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CHAPTER I

ANGLO-GERMAN NAVAL RIVALRY, 1898 TO 1912

We all know that blood is assuredly about to be 
shed, and the longer we wait the more there will be* 
Pew, however, have the courage to imitate Frederick 
the Great, and not one dares the deed.l

(All attempts by the Government of Great Britain 
to bring about an adjustment of differences with 
Germany were stalemated throughout the controversial 
period from 1898 to 1912 by the question of naval 
rivalry* Always present to obstruct negotiations was 
the resolute Admiral von Tirpitz. When von Tirpitz was 
recalled from service in Eastern Asia in the spring of 
1897 to head the Admiralty, the German fleet was far 
inferior to that of England* The comparative naval 
strength of each country, in this year is shown by the 
following table:

Germany
9 battleships (excluding coast defense vessels)

discount Haldane, Before the War (London: ' 
Cassell and Co., Ltd., 1920), p. 56. ihe quotation is 
cited from the Berlin Post, a Journal of moderate opin
ion, to illustrate the attitude which prevailed in 
Germany even among the most conservative element toward 
the growing tension between that country and England 
following the "Agadir" incident of 1911.
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Germany (cont.)
2 large cruisers 

28 small cruisers 
113 torpedo boats

Under construction at this time were 
3 battleships and 7 large cruisers. The 
total personnel of the fleet numbered
25,000 men.

Great Britain
54 battleships 
14 coast-defense ships 
104 cruisers

Torpedo boats were estimated at several 
hundreds.2

The first official action of the Admiral was to 
secure the passage of a new naval bill, a draft of which , 
had been prepared by the Emperor while von Tirpitz was 
on Asiatic service. The fundamental idea of the bill
was a foreign service fleet to which von Tirpitz was

»opposed because every foreign service cruiser would 
have to be supported by a naval force in home waters and 
would need a foreign base from which to operate. As 
this lack of bases and Germany’s geographical position 
excluded her from any cruiser war, von Tirpitz proposed 
a battle fleet which would be stationed between

^Bernadotte E. Schmitt, England and Germany. 
1740-1914 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1918), 
p. 174.
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Heligoland and the Thames.3 To secure this fleet, 
von Tirpitz insisted upon its establishment by law—  
a fleet of a fixed size and character--to prevent 
subsequent Reichstags from reducing its power and 
efficiency by legislative enactments. The policy of 
coercion, employed by Admiral Hollman, the predecessor 
of von Tirpitz, was to be abandoned and one of per
suasion substituted. This policy was to be accomplished 
by an extensive propaganda campaign by the press and 
Navy League.4 The creation of this fleet "would give 
us alliance value." It would replace the artificial 
"props" which supported Germany^ position in the 
world. She would not be pushed out of the administra
tion of European settlements and she would be able to 
maintain and increase her trade In the Ea3t under the 
"Open Door" policy.5i

A second figure was added to the scene on 
June 28, 1897, two weeks after the appointment of 
Admiral von Tirpitz, when Bernhard von Billow was chosen 
by the Kaiser to succeed Marschall von Bieberstein as

3Grand Admiral von Tirpitz, My Memoirs. English version (New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1919), I, 119 f.
4Schmitt, op. clt.. p. 174.
3Von Tirpitz, op. clt.. p. 120 f
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Foreign Minister. With this choice made, the trium
virate was complete— the Kaiser, von Billow, and 
von Tirpitz. Yon Billow’s task, as he was told by the 
Kaiser, ’’would be to conduct Germany into the realms of 
Weltpolltlk and to secure the building of a fleet.”6 
In his first speech before the German Reichstag, 
von Billow declared, ”’The times are past. • .when the 
German left the air to one of his neighbors, the sea 
to another, and reserved the sky for himself.’”7 The 
Kaiser and his two aides worked together and formulated 
a policy which changed the course of history and the 
world.8

Von Tirpitz sent to the Reichstag his navy bill
■ \ which presented a seven year building program. In com

parison to the old navy, the proposed one would resemble 
the following:

Old* New
9 19 battleships (replacement period of 25years)

6G. P. Gooch, History of Modern Europe, 1878- 
1919 (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1929), p. 229. *

7Ibld.. p. 229.
8Sir Edward Grey, Twenty-five Years, 1892-1916 (New York: Frederick A. Stokes Co., 1925), pp. 240 f.

It is this policy of continuous naval expansion which 
led the British Foreign Minister to view with suspicion 
the German overtures for an understanding on naval
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8 coast-defense cruisers(same replacement period)
3 12 large cruisers (replacement in 20 years)

28 30 small cruisers (replacement in 15 years)113 torpedo boats
«■excluding 3 battleships and 7 large cruisers under construction^

Von Tirpitz had laid well the ground work for 
the passage of his bill* He had the support of the 
Kaiser* He secured the approval of the press and of 
Bismarck by a timely visit to the revered ex-Chancellor 
at Friedrichsruh. He had Mahan's Influence of Sea-Power 
■?.n History translated into German. He won the coopera
tion of the Ministers of the Federal States, the offi
cials of the Hanse towns and the officers of the 
universities* The final step was accomplished when, 
under a threat to resign, he convinced Beningsen, the 
leader of the National Liberal Party, that he would not 
settle for yearly credits instead of a term of years.
In this way the Reichstag would not be able to reduce 
the original appropriation until the proposed fleet was 
built. In April 1898 the bill was read for the third 9

matters. "We were always ready for accommodation, but 
tnô results of our overtures had been so disappointing 
and the successive German naval bills seemed to indicate 
so persistent an intention that scepticism on our side was justifiable."

9Schmitt, op. cit.« p. 74.
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time and passed by the Reichstag* Although opposed by 
Richter, the leader of the Radical group, and by the 
Socialists, sufficient votes to pass the bill were 
secured from the National Liberals and the Conservatives* 
Prom that moment on, Germany’s future was "on the water."

Naval increases from 1898 were periodic*
Although von Tirpitz had secured a six year period 
instead of a seven for the completion of the fleet 
under the 1898 law, nevertheless he submitted a new bill 
in 1900. This bill provided that the German navy would 
be increased until by 1920 it would comprise thirty- 
eight battleships, fourteen large cruisers, and thirty- 
eight small cruisers* It was to be deployed in two 
battle squadrons with one flagship and seventeen battle
ships on permanent duty. If this was alarming to 
Britain, even more threatening was the memorandum which 
was affixed to the bill before it was presented to the 
Reichstag. It defined the objective of the bill as 
follows:

To protect the Empire’s sea trade and colonies, in view of present circumstances, only one method 
can avail— Germany must have a battle fleet so 
strong that even the adversary possessed of the 
greatest Sea-Power will attack it only with grave 
risk to herself. . • .it is not necessary that the 
German battle fleet should be as strong as that of 
the greatest naval power; for as a rule a great 
naval Power will not be able to direct its whole 
striking force against us. But even if it should
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succeed In meeting us with considerable superiority 
of strength, the defeat of a strong German fleet 
would so substantially weaken the enemy that in 
spite of a victory. . .his own position in the 
world would no longer be secured by an adequate fleet.10

According to von Tirpitz, the new fleet was not
L' ! £>'* /intended to make war on England, but only to be prepared 

for it. ”The German fleet would. . .make possible a 
real and peaceable understanding with England.”11

Since 1889 Britain had pursued the Two Power 
theory concerning the size of her fleet. By the Naval 
Defense Act of 1889, seventy ships, including ten battle
ships, were to be laid down within a period of seven 
years at an estimated cost of 21,500,000 pounds. Thirty 
additional ships were to be constructed before 1900. By 
1904, ten others were built or in the process, making a 
total of fifty battleships not more than fifteen years 
old. Although the Two Power theory was stimulated by 
the formation of the Dual Alliance, additional motives 
were supplied by the activity of Russia in the Par East

10G. Lowes Dickinson, The International Anarchy. 1904-1914 (New York: The Century Press, 1926), 
p. 373 f.j cf. von Tirpitz, op. cit.. pp. 160 ff.j 
Schmitt, op. cit.. p. 176; Churchill, The World Crisis (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1923), I, 111.

11Ibld.. p. 174
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and of Prance in the Mediterranean area.12 With each 
succeeding German increase, England took measures to 
preserve the two to one parity. According to Churchill, 
w. • .the possible addition of a third European fleet 
[[the other two were that of Russia and Prance] more 
powerful than either of these two would profoundly 
affect the life of Britain.”13 Hence, the British 
government under Balfour and Lansdowne embarked on a 
policy of settling the outstanding differences with 
Prance. The result of these endeavors was the Entente 
Cordiale of 1904. British official policy included an 
invitation to Germany to join in the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance consummated in 1902. She was invited to join 
in the solution of the Moroccan problem. She declined 
both offers.

If von Tirpitz thought that his new fleet would 
enhance the possibilities of a ”peaceable understanding” 
with Britain, he was mistaken. ”The effect and only 
possible effect of the building. • .was to intensify

12Schmitt, op. cit., pp. 277 f.; cf.
Winston S. Churchill, The World Crisis (Rev. ed.;
New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1931), p. 11.

^■^Winston S. Churchill, The World Crisis (Rev. ed.), p. 11.
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Anglo-German enmity, and to prepare the Great War.”14
German attempts to dispel the anxiety of Britain 

failed because of the activity of the Navy League and 
the provocative speeches of the Kaiser and his official 
coterie* To offset this new danger, a first class naval 
base at Rosyth was sanctioned by Parliament in 1903.
The Cowdor program of four battleships annually was 
approved, and the fleet was concentrated in home waters 
by order of Sir John Fisher in 1904 when he was appointed 
First Sea Lord.

As a climax to these measures, the first dread- 
naught was laid down.15 with the advent of this new 
type of fighting ship, many of the old battleships 
became obsolete. Instead of acting to England's advan
tage, this move enabled Germany to begin construction of 
the ship almost at the same time as Britain. The latter, 
however, had the advantage of the most highly developed 
and largest shipbuilding industry which won for her 
initial success. This advantage she was never to lose.

ll * * 4Dickinson, op. clt.. p. 374.
l^The British dreadnaught was a battleship of

17,000 tons having an armament of ten 12-inch guns and
twenty-four 12-pound quick-fire guns. The term was 
applied to any battleship having its main armament entirely of big guns all of one caliber.

1
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By 1910 Germany was able to complete four dreadnaughts 
to England1s ten. When war broke out in 1914, British 
superiority in this class stood at twenty-nine to 
Germany's seventeen.16 17 18

The school of von Tlrpitz was winning its way 
in the Reichstag. A Centrum Deputy, Muller, who had 
stood in the way of previous naval appropriations, 
moved that the financial limits be abandoned. The 
Reichstag itself was morally bound to grant the neces
sary funds as it felt obliged under the provision of 
the law. It could not assume the responsibility for 
allowing the authorized ships to be inferior or im
perfect for lack of money grants.1? When the dread- 
naught was revealed by England, the "Reichstag. . . 
proposed the increase. . . , although this meant 
doubling the fighting force of the navy again and the
cost as well. . . ."18 .

r
In England, however, a newly elected Liberal 

Government was in need of economy.19 Financial

16Schmitt, op. cit.. pp. 180-82.
17Von Tirpitz, op. cit.. pp. 164 f.

f

18Ibid.. p. 164.
19Arthur J. Marder, The Anatomy of British Sea 

Power. A History of British flaval Policy lnThe'Pre- 
Dreadnaught Era. 1880-1905 (New York? Alfred A'l'Knonf. 
!940), p. 4 8 6 . In 1903 and 1904, the Liberal Party and
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retrenchment was desired to meet the expenses of the 
Party’s proposed social legislation, and in spite of 
the German supplementary bill, the British naval esti
mates were decreased slightly. In that year (1906), 
Britain decreased her building from four ships to three 
while Germany's was increased from two to three. Again 
in 1907 Britain further decreased her program to two 
ships, and Germany increased her schedule to four ships. 
These figures are of great significance because it was 
soon realized that if the British Navy lagged behind, 
British naval superiority would be overcome. In view 
of Germany's course, it is nothing of wonder that 
England and her people should watch these actions with 
great alarm.

Churchill asserted that the growth of German 
armaments led her to arouse and alarm most profoundly 
three of the greatest Powers in the world. France and 
Russia by a threat of war had been forced to bow to the 
German will. The third, Great Britain, was also

the Liberal Press, which had supported the naval in
creases as "an unpleasant necessity,” attacked the 
estimates for those years. Estimates had increased 
from 27,522,000 pounds in 1900 to 36,889,000 pounds in 
1904, though other powers had not Increased theirs. 
France and Russia had spent 5 million pounds less than 
Britain In 1903 and 16 million pounds less in 1904.
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threatened by a German Navy which would expose her to 
"• . .dangers only to be warded off by strenuous 
exertions, and by a vigilance almost as tense as thatr\
of actual war.”20

There is no intention in the mind of the writer 
to imply that there were no attempts made to solve 
these differences through diplomacy. In 1908 King 
Edward VII Interceded with the Austrian Emperor at 
Ischi to persuade him to influence Germany on the sub
ject of her naval estimates. The Emperor seems to have 
declined. In the same year, Edward tried again, this 
time through the medium of the Czar. In August, 1908, 
the King visited the Kaiser at Kronberg. In the course 
of the conversations which the German Emperor had with 
Lord Hardinge, the Emperor "pooh-poohed” any idea that 
the German naval program was responsible for the appre
hension among the English people. He informed Hardinge 
that "the program must be carried through as matter of 
national honor.” In the same month, Lloyd George, 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, visited Germany to study 
the German system of workmen’s insurance against

20churchill, The World Crisis (Rev. ed.), 
p. 26; cf. Dickinson, op. clt., pp. 374 f.
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disability and old age.21
Subsequent official overtures made by English 

statesmen were of no avail. Tension in England and 
Germany Increased as each country undertook retalia
tory measures to offset new naval increases. Apprehen
sion among official circles spread to the public.22 
The English people were stampeded into one of their 
periodic panics. "Germany would have 9 dreadnaughts 
in March, 1911, and either 17, or at least 13, in 
March 1912"* 23 24 The predictions of the British Admiralty 
were not fulfilled in 1912, but the desired effect was 
achieved. The Admiralty made a campaign and the Govern
ment and the House yielded. The ships were granted, 
the money spent, and the pretenses forgotten.24

2lDickinson, op.,cit., pp. 376 f.; cf. Emil 
Ludwig, William Hohenzollern. The Last of the Kaisers, 
trans. Ethel Colburn Mayne (New York: G. P. iutnam's 
Sons, 1927), p. 272; Schmitt, op. cit.« p. 184; Gooch, op. cit.. pp. 438 f.

