans could be 
granted China, and began consideration of a loan to 

protect the Chinese currency. Halifax on that date 
asked Craigie's opinion of how grave a Japanese re
action might be expected. Craigie thought His Majesty's 
Government could get away with it, if the loan would 
only back the currency, and could not be released to 
purchase arms. He had discussed the matter with Grew, 
hoping to persuade him to recommend American partici
pation, but had drawn a blank. ’’But I do feel that it 
is of the very highest importance that at every step 
the United States should take parallel action with Great 
Britain and vice versa." Grew had expressed the view
that any real reprisals or sanctions would involve risk
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of war, and he was not prepared to recommend them, 
although he "did not wish to convey the impression that 
the United States Government would in no circumstances 
contemplate forcible measures." Craigie found in 
Grew's fear that "even tripartite counter-action may 
lead to war" striking confirmation of his own view that 
"action by Great Britain alone would involve us in most 
serious risks."1

But on November 28, and again on December 1, 
Under-Secretary Welles took an initiative which must 
have raised tempting visions in Halifax's mind. On or 
about November 28 Welles broached the subject of Anglo- 
American retaliation against Japan. "Again today," 
Lindsay reported on December 1, "the Acting Secretary 
of State reverted to the development of Japanese policy 
in the Far East and to the increasing need for Govern
ments whose interests were threatened to concert econ
omic action in their defense. He indicated that the 
State Department would be receptive if within a few * 23

1BrDFP, VIII, No. 276, Halifax to Craigie; Nov.
23, 1938. No. 281 and 290, Craigie to Halifax; Nov. 24 
and 29, 1938.
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weeks they could learn any conclusions His Majesty«s 
Government might have reached." Lindsay did not betray 
any enthusiasm, but pointed out some of the major dif
ficulties standing in the way of a policy of sanctions; 
mainly that an import-export embargo might hurt the 
West more than the Japanese. Welles pointed out that 
the lack of a silk market would seriously injure the 
Japanese. "Inference to be drawn from his language 
was that in the procedure under contemplation it was 
understood that of course we must suffer, but that it 
might nevertheless be worth considering whether the 
loss ought not to be faced. 2

From Tokyo, Grew sounded a warning note to the 
State Department. To Craigie's arguments for a con
certed program to counter Japan's new intentions he 
had replied quite frankly that the extent of American 
interests in China, unlike the British, did not, in 
his opinion, warrant the retaliatory action, with its 
implications, for which Craigie was pressing.  ̂ Grew

2Ibid., No. 298, Lindsay to Halifax; Dec. 1,1938. 3
3Foreign Relations of the United States, 1938, 

(United States Government Printing Office: 1954), Grew 
to Hull; Dec. 1, 1938. I, p. 402. Hereafter cited 
as APR, 1938 (or, as appropriate, AFR,1939).
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had told Craigie he could not recommend reprisals to 
his Government.

Halifax's awareness of the dangers of granting
a currency loan unilaterally were Increased by the
opinion of the British Military Attache In Tokyo that
the safety of the British Embassy would be jeopardized
by mob action by the granting of the loan. But he
was heartened by recent American overtures and
Craigie's judgment that the action would be perfectly

4' safe a deux with the Americans. On December 6, 
therefore, Lindsay was instructed to tell Welles that 
"His Majesty's Government's decision on the question 
of contribution to the currency stabilization loan 
would be greatly influeftced by the knowledge that the 
United States Government were willing to take parallel 
and simultaneous action." On the same day the British 
Counsellor, Mallet, sent the encouraging news that 
Hornbeck, Advisor on Political Relations to the 
State Department, had told Hall-Patch, a minor

4Brit. Docs. VIII, No. 311 and 314, Craigie
to Halifax; Dec. 4 and 5.
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official of the British Embassy, leaving for England, 
to tell Sir Alexander Cadogan privately and unoffic
ially, that a distinct possibility existed of the

5American attitude toward Japan stiffening.
In Tokyo, meanwhile, Craigie was getting cold 

feet. "If we are to avoid a violent reaction here it 
is essential that I should be able to say that the loan 
is conceived for the benefit of the Chinese and Chinese 
authorities as a whole . . . and of all having a stake 
in China including Japan.

United States policy was still in flux. Mallet 
reported on December 11 that no decision had yet been 
reached on the currency stabilization project. But 
Taylor of the Treasury had asked Bowley (HM Financial 
Advisor to HM Embassy) for further information on the 
mechanics of the proposed stabilization loan, and on 
other help to the Chinese the British might have given, 
or might be contemplating. "The United States is now

5Ibid., No. 318, Halifax to Lindsay; Dec. 6,
1938. No. 319, Mallet to Halifax; Dec. 6, 1938.

6
Ibid., No. 321, Craigie to Halifax; Dec. 8,

1938.



considering a credit of about 20 million dollars for
China which would be dressed up as credit for the
American Commercial Corporation for export of United

7States goods," Mallet had learned.
On December 19 Halifax learned from Washington 

that the Assistant Secretary of the Treasury had told 
Mallet that a $25,000,000 credit, announced on Decem
ber 15, was probably as far as the Government would go 
at that time, and that they probably would not join in 
the currency scheme. This report was received at 
9:30 A.M. The same day, the Chinese Ambassador re
ceived little encouragement when he inquired as to the 
prospects of the loan. "Whichever way the decision might 
go," Halifax said, "it would probably come soon." He 
also cautioned the Ambassador not to expect too much 
even if a £ l 0 , 000,000 exports credit bill, then under 
consideration by the Cabinet, did go through; he should 
not expect the Chinese share to be too large. Asked 
about possible retaliation, Halifax replied that "at

52

7
Tbid., No. 329, Mallet to Halifax; Dec. 11,

1933.



53

the present time the matter has not proceeded beyond
I Othe point of consideration. Considering the exigency 

for giving the Chinese some reassurance during December, 
this conversation would seem to indicate that, at least 
for the moment, the Government was very doubtful that 
it could secure American backing.

However, His Majesty’s Government was not so 
easily daunted. On New Year’s Day Craigie wired in
sistently that the present situation was the most 
favorable since his arrival in Japan for joint pressure 
by the United States and Britain, because:

1) The Japanese army is so deeply committed 
over a vast area in China.
2) The prospect of future economic and fi
nancial difficulties is beginning to have 
its effect in competent Japanese circles.
3) The United States attitude for the first 
time shows definite signs of hardening.
4) The series of declarations since Novem
ber 3 has made it clear that Japan intends 
after the termination of hostilities to vio
late the Nine Power Treaty and repudiate the 
solemn promises to the British and American 
Governments thus affording concrete justifi
cation for counter-action and diminishing 
such hopes as were formerly entertained of a 
change in Japanese policy through advent to

Ibid., No. 354, Mallet to Halifax; Dec. 19, 
1938. No. 355, Halifax to Kerr; Dec. 19, 1938.

8
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power of moderate elements. Colours have been 
nailed to the mast."

X am fully alive to the danger of displaying undue 
impatience in Washington, but I suggest the import
ance of not missing the right psychological moment 
might nevertheless be brought home to the United States 
Government, particularly as they have invited our view." 
Craigie wanted Halifax to press the point that it was 
not just a matter of defending this or that interest, 
but of the whole position of the West in the Par East. 
Grew had been told all this, Craigie related, but still 
declined to recommend joint retaliatory action to his
government.9

It would seem that Craigie meant, not only that 
"the right psychological moment" had arrived to strike 
at the Japanese, but also at the United States.

Taking heart, Halifax on January 6 instructed 
Mallet to tell Welles that His Majesty's Government was 
prepared "to introduce legislation that would enable 
them to support Chinese currency by proceeding with

9
Ibid., No. 384, Craigie to Halifax; Jan. 1,

1939.
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the loan proposal provided that the United States 
Government are prepared to take parallel action to 
support Chinese currency at the same time." Mallet 
was to play up the fact that ̂ 500,000 of the Exports 
Credit Bill then under consideration was to be allo
cated to China, and that another <£2,500,000 was ear
marked for China from the same source, although the 
fact had not been announced; thus he could combat the 
criticism that the British were not keeping step with 
the Americans in aiding China.10

His Majesty's Government had now maneuvered the 
American Government into a position where they might 
be unwilling to give the appearance of forestalling aid 
for China. Within the State Department the question of 
parallel action with Britain was intensely examined.
It is interesting to examine the arguments presented by 
State Department advisors; they offer an insight into 
the factors entering into the final judgment, aside from 
the more obvious political ones. No information is 
available on the specific question of whether to join

10
Ibid., No. 397, Halifax to Mallet; Jan. 6,

1939. Italics in original.
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the British in the currency loan, but several documents 
have been printed which discuss the general question 
of retaliatory action with Britain.

On December 22, a study prepared by Messrs. 
Sayre, Hawkins, Livesy, Hamilton,11 and a dissenting 
one by Hornbeck, were submitted to Welles. The former 
group concluded that a thorough-going program of repri
sals was not desirable: l) because it might lead to 
conflict and United States interests did not warrant 
war; 2) economic dislocation in the United States would 
result; and 3) the "whole-hearted" cooperation of the 
British Empire would be necessary, and this probably 
could not be secured. Hornbeck's advice was more bel
licose; a decision should be taken now to denounce the 
American-Japanese commercial agreement, should the 
step become necessary. He agreed that cooperation 
with Britain was probably unobtainable at that time, 
but argued that the United States should take action 
alone if necessary, and plan for the ultimate resort

11Respectively, Assistant Secretary of State, 
Chief of the Division of Trade Agreements, Assistant 
Adviser on International Economic Affairs, and Chief 
of the Division of Par Eastern Affairs.
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to war if economic pressure was not sufficient to bridle
t 12Japan.

The bulk of advice given, however, was against 
action. On January 7 Grew commented at length on the 
faith Craigie had in the efficacy of sanctions. He 
argued that a complete embargo by Britain and the 
United States would lower Japanese world trade to 
what it had been from 1916-1920. The Japanese, "a 
hardy race, inured to personal and national sacrifice," 
would prefer to take a drastic cut in their standard 
of living rather than give way in China. Craigie and 
his ilk were too disposed to listen to the complaints 
of Japanese "big business-men" "I should add . . . 
that Craigie has been confidently predicting for the 
last two years that the economic collapse of Japan was 
about to occur.

Both Governments were now considering whether 
joint retaliatory action could be used effectively to 
achieve their ends against Japan. As we have seen, 12 13

12AFR,1938, III, pp. 406-409 and 425-427.
13Ibid., Grew to Hull, Jan. 7, pp. 478-81.
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the British were meanwhile, for reasons that will soon 
become evident, more interested in the more limited 
venture of aiding the Chinese currency. On January 6, 
1939, Halifax had tried to pass the buck to America.
On January 10, Welles seemed to be willing to pick it 
up. That day he told Mallet that the question of par
ticipation in the currency loan project had been sym
pathetically considered. Roosevelt had decided not to 
participate, (partly because, it seems from Welles* 
statement, formal consent of Congress would be required) 
but he did intend to follow a policy of aid to China 
with further export loans and silver purchases. "The 
President would therefore be prepared to take parallel 
and simultaneous but not identical action and to an
nounce the measures adopted at the same time as His 
Majesty’s Government announce action for the currency 
loan." Such action, in Welles' opinion, would "have 
the same psychological effect on the Japanese as join
ing us in the currency loan which he was convinced 
would not be wise from the point of view of American

„14internal policy. This was the account of the inter- 14

14Brit. Docs., VIII, Mallet to Simon, No. 409;
Jan. 11, 1939.
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view reported by Mallet.

His Majesty's Government, having received Roose
velt's rather ambiguous answer, began trying to make a 
decision. A series of questions addressed to Craigie 
on January 16 shows how hesitantly the British ap
proached the problem of aiding China without the assur
ance of covering American support. What risks would be 
involved if the loan were given and the "parallel 
action promised by United States Government proves in 
the event to be so different in character that the 
Japanese would feel justified in confining their resent
ment to us"? How strong were Japanese circles which 
still regarded the stability of Chinese currency "as a 
Japanese interest"? Would it be possible for Craigie 
effectively: to represent the currency loan as "passive 
self-defense," since, in this case the "advantage 
which accrued to the Chinese Government would be 
incidental and not by any means the prime motive"?
What was likely to be the Japanese reaction? The pusil
lanimity of His Majesty's Government seemed to vary ac
cording to the attitude of the United States.15

15
Ibid., No. 424, Simon to Craigie; Jan. 16,

1939.
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Craigie thought that many Japanese bankers, and 
even some military authorities would welcome stabiliza
tion of Chinese currency. It would be important to 
represent the loan as benefitting every power with a 
stake in China. "To sum up, I think there will be a 
storm but that we shall weather it without great dif
ficulty. The essential requirement is to keep in step 
with the United States and it seems to me that the 
tone and substance of the United States Government's 
reply . . .  is very encouraging.,,XD

The British Government were fearful of the con
sequences should the United States fail to cover ade
quately the gamble they were considering. However, the 
most important decision facing the British now, was not 
what action could be taken to protect her interests in 
the Far East, but what action would best induce Ameri
can support, not only in the Far East but elsewhere. 
This fact is very clearly established by Halifax's 
letter of January 18, 1939, in reply to Craigie's of 
the preceding December 2. (supra, p. 23- ) The pos-

16
Ibid., No. 427, Craigie to Simon; Jan. 17,

1939.
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sibility of compromise with Japan was almost ruled out; 
partly because It was thought futile, partly for a more 
important reason. It would not be worth paying a price 
to prevent formation of a triple alliance because the 
Anti-Comintern Pact as it stood was a "means of co
ordinating German-Jap-Italian action for achieving 
their several ambitions, and served as well as an al
liance. "No one of the three Powers, If an alliance 
ceased to serve that end, would hesitate to repudiate 
it." Compromise with Japan was out of the question be
cause it

"would alienate the sympathy of the United 
States, weakening our chances of collabora
tion not only In the Par East, but every
where else. I consider that our aim must be 
active Anglo-American collaboration wherever 
possible, and we must be careful not to jeop
ardize the movement for collaboration In the 
United States for collaboration with like- 
minded Governments in Europe, which has al
ready gone beyond what appeared likely a few 
months ago."17

Kerr warmly agreed with Halifax. Compromise 
with Japan would mean "our . . . extinction in China.
. . . I warmly share Your Lordship«s views that our aim

17
1939.

Ibidh_, No. 433, Halifax to Craigie; Jan. 18,
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must be active Anglo-American cooperation and I feel 
more hopeful than Sir R. Craigie seems to be that 
things are now moving in that direction. n1^

The situation vis-a-vis the United States was 
now very delicate. American willingness seemed to be 
growing daily to play a more direct role in support of 
Britain’s parlous position; success in achieving Anglo- 
American cooperation in the Par East would lead to co
operation in Europe. Already, so His Majesty’s Govern
ment thought, American support for the limited aim of 
bearing the odium of supporting Chiang Kai-shek, had 
been achieved. But enthusiasm was kept cautious. On 
January 23, 1939* Mallet was told to probe behind the 
promise to take parallel action if the currency loan 
were given; on January 25 the American inquiry of 
December, 1938, as to what plans Britain might have 
for retaliatory action against Japan, was answered.
The tenor of the note was cautious; and the reasons

18Ibid., No. 441, Kerr to Halifax; Jan. 23,
1939.

