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Abstract

This thesis provides a comprehensive examination of British policy during the
Ruhr occupation crisis of 1922-1924. It addresses central questions raised in
the historiography of the 1920s, shedding light both on Britain’s policy and that
of other powers, particularly France. Based on a thorough examination of the
British archives, analysis also focuses on the process of policy-formation,
revealing the significance for this of administrative and personal relationships
and of domestic political constraints.

The thesis begins with an analysis of Britain’s role at the onset of the crisis. It
evaluates the influence on Britain’s policy both of the international situation
and of internal factors after the collapse of the Lloyd George coalition. Britain’s
ambiguous position of benevolent neutrality from January to April 1923 is
then analysed and its inadequacy demonstrated by revealing the
contradictions involved when implementing it on the spot in the Rhineland and
Ruhr. The thesis explores the search for alternatives during the summer of
1923, when policy-makers tentatively tried to encourage negotiations, but in
fact simply compounded Britain’s difficulties.

Discussion then moves to events in the autumn of 1923. Once German
passive resistance ceased the European situation became more fluid. Britain
was at last able to pursue an effective policy . She distanced herself from
events on the spot and played an important role both in establishing
international enquiries to investigate reparations, and in ensuring that the
experts’ reports (particularly those of the Dawes Committee) were adopted at
the London Conference in 1924.

This thesis explores Britain’s attitude to reparations and to broader questions
of post-war European reconstruction and stability, revealing the dilemmas
caused by Britain’s underlying strategic and economic weakness after the war.
It highlights the difficulties Britain encountered when dealing with her
European neighbours and provides a valuable insight into the complexity of
British foreign policy during this brief but crucial period.
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Introduction

The occupation of the Ruhr marked the culmination of the bitter dispute over
German reparations which had poisoned European relations since the signing
of the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. On 26 December 1922 the Reparation
Commission declared that Germany was in default on timber deliveries, and on
9 January that she had “voluntarily” defaulted on coal. On 11 January 1923
the governments of France and Belgium sent engineers accompanied by troops

into the Ruhr valley in order to ensure coal and timber deliveries.1

The resulting crisis quickly escalated. The Germans launched “passive
resistance” (effectively a government-sponsored general strike), and the
French reacted by increasing their presence. It was not until 26 September
that the Germans finally announced the cessation of passive resistance. This
decision was not taken in time to save Germany from political chaos, economic
collapse and hyper-inflation, or to prevent serious challenges to the very
structure of the Reich - from Separatists in the Rhineland and Ruhr, from
Hitler’s Beer Hall Putsch in Bavaria, and from a revolutionary communist
movement in Saxony. France, though ostensibly the victor, also suffered in
real terms. Despite an agreement in November 1923 establishing
international expert committees of inquiry into the reparations issue, she
refused to evacuate the Ruhr. The occupation continued to take a huge
economic toll and in January 1924 the franc collapsed, leaving France
financially vulnerable and therefore, it has been argued, diplomatically
constrained. When the experts’ reports were published, France had little

alternative but to accept their proposals - in particular those of the Dawes

1 The Italian Government sent a token few engineers.
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committee - at the London Conference in July-August 1924.

These events have received considerable historiographical attention.
Significantly, the majority of this has focussed on France, particularly since
the French archives were opened in the 1970s. The trend has been to move
away from viewing the occupation of the Ruhr as a calculated, vindictive
attempt by France to attack, suppress and exploit Germany. Historians such
as Stephen Schuker, Walter McDougall, Marc Trachtenberg and Charles
Maier have distanced themselves from the traditional view of the 1920s as
merely an era of illusions and a prelude to the 1930s and have come to view the
decade as a time when the conditions for international stability were defined,
the limits of the return to the pre-World War I status quo were reached, and
developments took place which prefigured the post-World War II settlement.2
Charles Maier has even explained the Ruhr crisis as part of a much broader
progression towards eventual post- Second World War European stabilisation

and integration and the ultimate triumph of conservative bourgeois forces.3

Walter McDougall has argued that throughout the post-war period, French
policy was consistent, positive and rational. It was aimed at seeking parity
and partnership with Germany and was based on the assumption that a
weakened Germany and a strengthened France could have been integrated into
the Western European community in the 1920s in the way that they were
after World War II. Thus France sought to enlist the help of her allies to