22pi»0fessor Sidney B. Pay has published an 
interesting article, "Pre-War Diplomacy and the 
European War," Current History. XXXIII (Nov. 1930), 
212-17. His thesis exposes the deliberate attempts of 
the German and English chauvinistic press to print only 
the most extreme "war party" attacks on the other country.

23Dickinson, op. cit.. p. 377.
24Ibid.. p. 377; cf. Churchill, The World 

Crlsls (Rev. ed.), pp. 24 f.; von Tirpitz, op. cit.. p. 268, n. 1.
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Although the British Government yielded to the demands 
of the anti-German element and to agitations having 
unfounded facts as their basis, it was anxious, however, 
to come to some understanding with Germany. Thus, we 
come to the beginnings of a series of unofficial con
ferences by means of which the participants hoped to
influence officials of both governments to the extent\
that an amicable settlement could be reached«^

The origin of the Haldane Mission seems to date 
from an informal conversation held in June, 1908, be
tween Albert Ballin, the German shipping magnate, a
\

personal friend of Kaiser Wilhelm, and Sir Ernest 
Cassel, a personal friend of King Edward.

Cassel was a native of Germany, who, as a boy, 
settled in England. He gained world-wide renown as 
a financier, and in this' capacity became adviser and 
friend of Britain’s monarch. He had always referred 
to himself as a German, and as a result of these 
frequent assertions he was deprived of his privy-
councillorship during the war. His inherited partial-/
ity for the land of his birth and his acquired prefer
ence for England placed him in a position of advantage 
from which he was able to see situations in a 
clearer perspective than someone with nationalistic
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prejudices.25 26
Cassel was In no more a favorable position with 

King Edward than Ballin was with the Kaiser. The presi
dent of the Hamburg American Steamship Company had 
noticed for some time* and with Increasing anxiety, 
how, as a result of Germany’s naval armament program, 
the Anglo-German antagonism had come into existence 
and In time had become more intense. When von Tlrpitz 
entered upon his plan for naval expansion, Ballin was 
in accord, but later as the program was extended to 
present a serious threat to England’s naval supremacy, 
he strongly opposed It. Prom his knowledge of the 
British mentality, gained through years of business 
dealings with British Industrialists, Ballin was con
vinced that England would resist the competition and 
fight to maintain her naval superiority.25 The addi
tion of the Anglo-German rivalry to the existing 
Franco-Russian alliance against Germany, Ballin be
lieved, was sufficient to bring on a general European

K ^
war. Years later, he was to comment that the World War

25Bernhard Huldemann, Albert Ballin. trans.
W. J. Eggers (London: Cassell and Co., Ltd., 1922), pp. 134 f*

26Ibid.. p. 133.



was the most stupid of all wars and one which needed 
no Bismarck to avert*27

16

Both Ballin and Cassel felt that the policy of 
King Edward, which led to the strengthening of Prance’s 
position on the continent, had increased the danger of 
armed conflict. Likewise, the political activities of 
Germany as a world power and her industrial and com
mercial expansion at the expense of Britain created 
differences between the two powers. Only an under
standing of some sort would solve the point of dispute.

The general tenor of Anglo-German relations 
during the months immediately preceding the Ballin- 
Cassel conference of 1908 was one of mutual hostility. 
The events of 1907 and the early months of 1908 
threatened to drive a bigger wedge between the already 
contesting nations* The favorable impression upon 
public opinion in both countries that resulted from the 
visit of King Edward to Wilhelmsh8he in the summer of 
1907 was soon dispelled by the conclusion of the Anglo- 
Russian agreement concerning the frontiers in the 
Middle East. German public opinion was aroused. In

g7Ibid*, pp. 132 f.
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the Reichstag the question was discussed whether or not 
Germany’s interests were considered and safeguarded in 
the settlement. Later that same summer, the Kaiser reci
procated by making a courtesy visit to King Edward at 
Windsor Castle. During his stay the German Emperor took 
advantage of the occasion to reopen the discussion of 
the Bagdad Railway question with Grey and Haldane. How
ever, the negotiations were fruitless because Grey in
sisted upon French and Russian participation in the 
discussions contrary to the preference of Kaiser 
Wilhelm, who desired an exclusively Anglo-German agree
ment. Grey’s insistence upon this plan put an end to 
any settlement of the problem until the Haldane mission 
of 1912.28

Adding fuel to the smoldering fire, von Tirpitz 
submitted a new naval bill which called for a reduction 
of the life of capital ships from twenty-five years to 
twenty years. This request amounted to asking for the
cost of three new ships. About the same time the power-

1

ful Navy League began an intensive propaganda campaign 
for a big German navy. The Kaiser heightened the

28sidney B. Fay, Origins of the World War 
(2nd ed. rev.; New York: The Macmillan Co., 1948), I,
231 ff.; cf. Huldemann, op. clt., pp. 136 f.
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tension by his ill-timed letter to Lord Tweedmouth, 
which The Times interpreted as an attempt to interfere 
with the British naval budget.29 30 31 The press in both 
countries made much of the incident and the resulting 
publicity agitated the British and German people* Thus 
the situation stood when Ballin and Cassel met at the 
first of three attempts to affect an understanding 
between the rival nations.

Sir Ernest opened the discussion by making 
known to Ballin that the ". . .King felt very keenly 
that the rapid increase of the German naval forces con
stituted a menace to Britain’s maritime position.”30 
Furthermore, he asserted that ". . .the fear of the 
German danger was the driving force of the whole policy 
of the Entente» and the latter was. . .a means for 
allaying the former."31

Ballin assured Cassel that the British navy 
need not fear the newly created German naval power 
because Britain enjoyed an unchallenged superiority in

29Gooch, op. clt., p. 437; cf. von Tirpitz, op. cit.. pp. 269 f.
30Huldemann, op. cit.. pp. 138 f.
31Dickinson, op. cit.. p. 378.
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numbers of ships. Cassel, however, replied that the 
increase of the German navy was considerably greater 
than the official statements in the Reichstag would let 
it appear. There was, therefore, the possibility that 
Britain, acting in concert with France and Russia, 
might inquire of Germany when she intended to cease her 
naval arming. Ballin warned his friend that if he was 
anxious to promote the cause of peace, he could do 
nothing more beneficial than to make it clear that such 
an inquiry would result in war.32

The discussions were interrupted by the arbi
trary action of Austria against Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and the Morocco crisis.33 34 Before terminating the con
ference, however, both parties agreed to do all within 
their power to bring together their Sovereigns for an 
official discussion of the naval rivalry.34

A second attempt to reconcile the outstanding 
differences between the two countries was made in July

32Huldemann, op. cit.. pp. 139 f.
33Dickinson, op. cit.. p. 378.
34Huldemann, op. cit.. pp. 141 f. The author 

includes in his volume reprints of the letters inter
changed between Ballin and Cassel in which they dis
cussed their Majesties' schedules and set a probable date for the meeting.
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a year later. Once again Ballin paid a visit to Cassel 
to discuss the situation. The negotiations were con— 
tinued from the point at which they were interrupted 
by the activity of Austria in the Balkans.

Cassel had made known to Ballin at their pre
vious meeting the principles upon which Britain would 
discuss an agreement for the solution of the naval 
rivalry and, at the same time, urged Ballin to transmit 
them to the German Government. Fashioning his plan 
upon a multi-lateral shipping agreement which he had 
formulated to eliminate disastrous competition among 
German, French, British, Italian, and Austrian commer
cial interests, Ballin hesitated before submitting them 
and his plan to the German officials. He now desired 
to know if Britain still adhered to this basis.35

That England must retain her naval superiority 
at all costs was clear. However, since the occasion 
of their first meeting a change had taken place and 
Cassel could not endorse the views he had held at that 
earlier date. Cassel asserted that England could make 
no naval arrangements with Germany alone since both 
Austria and France had during the interval increased 
their naval budgets by large sums. Austria would most *

35lbld.. pp. 145-47.
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assuredly be aligned with Germany, but Prance could not 
be classified as an asset upon which Britain could 
rely. Italy and Russia must also be considered as they 
too had embarked upon a program of naval expansion. 
Britain could not permit Germany to restrict her to any 
fixed program which might relegate her to the position 
of an inferior power. The German army, he asserted, 
could check effectively Austria, Prance, Italy, and 
Russia, while England had nothing to insure her posi
tion in the world except her superior naval forces^

Germany's industry and commerce had been raised 
to a position of undreamed-of prosperity. While she 
was enjoying unprecedented trade gains, Britain was 
sustaining serious losses in her overseas commerce.36 
The Liberal Government had blundered when it falsely 
assumed that Germany would be prevented from carrying 
out her naval program because of inadequate finances 
and would, therefore, be content to refrain from fur
ther expansion and to replace units of the fleet as 36

36John H. Clapham, An Economic History of 
Modern Britain (New Yorks The Macmillan Co., 1930-38), 
Ili, 1-71. Professor Clapham makes a scholarly and 
objective study of the impact of foreign competition, 
particularly that of the United States and Germany, in 
Great Britain's colonial and foreign markets during 
the 1890's and early 1900's.
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they became obsolete. It was hoped that ”sensible men” 
would find a solution to the vexing problem and thereby 
redeem the fortunes of the "blundering” Liberal Party.37

The conference developed to the point that the 
new Chancellor, von Bethmann-Hollweg, Prince von Billow, 
and von Tirpltz were brought into the discussions when 
Ballin reported back to Berlin. Finally, Sir Edward 
Goschen, the British Ambassador at Berlin, had talks 
with von Tirpitz. Prince von Billow was in contact with 
Kiderlen-Waechter, the German Ambassador at Bucharest.
It was the action of the latter, who, after he became 
Secretary for Foreign Affairs in 1910, dispatched the 
"Panther” to Agadir when the French Army marched to 
Fez and precipitated the crisis of 1911 which resulted 
in a diplomatic defeat for Germany.

Germany sought at this time, as it would in 
1912 during the Haldane Mission, a political agreement 
with Britain as this technique would provide a method 
of overcoming the opposition of the naval experts and 
the supporters of naval expansion. However, the British 
were unwilling to undertake a political agreement unless 
some assurance was given that naval armaments would be 
reduced substantially. Germany was not prepared to

37Huldemann, op. cit., pp. 151 f.
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accept this proposal» Nevertheless, she was agreeable 
to a slackening in the tempo of the naval program 
without any reduction in scale. In exchange for this 
concession, Germany offered a draft of a political 
agreement which would bind both countries to neutrality 
in the event that one of them was attacked by one or 
more powers« England did not object to this provision 
but could not agree with a second clause which bound 
her to neutrality if one of the parties in view of 
existing agreements should arrive at a position of 
declaring war on a third party. What would England’s 
position be if Russia and Austria should be involved in 
a war, for Germany would be forced under the terms of 
the Dual Alliance to support Austria, and Prance would 
have to come to the aid of Russia. England was not 
ready to bind herself to this type of understanding.
As no agreement could be reached on these points, the 
negotiations were terminated.38 38

38Dickinson, op. cit.. pp. 378 f.; cf.G. P. Gooch and Harold iemperley (eds.), British 
Documents on the Origins of the War. 1898-1914. Vol. VI, 
Anglo-German Tension. Armaments and Negotiations. 1907- 12 (London: H.M.S. Printing Office. 1930)T gfl.% gRV-QO, 
293-300, for the correspondence between Sir Edward Grey 
and the British Ambassador at Berlin relative to the agreement. Everywhere present in the instructions and reports are the conditions that no understanding should be reached unless (1) Germany agree to halt her naval program and (2) the agreement would not jeopardize the existing Anglo-French and Anglo-Russian ententes.
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The course of the negotiations had not gone as 
Ballin desired. In his opinion, they should have been 
entrusted to von Tirpitz, in whose hands, if he had 
been appointed Chancellor, the matter would have been 
brought to a successful conclusion. It was the Inten
tion of Ballin and Cassel to submit the problem to a 
group of naval experts who would be best qualified to 
work out some modification of the naval programs with
out destroying the fighting efficiency of their respec
tive navies. This plan, then, would become the 
preliminary phase of some later agreement.39

However, the Chancellor preferred another 
method--direct official negotiations. To Ballin's 
inquiry as to whether he should proceed with the plan 
agreed upon by Cassel an£ himself and what were the 
views and intentions of the Chancellor, von Bethmann- 
Hollweg replied in a letter dated August 11.