19
Ibid., No. 442, Halifax to Mallet; Jan. 23,

1939.



63

for caution are implied therein. After a long study, 
the note concludes, His Majesty's Government had de
cided that a refusal to sell war materiel would accom
plish little since the Japanese could buy elsewhere.
But together with an embargo on Japanese exports, the 
action "might in the long run prove decisive owing to 
Japan's inability to pay for exports."

Indeed, His Majesty's Government are advised 
by Graigie that the placing of an embargo 

on imports from Japan by the British Empire 
and the United States of America would in 
present circumstances have an immediate and 
disastrous effect on her whole economy and 
that the present moment is particularly 
favorable for action when the Japanese army 
are so deeply involved in China and when the 
prospect of future economic and financial 
difficulties is beginning at last to be 
present to the minds of competent Japanese 
leaders.

Halifax invited the comments of the United States on 
these points and offered to consider any proposals; but 
did not make any proposals himself. He moreover clearly 
emphasized the dilemma--that failure to act would end 
in loss of Western interests in China, but that retalia
tion might mean war. Halifax was very careful to point

20
Ibid., No. 440, Halifax to Mallet; Jan. 23,

1939.
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this out. Moreover, he specifically asserted that 
it would be necessary, if any action should be taken, 
to decide "what contributions to the common defence 
each of the Governments concerned would be prepared to 
guarantee."

Clearly, Halifax wanted the Americans to take 
the lead of their own accord, and wanted to avoid the 
appearance of over-eagerness. Also, he wanted assur
ance that Britain would not be left holding the bag.
"A policy of retaliation cannot be embarked upon with
out a clear realization to what it will lead if pur
sued to the end— and the objections to embarking on 
such a policy and then being forced to retract are self- 
evident. 1,21

But American support was not yet to be obtained. 
His Majesty*s Government received a sharp blow on the 
27th. The day before he delivered the note described 
above, Mallet had seen Welles to inquire what sort of 
parallel action the United States had in mind to take 
simultaneously with the currency loan. On January 27

21
Ibid.
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Hornbeck sent for Mallet to say that the "under
secretary is anxious lest there be some misunderstand
ing of what he said to me on January 10."

What the Under-Secretary of State should have 
really meant (sic) on January 10 was that in 
the event of Her Majesty's Government in the 
United Kingdom deciding to make a currency 
loan and in the event of the United States 
Government deciding after examining the pos
sibilities to take a further step to assist 
the Chinese Government along the lines they 
have been following then the United States 
Government would be prepared to make a simul
taneous announcement at the same time as we 
announce the currency loan. Hornbeck added 
however that it was not yet definite that 
the United States Government would decide to 
take a further step. 22

It seems worthwhile to quote at length the note made
by Welles himself of the January 10 conversation.

This Government, however, would be prepared, 
should the British Government determine on 
its part to make the loan which it had under 
consideration to the Chinese Government, and 
should the Government of the United States 
determine for independent reasons that it 
was expedient and possible for it either to 
extend further credits through the Export- 
Import Bank or to undertake further purchase 
of Chinese silver, to make announcement of 
such transaction simultaneously with the 
announcement by the British Government of its

1939.
22Ibid., No. 456, Mallet to Halifax; Jan. 
Italics in original. 28,
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willingness to make a loan to the Chinese 
Government for the purpose of stabilizing 
Chinese currency. In other words, the Govern
ment would be prepared to take parallel action, 
although action not identical to that under 
consideration by the British Government and 
the action which would in such event be under
taken by the Government of the United States 
would unquestionably have the same effect in 
stabilizing Chinese currency as that being 
considered by the British Government."^
Mallet, of course, had received the impression 

at the January 10 meeting that the United States was 
promising definitely to act in concert with Britain,
(supra, p. 32) and the British Government had been 
acting under the apprehension that such a promise had 
indeed been made. It is not difficult to understand 
how, if Welles actually did say what his memo of the 
conversation has him say, Mallet could have inter
preted the statement as a definite assurance, if per
haps not a promise, of support. At any rate, Welles' 
statement does not emphasize the contingencies which 
Hornbeck pointed out when he called Mallet back on 
the 27th, and its concluding sentence would seem to 
have been a fairly definite assurance. Hornbeck, how-

PP.
23AFR,1939,641-2.

Memo by Welles; Jan. 10, III,
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ever, made a further statement on the 27th that lends
weight to the view that the President had decided to 
back out.

He [HornbeckJ proceeded to make it quite 
clear that the United States Government 
would be horrified if His Majesty's Govern
ment were to make any reference in Parlia
ment to any future move which the United 
States Government might take . . . .  What 
must be avoided at all costs is any hint of 
collusion between our two Governments.
Congress are in a suspicious mood and would 
make endless difficulties if this idea got about. 24
Although Halifax must have been fairly certain 

that the United States was going to back down on the 
whole question of joint action, whether of the currency 
project or retaliation in general, he thought it worth
while for Lindsay to present the case for retaliation 
in a light suggested by Craigie on January 28. In 
this message Craigie had vigorously criticized the 
remarks Halifax had made in the note discussing retal
iation given to the United States Government on Jarru- 
ary 25. Craigie insisted that it should be stressed 
that the question was not merely one of defending vested

24BrDPP, VIII, No. 456, Mallet to Halifax: Jan. 28, 1939.
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interests, but the whole position of the West in the 
Far East. Also it should be stressed that a question 
of principle was at stake--the defense of international 
agreements. Thus, as Craigie would have Halifax argue, 
"we are justified in taking greater risks in terms of 
short-run disadvantages than if our aim were merely to 
preserve existing interests intact." Lindsay was to 
show Craigie's telegram to Welles, after deletion of
the remarks to the effect that these arguments would

25carry more weight with the Americans.
Craigie, however, had already been arguing in

this sense with Grew, and the latter's comments on this
new approach are a masterpiece of veiled sarcasm.

Craigie has until very recently stressed the 
importance of safeguarding our respective 
economic interests in China and political 
interests in the Far East and I have taken 
and still take the view that the United States 
is both politically and economically not in
volved in the Far East to the same extent and 
degree as Great Britain. . . . Craigie now 
accords first importance to safeguarding the 
economic and political future of countries 
with interests in the Pacific and in maintain
ing the principle of the sanctity of treaties, 
the conserving of economic interests in China 25

25Ibid., No. 453, Craigie to Halifax; Jan. 28, 
1939. N o . 462, Halifax to Mallet; Feb. 1, 1939.
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being relegated to a secondary position. He 
feels that there has now been indicated a 
solid and sound basis for Anglo-American 
joint action. 1°

Grew also stated that he was still of the opinion 
that before a policy of retaliation was decided, a de
cision to follow it to the last extreme would have to 
be made. As we have seen, his view was supported by 
the top advisors in the State Department, except for 
Hornbeck, who urged that a well-planned system of re
taliation, backed by the determination to resort to 
force if necessary, would probably eliminate the neces-

27sity. For this reason, probably, that the people 
would not support this ultimate resort to war, and that, 
indeed, any hint of bellicosity would be politically 
fatal, Welles on February 3 put a damper, for the moment 
at least, on British hopes for American help. Reply
ing to the British note of January 25, Welles stated 
that the United States agreed with the British point 
of view that aid to China was for the present the best

26AFR,1939, Grew to Hull; Jan. 31, 1939, III,
PP. 497-500.

27AFR,1939, Memo by Hornbeck; Jan. 25, 1939,III, pp. 489-90.
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policy, rather than retaliation. This, of course, 
had not at all been the point of the British note, 
which had clearly implied a willingness to enter into 
full cooperation with the United States, if the 
latter would take the lead.

British policy had now reached an impasse. On 
February 9 Mallet outlined for Halifax the method for 
achieving the aim of Anglo-American cooperation. Since 
the Administration was bound by public opinion to do 
nothing stronger at present, the American policy of 
aiding China should be imitated. "Any suspicion that 
our two Governments were acting secretly in collusion 
against Japan might well arouse even greater criticism 
while Congress is in its present mood of intense sus
picion of the President." Any hint, however, that 
Britain was preparing to compromise with the Japanese, 
would have a disastrous effect on inducing the Adminis
tration to work for Anglo-American cooperation. "My 
conclusion, therefore, is that we should continue to

28
BrDFP, VIII, No. 465, Mallet to Halifax;

Feb. 3, 1939.

28
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keep In the closest touch with the United States 
Government on Par Eastern questions and be most care
ful to avoid going behind their backs in any way." 
Finally, Mallet stressed the necessity for Britain's 
helping herself.

Bearing in mind this paramount consideration 
i.e. Anglo-American cooperation I feel 

strongly that we ought to do all that is pos
sible to demonstrate our sympathy with the 
present American policy of assisting China. 
Whether this be done by a currency loan, by 
export credits or by other methods will not 
be a matter of much concern to the United 
States Government, provided that our assist
ance to China can be represented as sub
stantial and not lagging behind the American 
contribution already made.29
Active discussion between the two Governments 

over pursuing a joint policy against Japan now ceased, 
after the American answer to the British note on retal
iation. Halifax, never a quitter, made one last try 
to gain support in the currency matter. The United 
States had not yet given a definite refusal to partic
ipate, but when Mallet inquired of Hornbeck on Febru
ary 12 how the matter stood, Hornbeck replied inno-

29
1939.

rbid., No. 479,Mallet to Halifax; Feb. 9,



cently that the State Department was "so preoccupied 
with consideration of Brazilian question arising out 
of the Brazilian Minister for Foreign Affairs* visit 
that it was difficult to get China considered." Con
gress was just now questioning the whole policy of 
loans through the Import and Export Bank, "which might 
delay a decision by the United States Government of 
what further help to give the Chinese although he had 
no reason to expect that the difficulties would not 
be overcome before very long." It must have pained 
Hornbeck sorely to perform this task of informing the 
British that politics simply did not permit the United 
States to follow a vigorous policy in the Far East.
He was about the only State Department advisor who 
consistently advocated a stiff policy of sanctions 
backed by the threat of war.^ 1

For their own reasons, among which the "para
mount," as Mallet said, need for keeping in step with

30Ibid., No. 492, Mallet to Halifax; Feb. 18,
1939.

72

cf. his memorandums of Feb. 11 and 25 in 
AFR,1939, III, pp. 506-7 and 507-512.
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the American policy of helping China and of demonstrat
ing willingness to help themselves, the British Govern
ment decided a few days after receiving this last de
cisive negative from the United States, to grant the 
loan. Kerr was jubilant. He thought that Chiang's 
question of November, 1933 had received an answer. His 
Majesty's Government, however, could not in the circum
stances of their isolation permit themselves to publish 
the action as an aid to China in her fight against Japan. 
Craigie would stress that the action was a legitimate 
defense of British interests when he informed the Japan
ese. Notably enough, it had been decided to up the loan 
to «£10,000,0 0 0 .32

32
Brit. Docs., VIII, No. 505, Halifax to Kerr; 

Feb. 24, 1939. No. 529, Halifax to Craigie; March 3, 
1939. No. 528, Halifax to Kerr; March 3, 1939.



CHAPTER IV

THE TRIPARTITE DANGER

The State Department made it rather obvious, by 
Hornbeck's statement of February 18, 1939, that Anglo- 
American cooperation was for the time being a dead 
letter. The nervous contacts between London and Washing
ton which had characterized December and January now 
came to an end. The British had elected to help the 
Chinese Nationalists in spite of American pusillanimity, 
albeit as unobtrusively as possible. During March and 
April, British policy once again entered a state of 
drift in the Far East— at best of watchful waiting. 
Waiting for what is the important question.

It seems certain that by January, 1939 the British 
Government were acting vis-a-vis Japan under the appre
hension that, as Craigie put it, "the question at issue 
seems . . .  to be prevention of complete establishment 
of a totalitarian Power in East Asia with aims similar 
to those of Germany and Italy which is already on the
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way to becoming a menace to all countries with inter
ests in East Asia and the Pacific. " 1 But knowledge 
does not lead to action unless power sufficient is pre
sent, and the United States had declined to make up the 
lack. Any British anti-Japanese action would have to 
be through China--unless the Japanese somehow made 
themselves appear so dangerous that, wanting American 
help, the British would have to either oppose alone, or 
make a deal.

During March, April, and May, 1939, British 
statesmen did little more than watch and assess Japanese 
intentions. At the end of May, the Japanese compelled 
an abandonment of this lethargy.

A significant evolution in the British conception 
of what course Japan might follow occurred during these 
spring months. The tendency towards a revaluation re
sulted from the necessity of assessing Japanese inten
tions in regard to the global crisis which the British 
recognized as rushing upon them with ever quickening 
velocity.

1
Ibid., No. 453, Craigie to Halifax; Jan. 28,

1939.
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In the latter part of January, Halifax had con
sidered that no purpose would be served by attempting 
to prevent formation of a triple alliance, because he 
thought any of the prospective members would fail to 
honor, or implement it, according to each one's inter
est. Any or all three, he thought, would make war only

2if it suited them. On February 4 he expressed the 
opinion that the Japanese probably would not join the 
Axis in a general alliance, since they hoped, he thought, 
to profit best from a European War by staying out.-̂

Taken together, these two opinions indicate that Halifax
was convinced that Japan would simply play the jackal_
that no action short of surrender in the Far East, or 
resistance, could prevent Japan from striking if strik
ing appeared feasible. As Kerr put it on January 23, 
"Japan, if her hands were free, and if it suited her, 
may be counted upon to throw her weight on to the side 
of the Berlin-Rome Axis as much in virtue of the Anti-

2
Ibid., No. 433, Halifax to Craigie; Jan. 18,

1939.
3
Tbid., No. 467, Halifax to Lindsay; Feb. 4,

1939.



77

Comintern pact as an alliance."^
Craigie strongly opposed this notion.
I consider this view to be dangerously 
misleading. . . . Any definite political 
commitment based on a conception of friend
ship or alliance would be taken far more 
seriously here than in Berlin or Rome. It 
would mold the future policy of Japan both 
foreign and domestic more effectively and 
more lastingly than the present pact is 
ever likely to do. Psychologically the 
Japanese have a strong sense of loyalty 
and would regard their ties with an ally 
very much more seriously than their con
nection with an ideological colleague.^

The difference between the two views was important.
It appears that, once Craigie saw that wishing 

for American backing for a stiff policy was at that 
time fatuous, he turned again to Arita to find out 
whether moderate Japanese statesmen could not cause 
a mollification of the Japanese attitude. On Febru
ary 4, influenced by the recent signs that a closer 
union with the Axis was again under discussion, Craigie 
took the trouble to remonstrate with Arita that any 
strengthening of the Anti-Comintern Pact, no matter

Ibid., No. 441, Kerr to Halifax; Jan. 23, 1939. 

