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ANGLO-GERMAN CONVERSATIONS
ON COLONIAL APPEASEMENT, AND
THE INVOLVEMENT

OF THE BELGIAN CONGO
(OCTOBER 1937-MARCH 1938)"

The Anglo-German talks on colonial appeasement culminating in the
November 1937 visit of Lord Halifax to Germany and in Henderson’s March
1938 proposals to Hitler, have received scant attention from diplomatic
historians. This lack of scholarship can be attributed to a variety of reasons.

Colonial appeasement was just a small part of the much broader policy
of political appeasement in the 1930s. As far as Chamberlain’s appeasement
policy is concerned, most studies have focussed on Munich or have tried to
explain its failure. Economic and colonial appeasement have hardly been
studied.

The potential embarrassment resulting from the actual content of the
British proposals to Hitler may explain the near total lack of scholarship.
Britain was willing to surrender parts of the Belgian Congo and Portuguese
Angola in order to buy-off Hitler's goodwill with regard to Central and East
Europe.

From the war years on, the British propositions resembled the offering
of Danegeld to Hitler in exchange for peace. Consequently. Great Britain
tried to conceal the facts. In July 1943, Sir John Gater, Permanent Under-
Secretary in the Colonial Office wrote Sir Alexander Cadogan, Permanent
Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office about the potential embarrassment
that would occur if all the documents were published °

Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden announced in March 1944 the
publication of «the most important documents in the Foreign Office archives
between 1919 and 1939» ° However, he ordered the documents on
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colonial appeasement to be published at the end of a long series ol
volumes. It lasted till 1982 before the materials relating to the colonial
appeasement policy were available in print * '

More. premature publication of the contents of the negotiations might
have had negative consequences for Britain's Africa policy. as was
observed by Sir John Gater in his letter to Sir Alexander Cadogan. «Out of
fear of Germany, we were prepared to hand over large tracts of colonial
empire to Germany without consulting the wishes of the inhabitants (.}
playing straight into the hands of those sections of colonies that wish to
throw off Downing Street control» °.

The relevant French documents were published in 1972-1973 © the
British materials in 1982 and the German archives in 1949 [regarding the
March 1938 proposalsl and 1983 [relative to the November 1937 talks) ”.
The documents of the Belgian Ministry of Foreign Affairs were published in
1965-1966 but do not contain information or documents on the colonial
question *.

Without doubt, there was an effort to conceal the facts Andrew
1. Crozier wrote in his book on colonial appeasement *hat «several files in
the Colonial Office records remained closed», while others «appeared to
have been lost and were listed as missing at the time of transfer» *°.

Politicians, diplomats, and statesmen who were involved in, or at least
knew of the negotiations, have paid little or no attention to the subject in
their memoirs. The memoirs of Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden, Prime-
Minister Neville Chamberlain. Sir Robert Vansittart ', and Jacques
Davignon, Belgian ambassador in Berlin from 1936 to 1940, contain no
information at all.
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Lord Halifax's Fulness of Days '* first published in 1957, gives an
account of the 1937 talks with Hitler, without mentioning the Belgian or
Portuguese involvement The memoirs contain no record of the March 1938
conversation between Sir Nevile Henderson and Hitler.

Sir Nevile's Failure of a Mission ", published in 1940, talks about the
November 1937 and March 1938 conversations without revealing the actual
proposals The diaries of Oliver Harvey ' and of Sir Alexander
Cadogan "“contain useful but rather superficial information. The same
remarkléapplies to the memoirs of Dr. Paul Schmidt, Hitler's chief inter-
preter '©.

So. little has been published on the subject of colonial appeasement.
And even less casts a light on the involvement of the Belgian and Portu-
guese colonies in the Anglo-German conversations. Crozier goes rather
quickly over the Halifax and Henderson episodes, focussing almost entirely
on the colonial question up to 1937. Gerhard L. Weinberg '"has not much
more to add.

THE COLONIAL QUESTION UP TO THE END CF
WORLD WAR ONE (TREATY OF VERSAILLES)

Prior to March 3™ 1938, when Sir Nevile Henderson. the British ambassador
in Berlin. tried tc buy-off Hitler's goodwill by offering him parts of the
Belgian and Portuguese colonial empires in Africa, Anglo-German negoti-
ations had already dealt with the possible dismantlement of these
countries's overseas empires '®
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Until the Great War, the Germans had always been pursuing a German
dominated Mittelafrika, a colonial parallel to the concept of a Mitteleuropa
under German aegis. This ambitious goal could only be achieved at the
expense of the already established colonial powers, Belgium und Portugal.