'I shall send you further details as soon as I 
have interviewed the gentlemen concerned, which I 
intend to do tomorrow and during the next few days.' 39

39Huldemann, op. clt.. p. 152; cf. Memoirs of 
Prince von Bulow, The World War and Germany's Collapse 
1909-1919. trans. Geoffrey Dunlop, III (Boston: Little, 
Brown and Co., 1932), 7. The ex-Chancellor, von 
Bethmann-Hollweg's immediate predecessor, condemns the new Chancellor for defeating Ballin's plan for a conference of Admirals.
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This reply indicated that the Chancellor had determined 
to pursue his own way. On August 21, von Bethmann- 
Hollweg informed Ballin of his action in these words:

’I have today taken the official steps of which 
I told you. As Sir Ernest G-oschen and I agreed to 
observe absolute secrecy in this matter, and as a 
statement of your friend to the British Government 
to the effect that I had undertaken an official 
demarche might possibly be regarded as an indis
cretion, I suggest that if you inform your friend 
at all, you should word your reply in such a way 
that this danger need not be feared.’40

By this time the negotiations had passed beyond 
the intended bounds and become the business of the gov
ernmental departments concerned in the matter. The 
Chancellor, in the opinion of Ballin Mthe most irreso
lute German statesman of all," was compelled, therefore, 
to resist the opposition of these departments, a task 
for which he did not possess the ability.4^

On the other hand, von Bethmann-Hollweg attri
buted the failure of the negotiations to the fact that:

. • .in the first place. . .the Cabinet in 
London did not seem themselves to have an interest 
in making them succeed, and in the second place 
because no formula could be found that would satis
fy the naval authorities on either side.42 '

4°Ibid.. p. 153.
41Ibidj,, p. 152.
42Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, Reflections on the World War, trans. George Young (London: Thornton 

Butterworth, Ltd., fl920]), I, 44-45. The Chancellor

8 5 0 2 3
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If the Chancellor meant that Grey and his 
associates showed absolutely no interest in concluding 
an agreement, he was in error. However, there is much 
truth in his assertion if it was made regarding the 
attitude shown by the British Foreign Minister and the 
Ambassador at Berlin toward any compact which would not 
be based upon the suspension of German naval construc
tion and the destruction of the existing Anglo-French 
and Anglo-Russian ententes,

Naval competition continued. In 1911 Winston 
Churchill was appointed First Lord of the Admiralty 
with the definite purpose, as he made known in his 
speech at Dundee, June 5, 1915, "’. . ,to put the fleet 
in a state of instant and constant readiness for 
war.,M44 a few weeks before, the French agent at Fez 
sent home reports that the Europeans of that city were 
in danger. The French Foreign Office responded by 
dispatching troops to the area. On July 1, Chancellor

accuses Sir Edward Goschen of ”, . .not working with 
any deep fervour for a real rapprochement between the 
both countries." The British Ambassador appeared 
"chilly" and "doubtful" that any successful agreement 
could be reached.

43Brlti3h Documents, chap, xlv, "Herr von 
Bethmann-Hollweg*s Proposals, August - December 1909," pp. 283-324; cf. Huldemann, op. cit., pp. 154-56.

44Dickinson, op. elt., p. 379.
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von Bethmann-Hollweg at the suggestion of Kiderlen- 
Waechter ordered the cruiser "Panther" to proceed to 
and anchor in the port of Agadir. Once again, the dan
ger of war was imminent. What would England do?
British diplomatic queries to Berlin were left un
answered for several weeks. Von Tirpitz called these 
actions "diplomatic blunders."45 England’s answer came 
on July 21, when Lloyd George, the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, delivered before the Bankers’ Association 
his now famous speech in which he pledged that Britain 
would not surrender her position, won by centuries of 
heroism and achievement, if the only way to do so meant 
the abandonment of peace. Asquith, Grey, and the Cabi
net were in accord with his sentiments.46 The English 
position regarding German actions was clear. Germany 
withdrew the ’’Panther", but the degree of animosity 
was intense. On August 30, von Tirpitz went to the 
Chancellor and asked for a novella, or supplementary 
naval bill.

England had stopped Germany. It was our first

45Von Tirpitz, op. cit.. pp. 275 f.; cf. 
Churchill, The World Crisis (Rev, ed.), pp. 29 ff.

46Churchill, The World Crisis (Rev. ed.), 
pp. 30 f.; cf. David Lloyd George, War Memoirs, I 
(New Yorkî George H. Doran Co., 1917), 43.
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diplomatie setback since Bismarck's administra
tion. . . • German prestige, the foundation of 
her position in the world, had been hit hard. ... 
As we had suffered a diplomatic check it ought to 
be counterbalanced by a supplementary naval bill.4,7

On November 16, the Emperor commanded von 
Bethmann-Hollweg to include the supplementary bill in 
the budget of 1912. With this bill in the offing, new 
attempts were made to reconcile the hostile countries. 
On January 25, 1912, the bill was ready, and on 
February 7 it was announced in a speech by the Emperor, 
the day after the English Minister of War, Haldane, 
arrived in Berlin.

47Von Tirpitz, op. cit.. pp. 276 f.j cf. 
Bernadotte E. Schmitt, ^Lord Haldane's Mission to 
Berlin in 1912,” The Crusades and Other Historical 
Essays. ed. Louis ¿. faetow (New York: i. S. Croft's- & 
Co., 1928), pp. 246 f.j Grey, op. cit., p. 217. The 
Minister for Foreign Affairs claimed he had nothing to 
do with the speech. ”The effect was much greater than 
any words of mine could have been.” Lloyd George, it 
was known, was associated with the pro-German element 
in the Liberal Government and in Commons. His speech 
was an indication that there was unity of thought re
garding the incident and Britain's policy.



CHAPTER II

PRELIMINARIES OP THE MISSION

On Thursday morning, February 8, 1912, Richard 
Burton Haldane, accompanied by his brother, Professor 
John S. Haldane, and Sir Ernest Cassel, descended from 
the train in the Priedrichstrasse station in Berlin to 
open negotiations which, it was hoped, would dispel the 
atmosphere of hostility, pregnant with talk of "preven
tive” war* This three-day conference, known now as the 
Haldane Mission, was destined to be the last of its 
kind, the success or failure of which would check the 
mad scramble for naval superiority or would precipitate 
a conflict of "modern Goliaths", With the records pro
viding a clear retrospect, the historian can now write 
with ease across the title of the event, "doomed to 
failure", but could he have so commented at 7:30 A.M. 
of that February day? Haldane, aware of the futility 
of previous attempts to bring about an entente between 
England and Germany, could not know the unpredictabies, 
but perhaps he could gamble on that factor which makes 
it necessary to classify history as an inexact science— 
the element of human volition.

Haldane’s appearance in Berlin was the result
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of the preliminary arrangements made by the friends, 
Cassel and BaXlin. For a time there was much misunder
standing about the origin of the invitation. Count 
Metternich, the German Ambassador at London, wrote to 
von Bethmann-Hollweg that the idea prevailed in London 
that Ballin was acting under instructions from the 
Emperor. The Chancellor emphasized that neither he nor 
the Emperor had anything to do with Ballin’s first 
steps.1 He implied that the mission resulted from the 
conversations between Metternich and Grey regarding the 
desires of Germany in Africa and relative to the Bagdad 
Railroad in the Middle East. Grey felt that he could 
give no definite answer without consulting the Prime 
Minister, and would need the Christmas holidays to con
sider the proposals.* 2 *

Churchill reported that the action began when 
he and Lloyd George agreed that such a gesture was 
necessary in view of the strained relations between the 
two countries and to secure an understanding with

■̂British Documents, p. 672, letter, February 9, 1912, Goschen to Nicolson; letter, February 7, 1912, 
Grey to Bertie (Ambassador at Paris).

2Von Bethmann-Hollweg, op. clt.. p. 48; cf. 
British Documents. pp. 650 f., letter, December 20, 
1911, Grey to Goschen, in which this is substantially true.
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Germany about the proposals contained in the new naval 
bill about which they had just obtained information*
If agreement on reductions could not be reached, the 
failure would enable Churchill and Lloyd George to 
obtain larger money grants from the Cabinet and Parlia
ment*^ Churchill and the Chancellor of the Exchequer 
consulted together about the move and then with Sir 
Edward Grey and Prime Minister Asquith. It was decided 
that Cassel should go to Berlin and approach the 
Emperor, with whom he shared a close friendship.4

Sir Edward Grey, however, understood the invi
tation to have had the support of the Kaiser. An offi
cial telegram from Grey to Sir Edward Goschen, dated 
February 2, 1912, declared that:

r . . .some communications have taken place with Lthej Emperor and German Chancellor through Ballin 
and Sir Ernest Cassel, a channel that was selected 
In (_the3 first place by the Emperor.3 4 5

3Churchill, The World Crisis (Rev. ed.), p. 63. Lloyd George, in his War Memoirs (6 vols.). does not mention the mission.
4Ibid.. p. 63.
5British Documents, p. 667, telegram Grey to 

Goschen; cr. George MacCaulay Trevelyan, Grey of 
Fallodon, The Life and Letters of Sir Edward Grey 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1937), p. 233; Grey, 
op. cit*. p* 241. "The intimation had come through an 
unofficial channel. . . .  I did not feel at all confi
dent that the Emperor had taken any initiative in the 
matter. I never knew whether the suggestion had really
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Owing to the lack of documentary evidence, it 
is not possible to establish the identity of the origi
nator of the new proposal to reach an understanding*®
The point in controversy has importance only when con
sidered in view of the reaction to it in St. Petersburgh 
and in Paris and in relation to England’s existing 
agreements with these nations.

When alarm was shown in these capital cities,

emanated from a British or a German source. It was. • • 
put before me by some of my colleagues as something on 
which the German Emperor had expressed a wish. . . . ”
Cf. Wilhelm II, The Kaiser’s Memoirs, trans. Thomas R. 
Ybarra (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1922), p. 146.
The Kaiser denies initiating the invitation. He states 
that "in the first half of 1912 came the sending of 
Sir Ernest Cassel with a verbal note in which England 
offered. . .’a neutrality proposal'. . .in the case of an ’unprovoked* attack upon Germany."

®Huldemann, op, clt.. pp. 165, 167-74, relates 
that the mission may have been the result of information 
contained in a letter, dated January 9, 1912, written 
by Cassel to Ballin in which the British financier inti
mated that the new First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston 
Churchill, expressed ". • .friendly sentiments towards 
Germany" and ". . .would feel highly honoured if he 
were permitted to discuss the important questions that 
were demanding a solution." Cf. Harold George Nicolson, 
Sir Arthur Nicolson Bart., First Lord Carnock (London: Constable and Co., Ltd., 1930), p. 362, in which the 
son of the Chief Clerk of the British Foreign Office 
related that the idea originated with Cassel. Sir 
Ernest hit upon the plan in which he urged Ballin to 
communicate to the Kaiser that the British Government 
desired to send a special representative to Berlin to 
discuss an agreement while he C Cassel3 would inform the 
British Government that the Emperor had expressed a 
wish to receive a Cabinet Minister in Berlin.
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Grey, the day before Haldane arrived in Berlin, in
formed Buchanan, the British Ambassador at 
St. Petersburgh, and Bertie, the British Ambassador 
at Paris, that Haldane had gone to Berlin on a private 
and unofficial visit to have ”• • .a frank interchange 
of views with the German Chancellor. . .and explore the 
grounds” to determine whether there were any prospects 
for subsequent negotiations.7

In any event, Cassel was dispatched to Berlin 
carrying with him a brief memorandum which proposed

7British Documents, p. 667, telegram, February 7, Grey to Buchanan, alsoinstructed Buchanan to inform the 
Russian Foreign Office of the visit; p. 673, telegram, 
February 10, Grey instructed Buchanan to notify the 
Russian Foreign Office that an invitation had come from 
Berlin; pp. 669-70, dispatch and letter, February 7,
Grey to Bertie. As Paul Cambon, French Ambassador at 
London, had attended a conference with Grey and Goschen, 
who had been called to London by Grey on February 2, it 
was not necessary for Bertie to notify the French For
eign Office. Cambon had so notified Poincare. Cf. 
Raymond Poincare, Memoirs « trans. George Arthur (Garden 
City, New York: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1926), pp. 80- 
82, in which Poincare attributed the origin of the 
mission to the Kaiser. On February 9, Goschen informed 
Jules Cambon, French Ambassador at Berlin, about the 
nature of Haldane's trip. Cambon reported this infor
mation to his home office. British Documents, p. 672, 
letter, Goschen to Wicolson, in which he informed the 
Chief Clerk of Cambon's^reaction to the news of 
Haldane’s mission. René Marchand, Un livre noir, 
diplomatie d’avant-guerre d’après les documents des 
archives Russes, novembre 1910 - juillet 1914TP'a'rl3: 
Librairie du Travail, Quai de Jemmapes, 96, n.d.), I,
200 f.
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that, on one hand, Germany was to recognize British 
naval superiority and not to increase her naval pro
gram, but if possible to reduce it; in return, England 
would place no obstacles in the path of Germany's colon
ial expansion, but would discuss "their colonial 
wishes*" Both Powers, in addition, should affirm that 
they would, take no part in aggressive plans against one 
another*®

Cassel arrived in Berlin and at ten o'clock 
Monday morning saw Ballin, who went immediately to the 
Chancellor. In the afternoon he saw Ballin, von 
Bethmann-Hollweg, and the Emperor together. The Chan
cellor seemed earnest and cordial; the Superor "en
chanted.” The Emperor talked with Cassel on naval 
matters. After much consultation, the Emperor wrote 
out with von Bethmann-Hollweg paper "A" which Ballin 
transcribed. This paper was a letter inviting Churchill 
and the King, if possible, to come to Berlin. A second 
paper, "B", was the Chancellor's statement of the im
pending naval increases. Cassel, on his return, related 
that the Germans did not seem to know what they wanted 
in regard to colonies and that they did not seem to be 8

8Churchill, The World Crisis (Rev. ed.), 
pp. 63 f.; cf. Dickinson, op. cit*, pp. 379 f.; von 
Bethmann-Hollweg, op. cit.. pp. 48 f.
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greatly concerned about expansion. On the contrary, 
over-population was not their problem as there were ten 
large companies in Berlin importing labor into 
Germany.®

Upon his return to London, Cassel reported to 
Churchill and gave him the Emperor’s letter and the 
statement prepared by von Bethmann-Hollweg.

In response to the Kaiser's request that a 
British minister be sent, the British Cabinet decided 
to send Lord Haldane. Neither Churchill nor Grey was 
willing to go unless there was some prospect of success.