Ibid., No. 484, Craigie to Halifax; Feb. 12,
1939.
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what Its aim and content, would be represented by 
British popular opinion as directed against Britain. 
Rather remarkably, in view of his recently uncompro
mising attitude, Craigie stated that, if a crisis could 
be avoided, there was every prospect of British coop
eration in the Far East, if hostilities could be ended, 
in which Japan would "tend to be the senior partner." 
Arita listened and stated that a strengthening of the 
Anti-Comintern Pact need not be regarded as anti- 
British and would not be. He was, by the way, "only 
awaiting the end of the present Diet session in order 
to make certain proposals which he believed would go a
long way to improving the position of our interests in

6China." Arita gave even more profuse assurances two 
weeks later, during a conversation held at his initiative. 
He stated "categorically" that, although the Japanese 
Government was considering strengthening the Anti- 
Comintern Pact, "negotiations on the subject with other 
Powers had not yet commenced." There was no question 
of Japan assuming any commitment in Europe; the pact

g— _ _  _ —
Ibid., No. 473, Craigie to Halifax; Feb. 4,

1939.
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would strengthen anti-Comintern activities. The new 
pact might or might not be an actual alliance against 
Russia. "But in any case the British Government 
could be assured that it would not be aimed at any 
British interests. . . . The Japanese Government had 
no intention of joining the Axis. " 7 It is interesting 
to note that Grew formed a firm, if "speculative" con
clusion at this time, that Japan had absolutely no in
tention of undertaking European commitments. Her in
terest in the Anti-Comintern Pact sprang from her need 
for help against Russia. But the Japanese Government 
wanted to keep the notion alive that there was a pos
sibility of creation of a full alliance, "in bringing 
about a mollification of the British attitude with re-

Ogard to the situation in China."
These assurances by Arita accorded with reality. 

Ribbentrop's plan had been resuscitated in January when
/

7Ibid., No. 491, Craigie to Halifax; Peb. 18,
1939.

8
AFR,1939, Grew to Hull; Feb. 27, 1939, III,

PP.



Mussolini changed his mind and declared himself ready 
to conclude a tripartite alliance, suggesting the last 
week in January for the signature date.^ Ciano, Rib- 
bentrop, and the eager Oshima had worked out a pact 
differing slightly from the rejected version, and sent 
it off to Tokyo. 10

Late in January, 1939 the Japanese Government 
sent Prince Ito off to Berlin to explain their view
point on the proposed pact; they wanted a pact whose 

x prime target would be Russia, but as a compromise
would include other countries, if they should go com
munistic. "Japan expressly excluded every other power 
(unless it were a Communist one) from the scope of the 
proposed alliance."11*

Throughout February and most of March, this 
fundamental decision was not altered. Both in Europe 
and Japan, however, the forces favoring the pact stren
uously exerted themselves to change it. The remarkable

9RIIA. Docs.. p. 150.

Ikle, p. 89. citing IMTFE, International Pro
secution Section, "Analysis of Documents," "Document 4019."

11Ibid., p. 92. citing IMTFE, "Exhibit 497,"
Oshima's Interrogation, Feb. 4, 1946.
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Oshima and Shiratori refused to deliver officially the 
decision brought by Ito, and plotted to resign, hoping 
thereby to cause the collapse of the Hiranuma Govern
ment. Ribbentrop instructed Ott to urge on the army 
to work vigorously for a favorable decision. 12

Halifax and Craigie were not merely dependent 
on Arita’s assurances, but learned something of the 
struggle going on through other sources. Commenting on 
the vague knowledge he possessed of the tension between 
the Japanese Ambassadors in Berlin and Rome, and the 
Japanese Foreign Office, Halifax on March 7 indicated 
that he was beginning to appreciate Craigie»s point of 
view that Japanese policy might yet be plastic, and 
that formation of a tripartite alliance might mold 
Japanese policy.1^

Whether Halifax’s agreement was born of reasoned 
conversion, or desperation, is an interesting question. 
But the really significant point to be grasped is that

12
Galleazzo Ciano, The Ciano Diaries, 1939-1947. 

ed. Hugh Gibson (Doubleday and Company: Garden City,
New York, 1946), entries for February, cf also DGFP, IV, No. 548.

13BrDFT, No. 523, 526, 543, Halifax to Craigie,March 7, 1939.
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the British were obviously, from January through March,
1939., becoming progressively more aware of the nature
of German policy, and of the dangers connected there
with.

For German policy was, after Munich very largely 
directly toward forming an effective anti-British and 
French tripartite military alliance.



CHAPTER V. AN IDYLLIC INTERLUDE

Twelve days after the Munich Conference, a 
highly informative conversation took place between Am
bassador Kennedy and Viscount Halifax. It was dis
closed that perhaps the British had not, after all, be
come "the tired son of a long line of rich men" as 
Mussolini was later to say. 1 The British had won their 
empire through a firm policy of Realpolitik. They in
tended to keep it the same way. Kennedy spent an hour 
and a half before Halifax's fireplace with the latter 
drinking tea on October 12, "while Halifax outlined 
to me what I think may be the future policy of His 
Majesty's Government. . . . Halifax does not believe 
that Hitler wants to have a war with Great Britain and 
he does not think there is any sense in Great Britain 
having a war with Hitler unless there is direct inter
ference with England's Dominions." England would

Ciano Diaries, 1939-1943, Jan. ~8, pp. 3-8.
1
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strengthen herself In the air; '’then after that to let 
Hitler go ahead and do what he likes in Central Europe.” 
Danzig and Meml would be taken with the acquiescence 
of the parent countries, "and even if he decides to go 
into Rumania it is Halifax's idea that England should 
mind her own business. He contends again that England 
would never have got into the Czechoslovak situation 
if it had not been for France." England should maintain 
carefully her Mediterranean friendships, "keeping friend
ly with Portugal, he hopes with Spain, Greece, Turkey, 
Egypt, Palestine--he almost burnt himself drinking his 
tea when he mentioned the latter--” the Dominions and 
the United States. "Then, as far as everything else 
is concerned, Hitler can do the best he can for himself.” 

As for Mussolini, "Halifax said they have inform
ation from Mussolini that he regards the pact with Eng- 

2land as especially important and that is why he is so 
anxious to get it closed up but with Germany right on 
his border, he is not going to get very fresh unless he

2
The "pact" referred to was the Anglo-Italian 

Agreement of April, 1938, which at this time was not 
yet in force.



knows his allies, whether they be England or anybody 
else.” Halifax had expressed the same opinion of Hit
ler which Kennedy had heard previously from Chamberlain. 

"Hitler was uncouth and certainly not the kind of fellow 
one would like to go around the world with on a two
wheeled bicycle. Mussolini, on the contrary, . . . 
was quite a different type.

Shortly over a week before, Bonnet, French For
eign Minister, had expressed similar views about Musso
lini to Bullit, the American Ambassador. Bonnet told 
the latter that a French Ambassador was at last to be 
appointed to Italy. The post had been left vacant 
since the last Ambassador had been withdrawn during 
the Abyssinian controversy. He went on to say that he 
felt it was going to be possible to draw Italy quickly 
into the French-English camp. "In the late crisis Mus
solini had been most uncertain as to whether or not it 
was in the interests of Italy to march with Hitler, 
and French information at the moment indicated that 
Mussolini was ready for a compromise on Spain," said

3
AFR,1938, Kennedy to Hull; Oct. 12, 1938; I,

pp. 85-86.
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Bonnet. He also gave expression to the then current
cliches about the Soviet Union. He thought it on the
verge of an intense internal crisis. On the morning
of October 1, the day when the Polish ultimatum on
Czechoslovakia had expired, he related, he had asked
Litvinov, Soviet Minister for Foreign Affairs, whether
the Soviets would render aid in case Poland attacked.
"Litvinov had replied that the Soviet Government would
do nothing in support of Czechoslovakia."21

Daladier, on the other hand, and on the same
day, had a less optimistic view.

"Daladier said that he felt that Chamber- 
lain had been taken in a bit by Hitler who 
had persuaded him to remain after the 
others had left, at Munich , and had 
convinced Chamberlain that Germany was 
ready for peace. He said that he felt 
that Chamberlain was an admirable old 
gentleman, like a high minded Quaker who 
had fallen among bandits.'*

Daladier felt that Munich had been an "immense diplo
matic defeat for France and England." The latter two 
would have to rearm by an immense national effort, or

PP. 8 3 - 8 4 ^ * ' B U ll± t t0  HUl1, °C t - 3 ' 1938' T >
4



r

87
face new ultimata soon.5

During the fall and early winter, the informa
tion received at the Foreign Office seemed overwhelm
ingly to support Halifax's belief that Hitler was pre
paring to turn east. And, moreover, that his ultimate 
objective was the Ukraine. Ogilvie-Forbes, Charge^in 
Berlin, (Henderson, the British Ambassador, was absent 
on leave during November and December) reported on 
November 9 that :

I have indications that Hitler, about to 
take his stand on the Ruthenian spring
board, is playing with the idea of assoc
iating Poland in a conflict with Russia 
at a moment when the Soviet Union is weak 
and, success being assured, compensating 
Poland at the expense of the Bolsheviks 
for the loss of the Danzig connexion, the 
Corridor, and the Hungarian frontier." °
William Strang, Chief of the European Depart

ment of the Foreign Office, writing on November 10 to 
Kennard, Ambassador in Warsaw, had formed a somewhat 
different opinion of German intentions, apparently from 
independent sources. He had "reliable information" 
that Hitler had plans for solving his Polish diffi-

5Ibid., Bullit to Hull, Oct. 3, 1938, I,pp. 711-12.
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culties and "expects to be able to do this without a 
European war." Hitler's plans, It was thought, were 
based on "application to Poland of the racial princi
ple recently applied" to the Czechs. If Poland were 
dissolved Into nationalities, It would, no longer a 
large nation, have no legitimate claim for access to 
the sea. Kennard, commenting on Ogilvle-Porbes' re
marks, thought German-Polish collaboration unlikely; 
there were too many dangers for Poland in playing 
Hitler's jackal.^

The well-known conversation between Francois- 
Poncet, French Ambassador in Berlin, and Hitler, on 
October 14, just before the former left Berlin to as
sume the post of Ambassador in Rome, could not have de
tracted from British optimism. Halifax on October 28 
showed Kennedy the confidential report of this conver
sation given to Phipps by Bonnet. Hitler had said he 
wanted a Franco-German non-aggression pact, was willing 
to agree to limitation of armaments in principle (al-

6
BrDFP, III, No. 298; Ogilvie-Forbes to Halifax; 

Nov. 9, 19387 No. 301, Strang to Kennard; Nov. 10, 1938. 
No. 312, Kennard to Halifax; Nov. 15, 1938.
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though he could see no way of implementing this in 
practice) and mentioned that, as he had stated pub
licly, the question of colonies could wait for a few 
years. Kennedy formed the judgment from Halifax1s 
comments that "they have no great objection in turning 
back the colonies to Hitler, but the basis on which to 
do it is disturbing them very much.

On November 1 Phipps, who had spoken recently 
with Prancois-Poncet, then in Paris, commented on the 
latter's belief that there was "little doubt but that 
Hitler will only be prepared to stabilize on the West 
if he gets a free hand in the East," and that Britain 
and Prance should get an agreement with Hitler that he 
would consult with them before making any such move.
It seems to me that if Hitler is determined to make 

this move in any case the less we are consulted the 
better; but perhaps this is too cynical a view to take. " 8

7APR,1938, Kennedy to Hull, Oct. 28, 1938, I,
PP. 95-97. For the original report handed by Bonnet 
to Phipps, cf. Brit. Docs., Ill, Appendix II, pp. 6l«-

BrDFP, III, Appendix II, Letter to Halifax, Nov. 1, 1938; pp. 618-21.
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Halifax on the same day sent Phipps a letter in 
which it was disclosed that great minds often run in 
similar channels. He addressed Phipps at some length, 
"to show you how my thoughts are working in case it 
may be of help to you." Now that Prance no longer oc
cupied her former "unreal* position in Central Europe, 
there was a basis for a "fresh start" in Franco-German 
relations. "Henceforward we must count on German 
predominance in Central Europe." Great Britain and 
France should strengthen themselves in the Mediterran
ean with the Western Powers, their colonies, and with 
the United States. "It is one thing to allow German 
expansion in Central Europe, which to my mind is a 
normal and natural thing, but we must be able to re
sist Germany in Western Europe or else our whole po
sition is undermined." As for Poland and the Soviet 
Union, they were rather unknown quantities to Halifax»s 
mind during this period of "more or less painful read
justment to the new realities of Europe." If France 
(and Halifax seems to think this would be the case) 
"having once burnt her fingers with Czechoslovakia,



relaxes her alliance with Poland, the latter can only 
fall more and more Into the German orbit. Soviet 
Russia, on the other hand, can scarcely become the 
ally of Germany so long as Hitler lives. . ." Fi
nally, Halifax expressed his desire to have his cake 
and eat it.

"There is also the problem raised by 
possible German expansion into the 
Ukraine. Subject only to the consid
eration that I should hope France 
would protect herself— and us— from 
being entangled by Russia in war with 
Germany, I should hesitate to advise 
the French Government to denounce the 
Franco-Soviet pact as the future is 
still far too uncertain* Russia, for 
good or ill, is part of Europe and we 
cannot ignore her existence.

The implication of this purely Machiavellian attitude
is rather obvious. It was simply a pity that German
intentions were not a little more clear; France could
then cheerfully be advised to denounce the Franco-
Russian mutual assistance pact.

Throughout November His Majesty's Government
continued to believe that Germany had no quarrel with
the West. Kennedy had another tete-a-tete with Halifax.

Ibid., No. 285, Halifax to Phipps; Nov. 1,9

1938.
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"He [HalifaxJ said it is his own speculation but I 
think it is a secret service report that Hitler has 
made up his mind to push on to the Ukraine at the 
first turn of spring," Kennedy reported.-^

All during the fall and early winter of 1938- 
1939* the British did their utmost to do nothing which 
Hitler could interpret as an attempt to check his pre
dominance in the East. King Carol of Rumania had care
fully surveyed his position. In November, 1938, he 
toured the major capitals. On November 17, in London, 
he talked with Halifax and Chamberlain. Hopeful of 
maintaining economic independence by trading with the 
West as much as possible, he suggested a more active 
British trade policy toward Rumania, including all the 
paraphernalia of trade credits, barter credits and the 
rest which were then in vogue in international trade. 
Halifax, though he declared that he had by no means 
agreed with Hitler at their conversation at Munich to 
give the latter a trade monopoly in Central Europe, 
showed little interest in concrete economic negotiation,

APR,1938, Kennedy to Hull, Nov. 22, pp. 99-100.
10
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and declared that British-Rumanlan trade would have to 
be on a sound basis, with prices fixed by the world 
market. (Germany was paying artificially high prices.) 
"We must show great discretion and circumspection; in 
other words, we must not give the smallest or remotest 
impression that Britain is trying to raise a barrier 
against German expansion eastwards," Halifax said.
Carol had come with hopes even of a political guarantee, 
but left empty-handed. 11

It was in this frame of mind that Chamberlain 
and Halifax journeyed to Paris to discuss the situation 
with Daladier and Bonnet.