By 1911, Central Africa had become Germany's number one colonial
goal a policy that was advocated by the governmental imperialists. The
German chancellor von Bethmann Hollweq said on January 11" 1912: «We
could form a great colonial empire (Portuguese colonies, Belgian Congo.
Dutch colonies) and drive a wedge into the Triple Entente» '°. And in
February 1912, admiral von Miiller made the following remark on Emperor
William II; «He [Emperor] saw himself as controlling the policy of the United
States of Europe and envisaged for Germany a colonial empire right across
central Africa» %

The Portuguese colonies eventually became a give and take asset
during the Anglo-German negotiations prior to the first World War. The
talks were part of Bethmann Hollweg's policy of rapprochement with Great
Britain. Germany would slow down her naval expansion programme in
exchange for London’s help in the acquisition of Mittelafrika by Germany.
Von Kuhlman, counsellor at the German embassy in London, thought «that
the acquisition |of the Congo basin] is desirable; it is the richest piece of
Central Africa» *'. The idea even surfaced that perhaps Portugal could be
persuaded to sell her African possessions in order to pay off her huge
international debts. Anglo-German negotiations on the partition of the
Portuguese colonies lasted from April 1912 to June 1914, but ended in
failure.

Simultaneously, Germany was also cherishing plans for the partition of
the Belgian Congo between herself, Great Britain, and France. Katanga and
northeastern Congo would go to Great Britain. France would acquire the
region north of the Congo River. Germany would receive what was left. In
doing so, Germany tried to link her east and west African possessions:
Tanganyika and Southwest Africa. Parts of Portuguese Angola would make
the territorial link complete. However, negotiations came to a dead end by
the spring of 1914.

Since negotiations had failed Germany tried to realize a German
Mittelafrika by force. All through World War [ the establishment of a
German Mittelafrika remained one of the primary war goals of Berlin. The
Belgian Congo, Portuguese Angola and part of Portuguese Mozambique,
and extensive parts of France's holdings in Central Africa would assure
Germany of an absolute hegemony in Central Africa. As late as the spring
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of 1917, and even more so after the Peace Treaty of Brest-Litovsk (March
1918I, Germany was still treasuring dreams of an extensive colonial empire
in Central Africa 7.

But just as negctiations had failed, arms did so too. The armistice of
November 11" 1918 shattered all African dreams. Instead of acquiring more
overseas territories, Germany lost all the territories she had held prior to
1914. Articles 119, 120, and 122 of the Treaty of Versailles stripped Ger-
many of all her African and Pacific holdings, and all German material
possessicns in them were confiscated.

The League of Nations handed out the various former German terri-
lories as mandales lo the other colonial powers. Togoland and the
Cameroons went largely to France. Tanganyika became a mandate of
Great Britain. The Union of South Africa got Southwest Africa. Belgium was
offered the small territory of Ruanda-Urundi. Germany's Pacific holdings
were distributed among Japan, Australia, and New Zealand. Berlin also lost
its possessions and privileges in China.

Even before the formal signing of the Treaty of Versailles in June of
1919 nothing was left of Germany's overseas empire. The Germans never
fully accepted this loss. Colonial organizations Isuch as the Deutsche
Kolonialgesellschaft) continued their work as if nothing had happened.
Colonial literature was still published. Now and then demands for restitution
were heard in the Reichstag. And all of Germany's political parties, with the
exception of the Communists, favoured colonial restoration.

FROM VERSAILLES TO LORD HALIFAX'S VISIT TO GERMANY
IN NOVEMBER 19377

There was not much controversy on the fate of the former German colonies
during the 1920s. German public opinion and government generally
accepted the loss of their African and Asian territories. Demands for
colonial restitution remained moderate during the Weimar Republic.

In Great Britain however, not everyone was entirely pleased with the
colonial settlement offered by the Treaty of Versailles. Some, though very
few, argued that Germany had been treated unjustly after the war and had
literally been robbed of its colonies. Paris and London however remained
deaf to calls for colonial restitution.

22 See Fritz FISCHER, Germany's Aims in the First World War, New York. WW. Norton &
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The docile attitude of Berlin started to change after Hitler's accession
to power in January 1933. Hitler walked out of the Geneva disarmament
conference and Germany even left the League of Nations in October 1933.
Germany's more assertive foreign policy forced Great Britain into playing
a more active role in continental European aftairs. During 1933 and 1934
the Foreign Office focussed most of its attention on getting Germany back
into the League of Nations. That was Britain's foreign policy goal number
one. Colonies, and colonial restitution were not mentioned by London in
those years.

. Alfred Hugenberg. the German minister of economics, advocated the
restitution of Germany’s former colonies during the World Economic Confer-
ence held in London in June 1933. In a statement to the press he
emphasised the need for a colonial empire in Africa as a means to pay off
Germany's foreign debt and restore Germany's solvency. The German
foreign office characterised Hugenberg's statement as merely an expression
of his own personal opinions *'

Colonial restitution was not Hitler's highest foreign policy priority, but
his attitude vis-a-vis the colonial question was a rather ambiguous one. On
page one of Mein Kampf Hitler writes: «Gleiches Blut gehort in ein
gemeinsames Reich Das deutsche Volk besitzt solange kein moralisches
Recht zu kolonialpolitischer Tatigkeit, solange es nicht einmal seine
eigenen Sohne in einen gemeinsamen Staat zu fassen vermag. Erst wenn
des Reiches Grenze auch den letzten Deutschen umschliet (..) ersteht aus
der Not des eigenen Volkes das moralisches Recht zur Erwerbung
fremden Grund und Bodens» .