Accordingly, we agreed that Haldane should go.
He was in the habit of visiting Germany; he had 
friendly personal relations with the Emperor and 
other important personages; his visit could be made 
more natural and less artificial than that of any 
other minister. If nothing came of it, it would 
not have the appearance of an unusual effort and 
great failure; if the time was opportune for 
rapprochement. Haldane better than anyone else 
would be able to discover and improve it.^°

As events turned out, the selection of Haldane, 
the Minister for War, was unwise. He refused to be 
accompanied by a naval adviser for . .although he 9

9Winston Churchill, The World Crisis (1923 ed.), 
p. 96 f.; Churchill is citing from his letter of Janu
ary 31, 1912, to Sir Edward. Cf. von Bethmann-Hollweg, 
op. clt., p. 49. The Chancellor reports that the note 
requested that ". . .an early visit of Sir Edward Grey 
would be desirable."

lOQrey, op. clt., pp. 242 f.
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did not pretend to understand all the technical details, 
he said that he knew all that was necessary for the 
discussion. * " H

The Chancellor’s information on the naval in
creases contained in paper "B" was submitted to the 
Navy Office for examination and

After an all-night session at the Admiralty, it became clear that the contemplated 4 , 3 , 4 , 3 ,
4, 3 program of England would have to be increased 
to 5, 4, 5, 4, 5, 4, to offset the German increase 
from 2 , 2 , 2 , 2 , 2 , 2 , to a 3 , 2 , 3 , 2 , 3 , 2  program.

The increases in the British program would en
able that country to maintain a sixty per cent superi
ority in the dreadnaught class over Germany only and to 
lay down two keels to her one on the additional three 
ships. The three ships increase would be employed as 
the nucleus around which'Germany would build her third

^Schmitt, "Lord Haldane’s Mission in 1912," pp. 253 f. Cf. J-*ady Algernon Gordon Lennox (ed.) The
Diary of Lord Bertie of Thame. 1914-1918 (London: ---
Hodder and Staughton, 1924), I, 194. Haldane’s selec
tion caused the Kaiser to remark, "’What an odd idea 
of the British Government to send their War Minister 
to negotiate about navies.’" The British Ambassador 
to Prance is critical of Haldane’s negotiations in 
Berlin. Wilhelm IX, op. cit.. p. 151, for a recounting 
of the scene when the Kaiser made this remark after having learned of Haldane's selection.

I2churchill, The World Crisis (Rev. ed.), 
p. 64; these figures represent the number of dread- 
naughts to be laid down each year over a period of six years•
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squadron. This new addition would force the Admiralty 
to transfer the fleet from the Mediterranean to the 
Channel in order to maintain British superiority in 
the North Sea area.

Germany’s new third squadron was to comprise 
twenty-five battleships which were to be maintained in 
full commission and, it was proposed, the units would 
all be dreadnaughts in four or five years. The fact 
that the fleet was on the wrong side of the Kiel Canal 
was not overlooked in the new navy bill. To eliminate 
the long trip up through the straits of Kattegat and 
Skagerrak, the Canal was to be widened and deepened to 
provide for a speedy entrance into the North Sea.
These three ships would enable Germany to overcome the 
only weak point in her naval defense. The new bill, 
which von Tirpitz termed ’’supplementary” did not call 
for ”. • .a decided increase in our fleet, but aimed at 
improving its preparedness for war.”13 It would provide 
the means whereby she would be able to accommodate the 
annual complement of naval recruits called up each * 
autumn for training. By the addition of the new squad
ron, the new men could be trained without imparing the 
efficiency of the present fleet which was paralyzed

13Von Tirpitz, op. clt., p. 277



during the training period. Hence, the German naval 
career man could execute his service in either of the 
two squadrons while the third was left to service the 
naval trainees.I4

Von Tirpitz's supplementary naval bill was 
opposed by von Bethmann-Hollweg, who upon receipt of 
the Admiral's request, insisted upon postponing a 
decision until the Moroccan negotiations were completed. 
Von Tirpitz, however, appealed to the Kaiser, and on 
September 26, the Admiral revealed his plan to the 
Emperor in an interview with him at Rominten. The 
Navy Secretary intended to secure an acceptance of 
Britain to the three to two ratio in exchange for a 
political agreement and a German promise not to attack 
England. The ratio, which would be attained by the 
novelle, would secure Germany against a British 
attack.15

The Kaiser approved the plan and informed his 
Chancellor of his wishes that the publication of the 
three to two parity and the acceptance of the supple
mentary law be made and that the latter be included in 14 15

14Ibld., p. 277 f.
15Schmitt, "Lord Haldane's Mission in 1912,"

38

p. 247
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the new budget for presentation to the Reichstag the 
following spring.

Von Bethmann-Hollweg resisted the pressure of 
Wilhelm and instructed Wermuth, the Secretary of the 
Treasury, to protest to von Tirpitz that the additional 
expenditures necessary to finance the new naval program 
would disrupt the Government’s finances. In a second 
letter to the Admiral, Wermuth urged that the bill be 
postponed until the autumn of 1912.1®

Von Tirpitz struggled unsuccessfully for his 
original demands. Wermuth, the Admiral thought, con
sidered national defense to be a waste of money. He 
believed, on the contrary, that:

’. . .a nation swimming in riches and sur
rounded by dangerous enemies must adjust its 
finances to the needs of defense in order to make 
its future secure.’I7

Von Tirpitz got his third squadron, but the Chancellor 
succeeded in cutting three dreadnaughts from the six

1®Johannes Lepslus, Albrecht Medelssohn 
Bartholdy, and Friedrich Themme (eds.), Die Grosse 
Politik der Europäischen Kabinette, 1871-1914, Vol./ 
XXXI. Das Schietern der Haldane Mission und Ruchwirkung 
auf die Trlpllentente, 1911-1912 (Berlin: Deutsche ver
lagsgesell schaft für Politik und Geschichte, 1927), 35 
42, letter, dated November 28, 1911, Der Staatssekretär 
des ReichsSchatzamts Wermuth an den Staatssekretär des 
Reichsmarineamts von Tirpitz, Berlin.

l^Schmitt, ’’Lord Haldane’s Mission in 1912," 
p. 248. Cf. von Tirpitz, op. cit., p. 281.
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requested.
Von Bethmann-Hollweg hoped to delay the bill as 

long as possible and to make it inoffensive to Britain 
so that she might make extensive proposals to Germany 
which would eliminate the necessity for additional naval 
units. He was fearful that it would provoke a war with 
England. The Navy Secretary, however, believed that:

• • .no one cognizant of British policy could 
possibly believe she would be stirred up to war 
by an increase of three ships in twenty years un
less she had already made up her mind to go to war.I8

If the Admiral was aware of British policy at 
all, and he was in the most advantageous position to 
know it, he would know how England would react to any 
proposal which indicated an increase and could antici
pate British opposition and retaliatory measures. Von 
Tirpitz knew that British statesmen were adamant in 
their resolve to maintain the Two Power ratio because 
previous proposals for agreement based on a three to 
two parity had been rejected.

If he pondered English reaction even a little,
i

he had his answer almost immediately. The day

■̂ Ibid.. p. 278. It was easy for von Tirpitz, 
at the time he published his book in 1919, to place the 
blame on Metternich, who reported to him that the danger of war was slight.
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following the Emperor’s speech to the Reichstag,
Winston Churchill in a speech at Glasgow made clear the 
English reaction to the announcement.

The purposes of British naval power are essen
tially defensive. We have no thoughts of aggres
sion, and we attribute no such thoughts to other 
great Powers. There is. . .this difference between 
the British naval power and the naval power of the 
great and friendly Empire. . .of Germany. The 
British Navy is to us a necessity, and. . .the 
German is to them more in the nature of a luxury. 
Our naval power involves British existence. It is 
existence to us; it is expansion to them. . . .
If there are to be Increases upon the continent of 
Europe, we shall have no difficulty meeting them 
to the satisfaction of the country. As naval com
petition becomes more acute, we shall have not only 
to increase the number of the ships we build, but the ratio which our naval strength will have to 
bear to other great naval lowers, so that our mar- 
gin of superiority will become larger and not 
smaller as the strain grows greater.^9

What was to be the reaction to this speech in 
Germany? Would it lessen the possibilities of securing 
the agreement? The Luxus Flotte became an outcry in 
Germany. It passed angrily from lip to lip. Despite 
this, Haldane on his return to London reported that the
speech of the First Lord of the Admiralty did not anta-/
gonize the German officials at the conference. It just 
repeated what he had told von Bethmann-Hollweg the day

l9Churchill, The World Crisis (1923 ed.), I,
101 ff.



before the Glasgow speech. It had, on the contrary, 
been the greatest possible help to him.20
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20lbid.. p. 103.



CHAPTER III

THE MISSION: BERLIN NEGOTIATIONS, FEBRUARY 8-10

When Churchill delivered his speech at Glasgow, 
Lord Haldane had already contacted von Bethmann-Hollweg. 
Upon his arrival in Berlin, Haldane was driven directly 
to the Hotel Bristol nearby the British Embassy. Before 
ten o’clock he had seen Sir Edward Goschen, who had 
previously arranged that Haldane should lunch at the 
Embassy with the German Chancellor. When making the 
luncheon engagement, von Bethmann-Hollweg had inquired 
of Goschen the exact status of Haldane. Because the 
Chancellor would find it difficult to divest himself 
of his official position, he hoped that Haldane’s visit 
was more than that of a private citizen.

At two o'clock, having finished their luncheon, 
Haldane and the Chancellor retired to a private room 
to begin the negotiations. Haldane extended the King’s C 
message of good wishes for the conversations and for 
the future of Anglo-German relations. Acknowledging 
the greetings, von Bethmann-Hollweg remarked that he 
would write a note of thanks to the King through the 
German Ambassador Metternich.

Bearing in mind the inquiry made of Goschen
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earlier about the status of the mission, Haldane im
mediately defined it.

I told him that I had come here officially with 
the approval of the King and the Cabinet, but 
merely to talk over the ground, and not to commit 
either himself or my own Government to any propositions.1

The Chancellor did not have any observations to 
make at this point so Haldane proceeded immediately to 
the subject. Having noted that Anglo-German relations 
were at a point of serious rupture, the British emissary 
inquired into the causes of the threat. The reasons, 
he stated, were apparent in view of recent events. 
Germany, as a result of her tremendous increases in 
armaments and with the assistance of the Triple Alliance, 
had become the central pivot and the most important

^ritish Documents, "Diary of Lord Haldane’s Visit to Derlin,'* February 10, p. 676. Cf. Haldane, 
op. clt., pp. 57-67. Although Lord Haldane presents a 
clear and sincere account of the negotiations in his 
Before the War, he is disappointing in so far as he 
adds nothing of the intimate that is not revealed by 
Messrs. Gooch and Temperley. Haldane, in fact, admits 
to his readers that he has written the volume relying 
extensively on the messages, papers, etc. in the British 
Documents. In Richard Burton Haldane, an Autobiography 
(New York: Doran and Co., 1929), pp. 254-61, the British 
War Minister is again disappointing in treating the sub
ject. Because he had given the mission complete treat
ment in his first work, Haldane did not attempt to de
velop it in detail. Cf. Von Bethmann-Hollweg, op. clt.. 
pp. 48-49 for the Chancellor’s version of the negotiations.
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element of a powerful group of nations. Her military 
and naval increases had compelled the other powers to 
follow suit in the interest of their own safety. For
merly it was France that had forced Great Britain to a 
similar position as Germany was now doing. Later, the 
actions of Russia and France had posed a similar diffi
culty, but, through agreement and conference, it was 
settled amicably to the satisfaction of all. However, 
the present differences could be settled if there was 
a sense of mutual understanding and confidence.

Von Bethmann-Hollweg inquired about any secret 
agreements that might exist between England and France 
or Russia. Assuring the Chancellor that none existed 
except those known to all, Haldane remarked that he 
could see no reason why .it could not be possible for 
England and Germany to come to an understanding, which 
perhaps, at a later date, might include Russia and 
France.2 The Chancellor agreed.

To the Chancellor's remark that Britain had 
made military changes and increases during the past 
year, Haldane replied that these amounted to no more 
than would bring the British army to a point which had

2Ibid.. p. 677. Cf. Haldane, An Autobiography.
p. 255.
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been attained by Germany some years ago. They were 
routine matters, taken to prevent England's being 
caught unprepared, and were not designed as a symbol 
of hostility or of attack. The Chancellor understood 
the English position.

Haldane at this point emphasized Britain’s 
unwillingness to stand by and see Prance crushed if 
Germany intended to attack her. The Chancellor agreed 
with this statement and could understand England’s 
policy of the "balance of power" and her support of the 
weaker side.

To clarify the situation caused by the grouping 
of powers in alliances, von Bethmann-Hollweg suggested 
the formula of neutrality which he had transmitted 
through Cassel to the English officials. The proposal 
requested that neither would enter into any combinations 
against the other. To Haldane, this formula needed fur
ther explanation as it would be quite impossible for 
Germany to refrain from coming to Austria's aid if

f
England should decide to attack that country. The same 
would be true if Germany should participate in an attack 
on Japan or Portugal— England would be forced under 
existing agreements with those countries to aid in re
sisting Germany. This neutrality proposal would have
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to be clarified. Von Bethmann-Hollweg admitted that
<— n

such cases, although unlikely, destroyed the effec
tiveness of his formula. Haldane then proposed an 
idea which provided for

. • .mutual undertakings against aggressive 
or unprovoked attacks and against all combina
tions, military and naval agreements, and plans 
directed to the purpose of aggression or unpro
voked attack.3

This policy, thought Haldane, would not be in
consistent with the wishes of London, but would be of 
much more value if it could become the basis for agree
ments on other problems. The Chancellor agreed that 
the proposal had merit but begged that he be given time 
to consider it. It would be of no use, however, to 
discuss an agreement if at the same time Germany would 
increase her navy as a precaution against England. Any 
German supplementation would be met with a proportionate 
increase in the Royal Navy that would enable Great 
Britain to maintain her superiority. Britain's insis
tence upon naval supremacy can be understood when it is 
realized that her position as an insular power compels 
her to depend for her food supplies upon her ability to 
protect her commerce and trade routes. The method 
which she devised to insure maximum security was the

3Ibld., pp. 676 f.
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two-power standard.4 * * * * * *
Von Bethmann-Hollweg realized Britain's posi

tion but insisted that Germany needed the proposed 
third squadron for training purposes for, as the situ
ation stood at the moment, Germany was without a fleet 
for three months of the year. It was essential, more
over, that his country 11. • .have a third squadron in 
full readiness for war."5

Haldane did not contest this point of view but 
insisted upon warning the Chancellor that such an in
crease would force Britain to enlarge her "Home Waters 
Fleet" until it contained five or six squadrons, per
haps, he added, . .bringing ships from the Mediter
ranean to strengthen them." Such an action on Britain's 
part would not be necessary if an understanding existed,

4Von Tirpitz, op. eft., p. 284. The fourth 
principle contained in the KaTser's instructions to his
Chancellor was a demand that ". • .England give up the 
proportionate strength of 2:1, the 'two keel to one
standard', in favor of a proportionate standard agree
able to Germany." The Kaiser's demand in this instance
is peculiar when viewed with respect to the indignation 
he displayed when he interpreted British motives to be
". . .directed against Germany's naval policy. • .and 
the new naval bill. . that it would be well, there
fore, not to forget this, in order that the whole thing 
might not develop into a foreign assault upon our right 
of self-determination as to the strength of our defen
sive measures." Wilhelm II, op. clt.. p. 152.