As Halifax had anticipated in his letter to 
Phipps on November 1,' the French were indeed taking 
due account of the singeing received during the Czecho-

93

Veronica M. Toynbee, (ed.) Survey of Inter- 
national Affairs, 1938, 3 volumes. (Oxford University 
Press: London, 1953), III, pp. 428-29, citing the 
version Mf the conversation given by Comnen, Rumanian 
Foreign Minister, who accompanied Carol on his tour, 
in his Preludi del grande dramma, (Rome, Edizioni 
Leornardi, 1947), iu 129. cf. also the account sent 
by Halifax to the British Mission in Bucharest in 
BrDFP, III, No. 262, Nov. 17, 1938.
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Slovak affair. Kennard reported on November 23 that
Noel recently returned from Paris had said 
that "there were two schools of thought in 
Paris at the present moment, one which con
sidered that Prance should stand by her ob
ligations to countries in Eastern and Cen
tral Europe and the other which advocated 
liquidating any engagements she might have 
and confining herself to the development of 
her colonial empire and strengthening her
self in the West. It had eventually been 
decided for the moment that Prance should 
continue to carry out her commitments. . .
The Anglo-French conversations held at Paris on

November 24, 1938, throw further light on the British
attitude toward German expansion in Central Europe.
One of the most prominent problems discussed was the
matter of a guarantee for Czechoslovakia. The first
Annex to the Munich Agreement had stated that:

His Majesty's Government in the United King
dom and the French Government have entered 
into the above agreement on the basis that 
they stand by the offer, contained in Para
graph 6 of the Anglo-French proposals of 
the 19th September, relating to an inter
national guarantee of the new boundaries 
of the Czechoslovak State against unprovoked 
aggression.

When the question of the Polish and 
Hungarian minorities in Czechoslovakia had 12 *

12BrDFP, III, No. 383; Kennard to Halifax;
Nov. 23, 1938.
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been settled, Germany and Italy for their 
part will give a guarantee to Czechoslovakia.1^

The offer contained in Paragraph 6 of the Anglo 
French proposals of September 19 had stated that the 
latter powers were prepared "to join in an internation 
al guarantee of the new boundaries of the Czechoslovak 
State against unprovoked aggression." Sir Thomas In
skip, British Home Secretary, had declared in Commons 
on October 4 that, although the guarantee was not yet 
technically in force, still the Government felt "under 
a moral obligation to Czechoslovakia," to treat it as 
being in force. Were Czechoslovakia attacked without 
provocation, the Government would "feel bound to take 
all steps in their power to see that the integrity of 
Czechoslovakia is preserved."1^

During the Anglo-French conversations, however, 
Halifax and Chamberlain made it clear that they wanted 
to wash their hands of this "Moral obligation" by

13Survey for 1938. Ill, p. 205. 14
14Ibid., 205.
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bringing into effect the promised international guar
antee, in a joint form so that "the guarantee would 
only come into force as a result of a decision by 
three of the four Powers."

Bonnet rejoined with the understatement of the 
year. He "complained that that reduced the value of 
the guarantee." Daladier commented that such a situ
ation could not arise but Chamberlain argued glibly, 
(and in view of his Italian policy during these months, 
he probably believed), that German and Italian inter
ests in Central Europe being sometimes different, "in 
the event of German aggression against Czechoslovakia, 
Italy, by siding with Prance and Great Britain, might 
bring the guarantee•into force."

Bonnet and Daladier complained still further 
about the "moral position"; Halifax "did not think the 
question was well posed in those terms." After all, 
in the Anglo-French declaration submitted to Czecho
slovakia on September 19, "There was no precise defin
ition of the nature of the guarantee." It seemed to 
him legitimate that the British and French should main-
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tain that the guarantee should be joint. "This did 
not seem to be out of conformity with the letter of the 
Anglo-French declaration." "That might be so," Bonnet 
rejoined, "but it was hardly in conformity with the 
spirit."

But both sides realized they would really never 
act to protect the Czech frontiers. "From the Czech 
point of view it would certainly be better to have a 
guarantee which would bring in Germany and Italy rather 
than a sham guarantee which could not work if it were 
really wanted," concluded Chamberlain. 15 *

The conversation touched briefly on Franco-Soviet 
relations. There were indications, Chamberlain said, 
that the Germans might attempt to break up the Soviet 
Union, "by the encouragement of agitation for an inde
pendent Ukraine. There was no question of the German 
Government taking military action. It was more subtle 
than that." Would France be entangled if something of 
this sort should occur, he inquired. Bonnet replied 
that the French obligations were effective only if

15BrDFP, III, No. 325, Record of Anglo-French 
Conversations held at the Quai d-Orsay on Nov. 24, 1938. 
Second Meeting.
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there were a direct German attack. "Mr. Chamberlain 
said that he considered M. Bonnet's reply entirely 
satisfactory.

The evidence received by the British during De
cember permitted them to retain a sanguine attitude. 
Diplomatic circles were convinced that Hitler's fever
ish rearming, which was leading him into grave economic 
difficulties, would have but one issue; war, and in the 
East.

"There seems to be," reported Ogilvie-Forbes on 
December 6, "a concensus of opinion in both Nazi and 
non-Nazi circles that the next objective, which may 
even be undertaken in 1939. is the establishment, with 
or without Polish co-operation, of an independent Rus
sian Ukraine under German tutelage." But, he reported, 
an important school of thought considered that Hitler 
might first liquidate the western flank.

In his year's end report, Colonel Mason-McFarlane, 
British Military Attache'^in Berlin, concluded that the 17

17
Ibid., No. 403, Ogilvie-Forbes to Halifax; Dec. 6, 1938.
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feverish activity in the German army indicated that
Hitler was planning an adventure.

As regards designs against the Ukraine 
and/or Poland there is no direct military 
evidence to confirm this possibility. On 
the other hand., there is much evidence 
consistent therewith and none to refute it.
But . . . we would be ill-advised to assume 
that Herr Hitler's distraction for 1939 must 
inevitably be an easterly one. In discussing 
this subject at great length with my Dutch 
colleague and with the Counsellor of the 
Dutch Legation we placed the odds on action 
in the East as against action in the West 
at about 10 to 1 .-*-°
Ogilvie-Forbes was much impressed by Hitler's 

need for raw materials.
There is only one direction in which Herr 
Hitler with comparative ease could possess 
himself of the raw materials lacking to 
Germany, and that is in the East and conse
quently the agricultural and mineral re
sources of the Ukraine and even of Rouman
ian territory are the subject of much talk.
It is in that direction that Germany appears 
most likely to break out. The possibility 
of Hitler's striking at Britain or France 
first could not be excluded but "it should 
. . .  be possible to keep Great Britain out 
of war (l) by facing the issue clearly and 
in good time that we cannot guarantee the 
status quo in Central and Eastern Europe," 
and by getting the ear of the moderater in

Ibid., No. 505, Enclosure II; Ogilvie-Forbes 
to Halifax; Dec. 29, 1938.

1 8 ,



100

Germany. ^

While viewing with equanimity what they thought 
were Hitler’s plans, His Majesty's Government pursued 
an active policy of conciliation toward Italy. We 
have already seen how, after Mussolini's good behavior 
during the Czechoslovak crisis and the Munich Confer
ence, the British and French were sanguine that they 
could loosen the ties which bound him to Hitler.

Chamberlain and Halifax sought to achieve this 
end, first, by bringing into force the well-known 
Anglo-Italian Agreement.

On April 16, 1938, when the appeasement policy 
was rolling into high gear, and after the unpliable 
Eden had been discarded by Chamberlain, there had been 
signed the Anglo-Italian Agreement, which, it was 
hoped, would bring about a genuine detente between 
Italy and Great Britain. Ostensibly, the agreement 
would guarantee the Mediterranean status quo. But, 
more importantly, it was arranged in an accompanying

19Ibid., No. 515, Ogilvie-Forbes to Halifax:Jan. 3, 1939.
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exchange of notes that prerequisites for the implement
ation of the agreement would be on the one hand "a 
settlement of the Spanish question"(the wording was 
no more precise ) and on the other a British decision 
to recognize the Italian "Empire."

The Italian Government had committed itself to 
perform lesser prerequisites, such as withdrawal of 
troops from Libya, and an end to anti-British propa
ganda in the Mediterranean area. These had been ful
filled to British satisfaction by June 17, 1938; but 
there remained the Spanish question. 20

Halifax suggested various methods by which the 
Italians might meet the condition of contributing to 
the settlement of the Spanish conflict on June 17, the 
most feasible of which proved to be a scheme whereby 
Mussolini took the next initiative through King Boris 
of Bulgaria, when the latter was in London early in 
September, 1938. Through him Mussolini offered to 
withdraw a large, but unspecified, number of his troops

20; Ibid,y. Extract from For. Off. Memo, of 
Nov. 17, on Anglo-Italian Relations. Also, Annex I 
to No. 326, Halifax to Perth, June 17, 1938.
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from Spain.

Again at Munich, during one of the, as Ciano 
put it, "extremely cordial conversations" between 
Chamberlain and Mussolini, the latter had announced 
his intention of withdrawing 10,000 troops. 22 On 
October 3 Ciano represented that this promised action 
would fulfill the original condition for the coming 
into force of the Agreement. He hinted darkly at ir
revocable decisions which would have to be taken if 
the British would not accept the Italian point of view.

The Italian Government would be com
pelled to take a different attitude 
and to take certain action which up to 
now they had definitely refused. . . .
The Grand Council was meeting on Octo
ber 6 and decision about foreign 
policy would be taken at the meeting.

21

If the agreement came into force, Franco-Italian re
lations would be improved, and a "general European 
detente would follow."

Ibid., Annex II to No. 326; Record of a Con
versation between King Boris of Bulgaria and Sir A. 
Cadogan on Sept. 7 , 1938.

22Ibid., No. 327,Perth to Halifax; Oct. 1, 1938.

Ibid., No. 329, Perth to Halifax; Oct. 3, 1938.23
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Thus the Italians had taken the initiative toward 
bringing the Agreement into effect, and Ciano was now 
intimating that an unresponsive British attitude would 
solidify the Axis, and contrariwise thaw it. It is no 
wonder that Chamberlain and Halifax were confident that 
proper treatment would detach Mussolini from his rowdy 
northern friend. "I feel that we have come to the part
ing of the ways," advised Perth, British Ambassador in 
Rome. Did not Britain take up Mussolini's initiative 
the latter’Would conclude a definite military alliance 
with Germany even though this is against his innermost 
wish and would be unpopular in this country.2^

Although they were well aware that well over 
half the Italian troops then in Spain would be unaf
fected by the withdrawal contemplated,2  ̂ His Majesty's 
Government agreed by October 5 to interpret the pro
posed withdrawal as leading substantially to a liquid
ation of the Spanish conflict, and only asked that

24
Ibid., No. 331, Perth to Halifax, Oct. 4, 1938. 25

25
Ibid., No. 326, Extract from Foreign Office 

Memo on Anglo-Italian Relations; Oct. 2, 1938.



104

Mussolini make some further gesture to help the Govern
ment override public opinion. It was promised that, if 
the Cabinet accepted the plan, the matter would be made 
a matter of confidence when brought before the Commons 
at the first opportunity early in November. For his
part, Mussolini was kind enough to agree to wait until
,, 26 then.

On October 26 the Cabinet agreed to support 
Chamberlain and Halifax, and on October 31 Halifax 
asked Perth whether he thought a visit to Rome by him 
and the Prime Minister after the Agreement came into 
effect would be helpful. To which Perth cheerfully
replied it would "be most effective in consolidating

27Anglo-Italian friendship." The agreement was duly signed 
on November lo, and the visit arranged by that date. 26 27 28

26Ibid., No. 336, Halifax to Perth; Oct. 5, 1938. 
No. 340, Perth to Halifax, Oct. 7, 1938.

27
Ibid., No. 366, Halifax to Perth; Oct. 26,

1938. No. 370, Halifax to Perth; Oct. 21, 1938. No. 
372, Perth to Halifax, Nov. 1, 1938.

28
Ibid., Nos. 356, 370, 372, 378 and 379, Cor

respondence between Halifax and Perth, Oct. 26-Nov. 16, 
1938.
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These dreams of dislocating the Axis, however, 
were cruelly crushed in January, 1939, by the know
ledge that Mussolini had agreed to transform the Anti- 
Comintern Pact into a full-scale Triple Alliance.

Hopes for an Anglo-Italian rapprochement had 
been diminished even before Mussolini's real position 
came to light, however. During a foreign policy speech 
by Ciano on November 30 in the Chamber, the listening 
Deputies as well as the galleries interrupted with 
cries of Tunis, Corsica and Jibute.” According to 
some reports Nice was even added for additional effect. 
Similar demonstrations took place throughout Italy. 
Although the Italian Government dissociated itself 
from these demonstrations and similar press discussion, 
a fear was implanted in French minds that Italy was 
plotting to make demands against them.

Chamberlain early in December felt that if such 
public demonstrations did not cease, it would be dif-

Ibid., cf. Nos. 46l, 463, 464, 465, 474, 
Perth to Halifax for comments on the demonstrations 
and the French reaction.

29



106

ficult for him to make the Rome visit In the face of
hostile British opinion. Agitation in Italy, and the
counter-agitation that had been called forth in Prance

30died down, however. The British felt that the dem
onstrations had probably been arranged mainly to permit 
the Italian Government to represent that the Italian
people felt that they had legitimate demands toward
France, and to use this representation as a bargaining
counter in securing less extravagant concessions from 

31the French. The French Government before the Anglo- 
Italian talk of January 10 and 11 was worried lest Mus
solini should persuade Chamberlain to support such
limited Italian aims in the interest of general appease-

32ment. After this fear proved abortive (the talks 
proved utterly innocuous)33 the French continued to

30
Ibid., No. 475, Cadogan to Perth, Dec. 12, 

1938. No. 447, Perth to Halifax, Dec. 15, 1938.
31rbid., No. 485, Perth to Halifax; Dec. 27,1938.
32„ Ibid-* No* ^84, Phipps to Halifax, Dec. 26 1938.
33

Ibid., No. 500, Conversations between British 
and Italian Ministers, Jan. 11-14, 1939.
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fear that Italy might yet make Impossible demands, and 
that Germany might support Italy, thus setting off war.

The British Government apparently never took 
this possibility very seriously, and, although they 
came to put no reliance in Italian good will after 
they learned of Italian willingness to consolidate with 
Germany, they never feared that Mussolini would start
a war.



CHAPTER VI. A THREATENING GERMANY

Events at the turn of the year convinced the 
British Government that they could no longer take 
refuge in the belief that an unmolested Hitler would 
be disposed to expand, peacefully or otherwise, in 
Central Europe.