But in a February 11" 1933 interview with the British Sunday Express
he says: «As far as our overseas colonies are concerned, we have by no
means given up our colonial desires; this problem, oo, will have to be
solved justly. There are a great many things which Germany must 1mpon
from the colonies and we need colonies just as much as other nations» *

But Hitler also stressed that he would not resort to force to get the
former German colonies back. In an August 1934 interview with the Daily
Mail, Hitler said: «l would not sacrifice the life of a single German to get
any colony in the world We know that former German colonies are costly
luxuries, even for England» #

The German settlers who still lived in the former German colonies in
Africa however, seemed to have put all their hopes on Hitler and the Nazi
party to fulfill their ambitions of returning the now British, French. or South
African mandates to Germany. German irredentism was on the rise in
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Southwest Africa and Tanganyika from 1933 on. German immigration into
these areas increased as did German capital investment. Local members of
the NSDAP held meetings in Tanganyika. But in all, their impact was rather
limited. Besides. German irredentist movements did not receive the support
from Berlin they had hoped for. Berlin probably thought that any active
help might hamper the efforts to bring about a real understanding between
Germany and Great Britain.

The year 1935 gave birth to a clear willingness of the European
leaders to appease Hitler — and perhaps get Germany even back into the
League of Nations — by reacting to Germany's nascent colonial aspirations.

The then Belgian prime minister Paul Van Zeeland even elaborated on
this idea. In a conversation with Hitler's foreign policy adviser. and later
foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop, Van Zeeland said that Belgium
«would create no difficulties at a comprehensive adjustment of all questions
() this attitude also applied to the colonial questions. The statement strongly
implies a willingness on Belgium's part to use Ruanda-Urundi, her share of
the colonial spoils of World War |, to pay for peace with Germany #.

From 1936 on, Germany and Greal Britain started o mention the
possibility of a colonial restitution more loudly. An ever more assertive
German foreign policy coerced London into being more accomodating to
Germany's demands.

Germany reoccupied and remilitarised the demilitarised leftbank of the
Rhine on March 7" 1936. This resulted in the collapse of the Treaty of
Locarno of 1925. Great Britain once again began to negotiate with the
Locarno powers (hersell, Germany, France, llaly, and Belgium} in an effort to
renew the Western Pact. By early 1937 however, it must have been clear to
the British government that efforts to revive the Pact had failed. Other means
were needed to assure security for Europe. Armaments reductions and
colonial appeasement in exchange for security in central and eastern
Europe became more and more the focal point of discussion.

There were quite a few prominent Britons who pleaded for colonial
restitution. Lord Rothermere, owner of the Daily Mail (Hitler's favourite British
paper); Lord Lothian:; Lord Londonderry («a Nazi Englishmans) ® and
historian Arnold Toynbee, the president of the Royal Institute of Interna-
tional Affairs, were the most prominent members of this group. Lothian and
Londonderry had both visited Germany, and saw colonial appeasement as
one way to bring London and Berlin closer together. Lord Londonderry
argued in his Ourselves and Germany (London, 1938) that Germany's loss
of colonies had offended her prestige and dignity.
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The various British parliamentary factions were divided on the issue. At
its meeting of October 1936 the Conservative party favoured a policy of
status quo. Colonial restitution was out of the question. Winston Churchill
was one of the prominent Conservative advocates of adhering to the
colonial settlement as decided by the Treaty of Versailles. The Liberals and
Labour supported an open door trade policy in the colonies and the
transformation of all colonies into mandates (as had happened to the
German colonies after the Great Warl. The Conservatives however carried
the day since prime minister Stanley Baldwin was one of them.

As far as the public opinion was concerned, «the overwhelming
majority of informed opinion in Britain was hostile to any idea of colonial
transfer to Germany» *.

In Germany too. the general mood was changing considerably.
Colonial restitution was openly being talked about In March 1936 the
German government stated officially that she hoped for colonial equality of
rights.

In the summer of 1936 Hjalmar Schacht, the German economics minister,
had a talk with Frangois-Poncet, the French ambassador in Berlin. During the
conversation Schacht expressed his fears that Hitler would eventually
undertake action against Czechoslovakia. This agression however could be
contained by a colonial concession. About the form of such a concession,
the economics minister continued : «It was not a question of giving Germany
full title to colonial property. But without infringing upon established
sovereignty. could not Britain, France and Belgium concede to the Reich a
territory in Central Africa. a territory which might be exploited by a German

tenant company> *'.

And the congress of the Nazi party on September 9" 1936 laid much
emphasis on the colonial question. Hitler held a speech in which he stated
that «Germany cannot waive her claim that justice should be done to her
colonial demands» *.

Newspapers and the German ministry of propaganda continued to
remind the public opinion of the injustice done to Germany's overseas
empire in 1919

Specific actions to deal with the colonial issue began to be taken by
both countries. In May 1936 Hitler united all of Germany's colonial associ-
ations into the Reichskolonialbund, increasing its propaganda.