^British Documents, p. 678.
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but any agreement would be less convincingly a proof of 
friendship than would be the abandonment of the German 
third squadron,

German persistence in the execution of the new 
naval law would compel England to lay down two keels to 
one, and would, consequently, necessitate an increase 
in taxes to meet the added expense,6 The additional 
taxation would stir up public opinion adverse to 
Germany; hence, the understanding would be more diffi
cult to obtain. However, the English people would 
support the program because it was for their navy, and 
any government which would not maintain it on the cur
rent scale would be defeated and forced to resign. 
Therefore, some reduction or modification seemed neces
sary if the agreement was to be successful. The Chan
cellor remarked that he would consider these points and 
added that the new squadron was vital and some new 
ships would be necessary in it.

It was at this point in the negotiations that

6Haldane, An Autobiography, p. 257; cf. 
Churchill, The World Crisis (1925 ed.). I, 98. British 
personnel increases were set at 2,000 men for the next 
two year period. Churchill stated that this figure 
would have to be doubled due to Germany’s proposed in
creases, On the whole, meeting the increases would 
cost Britain not less than 3,000,000 pounds a year#
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Haldane suggested a decrease in the tempo of the build
ing program. The program could be spread over a period 
of twelve years. The Chancellor reiterated that this 
suggestion would need further consideration as it 
would be resisted by his admirals. If some agreement 
could be reached on these two topics, the way would be 
open to a settlement of other topics such as colonial 
expansion in Africa, the matter of the Bagdad Railway, 
and the possibility of Germany's participation with 
England in the Persian area. With mention made of 
these points, the initial conversation was concluded.

Von Bethmann-Hollweg, at this point, inquired 
of Haldane whether if an agreement could be reached on 
the first two subjects, the political agreement and the
abandonment of the new ships, he would like to return

*

to London to discuss it with the Cabinet and estimate 
their views relating to the decisions. Haldane replied 
that he was informed enough of his colleagues' wishes 
to remain and do all that was possible at this stage.
He felt assured that he had said nothing that he was 
not at liberty to say or that would bind or commit them. 
All agreements reached, however, were not to be consid
ered as conclusive but to be brought back to London 
ad referendum as the basis upon which final discussions



51

were to be made*7 Following an exchange of good wishes 
for the success of their labors, the Chancellor left, 
and, as Haldane believed, went immediately to see the 
Emperor.

The following day, February 9, Haldane lunched 
with the Kaiser at the Schloss.8 Besides the Empress 
and her daughter, Victoria Louise, there were present 
the Chancellor, Admiral von Tirpitz and one or two other 
lesser notables. After lunch, Wilhelm, von Tirpitz, 
and Haldane retired to the imperial study to continue 
the negotiations of the preceding day. In a genial at
mosphere, at a three hour conference, the diplomats 
attempted to bring themselves to a general understanding 
of the other's position. As a basis for any discussion 
of the navy bill, the Kaiser had set down the following 
points i

1. The negotiations should be commenced on the 
basis of maintaining the novelle. the justification 
for it, its history and its revisions.

2. A statement should be made by England on the
English program on (a) the novelle, (b) the existing

1 1 ~  ‘ " /

7Haldane, op. clt., pp. 57-67; cf. Haldane, 
An Autobiography, pp. 256 f., 259 f.

8British Documents, pp. 679 ff.; cf. Haldane, 
An Autobiography, pp. 259 r.; von Tirpitz, op. clt., pp. 287 ff.
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fleet law (2 ship rate).
3. England must drop the two-power standard toward us.
4. A clear treaty of alliance; or at least a 

treaty of neutrality.9
The conversation proceeded immediately to naval 

matters.Haldane made clear that neither party would 
be bound by decisions reached during the conference.
For his part, he had no choice but to bring back ideas 
ad referendum. ^

Admiral von Tirpitz and the Emperor, in opening 
the naval question, said that the original fleet law 
had called for a new ship every year of the six years, 
but that they had cut it down to three ships in six 
years beginning in 1912.^ In view of the Kaiser’s

^Die Grosse Polltik, p. 104 n. The third point 
is interesting in view of the fact that the Kaiser was 
attempting to dictate Britain’s right to determine her 
own defense measures. He objected strongly to Britain’s 
request that the novelle be dropped, vide n. 4* p. 48.

l^Von Tirpitz, op. cit.. p. 287. The author 
reports that Haldane opened the conversation by offer
ing to Germany Portuguese, French, and Belgian terri
tory in Africa. Haldane does not record such a disous- 
sion as having taken place.

Ibid.. p. 287. The German Naval Secretary at 
this point accuses Haldane of contradicting himself.
At first Haldane claimed he was speaking as a represen
tative of the Cabinet and later he stated that he was 
in attendance as a private citizen only.

■*-2It might be that the Germans were trying to
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Reichstag speech announcing the novella, it would be 
difficult, von Tirpitz continued, to escape from the 
commitment as the Emperor’s position must be maintained 
before the German public. Moreover, he felt that the 
new ships were essential for the third squadron, the 
addition of which would provide Germany with a fleet 
available the year round. If the ships could not be 
had, neither could the additional men be obtained as a 
fundamental law of the country provided a complement 
of men only when and if the ships for the men were laid 
down.

Haldane appreciated the German position but 
informed Wilhelm and von Tirpitz that if any agreement 
was to be reached, it would be worthless if Germany 
should begin a new shipbuilding program. Consequently, 
the English public would think that her diplomats had 
been fooled. Wilhelm, disturbed that the world would 
not believe in the agreement unless the naval program 
was modified, asked Haidane for his solution to the 
problem.

offset the English request for dropping the bill or 
reducing the building tempo. Prom remarks earlier in 
the meeting, Haldane was aware that the conversation 
of the previous day was well known to the Kaiser. 
Perhaps this was an attempt to impress Haldane with concessions already made.
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The British spokesman suggested that if the 
Kaiser could not drop the new law, he might drop out a 
ship. Von Tirpitz was opposed to this suggestion and 
struggled for the third ship so hard that Haldane of
fered a compromise--a spread in the building tempo. 
Instead of laying down the first keel in 1912, aldane 
suggested that construction should not begin on it until 
1913; the second should not be laid down for another 
three years (1916); and the third for another three 
years after (1919).^

In exchange von Tirpitz urged that some action 
be taken to reduce British shipbuilding because the
two-power standard was ”a hard one for Germany.” He 
suggested a three to two ratio which Haldane rejected 
with the statement that this policy was not a 
”, • .matter of admission.” Germany must be free as 
Britain must be free for the sake of her own safety. * 3

ISBritlsh Documents, pp. 679 ff.; cf. von 
Tirpitz, op. cit.. pp. 284 ff. The Admiral explains 
that this concession secured against his wishes resulted 
from von Bethmann-Hollweg's disclosure to Haldane of the 
Supplementary Law and the changes which the Chancellor 
desired to make in it. ”Had he only chosen the origi
nal Bill as a basis for negotiations, he would have 
left a far greater means of compensation in our hands.”

3-4Ibid., p. 680; cf. Haldane, An Aut ob 1 og r aphy, 
p. 259; von Tirpitz, op. cit., p. 286. The German naval 
head had been asked by the Chancellor not to mention a 
fleet building program in this proportion. He could 
give no adequate reason for the Chancellor's request.



As Britain was determined to maintain the two-power 
standard, any reduction in her naval units would have 
to result from Germany's curtailment of her fleet.

The idea then occurred to the conferees that 
they should avoid defining a standard proportion in the 
agreement. Instead, nothing at all about shipbuilding 
should be said. If the political agreement was con
cluded, the Emperor would announce to the German public 
that in view of this action his desire for the Fleet

•O

Law was modified. Then the program should be delayed 
and spread out as had been discussed. Thus it would 
appear as if the modification followed upon the conclu
sion of the political agreement and that it was the 
policy of the Kaiser. The Emperor was in accord with 
this idea and told Haldane that von Bethmann-Hollweg 
later that day would propose a formula which the Kaiser 
had drafted.

Before the meeting adjourned, the Emperor gave 
Haldane a confidential copy of the draft of the new 
bill which he pocketed because of its bulk and apparent 
technical complexity. He was informed that it could be 
communicated to London.

After dinner the same evening the third confer
ence of the mission took place at the Chancellor's home.

55
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The meeting was brief with von Bethmann-Hollweg and 
Haldane as the only parties present. The Chancellor 
seemed disturbed about a remark which Haldane had made 
that afternoon regarding the difficulty the Cabinet 
would feel about the negligible results obtained by the 
slackening in German shipbuilding. Haldane had informed 
the Kaiser that he would rather make no observations on 
the proposals beyond that he must take them ad referen
dum to the British Cabinet. The Chancellor replied 
that if the British could not meet Germany in her neces
sity for the new navy bill, the idea of an agreement 
must be abandoned. England was as anxious for an under
standing as Germany, but such an agreement followed by 
German naval increases would be worthless. The initia
tive in the matter, Haldane continued, belonged to
Germany.

Having left the Chancellor, Haldane hurried to 
the British Embassy to meet Cambon, the French Ambassa
dor at Berlin, with whom he had a ten o'clock engage
ment. Cambon was apprehensive of the French position 
in view of the existing entente between England and 
France. Haldane assured him that England intended no

15lbld.. p. 681
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disloyalty to Prance or Russia, a point with which even 
the German Chancellor agreed. Apparently the French 
Foreign Office did not have full confidence in Grey not
withstanding the fact that the British Minister for 
Foreign Affairs had notified Britain’s Ambassadors at 
Paris and St. Petersburgh on February 7 about the nature 
of Haldane's visit to B e r l i n . O n  February 9, Ambas
sador Goschen in Berlin gave Cambon the details which 
he had received from Haldane following his conference 
with von Bethmann-Hollweg. Haldane repeated the same 
facts to Cambon, and the French Ambassador seemed 
relieved.

Cambon, therefore, interpreted the object of 
Haldane's mission to be the creation of a detente as
distinguished from an entente. Haldane said that this«
was so but hoped that more than a mere relaxation of 
tension would result later on. Cambon, reassured, 
informed Haldane that he would telegraph the information 16 17

16Supra, p. 31.
/

17Poincare, op. clt., p. 82; cf. British Docu
ments . p. 672, letter dated February 9, Goschen to 
Nicolson; p. 681, ’’Diary of Lord Haldane's Visit to 
Berlin"; von Bethmann-Hollweg, op. cit«, p. 52. The 
German Chancellor reports Haldane's insistence that no 
understanding could result if it jeopardized the rela
tions existing between England and France or Russia.
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to Poincare in Paris» He wired that "without renouncing 
their particular agreement, the great powers should 
seek accord among themselves in their mutual desire to 
maintain peace.”18

The final conference of the mission was held on 
Saturday afternoon at five o'clock. Again the two prin
cipals met at the Chancellor’s house. Haldane tried to 
give the Chancellor some assurance for the success of 
the undertaking as he thought that English public opin
ion could be managed. Von Betbmann-Hollweg in turn 
stated that the German people expected a new law and a 
third squadron, both of which he felt he must have. 
Haldane agreed that the forces which the Chancellor had 
to face seemed insuperable, but he had to remind him 
that England in this case must stick to the two-power 
standard. Von Bethmann-Hollweg promised to do all in 
his power to bring about an understanding between the 
two countries.

Following these preliminaries the two men dis
cussed a possible formula for the basis of the agreement,

18British Documents, p. 675* copy of telegram 
from J. Cambon to Poincare. Sans renouncer à leurs 
unions particulières, les grand puissances pourraient 
chercher à d'accorder entre elles dans leur commun 
désir de maintenir la paix. Cf. Haldane, Before the War, p. 65.
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the problem of the Bagdad Railway, and the territorial 
questions regarding colonial expansion.

The Chancellor's formula contained five pro
visions, viz.

ClU The high contracting Powers assure each 
other mutually of their desire for peace and friendship.

2. They will not. • .make any combination, or 
join in any combination, which is directed against 
the other. They declare. • .that they are not bound by any such combination.

3. If either of the high contracting parties 
becomes entangled in a war with one or more other 
Powers, the other. • .will. . .observe towards the 
Power so entangled a benevolent neutrality, and use 
its utmost endeavour for the localisation of the conflict.

4. The duty of neutrality which arises from 
the preceding article has no application, in so far 
as it may not be reconcilable with existing agree
ments. . . .  The making of new agreements which 
make it impossible for either. . .to observe neu
trality towards the other. . . , is excluded in conformity with particle two].