On January 5-6 Polish Foreign Minister Beck 
visited Hitler and Ribbentrop; the rumors connected 
with this circumstance formed an object of much concern 
for His Majesty's Government. Beck was "extremely 
evasive" when Kennard on January 10 inquired as to the 
conversations held a few days previous. "He told me 
that it had been confirmed that there was no change of 
good relations existing between Germany and Poland and 
that there seemed no good reason why they should be in 
any way modified," Kennard reported. Beck assured him 
that there had not been any detailed talk concerning 
Danzig, and that he had received Hitler's assurance 
that rumors about German interest in the Ukraine were
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"grossly exaggerated." As is well known, this was 
somewhat wide of the truth. 1

Germany had, in fact, since October been pres
sing Poland for a settlement of all outstanding ques
tions, and apparently trying to enlist Poland in a 
war against Russia. German plans were most clearly 
stated by Ribbentrop to Beck on January 6 . In return 
for cession of Danzig and an extra-territorial railway 
and motor-road connecting Germany with East Prussia, 
Germany would guarantee Poland’s boundaries. Lastly, 
there was, Ribbentrop said, "the policy to be followed 
by Poland and Germany vis-a-vis Russia and in this con
nection also the question of a Greater Ukraine." There 
follows in the German record of this conversation a 
rambling statement by Ribbentrop, apparently to the 
effect that Germany desired to help Poland work for 
a Greater Ukraine, and was herself interested "only to 
the extent that we inflicted damage on Russia every
where, just as she did on us." This helpful German 
attitude would of course be dependent on a "more pro-

1BrDFP, III, No. 529j Kennard to Halifax;
Jan. 10, 1939.
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nounced anti-Russian attitude on the part of Poland." 
Asked in this connection about Polish adherence to the 
Anti-Comintern Pact, Beck replied that an anti-Russian 
policy was not then possible. "Nevertheless Beck held 
out the prospect that Poland's policy might be capable

2of future development in the direction desired by us."
Although the German attitude had been most con

ciliatory, and Hitler had stressed his desire to settle 
problems by negotiation and on the basis of friendship, 
Beck was taken aback. According to his memoirs, immed
iately after his return to Warsaw, he warned the Presi
dent of the Republic and the Minister of War, Smigly-Ridz, 
that Hitler's attitude might lead to war.^ But Beck was 
not yet ready to re-string the wires between Warsaw and 
the West which had been down since the Munich crisis.

Various information was now reaching the For
eign Office that Beck had been something less than open

2DGFP, V, No. 120, for the conversation above. 
Ibid., Nos. 8l, 101, for earlier discussion.

3
Colonel Jozef Beck, Final Report, Trans. Tytus 

Komarnicki and Count Michal Lubienski. (Robert 
Speller & Sons, Publishers, Inc.: New York, 1957), 
p. 183.
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In his description to Kennard of the conversation with 
Hitler. In a MLnute dated January 17, Mr. Strang 
pieced together the various reports. He concluded that 
it might well be possible that Hitler had told Beck 
that his next goal would be colonial possessions, and 
tempted Beck with the prospect of a share of the spoils. 
This, wrote Strang, would accord with "reports we have 
had of Hitler's intention to attack in the West this 
Spring, and the signs that Germany intends to pick a 
quarrel with Holland point in the same direction.^

It is plain that the Foreign Office was receiv
ing extremely disquieting information during these first 
three weeks of January, 1939. As we have just seen, the 
Foreign Office was intensely suspicious of Poland. Here
tofore, the documents indicate, the consensus had been 
that Hitler had a firm intention of expanding in Central

4
rbid., No. 541, Minute by Strang; Jan. 17, 1939. 

The individual reports from which Strang made these 
inferences have not been published. The only rele
vant document is a dispatch from Kennard of January 
10, arguing that there was little possibility of Po
land's cooperating with Hitler in an attack on the 
Ukraine; Poland would be placed in too difficult a 
position. Kennard thought Hitler had decided there 
were too many difficulties in the way to keep to his 
plan of conquest in the Ukraine.
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Europe, and the hope was entertained that this expan
sion, unhampered by Prance and Britain, would move in 
the direction of the Soviet Union. Left to fend for 
herself, it was thought that Poland would reach a modus 
vivendi with Hitler. But, as we shall soon see, His 
Majesty's Government received information around the 
beginning of the year that Hitler intended, before exe
cuting his grandiose plans for Central Europe, to secure 
his western flank. The sources upon which our knowledge 
of how this new analysis of German policy was formed 
are still fragmentary, but the evidence given on the 
previous page indicates that by January 17, 1939, the 
Foreign Office was apprehensive that: l) an immediate 
German Drang r&ch Osten was not quite so certain a pros
pect as had been thought; 2) Hitler and Beck were on good 
terms, and Hitler might be tempting his Polish counter
part with colonial spoils, and 3 ) information indicated 
that Hitler was planning an attack on the West.

Lord Halifax in his memoirs gives us at least one 
example of the sort of information which was fostering 
the third conclusion just noted. "In December, 1938,"
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(the date is no more specific), Halifax says, one of 
the British Embassy staff in Berlin was invited by a 
German Staff Officer to a secret meeting in the Tier- 
garten. "The German Officer then told him that Hitler 
had given orders for the preparation of plans for an 
sll-out attack on England, for use in certain eventual
ities, such plans to be ready by the middle of March." 
The Officer proposed a rather bizarre method for giving 
further warning; were the order for attack given, he 
would warn the British Embassy by sending a torn-out 
page from the Berlin telephone book according to a pre
arranged code. "On receipt of this information steps 
were at once taken to accelerate production, and the 
events of March, though not accompanied by the page of 
the telephone book, left little doubt of what was shap
ing in Hitler's mind and marked a turning point in 
Chamberlain's thought.

Information such as this did indeed cause a 
shift in Chamberlain's thought, but the turning point

5Edward Frederick Lindley Wood, 1st Earl of 
Halifax, Fullness of Days, (Dodd, Mead and Co.:
New York, 1957), p. 203.



114

came somewhat sooner than Halifax indicates. For, by- 
January 24 the new analysis of German intentions had 
crystallized. On that day, an almost hysterical tele
gram was sent to Washington, "for the personal and 
secret information of the President."

I have received a large number of reports 
from various reliable sources which throw a 
most disquieting light on Hitler's mood and 
intentions. According to these reports Hit
ler is bitterly resentful at the Munich 
Agreement which baulked him of a localized 
war against Czecho-Slovakia and demonstrated 
the will to peace of the German masses in 
opposition to the war-mongering of the Nazi 
Party. He feels personally humiliated by 
this demonstration. He regards Great 
Britain as primarily responsible for this 
humiliation and his rage is therefore di
rected principally against this country 
which he holds to be the chief obstacle now 
to the fulfillment of his further ambitions.

As early a*s November there were indi
cations which gradually became more definite 
that Hitler was planning a further foreign 
adventure for the spring of 1939. At first 
it appeared— and this was confirmed by per
sons in Hitler's entourage--that he was 
thinking of expansion in the East and in 
December the prospect of establishing an in
dependent Ukraine under German vassalage was 
freely spoken of in Germany.

But now, Halifax continued, the evidence indicated that 
"Hitler, encouraged by Ribbentrop, Himmler and others,
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is considering an attack on the Western Powers as a 
preliminary to subsequent action in the East." Hitler 
might, l) push Italy to support her claims against 
Prance with force; 2) subdue Holland, and try to '‘dic
tate terms to us and paralyze France," and at the same 
time "bribe Poland and perhaps other countries with 
promises of colonial loot"; 3) make a sudden air attack 
on England. "In the last few days," Halifax noted, it 
had been learned that Germany was pressing Italy and 
Japan to convert the Anti-Comintern Pact into a full 
alliance, and that the Italians had agreed. Thus had 
come to an end the British dream of detaching Mussolini 
from the Axis.

Hitler was due 'to speak on January 30, Halifax 
concluded, and "If the President were disposed to take 
an occasion for any public announcement, it might be the 
more valuable if he were to do so before January 30.^

This message was considered so urgent that 
Cadogan gave it to the American Charge^Johnson to send over 
the direct American wire, because otherwise it probably

6
BrDFP, IV, No. 5, Halifax to Mallet; Jan. 24,

1939.
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would not have been received until sometime on the 25th. 
Moreover, Johnson insisted the message had been scru
tinized by Chamberlain, although the text had been pre
pared in the Foreign Office and was "therefore to be 
regarded not merely as a statement of Foreign Office 
views but as a statement of the views of the Government."̂  

Hull’s answer on January 27 was anything but en
couraging. Mallet reported that "he spoke in his usual 
cryptic and circumlocutory manner." Hull indicated

in his most oracular style . . . that at 
the present moment reasons of internal 
politics made it necessary for the Presi
dent to proceed with great caution. The 
United States Government did not want to 
raise any false hopes or cause misunder
standings either at home or abroad.

In the best Delphic style Hull concluded that "the words
and deeds of the Administration made it clear how they8
were facing the situation.”

Mallet's comment on Hull's remarks hints that

7AFR,1939j I, Johnson to Hull; Jan. 24, 1939,
pp. 2-6 .

8BrDFP, IV, No. 26, Mallet to Halifax; Jan. 27, 
1939; Mallet's rather acid comments are justified by 
Hull's own memo of the conversation, cf. AFR,1939, I, 
Hull to Johnson; Jan. 29, 1939, pp. 6-7.
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the British were expecting something more.
I am afraid you may find this rather dis
couraging. X am sure that the President 
and Secretary of State are only too anxious 
to do what they can to help but are ob
sessed by the risk of going too far ahead 
of public opinion and thus losing control 
of Congress which would be so essential 
if the anticipated crisis arises.

Mallet' s information led him to believe there was 
little chanpe of the Neutrality Act being revised "in 
the direction of giving greater latitude to the Presi
dent, at least during the present session.^

Phipps reported on January 29 a conversation 
which also hints that Roosevelt had been expected in 
Europe to show more sympathy.

M. Daladier feels it is now vital that 
President Roosevelt should come down un
mistakably on the side of the democracies 
by proposing immediate repeal of the 
Neutrality Act, for instance. This would, 
he believes, bring the dictators to 
reason.

Daladier also hoped Roosevelt would call an international 
conference.

9BrDFP, IV, No. 28, Mallet to Halifax; Jan. 27,
1939.

10
Ibid., No. 53, Phipps to Halifax; Jan. 29, 1939.
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Halifax made the best of Hull's answer, and chose 
to Interpret It In a favorable senses or at least not 
to criticize It. Talking with the American Charge^on 
January 30,

"he remarked that wise men in his own 
Government and also, he was sure, in 
Washington, were pondering these matters 
on the basis of such information as 
could be obtained and endeavoring to 
reach right decisions. " 11
But, no matter how good a face Halifax might 

put on the American reaction, it is clear that Roose
velt, for the time being at any rate, was intent on 
dissociating the United States from the perils of the 
British Empire. A brief review of the stage Anglo- 
American talks had reached on the problem of collabor
ation in the Far East should make this point abundant
ly clear. (cf. supra, pp. 62-68.)

Ominous information continued to reach the 
Foreign Office. Mason-McFarlane had concluded by 
January 26 that:

It would appear that Germany is coming to 
some temporary understanding with Poland

11

P. 9.
AFR,1939, Johnson to Hull; Jan. 30, 1939; I,
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with the obviously possible project of 
leaving herself a freer hand elsewhere.
The attitude of my Polish colleague is not 
inconsistent with this.-*-2
It is interesting to note that American diplo

mats were forming the same opinion of German-Polish re
lations. Gilbert, Charge^in Germany, concluded after 
a conversation with an official in the German Foreign Of
fice that Hitler's policy was still "long range friend
ship with Poland," and that Beck might be willing to
cede Danzig in return for a perpetual guarantee of the 

13Corridor.

Kennard on February 6, 1939 reported further 
reason for believing that Hitler and Beck stood on good 
terms. German activity in Ruthenia was dying down.
The Polish Vice-Minister for Foreign Affairs had told 
him that "whereas in December some nervousness was felt 
. . .  as to German intentions, it was now felt that 
there was no danger of a German drive there the Ukraine 
in the near future. " 14 The Poles for their own reasons

12BrDFP, IV, No. 23, Enclosure, Ogilvie-Forbes 
to Halifax; Jan. 26, 1939.

13AFR,1939, Gilbert to Hull; Feb. 3, 1939, I,pp. 10-11.
14BrDFP, IV, Nos. 83 and 84, Kennard to Halifax, 

Feb. 6, 1939.
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were still keeping the British in the dark regarding 
what had passed between Germany and Poland during Jan
uary. Kennard was told that no demands had been made.

Although it is commonly believed that British 
statesmen discounted the possibility of Russo-German 
collusion, the facts indicate that their sharp minds 
were correctly interpreting German maneuvers during the 
first month of 1939. The knowledge that Germany and 
Italy were prepared to adhere jointly to a military al
liance effective against all powers, thus dropping the 
anti-Russian bias of the Anti-Comintern Pact, had dashed 
the hope that Italy really wanted to rid herself of her 
boisterous northern partner. This knowledge also created 
the fear that an overriding German antagonism for Russia 
could not necessarily be counted on. Commenting on var
ious manifestations of German policy toward the Soviet, 
Cadogan concluded on February 1 that "I think that these 
three points taken together, namely, the new form which 
it is proposed to give the Anti-Comintern Pact, the pro
jected German-Soviet conversations and the cessation of
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attacks on the Soviet, may be rather ominous." He 
anticipated precisely Hitler's later maneuver-economic 
cooperation with Russia,

with a view to benefitting from the almost 
unlimited sources of raw materials which 
that might put at their disposal. . . .
It seems to me that we shall have to watch 
very carefully the development of any 
tendency towards a rapprochement between 
Germany and the Soviet. ^

Certainly the Russians did nothing to dispel sus
picion that they would be above such a maneuver. On 
February 20 British Ambassador Sir William Seeds, in 
conversation with Litvinov, inquired whether the latter's 
recent conversation with the new French Ambassador had 
done anything to dispel Russian belief in the capitu
lation tendencies of the Western Powers. He received 
a brutal answer.

Mr. Litvinov said that assurances had been 
given as regards French policy in general 
and the Franco-Soviet pact in particular but 
that nowadays assurances were freely given 
and as freely broken. The Soviet Government 
and public opinion saw no sign whatever that 
France and Great Britain would do anything 
but continue to capitulate; the Soviet Govern
ment would therefore 'keep aloof,' all the 15

15'Ibid., No. 76, Memo by Cadogan; Feb. 1, 1939. 
The "projected German-Soviet conversations" Cadogan 
refers to were forthcoming negotiations on German- 
Soviet trade.
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more readily as their interests were not 
directly affected. . . . Everywhere French 
and British interests were being surrendered.
. . . M. Bonnet was a natural capitulator; 
and the Soviet Government which had so often 
in the past tried to help the western democ
racies by, inter alia, advice from him per
sonally from Geneva, now had no option but to 
consign? 16 as to our own folly. «Herr Hit

ler and Signor Mussolini are as frightened 
of war as you are but they now know from ex
perience that you will never fight.
The French were under no illusions as to Soviet

propensities. In a conversation with Bullit on March 9,
Daladier said "that if Hitler should be willing it
would not take a half hour to form an alliance between
Germany and the Soviet Union. Stalin was panting for

, ttl8such an agreement.

As we will soon see, Chamberlain, although he was 
not naive, was not sd well versed in the principles of 
Realpolitik as the professional Cadogan, and apparently 
did not suspect until the summer of 1939 that the Rus
sians might be able to effect a rapprochement with 
Hitler. As late as April 17 Chamberlain told Kennedy

The text is here uncertain.
17BrDFP, IV, No. 121, Seeds to Halifax; Feb. 20,

1939.
18AFR,1939, Bullit to Hull; March 9, 1939; I, 

pp. 29-31.
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that he felt he could "make a deal with Russia any
time now"; but by June 9 he remarked that

"he was not at all sure that the Russians 
had the slightest idea of concluding the 
pact, and if they do not accept the latest 
proposition, he . . .  is not at all sure 
that he will not call the whole thing off.
The intense anxiety of January, 1939, however

passed during February into a mood of simple pessimism.
For one thing, the wily Beck early in February began
evidencing signs of wishing to collaborate with the
West rather than with Hitler. Beck apparently was
frightened after Ribbentrop's visit to Warsaw late in
January, and immediately took steps to re-establish
contact with the Western Powers. Count Raczynski,
Polish Ambassador in the United Kingdom, on February 3
asked about the possibility of a visit by Beck to

19The conversation of April 17 is not printed 
in AFR,1939. cf. Tansill, Back Door, p. 525, citing 
Kennedy to Hull, April 17, 1939, 7^0.00/908, Confi
dential File, MS, Department of State. For the con
versation of June 9 cf. AFR,1939, Kennedy to Hull,
June 9, 1939, I, PP. 271-2.