The economic reasons for colonial restitution were being stressed more
and more by Berlin. Colonies could help Germany with her supplies of raw
materials and food. And Hitler himself no longer remained silent nor

30 Andrew ] CROZIER opcit. p. 161.
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answered evasively on the issue of the former German colonies. He too
stressed the country’s need for colonies as producers of raw materials.
«Germany has never demanded colonies for military purposes, but
exclusively for economic purposes» *. Hitler's interest in colonies seemed
to have been predominantly commercial.

The claim for restitution on economic grounds came on shaky grounds
after the publication on September 2™ 1937 of a report on raw materials by
the League of Nations. The report concluded that there was no economic
basis for German colonial claims. Colonies produced only 3 percent of the
world's commercially important raw materials, although they accounted for
125 pgrcent of its population. Colonies were clearly not important to world
trade *.

After Seplember 1937 Germany's claims were no longer founded on
economic reasons alone, but now also on demographical (Lebensraum} and
moral grounds («we should be given back what has been stolen from us»).
Hitler's speeches from September 1937 onwards clearly reflect this shift.

In March 1936, the British Committee of Imperial Defence created a
subcommittee. It was headed by Lord Plymouth. and its goal was to look
into the colonial question. The Plymouth report was published in June of
1936. It stated that colonial appeasement needed be part of a general
settlement. Strategic considerations and the wishes and privileges of the
native population should be taken into account. Tanganyika should not be
returned as it was of toc great strategic importance. The reports also aired
its doubts about the raw materials argument the Germans were making.
There were hardly any commodities in their former colonies they could
profit from. The report concluded however, that a restitution would give the
Germans a psychological satisfaction.

The existence of the Plymouth Commission, questions in the House of
Commons, and various newspaper articles did of course not go unnoticed
abroad. In April 1936 the Portuguese and Belgian governments aired their
dissatisfaction with the British statements. Talks of a potential cession of parts
of Portuguese Angola to Germany made foreign minister Anthony Eden
remark <that this sounded very much like a statement that the British empire
was inviolable, but that the same did not apply to the Portuguese» *.

The German minister of economics and president of the Reichsbank. Dr.
Hjalmar Schacht, who favoured a restitution because of the German need
for raw materials and commerce, visited France's prime minister Léon Blum
in August 1936. He dropped the idea that an agreeement on arms limita-
tions could be reached in exchange for satisfying Germany's colonial

33 Speech of January 30. 1937, quoted in Norman H. BAYNES ed. The Speeches of Adolf
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demands. Blum's response to Schacht's proposal was quite positive given
France's perennial fear for its German neighbour, increased even more by
the remilitarisation of the Rhineland in March of that year.

In September 1936 Paris informed Eden of Schacht's overtures The
reception in Britain was a rather cool one. Sir Robert Vansittart was radically
opposed. Eden procrastinated by asking for clearer definitions of any
proposals. The negative attitude toward the colonial question at the
October 1* meeting of the Conservative Party put an end to this interlude.
No response was given to Schacht's proposals.

It remains however very doubtful if Hitler would have been willing to
reduce the military buildup of Germany in exchange for some hard to
defend territories in Africa. for which he did not show very much interest
Besides, it was commonly believed that Schacht was speaking in his own
name, and that therefore his proposals did not carry very much weight.

The meeting between Sir Frederick Leith-Ross, the Chief Economic
Adviser of the British government, and Dr. Schacht in February 1937 was
once again a failure. Schacht's political star had started to fade from the
end of 1936 on.

Early in 1937 Paris still tried to accomodate the German colonial
demands. Foreign Minister Yvon Delbos talked about his plans in a conver-
sation with William Bullitt. the American ambassador in Paris. Besides a
general reduction of tariffs «the second trap would be one which he would
ask me to regard as most secret He and Blum had not discussed it even
with the other members of the Cabinet. They had in mind the creation of
consortiums to develop sections of Africa. (.) To crown the entire proposal
Germany would be given a colony, probably the Cameroons. Then all the
African colonies except French North Africa and British South Alfrica. so 1o
speak. be put into a common pot ; British, French. Belgian. Portuguese and
German colonies would all be exploited by international consortiums which
would in considerable measure favor the use of German products. () At the
same time he proposed to attempt to reach agreement with Germany on
the limitation of armaments» *.

Delbos’s ideas resemble quite strongly the plans Schacht developed
during his talk in the summer of 1936 with the French ambassador in Berlin,
Francois-Poncet. However, nothing came of all these plans.

In May 1937 Neville Chamberlain took over Downing Street from
Stanley Baldwin In May and June of that year an imperial conference of all
the dominions’s prime ministers was held in London. The colonial question
received meager attention. The Union of South Africa. New Zealand and
Australia opposed giving up any territory they had acquired from Germany

36 Quoled in Wolfe W. SCHMOKEL opcit. p. 100-101
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after the war. The colonial issue was certainly not a priority during the first
months of Chamberlain's premiership.

This was the situation of the colonial question on the eve of Lord
Halifax's visit to Germany. German public opinion and government were
unanimously asking for the restitution of their former colonies. They did so
on the basis of economic necessity. The German demands found support in
some leading British circles where the idea lived that Germany had been
treated unfair after the war. Powerful forces within the ruling Conservative
party however opposed any form of cclonial appeasement. The imperialists
did not want to give up what they had acquired after the Great War.