5. The . • .parties declare that they will, in 
the case of either of them having differences with 
third Powers, mutually give their diplomatic sup
port for the purposes of settling their differences.1®

Haldane objected to the third provision for two

^hid.» p. 684, Appendix IV; of. Die Grosse Polltik. pp. 116 f. The German documents list eleven 
articles which include those provisions pertaining to 
the African colonies and the Bagdad Railroad. Cf. 
von Bethmann-Hollweg, op. clt.. pp. 50 ff.; Haldane, Before the War, pp. 63 ff.
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reasons. First, it was too comprehensive in scope as 
it did not take into consideration the situation which 
might arise from a German attack to get control of the 
French channel ports of Dunkirk, Calais, and Boulogne. 
Such an occupation could never be tolerated by England 
because it would constitute a threat to her island se
curity, an eventuality which had shaped British foreign 
policy in this area for many generations. Haldane 
added that this provision would not guard against an 
English attack to seize Denmark. Agreement on this 
point would hamper Germany in the exercise of retali
atory measures to secure her own safety. Secondly, the 
article would prevent England's coming to the assistance 
of France in the event that Germany should launch an 
attack upon her entente partner. In such a case,
England could not bind herself to remain neutral.

The third point of the formula would invalidate 
the fourth provision as the eventuality of German ag
gression against France must be resisted by England in 
view of her already existing agreement with France. It 
would, moreover, obstruct England's freedom to execute 
the provisions of her treaties which she had with 
Belgium, Portugal, and Japan should the German action 
be taken against these nations.
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After careful deliberation, Lord Haldane pro
posed to modify the second and third provisions so that 
they would reads

2. They £ the contracting parties^ will not. . . 
make any unprovoked attack upon the other or join 
in any combination or design against the other for 
purpose of aggression, or become party to any plan 
or naval or military combination alone or in con
junction with any other Party directed to such an end.

3« If either of the high contracting parties becomes entangled in a war in which it cannot be 
said to be the aggressor, the other will at least 
observe towards the Power so entangled a benevolent 
neutrality, and use its utmost endeavour for the localisation of the conflict.20

Although von Bethmann-Kollweg agreed to these 
changes, Germany later objected because the terms 
"unprovoked” and "aggressor" were difficult to inter
pret. The agreement, depending upon the uncertain*
interpretation of these terms, would be deprived of its 
worth. In the events which lead to war it is difficult 
to assay which side was guilty of the aggressionj thus, 
Germany, drawn into a war with Prance and Russia, would 
depend upon England's judgment of whether or not Germany 
was the aggressor or had provoked the war. The formula 
even as modified was destined to arouse opposition in

20Ibid., pp. 682 f., Appendix I. The under
scoring is that of the present writer. Cf. Die Grosse Politik. pp. 118 f. ----------
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England as well.
The question of colonial adjustments were much 

more easily settled. Tentative agreements were reached 
which of course were not to be regarded as binding upon 
either party. England was not to object to the comple
tion of the Bagdad Railway or the raising of the Turkish

“" K ,customs rates. In exchange, Germany would agree to an 
"exceptional position" for England in the Bagdad- 
Bussorah section. According to von Bethmann-Hollweg, 
it seemed that Haldane

. • .wanted to ask for a fifty-one per cent 
participation Cin the Bagdad-Bussorah section of 
the railroad3 and to wish that the total shares 
should be distributed to Germany, England, and 
Turkey only, but not to Prance and Russia too.21

Should England, moreover, undertake to construct rail
roads in her Persian sphere, Germany would be allowed 
to participate. For this Germany would recognize the 
political interests of England in the Persian Gulf and 
South Persia areas. England would obtain from Turkey 
an extensive concession for the Bussorah-Koweit section *

21pje Grosse Politik, p. 120. Er schien 51$ 
Beteiligung forden. Zu wollen und zu wünschen, das die 
Gesamtanteile nur auf Deutschland, England und die 
TiSrket, nicht auch auf Frankreich und Ruslarid verteilt 
wurden. Cf. British Documents, p. 685. Appendix III. 
Haldane reports that it was the Chancellor who did not 
want French and Russian participation.
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to which Germany would relinquish her claim and assist 
England to obtain it. Furthermore, a concession for 
England similar to that which Germany enjoyed at the 
port of Haidar Pasha would be obtained from Turkey in 
the port of Koweit on the Persian Gulf.22 This agree
ment included the usual promise of mutual discussion 
and cooperation in the solution of all future problems 
arising in these areas.

Having completed this discussion, the partici
pants passed to the African territorial problems. Here 
also it was possible to reach a quick settlement.
Germany wanted Zanzibar and Pemba for which she was 
willing to concede to England a special position in the

i CBagdad-Bussorah section of the Bagdad Railway. Haldane 
replied: "Not only a special position, but a controlling 
position.”23 In exchange for the "enclave” in Angola, 
reserved for Britain by secret agreement with Portugal 
in 1898, Germany was to agree to British acquisition of 
Timor. The Chancellor agreed to this. If Germany was

22lbld.. p. 117. Entwurf fflr ein deutsch- 
englisches Abkommen, sec. 9; cf. British Documents, 
p. 683, Appendix ii; von Bethmann-llollweg, op. clt.. 
p. 52. The Chancellor devotes only a brief paragraph 
to a general resume of these negotiations.

23Ibid.. p. 683, Appendix III. Nicht nur eine 
sonderbare Stelle, aber eine Kontrollirende StelleT" 
cf. Die Grosse Politik, p. 117; sec. 7, p. 119.
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to get a belt across the Lower Congo, permission for 
which would have to be obtained by friendly bargain 
with Prance as well as Belgium, then she would have to 
release the Katanga triangle to Britain for her Cape 
to Cairo Railroad. In answer to Germany’s query about 
the Seal and Penguin Islands off the coast of Angua 
Peque&a in German Southwest Africa, Haldane observed 
that the islands might belong to the South African 
Union, which fact would make any exchange of them more 
difficult. Any cession of Walfish Bay, a British pos
session on the coast of German Southwest Africa, to 
Germany would also be difficult in view of the South 
African Union’s interest in it. However, Haldane pro
mised to look into the matter.2^

After these agreements were reached, both men 
expressed their wishes that further negotiations would 
be successful and thus beneficial to both countries.
On Sunday, February 10, Lord Haldane left Berlin to 
return to London where the results of the conversations, 
the proposals offered, and the agreements reached would 
be discussed by Asquith, Grey, and other members of the 
Cabinet. All subsequent negotiations were to be 24

24Ibid.. pp. 683 f., Appendix III; cf. Die Grosse Politik. p. 119, secs. VI, VII.



handled through the facilities of the respective em
bassies of the countries concerned.
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CHAPTER IV

PINAL NEGOTIATIONS: FAILURE OP THE MISSION

The final discussion of the conclusions reached 
by Haldane and von Bethmann-Hollweg was to be carried 
out through Metternich in London and Goschen in the 
German capital. Before proceeding to a consideration 
of these decisions, it is prudent to analyze the posi
tions of the two powers. One should remember that the(
proposed formula, which was to be the basis for the 
agreement, was to be made without any reference to 
naval affairs. On the success or failure of drafting 
an understanding would depend the future policy of the 
two countries relative to naval armaments.^

Great Britain, however, sought an understanding

^British Documents, p. 685, February 12, min
utes affixed to Haldane's report made by Sir Eyre Crowe, 
the Senior Clerk of the Foreign Office and later Assis
tant Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs.
Crowe, pessimistic about the outcome of the delibera
tions, noted that an agreement would have no value with
out a real reduction in the German program. In exchange 
for a political agreement, Germany would slacken the 
tempo, but Britain insisted that this precede any agree
ment. Germany thereupon withdrew the proposal and de
cided to seek the political agreement without any naval 
arrangements. Germany’s assurance, Crowe felt, would 
be to the Reichstag and not to England, and any politi
cal incident occurring in the meantime would be suffi
cient to justify her exceeding her promise.



67

on the naval proposals before any political agreement 
would be made. She Insisted upon the recognition of 
her naval superiority and the maintenance of her dip
lomatic combinations with Prance and Russia as the 
sine qua non for any agreement.

Germany, on the other hand, was not prepared to 
pay the price even in return for Britain’s assistance 
in furthering German colonial aims in Africa and a prom
ise not to attack the Reich. An admission of Britain’s 
demands would relegate Germany to a diplomatic position 
inferior to Britain. However, if Britain was willing 
to yield on the question of neutrality, Germany would 
be willing to accept the British basis and to suspend 
“the novelle or at least to slow down the tempo of con
struction. Unless one of the participants would sacri
fice its position, the successful issue of the deliber
ations would be doubtful.

When Haldane arrived in London on February 7, 
he had high hopes for the success of the negotiations. 
Fearful of the ”. . .lack of continuity in the supreme 
direction of German policy,” the British War Minister, 
nevertheless, was anxious lest von Tirpitz would be 
appointed as chancellor.2 After receiving Haldane's

^Haldane, Before the War, p. 70.



68

report, Grey remarked that he
• . «was Immensely impressed by what Lord 

Haldane had told Chim] of the desire which the 
Chancellor had shewn to lift the discussion on to 
a high plane, and of the spirit in which he had 
approached the whole question.3

Metternich, however, did not share the optimism 
of Grey. In a telegram to the Chancellor, the German 
Ambassador informed his superior that the agreement 
could not be concluded if the novelle were retained.4

Following his conversations with Grey and 
Haldane, Metternich informed von Bethmann-IIollweg in an 
official dispatch that the British War Minister believed 
that the decision reached at the conferences in Berlin 
was unacceptable to Great Britain because it would en
danger her relations with France and Russia. On the 
other hand, his proposal, that Germany drop the novelle 
or at least postpone construction of the dreadnaughts 
Haldane thought would have a better effect upon the 
people of the two nations and upon the world as It 
would indicate the determination of the two powers to

^British Documents, p. 688, letter, dated 
February 1 2 , Grey to Goschen; cf. von Bethmann-Hollweg, op• clt♦ i p• 53«

4Pie Grosse Politik, p. 122, telegram, dated 
February 12, Graf von Metternich an das Auswärtige Amt.



69

obviate the dangerous tension existing between them.
An agreement, secured on this basis, would eliminate 
future difficulties for Germany which might result from 
the ententes

Metternich understood in these words the criti
cal point of the negotiations for he advised the Chan
cellor in the same dispatch that

A declaration of neutrality, even if only in a 
compromised form, the acquisition of Zanzibar and 
Pemba, an understanding about the last sections of 
the Bagdad Railway in return for our participation 
in the South Persian lines, and the easing of the 
general political situation, without the building 
of more ships would unquestionably be regarded as 
a great profit and Erfolg for German policy.5 6

Following Haldane’s conference with Sir Edward, 
the draft of the novelle was transmitted to the Admir
alty for an examination by the experts. As was noted 
by Haldane, the draft was a bulky document requiring 
technical knowledge. As he would not commit himself 
on it during the Berlin conferences, he had put it in

5Ibid., p. 125, Ausfertigung. Der Botschafter 
ln London Graf von Metternich an den Reichskanzler von Bethmann-Hol lweg~ü "

^Ibid«. p. 127, Eine Neutralitätserklärung. wenn auch nur ln Kompromisform. die Erwerbung von San
sibar und Pemba, die Verständigung über die Endstrecke 
der Bagdadbahn gegen die Beteiligung an sfldperslschen 
Bahnen und die Erleichterung der allgemeinen politi
schen. Lage wflrden auch ohne Mehrbauten bei uns un
streitig als groser Gewinn und Erfolg der Kaiserlichen Politik empfunden werden.
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his pocket without glancing at its contents. This, he 
knew, must be gone over by the proper department in the 
Home Government.

On February 14, Churchill reported the Admiral
ty^ opinion on the bill. "The main feature in the new 
law is the extraordinary increase in the striking force 
of ships of all classes immediately available throughout 
the year.

The Minister for Naval Affairs added that here
tofore England had reckoned against an active battle 
fleet comprising seventeen battleships, four battle 
cruisers, and twelve small cruisers which would be de
mobilized most of the year. However, in view of the 
new law, England would have to prepare against twenty- 
five battleships, twelve battle cruisers, and eighteen 
small cruisers which were to be in active service. In 
addition to these observations, Churchill reported that 
there were other features not anticipated. For example, 
full permanent crews would be provided for all torpedo 
boat destroyers, totaling at this time 115 and beirig

7Churchill, The World Crisis (1923 ed.), I, 104. 
Cf. British Documents, p p . 6$8 f. for the memorandum 
drawn up on the basis of the Admiralty report and given 
to Metternich for transmission to Berlin. Die Grosse 
Polltik, pp. 134 f., Appendix to Metternich*s dispatch 
to von Bethmann-Hollweg, dated February 24.
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increased until an authorized 144 were obtained. The 
present expenditure of 750,000 pounds for submarines 
was also to be raised. Moreover, the submarine person
nel was to be increased by 121 executive officers which 
could be interpreted to mean that between fifty and 
sixty submarines would be added by 1920. Annual incre
ments of 3,500 men would increase the total personnel 
of the navy to 86,500 by 1917. By 1920 the new law 
would add 15,000 officers and men and would raise the 
total to 101,500 by 1920.8

The recommendation of the Admiralty, therefore, 
was that the German Navy Law should not be increased, 
but, if possible, reduced. Admiralty members felt that 
a new law was certainly to be enacted providing for 
large and progressive increases not only in 1912 but in 
the five following years. It was concluded from the 
estimates that nearly four-fifths of the whole German 
navy would be kept in permanent full commission. The 
contemplated increase exceeded the standard of naval 
strength prescribed by the 1900 Fleet Law and its Sub
sequent amendments. Personnel increases were more than 
necessary to man the proposed navy including the third

8Ibid.. p. 104.
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squadron. The Admiralty's estimate set four thousand 
men as the maximum number needed to man the new 
squadron*9

In view of these measures, England would have 
to make corresponding increases in her own navy. An 
addition of four thousand men to the fleet each year 
would have to be made for the next six or seven years 
to maintain four squadrons of eight ships each and to 
keep two other squadrons ready at all times. The num
ber of flotillas would have to be raised to nine in the 
next five years, and two keels laid for every capital 
ship added by Germany above the existing law. These 
measures would involve an estimated expenditure of
18,500,000 pounds over a six-year period. A further 
concentration of the fleet in Home Waters would prob
ably have to be made. Grey added that public opinion 
would not be expected to regard these serious measures 
and countermeasures as appropriate for the reestablish
ment of friendly relations.10 It was further suggested 
that the difficulties anticipated in Parliament had 
some chance of being surmounted if Germany would not go

9British Documents, p. 698; cf. Churchill, The 
World Crisis (1925 ed.). I. pp. 104 f.; Die Grosse Politik. p. 134.