20Ribbentrop had again pressed Beck for a favor
able reply to the German desiderata, cf. DGFP, V, No. 
126, for the German record. Ribbentrop was bountiful 
in protestations of good will, but Beck seems to have 
detected handwriting on the wall. cf. Survey for 1938, 
III, pp. 338-3^1 for an account of the visit.
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London to discuss the status of Danzig, In connection 
with a meeting of the Committee of Three, the League 
organ responsible for advising on Danzig affairs. The 
German population of Danzig had become thoroughly 
Nazified, and had passed recently certain anti-Jewish 
laws contrary to the Danzig Constitution which, formally, 
was guaranteed by the League. The Committee of Three, 
whose posts were at the time filled by a French, Brit
ish, and Swedish representative, had been discussing 
during December and January, 1939, whether it might 
not be best to withdraw the League Commissioner, at 
Danzig, Burckhardt, a Swiss, rather than await some 
fait accompli produced by German-Polish collaboration, 
which would have destroyed League authority in Danzig, 
and placed the League in an embarrassing position.

On February 3 Beck had sent his Ambassador in 
London, Count Raczynski, to inquire of R. A. Butler, 
the British member of the Committee of Three, whether

cf. Survey for 1938, pp. 312-321 for a good 
factual narrative of the situation in Danzig, fall 
and winter 1938-39.

21
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a visit by Beck to London to discuss the Danzig situa
tion would be welcomed. On the day previous, however, 
Raczynski had seen Strang, and betrayed his apprehen
sion that all was not well between Germany and Poland. 
"He had with him a telegram from Beck, which he ad
mitted he did not fully understand but which seemed 
to him to imply," briefly, that the Germans were pres
sing for demands which Beck could not meet. Raczynski 
did not say this, but that was the intimidation. 22 23

"There is no doubt," rejoined Kennard on Feb
ruary 22,

that Beck is anxious to go to London, not 
so much in connection with Danzig, as he 
says, to re-establish contact with leading 
personalities in London.
Clearly one must not exaggerate, but there 
is a general feeling that Colonel Beck is 
getting back on to the fence again and pub
lic opinion seems to be relieved that he 
should feel it both safe and advisable to 
do so.
When Halifax finally issued the invitation, the

22
Ibid., No. Ill, Strang to Kennard; Feb. 16,

1939.
23
Ibid., No. 139i Kennard to Sir 0. Sargent; 

Feb. 22, 1939.
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question of Beck’s coming to a meeting of the Committee 
of Three had fallen Into the background. By February 
25 Beck had received and accepted an invitation "to

oildiscuss the general situation."
It must be emphasized that Beck had not yet 

taken the British into his confidence, even if he had 
managed to regain his old place on the fence.

Early in February the British and French had 
decided to consider a German attack on Holland or 
Switzerland a casus belli; ^  but the British attitude 
toward Central Europe remained undefined. Fear of an 
immediate German attack on the West passed off, how
ever, and Chamberlain at least was still convinced 
that Hitler's aim was the Ukraine, and that it might 
well be possible for the West to do business with him.

"It is Hitler’s hope of course," Kennedy 
reported him as saying,

to stir up enough trouble in the Ukraine 
so that he can point out how badly the 
Russians are treating the Ukrainians 
and that he could go in if he wanted to 
and in this way get some more concessions * 2

24Ibid., No. 148, Kennard to Halifax; Feb. 25,
1939.

2^BrDFP, No. 88, Halifax to Lindsay



127

without any strain on his resources.
Moreover, he did not take the possibility of a Russo- 
German rapprochement seriously. In all this he was at 
variance with the Foreign Office, which, at least in 
the view of Ambassador Kennedy, from whose report of
February 17 the above information is drawn, simply did

2 gnot know what to expect.

Halifax saw fit to reassure Roosevelt at the 
end of February.

Our latest information inclines us 
to think that Hitler has for the time 
being abandoned the idea of precipitat
ing an immediate crisis, such as he 
seemed to be contemplating at the be
ginning of the year. . .

It is significant that Halifax made no comment on his 
own statement that " . . .  reports have recently reached 
us pointing to the possibility of a military occupation 
of Czecho-Slovakia." There was no hint of how such 
action might be received by His Majesty's Government. 27

26
AFR,1939, Kennedy to Hull; Feb. 17, 1939, I, pp. 14-17.

27
BrDFP, IV, No. 158, Halifax to Lindsay: 

Feb. 27, 1939.
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They had definitely decided to fight If Hitler made a
move against a Western country. What of the East?
Ambassador Kennedy again fills the breach. His is the
only definite evidence on this cardinal point.

My observations, and I have talked with 
Chatfield, Simon, Hoare, Halifax and 
Chamberlain, in addition to many other 
people, are that they thoroughly believe 
that England is on its way; that Germany 
will not attack; that the problem of 
last Fall, when they were obliged to do 
things that perhaps they would rather 
have done otherwise, is gone, and that 
while England will not go to war if Ger
many should attack Rumania or the Ukraine, 
they would declare war at once if Germany 
moved towards Switzerland or Holland.2^
Other than Kennedy's dispatch, the most impor

tant single document which throws light on the British 
attitude toward German expansion in Central Europe dur
ing the period from February to the absorption of 
Bohemia-Moravia, is a long dispatch from Neville Hen
derson on March 9. He reaches the conclusion that

. . . Germany's continental future lies 
* eastward and it is probably not unfortu-

28

Tansill, Back Door, p. 449, citing Kennedy to 
Hull, Feb. 17, 1939. 7^0 .00/5692.» Confidential File, 
MS. Dept, of State. This document is not printed in 
APR,1939.



nate that it should be so. The 'Drang 
nach Osten' is a reality, but the 'Drang 
nach Westen' will only become so if Ger
many finds all the avenues to the east 
blocked, or if Western opposition is such 
as to convince Hitler that he cannot go 
eastward without first having rendered 
it innocuous.

He had reached this conclusion by arguing that, accord
ing to Mein Kampf, Germany could find her Lebensraum 
only in the East, and that . . .

expansion eastward renders a clash between 
Germany and Russia some day or other high
ly probable. With a benevolent Britain on 
her flank, Germany can envisage such an 
eventuality with comparative equanimity .
. . . The best approach to good relations 
with Germany is therefore along the lines 
of avoidance of constant and vexatious inter
ference in matters in which British interests 
are not directly or vitally involved and the 
prospect of British neutrality in the event 
of Germany being engaged in the East.

Henderson was not disturbed in the least by such a 
prospect. But what of the countries in between Ger
many and Russia? His attitude is rather ambiguous. 
Britain, he felt, could not take exception to German 
economic and political predominance there, nor to the 
redemption of Danzig and Memel nor to . . the com-
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Plete subordination of Czecho-Slovakia politically and 
economically to Germany. We may dislike the latter, 
but geographically speaking it is inevitable."2^ Two 
days after the March on Prague, it is well to note here, 
he observed that

What distresses me more than anything else 
is the handle which it will give to the 
critics of Munich. Not that I did not 
always realize that the complete subserv
ience of the Czechs to Germany was inevitable. 30

It would be unwise to read too much into these 
documents, but one cannot avoid commenting on the im
plications. In the first place, the matter-of-fact 
way in which Henderson speaks of the inevitability of 
the absorption of Czechoslovakia raises the question 
whether the same attitude was not held in common with 
the chief makers of foreign policy. Henderson was on
very friendly, even confidential terms with Halifax

31and Chamberlain, and he does not write as though his

1939.
29Ibid., No. 195, Henderson to Halifax, March 9,

rbid., Appendix I, Letter viii; Henderson 
to Halifax; March 15, 1939.

Cf. the language and tone of the personal 
letters in BrDFP, IV, Appendix I.
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idea were novel. Taken together with the fact that 
Chamberlain and Halifax never had any intention of im
plementing their guarantee to Czecho-Slovakia, the 
conclusion is almost unavoidable that all were aware 
that the little rump state was doomed. This conclusion 
is clinched by two statements made at the time of the 
crisis itself.

Halifax received at 7:00 P.M. on March 14 a 
warning from Henderson that he expected the visit of 
Hacha to end in "Bohemia and Moravia under German pro
tection with customs and currency union." Halifax 
sent back Immediately a protest for the German Foreign 
Office, so apologetic that no reader could have thought 
he was really objecting. "His Majesty's Government 
have no desire to interfere unnecessarily in matters 
with which other Governments may be more directly con
cerned than this country." Yet, he continued, since 
economic discussions which it was hoped might bear 
fruit were about to commence, he would

deplore any action in Central Europe which
would cause a setback to the growth of
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this general confidence on which all Improve
ment In the economic situation depends and 
to which such improvement might in its turn 
contribute. SeL

Moreover, in answer to the French Ambassador’s 
inquiry on March 14 whether the British were not under 
some obligation to Czechoslovakia, Cadogan had ready 
a facile answer.

. . .  It might be held that they were 
morally under some obligation; it could 
equally be, however, maintained that 
they had been released from it by the 
fact that they had tried to negotiate 
an international guarantee of Czecho
slovakia but had failed through no fault 
of their own.
In spite of this desinteressement the British 

had heretofore exhibited toward Central Europe, on 
March 31, Chamberlain, for the first time in the his
tory of the Empire, committed his nation to war while 
a parlous situation was still pregnant with contin
gencies. In the event, he said in Commons,

32Ibid., No. 246, Henderson to Halifax; March 
14, 1939; No. 247, Halifax to Henderson, March 14, 1939

-^Ibid., No. 277, Halifax to Phipps; March 15, 
1939. cf. Nos. 91 and 167 for the British demarche 
of Feb. 8, enquiring German intentions regarding the 
guarantee, and the German answer of March 3 that an 
opportune time had not yet arrived.
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of any action which clearly threatened 
Polish independence, and which the Polish 
Government accordingly considered it vital 
to resist with their national forces, His 
Majesty's Government would feel themselves 
bound at once to lend the Polish Govern
ment all support in their power.^

Neville Chamberlain, In Search of Peace 
(G.P.Putnam's Sons: New York, 1939), p. 279. (This 
volume is a collection of Chamberlain's speeches.)

34



CHAPTER V I I .
THE IMMEDIATE CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE GUARANTEE

The two crucial weeks that followed the March 
on Prague determined what course the coming war would 
take. Britain on March 31 threw down the gauntlet, 
and Hitler picked it up on September 1 . As we have 
seen, there is no reason to believe that the absorp
tion of Czechoslovakia itself was of such magnitude 
in British thought as to produce the guarantee to 
Poland. This final subjugation had been expected; and 
even precautions taken so that Britain could not be
come involved. Although in January, 1939, it had 
been decided that a German attack on Holland or 
Switzerland would be considered a casus belli, no 
decision had been taken as to how further German ad
venture in Central Europe would be regarded.

Charles Tansill has described Ambassador Bullit, 
acting as Roosevelt's "mouthpiece,M as "exerting steady
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pressure on Britain and Prance to stand up boldly to 
Nazi Germany." A poignant conversation between 
Bullit and Bonnet on the gray day of March 15, 1939, 
casts some doubt on this assertion. Bullit reported 
that:

I asked Bonnet what he envisaged for the 
future. He said that he could not see any 
possibility of any successful negotiations 
anywhere in Europe at the present time.
There was nothing for Prance and England but 
to arm as fast as possible and stand ready 
to meet any attack. He then said 'You must 
help us." I passed over this remark and 
began to ask him other questions but he re
peated 'The United States must help us.'
I asked him what he meant by this and he 
said, 'You must support us in any way you 
can.' I said that there were very decided 
limits on any support to be expected from 
the United States. He replied 'At least 
you can ̂ change the Neutrality Act so that we 
can get arms dnd munitions from America. ' 2
If relations between Great Britain and Central

Europe were yet quite ambiguous, the Central Europeans
themselves made an immediate effort to clarify the
issues. Chamberlain's reaction to the seizure of
Bohemia-Moravia had been unhurried and generous.

^Tansill, Back Door, pp. 556-57.

AFR,1939, Bullit to Hull; March 15, 1939; I.2

P. 42.
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Czechoslovakia's end, he said in Commons on March 15,
may or may not have been inevitable, and 
I have so often heard charges of breaches 
of faith bandied about, which did not seem 
to me to be founded upon sufficient pre
mises, that I do not wish to associate my
self today with any charges of that char
acter.

The Rumanians could not take so placid a view. On 
March 16, Viorel Tilea, Rumanian Minister at London, 
came to the Foreign Office and spoke, as he said, in 
an unofficial capacity. To Sir Orme Sargent, Assist
ant Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, he 
said that the Rumanians had private information that 
within a month Rumania would also be reduced to a pro
tectorate, according to German plans. He was sure his 
Government would want to know whether Britain would 
support Rumanian resistance to such a move.^ Tilea 
returned the next day, March 17, and told Halifax 
that Germany had demanded monopoly of Rumanian exports 
and offered to guarantee her boundaries in return.
His Government was not sure whether the German demand

3Chamberlain, Search, p. 265.
4BrDFP, IV, No. 298.



137

was to be considered an ultimatum— other terms might be 
forthcoming. He asked what would be the position of 
Britain in case of aggression. Could the Government 
more easily answer if the Rumanian-Polish Alliance were
made operative against Germany? (At present it aimed

5only at Russia.)
On the night of March 17, Chamberlain spoke at 

Birmingham. His words expressed suspicion; his policy 
remained ambiguous.

. . . the events which have taken place 
this week in complete disregard of the 
principles laid down by the German Gov
ernment itself seem to fall into a dif
ferent category, and they must cause us 
all to be asking ourselves, "Is this the 
end of the old adventure, or is it the 
beginning of a new?"

But still, he was "not prepared to engage this country
by new unspecified commitments operating under con-

6ditions which cannot now be foreseen."