LORD HALIFAX'S VISIT TO GERMANY AND ITS AFTERMATH:
OCTOBER-DECEMBER 1937

On October 13th 1937, Eric Parker, the editor-in-chief of the The Field a
British hunting magazine, sent an invitation to Lord Halifax on behalf of the
German Hunting Association, asking him to visit the International Sporting
Exhibition in Berlin during November of 1937 . Lord Halifax was invited
as Master of the Middleton Hounds. He replied to Eric Parker on the 21%,
accepting the invitation, and expressing his hopes for being in Germany
from November 8" to November 10™ *.

This invitation was not a German initiative, but was arranged by
certain Germanophile circles in Great Britain. Frangois-Poncet, the French
ambassador in Berlin, wrote that the visit «is not due to a German initiative,
but to an English initiative, arranged and supported by [Sir Nevile
Henderson, the British ambassador in Berlink» * Hitler's interpreter, Paul
Schmidt who was present during the Halifax-Hitler talks, wrote in his
memoirs : Die Reise von Halifax [warl] nur eine der damals von Chamberlain
unternommenen Bemuihungen, mit Deutschland in ein gutes oder zum
mindesten ertragliches Verhaltnis zu kommen ® And how right was
Corbin, the French ambassador in London, when he informed his Foreign
Minister Yvon Delbos that the visit was an entirely British initiative, arranged
by some Germanophile circles in Great Britain *'. Furthermore, Lord Halifax
was a good friend of Lord Londonderry, who was described as a «Nazi
Englishmans».

There is little or no doubt that Sir Nevile Henderson, and other pro-
German circles in Britain had a hand in the invitation. Henderson met
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Hermann Géring twice during the months preceding Halifax’s visit He
talked to Géring in July and October of 1937. Nothing came out of their
meeur:zgs but the invitation to Lord Halifax may have been arranged
there “.

Halifax's visit may also have been arranged during Lord Londonderry’s
hunting holiday with Goéring early in October. Lord Londonderry was a
member of the Clivenden group that hoped for better Anglo-German
relations. Lord Astor and Lord Lothian were other prominent members. The
group also had links with Neville Chamberlain .

If we can believe Winston Churchill, Foreign Minister Anthony Eden
was not among those who arranged the visit, he does not even seem to
have been informed in advance of the German invitation to Lord Halifax.
Churchills remarks lend further support to the thesis that the German
invitation was a British arrangement.

There was some kind of embarrassment in Great Britain about the
forthcoming visit. «The hunting exhibition was used merely as a pretext to
disquise his [Lord Halifax's] real object» *, as was written down in one of
the diplomatic documents.

The Germans were not so keen about Halifax's visit either. Joachim von
Ribbentrop, German ambassador in London. even undertook efforts to stop
Halifax's trip to Germany. And later, when this had proven fo be futile.
Ribbentrop tried to convince Hitler to have him participate in the conversa-
tions, @ move which was opposed by Henderson and Germany's Foreign
Minister, baron von Neurath “.

Hitler was probably not overly enthusiastic either. The famous HoBbach
Memorandum. dating from November 5" 1937, in which the Chancellor
developed his ideas for central and eastern Europe (Lebensraum) and the
possibility of a war with the West, stated clearly that colonies could not
satisfy Germany's needs . Hitler may also have been afraid for a deal
that could limit his options in central and eastern Europe.

How did the French react to the forthcoming visit ? Sir Omre-Sargent,
Assistant Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, thought it necessary to
«explain the situation to the French as soon as the visit is made public, so
that the French press shall not jump to false conclusions» <. It was already
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decided during the Foreign Affairs Committee of April 6" that the French
should be taken into confidence *.

Paris was nervous about the coming visit Eden assured his French
colleague Delbos that nothing would be promised to Hitler, and that an
agreement had to be worked out in the framework of a general settle-
ment ©. On November 18", the day before Halifax's meeting with Hitler,
Corbin, the French ambassador in London, had a meeting with Sir Robert
Vansittart. Corbin expressed his fears for an Anglo-French alienation, but
seemed to have been reassured by Vansittart's scepticism about the
possible cutcome of the talks *. French suspicion was profound. Francois-
Poncet, the French ambassador in Berlin, wondered whether Halifax's visit
would have the same results as the Eden-Simon visit to Germany in May
1935°. In May 1935 when on Anglo-German naval agreement was
reached without consulting the French and contrary to the provisions of the
Treaty of Versailles.

Where were the French fears based upon ? Corbin had some inside
information about what was going on inside the British Foreign Office. He
reported back to Paris that the Foreign Office had asked the Ministry of
Colonies to draft a report envisaging among other issues a possible return
of parts of Togoland and the Cameroons to Germany. sacrifices which
primarily would have to be made by France *.