3-Qlbld.. p. 698; cf. Die Grosse Politik. pp. 134 f.



any further beyond the old standards than those in
creases necessary to create and maintain her new 
squadron.

Later, Grey commented:
We discussed the result of the visit in the 

Cabinet on Haldane's return, but we had to realize 
that political formulae are not safe, and that a 
substantial naval agreement such as would relax 
tension and give security, was not to be obtained.il

In the meantime Grey and the Cabinet were ana
lyzing the territorial changes proposed by Haldane and 
the Imperial Chancellor. In a letter to Bertie, dated 
February 12, Grey appeared to be withdrawing from what 
had been held out to Germany regarding Pemba and Zanzi
bar. He felt that England would not receive concessions 
enough from Germany "to satisfy British public opin
ion. . . Grey had informed Paul Cambon of this pro
vision because France had territory, such as Madagascar, 
in that region and had treaties with Zanzibar which 
might bear examination. England also had a treaty with 
France regarding Zanzibar; thus, he would do nothing 
without consulting France, who had informed Britain 
beforehand about the French-German negotiations of 
1911.12

ÜGrey, op. clt.. p. 253.
1^British Documents, pp. 690 f., letter, Grey to Bertie. This information is significant as it
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On the morning of February 22, in response to 
the request of Lord Grey, Ambassador Metternich went to 
the Foreign Minister's apartment in Queen Anne’s Gate 
and held there a discussion of the pending naval nego
tiations. Haldane, also in attendance, was the spokes
man with Grey interrupting occasionally to verify or 
condense the points which Haldane advanced. Metternich 
was informed that the proposals for the agreement had 
been submitted to the Cabinet for consideration.

It was observed in the conference that some 
minor difficulties would be encountered, but these 
would be quickly resolved. Dutch Timor, for example, 
which Germany offered to Britain, would fall to Portugal 
under pre-emption rights, secured by a treaty between 
those nations. The real .difficulty of the agreement 
would be found in the Flottennovelle. delivered by 
Haldane and already examined by the Admiralty. It wa3 
decided that the novelle. aside from the question of 
the three ships, would make a considerable enlargement 
to the German navy in excess of the naval law.

reveals early In the negotiations Grey's reluctance to 
endanger the Entente with France. On the same day Grey had revealed to Gambon, when the latter was given a 
resume of Haldane's mission, that there might not be 
any formal naval or military agreement concluded.
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Furthermore, it was found that the increase in the per
sonnel exceeded the number required to mgn a third 
squadron, which indicates that additional units might 
be contemplated. Metternich noted that Haldane was not 
criticizing Germany’s intentions.

But, consequently, our novelle would result in 
a considerable overburdening of the English naval 
budget, and the English Cabinet feels it would 
hardly be possible to conclude and to defend an 
agreement of far-reaching importance which is in
tended to introduce a new and better era in Anglo- 
German relations, if at the same time an increase 
in naval armaments took place on both sides.

If this difficulty could be overcome, a satisfactory
agreement could be reached.

Metternich, however, informed the Englishmen 
that their results did not coincide with his informa
tion on the novelle. The personnel increases would not 
even be sufficient to man the proposed third squadron 
which will necessitate transferring men from the reserve 
fleet. Furthermore, the number of torpedo boats to be

15Pie Grosse Politik, pp. 128 f. Ausfertigung. 
Graf von Metternich an den Reichskanzler von Bethmann- 
Hollweg. dated February 22. Unsere Novelle würde aber 
eine ganz bedeutende Mehrbelastung des englischen 
Marinebudgets zur notwendigen Folge haben, und das 
englische Kabinette fiShle da3 es ihm kaum möglich sein 
werde, ein Abkommen von welttragender Bedeutung abzus- 
chllesen und ze verteidigen, welches dazu bestimmt sei. 
eine neue und bessere Ära, der deutsch-engl Ischen Bezie
hungen einzuleiten, wenn zu gleicher! Zeit eine Erhö
hung der beiderseitigen maritimen Rüstungen stattfinde.
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built was not fixed in the navy law, nor, according to 
his information, would they be fixed in the novelle.
The added personnel was intended merely to fill vacan
cies incurred by the inadequacies of the German recruit
ing system.

Again the Ambassador notified the Chancellor 
that the provisions of the novelle were the major con
cern of the British Government. Whatever the differ
ences, the objectives of the two nations were the same: 
an alliance of the two countries would remove the even
tuality of their becoming enemies. ' ' (|

It was not until February 24 that the full re
port of the Admiralty's findings on the novelle and the 
Cabinet's decision on the proposed formula was handed 
to Metternich. The observations and objections of the 
Naval Office were summarized in a memorandum by Grey 
and a copy was given to the German Ambassador for trans
mission to Berlin.

With regard to the colonial concessions, Grey 
felt that some territorial compensation would have'to 
be given for Pemba and Zanzibar instead of the exchange 
for rights on the Bagdad Railway. These special inter
ests would be conceded by Turkey, not Germany. Further
more, any rights In the Persian Gulf area would not be
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an acquisition of territory by Great Britain but rather 
a maintenance of the status quo. These problems, Grey 
continued, demanded more time for their full considera
tion. It was, therefore, a temporary suspension of the 
discussion of the colonial arrangements.

Metternich reminded Grey that Timor had been 
suggested as a German concession for these islands. To 
this Grey repeated that the Portuguese-Dutch treaty 
gave Portugal the right of pre-emption to the Island.
In view of these difficulties, the Cabinet thought it 
preferable to deal with the questions of naval expen
ditures and the formula.14

While negotiations were proceeding in London, a 
serious agitation against the novelle and its supporters 
was commenced.

rThe Chancellor also, who hoped to achieve the 
agreement and fix his name to a document which 
would free Germany from encirclement and bring her 
into a regular and better relationship with England, 
came out in favor of dropping the naval bill.15|

Kiderlen-Waechter, the Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, attempted to persuade von Tirpitz to drop'the

14Britlsh Documents, pp. 697 f., letter, dated 
February 24, Grey to Goschen; cf. Die Grosse Politlk, 
pp. 132 ff., Ausfertlgung, von Metternich an den von 
Bethmann-Hollweg.

15wilhelm II, op. cit., pp. 155 f.
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three ships because he felt that no agreement was 
possible while Germany insisted upon including their 
construction in the novelle. The Foreign Secretary, 
who had been in Stuttgart during the Haldane conversa
tions, was “furious” that during his absence Haldane 
was received “without keeping him informed.” The 
Admiral refused to do so because the new ships were 
necessary if the third squadron was to be formed.

When the Kaiser heard of Kiderlen’s activities, 
he wrote him a stinging letter in which Wilhelm stated 
that

Your excellency has given the impression of 
fear that the neutrality clause in the Anglo-German 
agreement will not be obtained if we continue to 
support the supplementary law C novellel for the 
three new battleships--to complement the three 
necessary squadrons. You have further suggested 
to the Secretary of the Navy Office Lvon TirpitzQ 
to ^withhold! the supplementary law, which--certainly 
with justice— the Secretary has refused. He can't 
do that at all without my authorization, which he 
will not have. I am astonished at the unreasonable 
request of your excellency which again opens a ques
tion which has already been discussed and closed 
with Lord Haldane by me in the presence of the State 
Secretaries Cvon Tirpitz and von Bethmann-Hollweg].”!6

Von Tirpitz in this instance based his policy on 
the belief that a strong German navy would "terrorize”

lÖErnest Jäckh, Kiderlen-Wächter, der Statsmann 
und Mensch, Brlefwechfel und Nachlak (Berlin: Deutsehe- 
Beriogs-Unstalt, 1925), pp. 155 ff.
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England Into accepting the political demands of Germany. 
Britain’s objection at this point was aimed at the des
truction of the entire naval program. However, the 
Admiral was wrong in his assumption because the naval 
increases had the reverse effect upon English public 
opinion; the augmentation of Germany's naval strength 

* •Produced naval rejoinders and diplomatic reactions 
which strengthened the forces and closed the ranks of 
the Entente."1,7

When the British memorandum reached Berlin, the 
Imperial Government was unpleasantly surprised. Von 
Bethmann-Hollweg could not understand the new British 
attitude in view of the satisfactory declarations that 
were made by Grey to Metternich respecting Haldane's 
visit and by the Prime Minister in the House of Commons 
on February 14.

The Kaiser declared that the British demands 
were incompatible with the honor of Germany. He re
quested the Chancellor to prepare the army bill in

1

addition to the novelle for immediate action in the 
Reichstag. At the same time, Kiderlen-Waechter was

ii7 f ^ urchllR  T!?g World Crlgl3 (19g* T,«n! tly ffter the negotiations failed, Britain" ranc® came to an agreement on the dispersal of 
|gel£ flee^s in the Channel and the Mediterranean
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ordered to prepare a reprimand to be sent to Metternich 
for transmitting the memorandum when he ought to have 
refused each digression.IS

The receipt of the memorandum placed von 
Bethmann-Hollweg in a difficult position. Prom all 
appearances, the English were shifting the basis on 
which the negotiations had thus far been conducted.
The Chancellor, in a carefully prepared memorandum 
which he sent to Metternich for transmission to Grey, 
noted that

Haldane. • .had expressly acknowledged that the 
new navy bill providing a third active squadron 
was a necessity for the Imperial Government. Lord 
Haldane had no objection concerning the increasing 
of the personnel £crews}. He declared several 
times that England was especially interested in the 
tempo of construction of line ships because of the 
demands these made on her own naval budget. These 
concessions were hard for the ministers £von 
Bethmann-Hollweg and von Tirpitz^] to make and it 
signifies a change of the basis on which the negoti
ations have been conducted so far.

Furthermore, the Chancellor continued, the 
British Secretary of War during his mission to Berlin
had offered Pemba and Zanzibar unconditionally. The/
criticism of the naval personnel increases was new and

IQpie Grosse Politik, pp. 141 f. Kaiser Wilhelm 
II an den Staatssekretär des Auswärtigen Amts von 
Klderlen, dated February 28, Metternich muste daher .jede Abweichung abweisenl

l^Dle Grosse Politik, p. 152, Memorandum. Cf. 
British Documents, pp. 705 f.
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indicated a changing of the basis for the agreement.
The novelle, moreover, contained only what had been 
made known to Haldane.^

However, the Chancellor, noting that the neu
trality declaration had always been the sine qua non 
for any reduction of the tempo of construction, offered 
to set aside the third ship and not to consider any 
special year as its construction date. This he offered

. . .in the hope that Great Britain will offer 
a proposal as regards the political understanding 
agreed to in principle and that they will thereby 
offer the possibility of a continuance of the negotiations

The Chancellor sent the memorandum to Metternich 
on March 4, and at the same time requested of the Kaiser 
that its delivery be postponed until he could report to 
the Emperor the results of Metternich’s most recent con
versation with Haldane. The dispatch, dated March 1, 
had stated that Grey and the entire Cabinet sincerely 
desired an agreement. Furthermore, although England 
was determined to maintain the friendship of France, 
she would not support French policy to recover Alsace- 
Lorraine by methods of aggression.22

gQlbid.. p. 152.
21lbid., pp. 152 f.
2gIbid.. p. 148
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The Kaiser, then at Wilhelmshaven, ordered the 
Secretaries of the Army and Navy Departments to publish 
the defense bills the next day and the Chancellor to 
instruct Metternich to deliver the memorandum. The 
same day, the Kaiser himself telegraphed to his Ambas
sador at London that he had observed from Metternich*s 
dispatch delivered to him on March 4 that Haldane,

. . .in spite of all Chis^ affirmations to the 
contrary, just as the Cabinet did, dropped our 
basis of negotiations. For your information: I adhere to this basisl23

On March 6, Metternich delivered the memorandum 
to Grey and Haldane. Upon receipt of this communica
tion, Sir Eyre Crowe claimed that several points were 
in contradiction with Haldane’s account. He remarked 
that he could not

• . .believe that Haldane agreed to Great 
Britain ’supporting such plans. . .as German policy 
may hereafter entertain for the acquisition of Angola and the Belgian Congo.’24

Such agreement would compel Britain to put pressure on
Portugal and Belgium to part with their colonies. As
far as Portugal was concerned, it would violate clauses
in the existing treaty which provided for the defense

23ibid.. p. 156.
24Britlsh Documents. p. 706, ’’Minutes.”
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of her colonies.
In addition, according to the memorandum,

Germany considered Britain bound to accept the naval 
expansion without any criticism, to conclude a political 
treaty according to the formula, to cede unconditionally 
Zanzibar for which Britain had surrendered Heligoland, 
her rights to Madagascar, and Pemba, and to press for 
the cession of Angola and the Belgian Congo. The whole 
affair was

. • .another instance of the well-known practice 
of the German Foreign Office to make profitable use 
of the ambiguities which so easily glide into confi
dential and unguarded conversation. . . .25

Lord Haldane also had some observations to make 
in refuting the charges contained in the memorandum of 
March 6. He asserted that his notes represented accu
rately the substance of and, as far as possible, the 
language of the conversations. He had made known the 
exact nature of his status to the German negotiators. 
Furthermore, he had no authority to make binding agree
ments as he had come merely pour tâter le terraln--to 
explore the situation for a possible settlement. There 
was, therefore, no justification for the charge that 
although he stated that he was without full powers to

25Ibid.. p. 706.
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conclude a binding agreement, he was under authority 
from the whole British Cabinet to effect the agree
ments listed in the memorandum. He had on the occasion 
of his conversation with the Chancellor reminded him 
that Britain could exert no pressure on Portugal or 
Belgium, that Prance would have to be consulted about 
the Congo as she had a favorite position there, and 
that Pemba and Zanzibar were places which might very 
well come into a general bargain.26

In Berlin, meanwhile, von Bethmann-Hollweg was 
incensed over the arbitrary actions of the Kaiser in 
handling the British memorandum. The Chancellor threat
ened to resign because the Emperor had ordered the naval 
and war secretaries to publish their bills without the 
countersignature of the .Chancellor. Such an action was 
a direct violation of the German constitution. The 
Kaiser's direct communication with Metternich threat
ened to deprive his Chancellor of the control over for
eign affairs. Von Bethmann-Hollweg notified the Emperor 
of his desire to resign and warned him that a termination 
of the negotiations at this point would place the blame 26

26Ibld., pp. 709 f., "Haldane: Observations."
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for their failure upon Germany.27
The Kaiser resisted the Chancellor and agreed 

to postpone the publishing of the novelle. Von 
Tirpitz, however, threatened to resign over von 
Bethmann-Hollweg's offer in the memorandum of March 6 
to set aside the construction date of the third ship.
The Admiral thereupon appealed to the Emperor for the 
restoration of the ship or else he would resign. The 
navy chief carried his point, but von Bethmann-Hollweg 
obtained the postponement of the novelle.