However, before Chamberlain spoke, his Govern
ment had already decided to take action on the basis

5
Ibid., No. 389, Halifax to Seeds; March 17,

1939.
6
Chamberlain, Search, p. 274-275.
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of the Rumanian demarche. Telegrams were sent the 
night of the 17th, instructing His Majesty's repre
sentatives in Moscow, Warsaw, Ankara, Athens, and 
Belgrade to inform these capitals of Rumania's supposed 
danger. The British Government, it was said, was with
holding a decision until the reactions of these other 
governments were ascertained.^

It should be noted here that there are grounds 
for suspecting that Roosevelt's attitude may have 
helped prompt this first, hesitant decision to feel 
out the possibilities of opposing Hitler through col
lective security. Kennedy spoke to Halifax, apparent
ly early on the afternoon of the 17th. Halifax's re
marks reflected the ambiguity of the state of British 
policy; but, although he did not mention the question 
of unilateral British guarantees, he hinted that the 
recent coup might convince many in England that an at
tack on Britain might now be probable, and that the 
best way of preventing this was by following collective 
security. Kennedy, as Halifax recorded,

BrDFP, IV, No. 388, Halifax to Seeds.7
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agreed with me that one of the most 
useful contributions the President could 
probably make at the present juncture 
was if he was able to secure the taking 
of some action quickly in regard to the 
United States Neutrality Act. Mr. Kennedy 
rang me up later in the afternoon to say 
that he had just had news that action in 
this sense had just been taken by way of 
a message from the President to Congress. 3
It was also on the 17th of March that Sir Eric 

Phipps sent Halifax a letter which may well have been

8
Ibid., No. 394, Memo by Halifax; March 17, 

1939. There was no message to Congress that day. Ken
nedy may have referred to the public statement re
leased by Welles on the 17th, which condemned the ag
gression against Czechoslovakia. (AFR,1939, I, on. 
49-50.) However, and more meaningfully, he'may have 
been referring to a conversation between Senator Pitt
man, who had undertaken to handle revision of the 
Neutrality Act for the Administration, and Carlton 
Savage, of the State Department, which took place on 
March 17. William Langer and Everett Gleason, in 
their Challenge to Isolation (Harper & Bros.: New York, 1952), p. 00 and note 63, mention that during the 
late winter of 1939, "The State Department. . . pre
pared for Senator Pittman a draft bill incorporating 
the ideas to which the President had assented." The 
accounts given of the Savage-Pittman conversation 
implies that the bill was given to Pittman on March 17, 
although this is unfortunately not specifically stated! 
At any rate, he was urged on the 17th to introduce the* 
bill, which he did on March 20. Langer and Gleason 
cite a State Department memo by Savage, not published in AFR,1938.



the decisive factor in producing the decision of 
March 31.
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I have had the following from a 
source that has hitherto proved com
pletely reliable . . . Hitler's per
sonal wish, backed by Goering, Himmler, 
Ribbentrop, Goebbels, and Reichenau, 
is to make war on Great Britain before 
June or July. ^

There is no notation in the British Documents to indi
cate when this letter was received, or even to indicate 
whether it was sent by air mail or diplomatic courier. 
It could, however, hardly have been received later than 
the 19th of March.

In the Soviet Union, Sir William Seeds on the 
next day, March 18, made haste to make the proper in
quiries of the Power’ whose resources could make a pol
icy of collective security successful. Litvinov re
plied with questions of his own. What were Britain's 
plans? "Did we wish the U.S.S.R. to take engagement 
while leaving our own hands free?", he said. At 
10:00 P.M. that night Seeds returned to inform Litvi
nov that the instructions under which he had acted

BrDFP, IV, Appendix I, ix, 
March IT, 1939.

9 Phipps to Halifax;



141

that afternoon were suspended. Litvinov, however, was 
ready to reply to the afternoon inquiries, and sug
gested that Britain, Prance, Poland, Rumania, Turkey, 
and the Soviet Union should meet at once and plan 
common action in event of further aggression.'1'®

This unhappy reversal had been caused by the 
fact that Tilea's frenetic statements of March 16 and 
17 were untrue. On the afternoon of March 18, a tele
gram was received from Sir Reginald Hoare, British Min
ister at Rumania, demanding the countermanding of the 
instruction of the 17th sent to Central European capi
tals. Hoare had learned from Grigore Gafencu, Ruman
ian Foreign Minister, that the "ultimatum'' reported by 
Tilea, and already prominent in the Times and Daily 
Telegraph, was a fiction. 11 Indeed, at the insistence 
of Pabricius,German Minister in Rumania, the Rumanian 10 11

10
Ibid., No. 421, Seeds to Halifax; March 19,

1939.
11

1939 .
Ibid., No. 399 > Hoare to Halifax; March 18,
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press bureau Issued a demente on March 18.
It must again be noted that British morale 

received another American injection on March 18. Hal
ifax saw Kennedy again.

In a short reference to opinion in the United 
States, the Ambassador said that he thought 
the general public opinion was moving faster 
than he should have expected in the direction 
in which it was being lead by the President, 
and that he, the Ambassador, had found Ameri
can public opinion on the whole in advance of

1 ?

12Andreas Hillgruber, Hitler, Konig Carol, und 
Marschall Antonescu (Pranz Steiner Verlag GMBH: Wies
baden^ 1954), p"] 279, note 15. citing a letter from 
Fabricius to the author of 8/10/1952. Hillgruber, who 
has made an exhaustive study of German-Rumanian rela
tions during this period, is undecided what lay in 
back of Tilea*s very unorthodox behavior. He argues 
that the fact that Tilea was not recalled would indi
cate that he was acting under instructions, perhaps 
from King Carol himself. (Hillbruber, pp. 34-37.) 
Fabricius himself was not fully convinced of this. 
(Ibid., p. 278, note 8 . citing a letter from Fabricius 
to the author of 8/10/52) Sir Reginald Hoare thought 
that Carol had instructed Tilea before he came to 
London in January, 1939, to convince the British of 
:the dangerous Southern European situation, and that 
Tilea had chosen this rather remarkable way to do so. 
(BrDFP, IV, No. 443) Prince-Regent Paul of Yugoslavia 
thought the same. (ibid., No. 5H) Characteristically 
enough, Dirksen saw an "intrige prlvatkapitalistischen 
Art." (Hillgruber, p. 35*7
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his own position. He thought that, if there 
were German aggression on Roumania, the 
United States would be more readily moved to 
support action that we might take in that 
case than if, having done nothing as regards 
Roumania, we then became involved in some 
trouble consequent upon aggression upon 
Greece or Turkey, when American opinion would 
be disposed to say that we were only acting 
in our own interests.-*-3
Halifax does not record the response he made. 

He expressed the opinion that Britain could not "wait 
any longer" if Hitler moved into Rumania.

He thought that the Prime Minister's speech 
last night very definitely committed them to 
action if Hitler started for Rumania. My 
hunch is that if Chamberlain opposes that 
idea very strongly, there is going to be a 
break between the Prime Minister and Hali
fax.

This conversation must be kept in mind.^
To recapitulate briefly, His Majesty's Govern

ment had on March 18 caused inquiries to be made in 
Central European capitals, as to what the various 
governments intended to do in view of the supposed

13BrDFP, IV, No. 4l6, Halifax to Lindsay;
March 18, 1939* There is no record of this conversation 
in APR,1939.

Tansill, Back Door, p. 454-55. citing Kennedy 
to Hall, March 18, 1939. 740.00/630, Confidential File, 
MS. Dept, of State. Not printed in AFR,1939.
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ultimatum on Rumania. Later that day, they had hastily 
withdrawn their demarche. But not before the Russians 
had decided to propose a Six-Power conference. Whether 
this was done because of, or in spite of, Britain's em
barrassment cannot be said, but at any rate, the Russians 
pursued their suggestion. Maisky, Russian Ambassador 
in London, came round the next day, March 19, and asked 
Halifax what response the British Government would make 
to Litvinov's proposal for a Six-Power conference. Hal
ifax replied that Her Majesty's Government was working 
on a plan which would achieve the same purpose of warn
ing Germany, but would minimize possibility of failure.^ 

Halifax briefly indicated in Commons the same day that 
a proposal for a conference had been received from the 
Soviet Union, but was not being taken up.

It is not possible to follow in the documentary 
evidence now available precisely what occurred in the 
minds of British policy makers over the 19th and the 
20th of March. But by late on the 20th the Cabinet had

15Ibid., Nos. 432 and 433, Halifax to Seeds;
March 19, 1939.
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reached a decision on the course to follow. Ambassa
dors in Paris, Warsaw, and Moscow were told to submit 
a proposal worded:

We, the undersigned, duly authorized to 
that effect, hereby declare that, inas
much as peace and security in Europe are 
matters of common interest and concern, 
and since European peace and security may 
be affected by any action which consti
tues a threat to the political independ
ence of any European State, our respective 
Governments hereby undertake immediately 
to consult together as to what steps should 
be taken to offer joint resistance to any 
such action.
This initiative had been taken with French 

agreement. On March 21, Bonnet came to London to dis
cuss the prospects of the demarche, and further to con
cert policy. Sir Reginald Hoare had recently renewed 
fears that Germany might strike at Rumania, and re
ported that the Rumanian First Secretary was en route
to London to emphasize Rumania’s perilous position,

17as well as her will to fight.

Kennard,
Ibid., No. 446, Halifax to Phipps, Seeds and 

March 20, 1939.

Ibid., No. 457, Hoare to Halifax; March 21,17

1939 .
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Halifax and Bonnet seemed convinced that aggres
sion would break out somewhere, but were not sure it 
would be against Rumania. Bonnet related that in a 
conversation with Beck on March 19, the latter had been 
reluctant to give any assurance of Polish help for Ru
mania, and most unwilling to consider cooperating with 
Russia. "The Russians needed watching," declared 
Bonnet.

They liked to make public declarations 
for propaganda purposes which did not cor
respond with their real intentions. It 
was therefore necessary for each party 
to say exactly what it was prepared to do.

Again the American hand is discernible. Bonnet 
mentioned that

the United States Ambassador had seen him 
[Bonnet] . . .  on the 20th March, and had 
told him that the President was sure of 
his majority in favor of the modification 
of that legislation, [the Neutrality Act]

Halifax and Bonnet determined at all costs to bring Po
land into a non-aggression system, even if they had 
to go to the utmost limit, even to the extent of
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threats."

Later that night Hoare wired that Bucharest 
"deprecated" the very thought of associating with 
Russia in a Six-Power conference (Halifax had already 
rejected this Russian proposal) because they feared 
provoking the Germans, and Rumanian public opinion 
would not stand for it. He followed this message 
shortly by another describing the danger of attack from 
Hungary as possibly imminent. 19 Halifax may have real
ized then what Poland's answer to his proposal would 
be, since she occupied a position similar to that of 
Rumania. Were all this not enough, there came also a 
disquieting speculation from Seeds. He thought it 
problematical whether Russia would help Rumania if she 
were attacked. It would be to Russia's advantage to 
make vaguely encouraging statements, to entice Prance 
and Britain into a guarantee for Rumania and Poland.

13
Ibid., No. 458, Record of a Conversation 

between British and French Ministers in London;
March 21, 1939.

Ibid., No. 467, Hoare to Halifax; March 21,
1939 .
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Seeds thought that unless Russia was sure pressure on
Rumania was a prelude to attack on herself, she would
not fight, particularly If she thought It a prelude

20to an attack on the West.
Sometime during the night of the 21st (prob

ably after the Hallfax-Bonnet conversation) Halifax 
again had a very significant conversation with Kennedy. 
Kennedy reported that Halifax understood that

the Germans are mobilizing 20 divisions 
on the Western front. He also said 
that Poland's answer to France is very 
unsatisfactory. The British have not 
yet received an answer. The British 
feel that Russia may go along with them, 
not to serve the general cause but to 
serve whatever purpose they have in mind 
and if they do agree to go along with 
the French and the English, and if Ru
mania and Turkey and the Balkan States 
are prepared to fight, then England is 
advising France that they should both go 
along regardless of Poland. 21
This statement was all the more remarkable in

that it was Poland, and not Rumania to whom a guarantee * I,

20
Ibid., No. 452, Seeds to Halifax; March 20,

1939.

AFR,1939, Kennedy to Hall; March 22, 1939,
I, p. 88.

21



149

was first given. On the 21st Halifax was still quite 
suspicious of the Poles, but for reasons yet to be 
decided, was ready to defend Rumania, if the latter's 
fellow Central European States would help. One should 
notice the overtones of the statement that German 
troops were mobilizing on the French border.

Halifax made one more statement during this 
conversation, of vital significance. He asked that 
the American fleet be sent to Honolulu. His Majesty's 
Government had promised the Australians in event of 
war to send a Fleet to the Pacific; but it was desir
able to concentrate all possible naval strength in 
Western waters. If the American Fleet was sent to Hon
olulu, "this would be’perfectly satisfactory to Austra
lia and would permit the British Navy to function in 
the Mediterranean, where they plan to start operations."22 
It is a good question how the British Government had 
come to feel that the American Government would make 
so important a move in British favor.

Bonnet, Halifax, and, this time, Chamberlain

Ibid.
22
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continued the Anglo-French talks on the 22nd. Beck's 
preliminary reply to the invitation to join in the 
Four Power declaration had been received and was un
promising. He wanted more time to consider the sit
uation. He objected that if he overtly joined with 
Russia, he would destroy the precarious balance Poland 
had thus far held between Germany and Russia and might 
precipitate a German attack. He clearly implied his 
answer would be no. Therefore, the discussion of the 
22nd was devoted to mapping out an entirely new strat
egy. Halifax feared giving Russia the impression she 
was being dropped to one side, but saw no other course 
in the face of the Polish refusal, if it came. "M. 
Bonnet thought it might be possible to explain the sit
uation to M. Litvinov." A new plan was evolved. First 
they would work to persuade Poland and Rumania to give 
one another a reciprocal guarantee. Then there would 
be an Anglo-French guarantee for both of them. Then 
they would try to get Poland and Rumania to accept 
Russia within the system of guarantees.^

Ibid., No. 484, Record of a Conversation 
between British and French Ministers in London; 
March 22, 1939.
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Later in the day Kennard reported that Beck 
would soon reply to the proposal with an offer to enter 
into secret negotiations in the sense of the original 
proposal. "I gather that M. Beck's object in suggesting 
such an arrangement is that he should be compelled open
ly to insist on exclusion of the Soviets from any joint 
declaration/’ Kennard remarked. The latter thought 
that Hitler's recent seizure of Memel was bringing Beck 
around, and that his proposal might be used to complete
the conversion. Prom Moscow came word that Litvinov

24had promptly agreed to the British plan.
Now for two days all activity was suspended 

while Beck's official reply was awaited. On March 24 
Count Raczynski, Polish Ambassador, told Halifax approx
imately what Beck had already told Kennard. Poland 
would undertake secret negotiations in the sense of 
the British declaration, but only if Russia were ex
cluded. Seeds then was given the unpleasant task, not 
of telling Litvinov of the Polish refusal, but of 
informing him that the Polish answer was still awaited. 24

24
I b i d . ,  N os. 485, 489, K enna rd  t o  H a l i f a x ,

M a rch  22, 1939.
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"He does not conceal from me his suspicion that His 
Majesty's Government has not yet abandoned a policy of 
giving way before German aggression." This interview, 
which took place on March 26th, is a strange interlude. 
Russia was not informed of the Polish refusal until 
the 29th. 25 26

This intimation on Beck's part that he was ready 
to return to the Western fold was enough to swing Brit
ish interest away from Russia, whom they fully dis
trusted. Chamberlain had written on March 26:

I must confess to a most profound distrust 
of Russia. I have no belief whatever in her 
ability to maintain an effective offensive, 
even if she wanted to. And I distrust her 
motives, which seem to me to have little to 
do with our ideas of liberty, and to be con
cerned only with getting every one else by 
the ears. °

Halifax expostulated at length on Russian mil
itary impotence in conversation with Kennedy on March

25
Ibid., No. 518, Halifax to Kennard; March 2b, 

1939. No. 528, Seeds to Halifax; March 26, 1939.
26
Keith Peiling, The Life of Neville Chamber- 

lain, (Macmillan & Co., Ltd.: London, 19467, p. 403.
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24. On Kennedy's expressing doubt that Poland could 
be enlisted in an alliance, Halifax assured him that 
he thought it probable that we should succeed in 
reaching an understanding with Poland which would have 
the effect of encouraging her to resist German aggres
sion on herself, should such take place."2^

Halifax also stated that:
He felt that the inevitability of war 

sooner or later should be met right now 
and that the Prime Minister, himself, and 
the Cabinet are strongly of the opinion 
that a line should be laid down and a 
statement given to Berlin that if they 
cross that line the war is on. He is 
not quite sure whether they will want to 
include Rumania in that imaginary line. 8
This statement is of decisive importance in

determining what reasons were impelling the British
Government to ’’lay down a line," as Halifax had said
on the 18th. One should keep in mind that only two
days previous, when it had appeared that Poland was

27
B£DFP, No. 517, Halifax to Lindsay; March 24,1939 •

28
AF_R,1939, Kennedy to Hull; March 24, 19^Q pp. 98-99. '
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not willing to collaborate, Halifax had said the policy 
was to build up a Russo-Balkan front. In such an ar
rangement, Rumania's inclusion was crucial. Now that 
Poland appeared more friendly, the Government was won
dering whether It ought not to forget Rumania and Russia, 
as originally planned. The point would seem to be that 
Her Majesty's Government was not so much interested in 
safeguarding the independence of Central European 
countries, as in acquiring ready and willing allies.
The implications of this fact will be discussed later.