Wild speculations in various British and German newspapers on the
Halifax visit did of course not ease France's suspicions. On October 29" The
Times published an article entitled The Claim to Colonies. in which the
colonial settlement was linked to the conclusion of a general settlement. The
German reactions to article in The Times were negative. «There is a general
() refusal to link colonies with Spain, arms limitations, an eastern or even a
western pact» *. The British The Evening Standard was also making wild
guesses on the eve of the visit, and therefore incurring the wrath of the
Germans. The German embassy in London informed Berlin on November
10" that The Evening Standard was sure that «no negotiations on specific
issues such as the former German colonies now administered under League
mandate by Britain are contemplated» *. But on November 13" the paper
revised its opinion. It was now sure that colonies would be talked about It
also stated that Germany would not ask for any colonies for a period of ten
years if she received a free hand in Central Europe.

John HARVEY ed. opcit., p. 35.
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The reaction of the German Nazi press was one of indignation. Some
German papers even argued if it would not be better to postpone the visit
for a while till the British press calmed down, and regained its «truthfulness
and decency» *. The response in Great Britain to the article in The Even-
ing Standard was one of anger too. Chamberlain was very upset, but was
also concerned because of the criticism of Eden in the German press *.

The fear that excessive press speculations might harm the upcoming
negotiations caused the German propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels to
coerce the German papers not to link Halifax's visit to the colonial question
and to stop their colonial campaign . Similar steps were however not
taken in England.

The article in The Evening Standard further contained a map showing
a possible reshufflement of colonies in Africa. Press comments like these did
certainly not contribute in easing French suspicions.

In the midst of this press controversy, preparations continued to be
made in both Germany and Great Britain for the talks. An agenda was set
for the informal meeting. Von Weizsacker, the German secretary of State at
the Foreign Ministry. indicated that armaments, Czechoslovakia. and the
inviolability of the German-Dutch border could be discussed He proposed
the creation of a German-English commission, with the possible inclusion of
French members, to examine Germany's colonial demands.

«From England we want colonies and freedom of action m the East
from us England wants military quiescence, particulary in the West [} These
wishes are not completely irreconcilable» *. Von Weizsacker proved to be
wrong on two essential poinis. England wanted more than just peace in the
West. There was a genuine concern for the security in Central and Eastern
Europe. And the different wishes did eventually turn out to be irreconcil-
able.

Halifax and Eden insisted on the importance of the Austrian and Czech
problems. These issues should consequently be raised during the talks 2.
As to the colonial question, «Halifax further assumed that the Fuhrer would
probably discuss the colonial question (.)» ®. Halifax also expressed the

55 Henderson to Eden November 14, 1937 (DBFP. n*™ 321-3221.
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wish that this should be the beginning of further negotiations with Ger-
many "

In the weeks preceding the visit, Sir Nevile Henderson had several
meetings with von Neurath to fix time, date, and place of the visil. Both
Henderson and Eden stressed the need for the meeting to take place
during the actual exhibition ®. If Hitler would «receive Lord Halifax after
the end of the exhibition [this] would lend the visit a very different aspect
and would, in fact, deprive it of its main advantage to us inasmuch as he
(Lord Halifax] would have been visiting Berlin on other business» *,

Furthermore, Halifax would have to travel to Berchtesgaden. as Hitler
was unwilling to come to Berlin ®. It was also agreed upon that the two
ambassadors, Henderson and Ribbentrop. would not be present at the
meeting. The British wanted to keep the visit as informal as possible *.

A statement was read in the House of Commons on November 2"
1937 emphasising that «the visit will be entirely private and unofficial» %.

Henderson honestly hoped that an Anglo-German understanding
would be reached. According to him, this was possible if Great Britain did
not oppose the AnschluB if Austria desired so; if London was willing to
recognise — at least in principle — the right of Germany to own colonies;
and if Downing Street would show no objections to a German economic
and political predominance in Central and Eastern Europe . Henderson
clearly urged a conciliatory attitude. In the ambassador's eyes London
needed to be accomodating wanted it to reach any Anglo-German
understanding at all

Everything was ready now for Halifax's conversation with Hitler which
was scheduled for November 19".

It is worthwhile to digress for a moment on the public opinion in
Germany and on Hitler's own ideas of colonial restitution on the eve of his
talks with Lord Halifax.

Frangois-Poncet, the French ambassador in Berlin, kept his superiors in
Paris well informed of what was going on in Germany *. The Berlin news-
papers stressed the fact that Germany was entitled to take part in the work
of civilizing the coloured people. Others referred to the injustice done by

See footnote 60.
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the Treaty of Versailles. Furthermore, any delay of a colonial settlement
would create problems for Africa, or could cause complications as the one
in Abyssinia It was also stressed that a restitution would not create any
military or strategical dangers. Then it were the allies who had started the
hostilities and had raised indigenous armies in the colonies during World
War 1. The German papers also laid their finger on the hypocrisy of the
West. If Germany did not ask her colonies back, she was perceived as
having laid her eyes on Central and Eastern Europe. If she did do so, she
was being accused of starting a war economy. Francois-Poncet clearly
pointed out that the German demands were based on economic and moral
grounds. The Ministry of Economics stressed the need for raw materials and
Lebensraum (Germany had 134 inhabitants/km® while Australia and
Canada only had 2inh/km?).