Lord Grey, in the interim, visited Metternich 
in order to survey the possible territorial arrange
ments. The interview would have to be informal and 
not binding as everything would eventually have to be 
referred to the Cabinet.for a final decision.

With respect to the Bagdad Railway, Grey in
formed the Ambassador that Germany had already sold the 
concession from Bagdad to the Persian Gulf to Turkey 
and had received in turn the concession at Alexandretta. 
Germany, therefore, could give nothing but the right 
which she exerted over Turkey's freedom to dispose of 
her concession in the railway. England would have to

27Schmitt, "Lord Haldane's Mission in 1912,"
p. 270
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purchase her share in the concession from Turkey by an 
increase in the customs rates, which would go towards 
the development of the main part of the railroad now 
owned by Germany. Moreover, any German pressure at 
Constantinople to secure a concession in Turkey for the 
British would be misunderstood in the Mohannedan world 
and might react unfavorably towards Britain.^8

The tone of this conversation, also present in 
subsequent conferences, would indicate that a success
ful issue of the negotiations was slight. In Berlin, 
however, von Bethmann-Hollweg was determined to strive 
for the agreement. He decided to accept Haldane’s neu
trality formula, presented during the Berlin confer
ences, provided a clause would be added which would 
compel the two countries to consult together should com
plications arise from the actions of other states. To 
the second article of Haldane’s formula the Chancellor 
added the phrase,

And declare not to be bound at present by any such engagement. /
To the third article he added:

If either of the high contracting parties is 
forced to go to war by obvious provocation from a 
third party [,]they bind themselves to enter into

28British Documents, pp. 708 f., letter, dated 
March 9, Grey to Goschen.
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an exchange of views concerning their attitude in such a conflict.29
On the same day, Metternich contacted Haldane, 

and at a secret meeting he informed the War Secretary 
that a new bill would be substituted which provided for 
a considerable reduction. Haldane was to communicate 
this information to Grey as soon as possible because a 
statement would have to be made in the Reichstag very 
shortly.30 a draft was drawn up by Nicolson and sub
mitted to Grey and the Cabinet for approval. On 
March 14, the English Foreign Secretary gave Metternich 
a draft of the formula. It was brief and stated that:

VEngland will make no unprovoked attack upon 
Germany and pursue no aggressive policy towards her.

Aggression upon Germany is not the subject and 
forms no part of any treaty, understanding or com
bination to which England is now a party nor will 
she become a party to anything that has such an object.31

The same day, having dispatched the formula, 
Metternich wrote Grey that It would not be sufficient

22Pie Grosse Politik, p. 168. Übersetzung. 
Neuer Entwurf fflr ein deutsch-englisches Abkommen, March 12.

3°Ibid., p. 180, telegram, dated March 15, von 
Kiderlen an den Botschafter in London Grafen von Metternich.

SlBrltish Documents, p. 710 f. Memorandum: Haldane's conversation with Metternich; letter, Grey 
to Goschen containing enclosure of the formula. Cf.
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in Berlin because it contained no mention of neutrality. 
’’Neutrality formed the most important part of the draft 
Haldane made in Berlin with the Chancellor."32 He 
begged an audience with Grey to suggest some changes in 
the formula which would give the German government 
additional hope for British neutrality. When Grey re
fused to do so, Metternich offered von Bethmann- 
Hollweg's revision of Haldane's original formula as a 
basis for an agreement. Grey accepted it with the 
promise that he would submit it to the consideration 
of the Cabinet. Article three of this revision imposed 
benevolent neutrality on one party in the event that 
the other became entangled in a way in which it cannot
be said to be the aggressor.33

The next day3^ Grey informed the Ambassador 
that the word ’’neutrality” did not meet with the approv
al of the Cabinet as the phrase ”nor join in any” 
clearly implied neutrality in the event of any unpro
voked attack. Metternich regretted this as the absence

32lbid.. p. 714, letter, Metternich to Grey.
33Ibid., p. 715, "Enclosure.” Cf. Die Grosse Politlk, pp. 181 ff.
34British Documents lists this conversation as 

occurring on March 16 while Die Grosse Polltik dates 
it March 17.
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of the word would render impossible the securing of the 
naval reduction.

In the meantime, von Bethmann-Hollweg was con
sidering Grey’s formula as dispatched on March 15. He 
reported to Metternich that ”. • .it was so elastic as 
to be valueless.” Grey was asking the Imperial Govern
ment ”. • .to abandon ^the German measures3 for arma
ment expenditures £for3 a proposed formula, without 
getting any guarantee against an attack.” According to 
the German naval authorities ”. . .the measures. . • 
were necessary to maintain an efficient defense against 
the fleets of the Triple Entente.”^  The Ambassador 
relayed this information to the British Foreign Minister 
and added his personal observation that Haldane’s for
mula had been abandoned, and Grey's proposals could not 
be useful in reaching an agreement.

On March 18, the day before Metternich reported 
the Chancellor's observations on Grey's proposals, 
Churchill presented to Parliament the naval estimates 
which provided for two keels to every additional keel 
laid down by Germany. The estimate also provided for 
the additional expenditures which were to accommodate

■̂ British Documents, pp. 719 ff., letter, Grey 
to Goschen.
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the other provisions of the German novelle. As an 
added precautio the Mediterranean fleet was ordered
to Home Waters. /

On March 22 the controversial naval law was pub
lished, and on April 4 it was presented to the Reichstag. 
On May 17 it was accepted without change. As no mutual 
understanding could be reached on the conflicting points, 
the negotiations respecting the political agreement and 
the reduction in naval estimates were terminated on 
March 29 when Grey informed Metternich that the Cabinet 
would not approve any neutrality agreement.

The upshot was that the Germans were not really 
willing to give up the naval competition, and that 
they wanted a political formula that would in 
effect compromise our freedom of action. We could 
not fetter ourselves by a promise to be neutral in a European war. . . .36

With these last words, Sir Edward Grey reveals a policy 
from which he was reluctant to depart. He had increas
ingly become aware of the binding effect of his union 
with France. Anything that threatened to disrupt it or

V v'to force England’s retreat from her responsibilities
1

towards France would have little chance of succeeding.
Churchill’s speech was the ’’straw that broke 

the camel’s back” as von Bethmann-Hollweg ceased to

36Grey, op. cit., p. 243.
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resist the demands of the anti-British faction of his 
government to publish the novelle. His final observa
tion on the subject was a complaint that

England is always proposing a limitation of 
armaments by us, but. . .reserves to herself the 
right to arm still more if another power arms, so 
that we, who sit between France and Russia allied, 
are bound while England is not, without guaranteeing us even a benevolent neutrality.

57Die Grosse Politik, p. 200, telegram, dated 
March 21, Von Bethmann-Hollweg an den Botschafter in 
London Grafen von Metternich.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

Now that the facts are known, the historian 
can affix the label "doomed to failure" to the Haldane 
Mission. The variable has been added, its effects 
upon the other factors are known and the results noted. 
On the basis of these results, the experiment can be 
catalogued among those other unsuccessful attempts 
which man has made to solve the problem of war.

Following the procedure employed by the scien
tist in his laboratory, the historian, in his role as 
a research specialist, applies the techniques of his
torical research to all aspects of the experiment that 
he might answer the queries of an inquisitive world.
He analyzes, not merely for the sake of intellectual 
self-satisfaction, but for a greater good— to uncover

tr

the errors committed in the course of the test. Syn- 
thesizing the results of his analysis, he offers his 
conclusions as generalizations to be employed by sub
sequent generations in situations of similar nature 
when history appears to be repeating itself.

In the course of this brief but vital historical 
incident, there were present all the circumstances and

6’
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personalities which, when arranged in their proper 
setting, would provide a plot for a Shakespearean 
tragedy.

Because the subject of the Haldane visit was a 
contributing cause of a ghastly war, one which might 
have been avoided if a peaceful settlement could have 
been reached during the course of the negotiations, 
the mission can be classified as a tragedy. When the 
incident is viewed in retrospect, the conclusion is 
drawn that the issue might have been resolved to the 
contrary but for the lamentable decisions of the "forces 
of evil"— Sir Edward Grey and Admiral von Tirpitz. The 
tragedy is intensified when it is seen that the "natural 
allies" of Joseph Chamberlain failed to join forces be- 
cause the two principal characters could not appreciate 
each other’s position in the world.

Responsibility, as far as it is ascertainable, 
must be placed, and on Grey and von Tirpitz must fall 
the mantle of censure. Which of the two was the more 
culpable?

In view of the facts, the choice must be von 
Tirpitz because under the circumstances he could trust 
the British Minister more than Grey could trust him.
The Admiral was resolved to retain the novelle at any
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cost. There is no need to analyze the German's naval 
policy very thoroughly before discovering that it was 
directed toward the establishment of a balance of power 
on the seas. Once Germany had a navy large enough to 
make Britain hesitate to attack it, then Germany could 
bargain on her own terms. She would be able to maneu- 
ver diplomatically to destroy even the Entente. That 
this objective could be attained was never doubted by 
the Admiral. While England, he thought, could not main
tain a naval budget sufficient to finance a two to one 

n ratio, Germany's lower building costs and conscripted 
crews would enable her to lay down enough keels to 
narrow the gap between her navy and England's.

But von Tirpitz was mistaken on all his prem
ises. By 1908, von Billow, who had been chosen to steer 
Germany's diplomatic course through the ''danger zone" —  
the infancy of the new navy— and who at first concurred 
with the plan, now objected to its costs. Heavy naval 
appropriations meant less money for the army during a 
period when Prance and Russia were strengthening their 
military potential.

¡The growing navy, instead of forcing England to 
bargain with Germany, drove the former to a position 
dependent upon the Entente. Von Tirpitz misgauged the
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reaction of the English people to his naval threat.
Sea lanes must be kept open because they were the 
"highways” to Britain’s food markets. Instead of con
ceding to Germany’s wishes, Britain sought and found 
shillings for her navy where there were none before.’
His obstinancy toward any agreement which would jeopar
dize the novelle of 1912 gave to Poincare the objective 
which he had sought for many years— the solidifying of 
Anglo-French relations.

There is no doubt that other German officials 
should share in the responsibility for the failure of 
the mission to accomplish its purpose. The Chancellor 
is blameworthy for gesturing and threatening resignation 
when he should have taken positive action and ’’called" 
the Emperor’s hand. Which did the Kaiser want more, a 
navy or an agreement? The choice was his to make and 
von Bethmann-Hollweg could have forced him to make it 
by resigning. Although there is no evidence to support 
the contention that the Kaiser would have chosen the 
agreement with Britain, there is logic in the argument 
that the agreement with Britain might have superseded 
the Entente and raised Germany to a position of predom
inance in continental affairs. ’What could Russia and 
France do without the support of England? On the other
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hand, what possible value would the navy have when the 
strategy behind its construction had already failed to 
produce the intended result.

These observations indict Wilhelm II for his 
part in the negotiations. ( The Emperor of Germany dis
regarded the advice of the entire civilian personnel 
of his government and gambled the welfare and future of 
his people on the schemes of the only militarist in the 
Cabinet.

But the responsibility for the failure of the 
mission must be shared by Sir Edward Grey. What was 
the nature of the Entente that would influence him to 
uphold it despite the possibility of securing an under
standing with Germany on the controversial naval pro
gram? They had been able to settle their colonial dis
agreements to the satisfaction of both nations. But 
when the Entente was involved, England’s stand was not 
understandable to Germany. England tried to convince 
her opponent that it contained no point against the 
German nation. The Moroccan crisis and the Agadir.in
cident were not too far in the past, and Germany remem
bered the support which England gave to Prance in both 
cases. By 1912, there was supposed to be nothing in 
the Entente other than an agreement to consult with
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each other in the event of an attack on either one by 
a third party. If this was the case, why did Grey wait 
until the final stages of the negotiations to make 
known to Metternich the fact that while the entire 
Cabinet desired to maintain the friendship of Prance, 
it would not support an aggressive French policy di
rected to the recovery of Alsace-Lorraine? ) This admis
sion, made earlier, would have given von Bethmann-Hollweg 
a strong argument in his dispute with the Kaiser.

Haldane, too, must bear a share of the respon
sibility for his refusal to take a naval expert with 
him to Berlin* The novelle could have been examined 
during the Berlin discussions and its significance made 
known to him. Undoubtedly he would have been more fully 
informed and thereby in a better position to present his 
demands.

Outstanding during the negotiations was the 
German Ambassador at London. Metternich appeared to be 
the only principal who fully understood the vital point 
of the problem. His long service in London had enabled 
him to understand the English temperament and to realize, 
therefore, that his country’s insistence upon the 
novelle would preclude any chance to secure an agree
ment with England. For his loyalty to his work, he was
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chastized by his Emperor and removed from his post.
(History will always relate the story of a 

"Metternich" and a "Haldane Mission" in the hope that 
one succeeding generation might observe the tragic 
blunders made during February and March of 1912 and 
profit from them.
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