The new firmness of British policy was not 
daunted by the knowledge acquired late in March, that 
uerman-Polish relations were not as rosy as Beck had 
been painting them. On March 25, the Polish Vice- 
Minister for Foreign Affairs told Kennard that "he per
sonally felt that the Danzig question must come up for 
discussion with Germany in some form or other before 
¿aster." The same official on March 23 told Kennard 
that the Poles "have reason to believe that Germans 
may demand . . . annexation," of Danzig. He said there IV,

29BrDFP,
March 25, 1939. IV, No. 524, Kennard to Halifax;
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was possibility of compromise, if Hitler would agree to 
leave it a free city in return for loosening of Polish

Although Poland's official answer to the orig
inal British proposal had been given on the 24th, not 
until the 29th was unanimity secured between Prance and 
England on the plan roughly evolved on the 22nd when
Bonnet was in London. Kennard and Hoare were told 
late that night to submit an offer of an Anglo-French 
guarantee for Poland and Rumania, on condition that the 
two first guaranteed one another.

J am disposed in the first place to ascer
tain the view of the Soviet Government as 
to their likely attitude to this proposal.
It is important not to reinforce their 
tendency towards isolation and I propose to 
consider in due course how best to retain 
their close interest, which is after all, 
to their own general advantage,

wrote Halifax to those gentlemen. This same day Maisky
was informed of the abandonment of the Pour Power de
claration plan.^

30

1939. Ibid., No. 547, Kennard to Halifax; March 28,

31.— • > Nos. 571 and 562, Halifax to Kennard 
and Hoare; March 29, 1939. No. 565, Halifax to Seeds, March 29, 1939.
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An Informative note sent to the State Department for 

Roosevelt on Marcfr 28 describes well at least a part
of the assumptions under which the British Government 
was operating.

It is important to Germany to avoid a war 
on two fronts, and her recent behavior has 
stiffened the attitude at any rate of Po
land, and created strong apprehension in 
other countries in Central and Eastern 
Europe. It is Germany's purpose gradually 
to neutralize these countries, to deprive 
them of their power to resist, and to in
corporate them in the German economic sys
tem. When this has been done, the way will 
have been prepared for an attack on the 
Western European Powers."32

On the 30th of March the Cabinet suddenly made 

another quick shift. On March 28 the American Ambassa

dor in London reported he had confidential information 

that Hitler was planning a coup on Poland. Other warn

ings of a similar nature convinced the Cabinet swift 

action was imperative. Kennard was told that the next 

day a question in the House would ask what the position 

of the Government would be if Poland should be attacked. 

The answer would be that England would, if Poland re-

32
Ibid., No. 5̂ +9, Halifax to Lindsay; March 28,1939.
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sisted, help her with all possible power. Kennard was 

to ask Beck's reaction to this proposal, and return 

the answer that night If possible. Beck agreed, but 

assured Kennard that neither a German ultimatum, or 

even any menacing action was imminent. Chamberlain 

made his announcement the next day, March 31, and later 
Maisky was called in for a briefing and told that Cham

berlain's action had arisen from urgent necessity.33

The immediate reasons why the guarantee was 

given are as follows: on March 29, the Polish Vice- 

Minister for Foreign Affairs finally told Kennard the 

truth; that Germany had expressed as desiderata a 

"change in the status of Danzig," and a "motor road 

across the Corridor." Kennard thought these had been 

demands made only recently and had occasioned the 

partial Polish mobilization which had begun during 

the last week.3^ on March 28 Kennedy told the Foreign

1939.
33— Id«3 No* 567, Halifax to Kennard, March 30, 

No. 573, Kennard to Halifax; March 30, 1939.
34Ibid., No. 564, Kennard to Halifax, March 29,

1939.
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Office that Biddle, American Ambassador In Poland, had 
information that

Hitler considers Ribbentrop deserves great 
credit for the Memel coup and that, on the 
strength of this, Ribbentrop is now pressing 
for immediate action against Poland, point
ing out that their failure would serve to 
alienate American opinion from France and 
Britain. 5̂

Not until March 31, after the guarantee had 

been given, did His Majesty's Government learn the de

gree or reliability of Biddle's information. On 

March 31, Biddle told Kennard he had got it from a 

German journalist who has connexion with the American 

press agency in Berlin and has on previous occasions 

been reliable. Mr. Biddle passed it on to this Govern

ment and American Ambassador in London for what it was 
worth.

35
ikiÉ-> No. 571, Halifax to Kennard; March 30, 

1939. Note 2 to No. 571 indicates that Kennedy gave 
this information to the Foreign Office March 28-

36
31, 1939

■

Ibid., No. 572, Kennard to Halifax; March



CONCLUSION

Our examination of British Par Eastern policy, 

fall and winter, 1939, affords valuable help in under

standing British European policy in the same time 
period.

First of all, it is clearly demonstrated that here, 

confronted with a direct threat to concrete British in

terests, there was no tendency to give way. Japanese 

infringements of British treaty rights were borne with

out forceful opposition only and because European ten

sion dictated the concentration of all British military 

power in the European theater. During November, 1938, 
the British Government became convinced that Japan was 

cent on excluding the West from the Far East. The im

mediate British reaction was a will to strike back, not 

to appease. But American help was a sine qua non for 

British opposition to Japan by force. Due account was 
taken of the delicate American political situation and
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of American sensibilities; but an all out effort was 
made in December and January, 1938-1939, to draw the 
Roosevelt Administration into taking action which would 
have publicly committed the United States to a policy 
of active opposition in company with Britain, to Japan
ese Par Eastern hegemony. Obviously, the Administration 
was sympathetic with such a policy, and was at least 
not averse to flirting with the idea of such a policy.
The British played their cards skillfully, aiming 

chiefly at interesting the Administration in joint action 

in defense of China. A seemingly favorable response from 

Roosevelt was followed by a British declaration of wil

lingness to take part in a carefully planned policy of 

retaliation; but, as was carefully stated, only if the 

Administration were prepared to follow the policy 
to the ultimate resort.

Considerable direct evidence has been presented 
which indicates that, no matter how interested His 

Majesty's Government were in obtaining overt American 

support for checking Japan, they were even more inter

ested in using Par Eastern collaboration as a means
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for obtaining direct American help in Europe. The 

maneuver failed miserably. Late in January, 1939, the 

Americans beat a hasty and awkward retreat from the 

promise extended early in that month to take open, paral

lel action with Britain in support of Chinese resistance. 

But, like King Alfred's spider, the British returned to 

an even more careful spinning of their shattered web.

If the Roosevelt Administration was yet unready to act, 

even cautiously, in concert with Great Britain, then the 

latter would bide her time, and do nothing to alienate 

American sympathy.

One other point of major significance has been 
demonstrated by our examination of Far Eastern policy. 
Before January, 1939, the British Government labored 
under the apprehension that German attempts to form a 
tripartite alliance would not bear fruit. Italy and 
Japan, it was thought, would at worst only pursue a jackal 
policy. But the British Government gained the knowledge 
that Italy was prepared to sign such a pact, and grad
ually realized, as the winter progressed, that Japanese 
policy was malleable and might go in either an adverse



or favorable direction. These facts In themselves, 

pointed, of course, to the conclusion that Hitler, In 

working for a revision of the anti-Comintern Pact, was 

pursuing a progressively more successful anti-Western 

foreign policy.

During the fall and early winter of 1938, the 

British Government seems to have been unalarmed at the 

possibility of German expansion in Central Europe. The 

point was not that the British hoped to see Germany and 

Russia entangled in war. This would have been accepted 

as a matter of course, but the evidence militates toward 

the view that there was no hope that Germany and Russia 

would exhaust one another. Rather, Germany would succeed 

in detaching the Ukraine, either by a victorious war or 

by subterfuge, and would establish a hegemony over all 

Central Europe. That the British Government during 

October, November, and December, 1938, was operating 

under these assumptions, and were willing to permit Hit

ler to establish a hegemony in Central Europe, seems to 

be established by the evidence we have presented, beyond

162

all cavil.
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If we remember how the British Government, in the 

same period, reacted to Japanese threats to concrete 

British interests, the conclusion is unavoidable that 

they viewed Hitler's supposed plans with equanimity be

cause they saw in those plans no direct threat to concrete 

British interests. Late in December and during January, 

the British Government became convinced by direct evi

dence they thought authentic that Hitler's ulterior 

intention was to attack the West. Simultaneously, the 

new evidence of the solidarity of the Axis, and the im

plications of the revision of the anti-Comintern Pact 

desired by Germany, was cast before the eyes of the 

British Government. The latter suffered a traumatic 

experience during January. Henceforth, any aggressive 

move Hitler might make in Central Europe would be Inter

preted as the prelude to an attack on the West.

Before they became convinced that Hitler intended 

war with the West, His Majesty's Government did not look 

upon the imbalance of continental power which would have 

followed from German hegemony in Central Europe, as a 

danger. So long as the sea lanes and the West were
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defensible, Halifax frequently repeated in the fall of 

1938, there was nothing wrong with German expansion to 

the East. It may be speculated that this view was 

founded on the Maginot mentality, although we can offer 

no proof of this explanation.

The important point is that His Majesty’s Govern

ment neither took action or even contemplated taking 

action to oppose further German expansion in Central 

Europe until the experiences of January painted in 

their minds a shocking picture of a Hitler desiring to 

attack the West unprovoked by any reality more sub

stantial than his own fears.

During February, the British Government regained 

some of its dignity’ It is very clear that Chamberlain 

was not completely disabused of his belief that Hitler 

could not be so unreasonable as to attack the West when 

the latter wanted to oppose his further expansion into 

Central Europe with little more than pious representa

tions. The Foreign Office, however, and Halifax as well, 

were convinced that Hitler was like a raging tiger. The 

decision was taken to construe an attack on Holland or
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Switzerland as a casus belli. But, the revelation, 
early In February, that Beck was frightened and did not 
want to board the German war machine, as well as comfort
ing secret information, alleviated the hysterical tension 
of January.

The theory that the Chamberlain Government reversed 
its obsequious German policy because the absorption of 
Bohemia-Moravia jarred them into the realization that 
the balance of power was in jeopardy, or into the reali
zation that Hitler's ambitions were still unsatisfied, 
is untenable. Even in February, 1939, there is direct 
evidence that the British had no intention of fighting 
to keep Hitler from expanding toward Rumania and the 
Ukraine. There is good indirect evidence that as late 
as the first week of March, they still adhered to the 
same intention. The end of Czechoslovakia came as no 
shock--it was long anticipated.

Hitler's action on March 15, then, could not, of 
itself, have forced the abrupt change of British policy. 
Nor can the change be attributed to American urging. It
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is true that, from March 17 onwards, the American Ambas
sador in London gave promising assurances. Probable 
British fear that a refusal on their part to act to halt 
German expansion before it bore directly against Brit
ish interest would tend to alienate American sympathy, 
cannot be excluded as a motivating factor. But it is 
impossible to controvert the very clear fact that, in 
January and February, 1939, the American Government took 
great pains to make it abundantly clear to Britain that 
American public opinion simply would not support a firmer 
policy than that already being pursued.1

It is perhaps worthwhile to note that some of 
Tansill's most effective evidence used in support of 
his thesis, is of dubious value. Tansill seeks to prove 
that Ambassador Bullitt was guilty, on orders, of seeking 
to convince statesmen in Western Europe that America 
would enter an anti-German war at the outset. Tansill 
relies heavily on conversations between Bullitt and the 
Polish Ambassadors in Washington and Paris, Count Jerzy 
Potocky, and Jules Lukasievicz, in January and February, 
1939. Accounts of these conversations were published in 
a German White Book containing captured Polish documents. 
"These excerpts from the dispatches of the Polish Ambas
sadors in Washington and in Paris afford a clear indica
tion of the fact that President Roosevelt, through 
Bullitt, was exerting steady pressure upon Britain and 
France to stand up boldly to Nazi Germany." (Tansill, 
Back Door, p. 557. The documents in question were pub
lished in German White Paper of Polish Documents (New 
York, 194o") Tansill omits to mention that the authentic
ity of the documents has been denied by the three diplo
mats concerned. (cf. Langer and Gleason, Challenge to 
Isolation, p. 58, note 15.)
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In their note to the American Government on March 

28, His Majesty's Government described quite frankly the 
reasons impelling them to take a stand by encouraging 

Poland to resist aggression. Convinced now that Germany 

would not be content with Central European hegemony, 

the British determined at all costs to make Hitler pay 

a heavier price for the destruction of the armies of 

the remaining Central European states. The frantic of

fers and counter-offers presented by His Majesty's Govern

ment in the hectic two-week period following March 15 
were the fruit of a policy of pure self-interest. For 

a few days it appeared that Poland would stand aloof, 

and British attention concentrated on marshalling the 

Balkan States, spearheaded by Rumania and supported by- 

Russia, into a defensive alliance. But when Poland, 

whose military ability was rated high by the British, 

indicated a willingness to defend herself, British atten

tion shifted northward, and Halifax was not even sure on 

the 24th of March whether it would be advisable to in

clude Rumania in the line the British intended to draw 

beyond which Hitler might not venture. The French, of 

course, would not hear of this, (Rumania was a vital
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factor for the French, with their Soviet alliance).

Again acting on rumor, Great Britain extended a guaran

tee to Poland on March 31, which they could not possibly 

implement if Hitler made it necessary. But Poland had 

been encouraged to defend herself, (without the "threats" 

that Halifax and Bonnet had intended to use, if neces

sary), and the die was cast.
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