Hitler in the meantime referred to the colonial question in his October
3¢ 1937 speech during the harvest celebrations on the Buckeberg. He
blamed Germany's want of raw materials to the absence of colonies. In
reality Germany lacked the hard currency to buy the commodities. As far
as Hitler was concerned. colonies could not be the subject of a bargain.
«Foreign statesmen say ‘Colonies are a heavy burden' But they are
unwilling to surrender any part of this burden», the Chancellor told his
audience *.

Hitler received support for his demand from Mussolini in the Duce's
speech on October 28" He stated that Germany deserved a place under
the African sun. This caused Frangois-Poncet to fear that Italy would no give
moral but also diplomatic support ™.

Lord Halifax arrived in Berlin on November 17" He was met by Sir
Nevile Henderson, the British ambassador in Berlin, who briefed him on the
upcoming visit to Hitler in Berchtesgaden. Later during the day, Lord Halifax
had lunch with von Neurath, the German Foreign Minister, and afterwards
he visited the hunting exhibition. November 18" was not much different.

Lord Halifax met the German Chancellor on the morning of November
19", Neurath prevented Halifax, who nearly mistook Hitler for a footman,
from making an enourmous diplomatic blunder by whispering Der Fihrer
into Halifax's ear .

The talks, attended by Hitler, Lord Halifax, Neurath, and Hitler's inter-
preter Schmidt. started at once. Hitler opened the conversation by complain-
ing about the difficulties of negotiating with democratic countries. After the
League of Nations, Danzig Austria, and Czechoslovakia, the colonial
question was talked over.

Norman H. BAYNES, opcit. p. 1365.
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Hitler said he could understand that Great Britain wanted to retain
some of the former German colonies for strategical reasons. But something
should be offered in substitution. He did not mention any desideratums, but
he made it clear that he did not want any colonies in the Sahara, the
Mediterranean, in the Far East («too dangerous») or at strategic points
which could drag him into trouble, Halifax stressed the importance of the
colonial question as part of a general settlement. a statement to which Hitler
did not reply. Hitler however, reassured him that Germany would not go to
war over colonies. The Chancellor urged Halifax and the British Government
to formulate specific and detailed proposals because he did not believe in
a conference every three months that achieved nothing. After once again
touching upon the League of Nations the conversation ended in the
afternoon.

Halifax impressions were quite negative. He was convinced that Hitler
had lime on his side. «The conclusion, I think — he wrote — is that it will be
difficult to make any progress unless we are prepared to make concrete
proposals in the one matter that directly arises between us: viz. the colonial
issue. The suggestion that we should try to do a bargain on the line of
getting him to drop the demands for colonies in return for a free hand in
Europe is neither very moral nor attractive. There might be more to be said
for the more difficult but sounder bargain of a colonial settlement at the
price of being a good Europeans

On November 20" Géring told Lord Halifax more or less the same. Von
Blomberg, the minister of War however, confided to Géring that the colonial
problem was only secondary. According to von Blomberg Germany's
primary goals were Central and Eastern Europe ™.

This runs opposite to Halifax's impressions that the colonial question
was the only outstanding problem between Germany and Great Britain
And how right was von Blomberq in his assessment of the colonial problem.
keeping in mind the infamous Hofbach Memorandum of just two weeks
earlier.

During an evening party a couple of days later, Lord Halifax discussed
among other things the colonial issue with Dr. Schacht, the German Minister
of Economics. Schacht assured Halifax that Berlin no longer was interested
in Germany's former Pacific holdings, but Schacht acknowledged that
Southwest Africa and Tanganyika did indeed pose problems. This left only
Togo and the Cameroons, and perhaps a chunk of the Belgian Congo and
Portuguese Angola. When Halifax inquired what Belgium and Portugal
would think of such an arrangement, Schacht replied that they might be
persuaded of its wisdom as part of world appeasement ™

72 EARL OF HALIFAX opcit. p. 190.
73 See footnote 71.
74 See footnote 71.



58 @ CS. PANSAERTS

After having met Goebbels during a luncheon party al the British
embassy. also attented by the French, Italian, American, and Belgian
ambassadors, Lord Halifax returned to Britain .

According to the reports of Sir Nevile Henderson, Halifax's visit seems
to have been favourably received in Germany ™.

On November 21% two days after his lalks with Lord Halifax, Hitler
raised the colonial question again during a speech in Augsburg. «What it
[the world] will not listen to now, it will have to think about in three year's
time, and, in five or six it will have to take into practical consideration» .
This was a clear hint that as far as llitler was concemned. the colonial
question was no high priority on his agenda. Europe was much more
important to him But the colonial question was good propaganda material
however.

Von Neurath. the German Foreign Minister, also had his reflections. On
November 20" he informed Henderson that everyone thought it to be
normal for America, Russia. England, France, and Japan to possess large
territories. Even smaller countries such as Belgium, Portugal. and Spain had
colonies. «It was only to Germany that one declared that she could in no
circumstance be allowed to possess colonies» ™ Von Neurath thought that
it was up to England and France to make concrete proposals.

The German embassies in London, Paris, Rome, and Washington were
briefed on the outcome of the talks between Lord Halifax arid Hitler on
November 22 The information that was sent hardly revealed any specifics
however ™.

The secrecy surrounding Halifax’s visit, and the reluctance of Halifax
and Henderson to talk. did little to reassure Francois-Poncet, the French
ambassador in Berlin Both Englishmen responded evasively to his questions,
an attitude that angered Francois-Poncet ®. He described Henderson as
a Germanophile, according to whom all fault lay with France’s ties to the
Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia ®'. Francois-Poncet did furthermore not
believe that the communiqué that had been issued after the talks between
Halifax and Hitler revealed the true content of the conversation ¥, After
having been informed by Eden. Francois-Poncet expressed his surprise at
the actual lack of content He described it as «an exchange of two
silences» &
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Colonial restitution was reason for concemn in Paris. The German
embassy in London was told by an informant that prior to the Hitler-Halifax
talks, Paris had urged London not to include the French colonial empire in
the discussions *.

The French government was fully informed of the Hitler-Halifax meeting
during an Anglo-French summit in London a couple of days later. Camille
Chautemps and Yvon Delbos, the French Prime Minister and Foreign
gdonjgjster. deliberated with their English counterparts on November 29" and

Since the Brilish Cabinet Committee on Foreign Affairs had decided on
April 6™ 1937 that the French should be taken into confidence if the
colonial question were to be discussed seriously *, and as the Treaty of
Versailles had given France considerable parts of the German African
colonial empire, it was hard to keep Paris uninformed. As Chamberlain and
Chautemps had never met before, a getting acquainted was the official
reason for the summit.

Lord Halifax gave a lengthy account of his visit to Germany and of his
talks with Hitler, including his conversations on colonial appeasement. The
account given by Halifax was a fairly objective one . Neither did he fail
to mention his discussion with Dr. Schacht during which the Belgian Congo
and the Portuguese colonies were discussed. Asked by the French whether
the Congo did also include the French Congo, Halifax answered that it did
not. The French and British delegations then agreed to discuss the colonial
problem among themselves in order to find out what could be offered to
Berlin. The British stated that any transfer of Tanganyika was out of the
question for strategical reasons. Both parties also acknowledged the
difficulty of transferring coloured people from a humane regime to one of
brutal economic exploitation.

Chamberlain then asked : «What would the French government think of
a British approach to Belgium und Portugal with the object of meeting
Germany's suggestion for a mandate in West Africa over Belgian and
Portuguese territory in compensation for Tanganyika, the basis of such
approach 1o be terrilorial cession or monetary compensation or both» *.

French Foreign Minister Delbos answered bluntly that he did not like
the idea of a colonial deal being made at the expense of Belgium and
Portugal Colonial restitution was a very delicate problem, which had to be
handled with great tact and discretion, because the smaller countries might
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start to think of the larger ones as making deals with Germany at their
expense.

The League of Nations, Czechoslovakia, the Far East, disarmament.
Spain, the Mediterranean Question, and Danzig were also discussed. At the
end of the two day conversations, on November 30" a communiqué was
issued emphasising that the colonial issue could not be considered in
isolation, «and would moreover involve a number of other countries. It was
agreed that the subject would require much more extensed study». Finally.
Paris was asked to «consider an enquiry with Belgium and Portugal for a
broad African scheme» *.

The French dislike of making any deal at the expense of Belgium or
Portugal, and their insistence on the involvement of other countries — id esl
Belgium and Portugal — led to the fact that they ceased to be informed by
the British of any further developments.

The telegram. that was sent by Paris to twelve different French
embassies all over Europe and in Washington, containing details on the
Anglo-French conversations. did not reflect the actual mood. It said that «a
perfect harmony of views exists between the two governments on the
attitude to be adopted concerning the German problem, including the
colonial problems» %.

And how did the Belgian government react to the Anglo-German
talks ? There was — as was the case with France — suspicion and fear that
Berlin and London would reach a deal at the expense of other countries.
Francois-Poncet, the French ambassador in Berlin, was of the opinion that
London wanted France, Belgium, and Portugal to contribute more to a
colonial settlement than England herself ©. Laroche, France's ambassador
in Brussels, reported that Halifax's visit busied the minds of quite a few
Belgian government officials. Baron Pierre van Zuylen, political director of
the Belgian Foreign ministry. «was visibly occupied by the visit of Lord
Halifax to Berlin». Van Zuylen feared that Great Britain would not be firm
enough in her dealings with Germany *'.

Until the end of November 1937, neither the Belgians nor the Portu-
guese knew of the exact content of the conversation between Lord Halifax
and Hitler. Leaks to the press, and a number of newspaper articles changed
all this. Ribbentrop, the German ambassador in Berlin, wrote on the occasion
of the Anglo-French summit of November 29" and 30" that «with respect to
the question of colonial compensation [..) there are enormous possibilities for
intrigue in the international press» *. The bomb exploded early December
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