internationalise European stabilisation in order to solve her twin dilemmas of

2 For an excellent overview of this revisionist literature, see J. Jacobson, ‘Is there a new
International History of the 1920s?’, American Historical Review, Vol. 88, No. 3 (1983), pp.
617-645.
3 C.S. Maier, Recasting Bourgeois Europe: Stabilisation in France, Germany and Italy in the
Decade after World War I, (Princeton, 1975).
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security and reparation and avoid internal domestic conflict.4 Jacques Bariéty

shares this supportive appraisal of French policy.5

Marc Trachtenberg and John Keiger are also sympathetic to France. While
they do not attribute to her the farsighted consistency and clarity of purpose of
McDougall, they see Poincaré as well-intentioned and justified in his German
policy and desire for reparation. Facing an increasingly complex and difficult
situation, both internationally and domestically, and - crucially - lacking the
support of his allies, Poincaré was increasingly overwhelmed by events and his
policy became essentially reactive in nature until, by January 1923 he had no

real alternative but occupation.6

Stephen Schuker and Bruce Kent are more critical. Kent, like Trachtenberg
and Keiger, emphasises the immense difficulties facing France and the
influence on Poincaré of domestic-political factors. He also criticises Britain
and the US for irresponsibly abandoning her. None of this, however, is
sufficient justification for the Ruhr occupation - an act which he condemns as
‘criminal folly’.7 Stephen Schuker argues that France was throughout
motivated by considerations concerning the British and Americans. Her
failure to overcome her post-war fiscal and budgetary problems (which,
according to Schuker, could have been solved) left France dependent on
reparation. When this was not forthcoming, France launched the Ruhr
occupation in order to enlist British and American support. The plan backfired.

The crisis left France immensely weakened, dependent on the US and Britain,

4 W.A. McDougall, France’s Rhineland Diplomacy, 1914-1924: The Last Bid for a Balance
of Power in Europe, (Princeton, 1978); W.A. McDougall, ‘Political Economy versus National
Sovereignty: French Structures for German Economic Integration after Versailles’, Journal of
Modern History, Vol. 51, No. 1 (1979), pp. 4-23.
5 J. Bariéty, Les relations franco-allemandes aprés la premiére guerre mondiale, 10
novembre 1918- 10 janvier 1925, de ’exécution & la négociation, (Paris, 1977).
6 M. Trachtenberg, Reparation in World Politics: France and European Economic Diplomacy
1916-1923, (New York, 1980); J.F.V. Keiger, Raymond Poincaré, (Cambridge, 1997).
7 B. Kent, The Spoils of War: the Politics of Reparations, 1918-1932, (Oxford, 1989), pp.
203.
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and so forced to surrender in the post-Ruhr settlement.8

All these works attribute great importance to the role of Britain throughout
the crisis. Keiger and McDougall claim that much of the confusion in French
policy resulted from Poincaré’s inability to secure what he really wanted - a
pact with Britain; Trachtenberg and Kent point to the problems Britain’s
refusal to cooperate caused France; while Schuker sees French policy as

continually motivated by the need for British and American financial support.

The same is true for the historiography on Germany. Here two key works
stand out amongst the many more general accounts of Weimar.9 These are
Hermann Rupieper’s work on the Cuno government, which makes extremely
detailed and thorough use of the German archives, as well as some use of
French, American and British materials,10 and Gerald Feldman’s monumental
and exhaustively researched work on the German inflation.11 Together these
comprise a highly detailed examination of the German side of the equation.
Interestingly, they too point to the importance of Britain’s role and criticise
Britain for adding confusion and uncertainty to an already volatile situation. It

is therefore somewhat surprising that very little attempt has been made to

8 S.A. Schuker, The End of French Predominance in Europe: the Financial Crisis of 1924
and the Adoption of the Dawes Plan, (Chapel Hill, 1976). For an extremely interesting
critique of this, see RW.D. Boyce, ‘Review’, Historical Journal, Vol. 21, No. 3 (1978), pp.
757-759.
9 See for example J. Hiden, Germany and Europe, 1919-1939, (London, 1977); A.J. Nicholls,
Weimar and the Rise of Hitler, (MacMillan, 1991); E. Kolb, The Weimar Republic, (London,
1988); and M.M. Lee & W. Michalka, German Foreign Policy 1917-1933: Continuity of
Break?, (Berg, 1987). There is also a vast wealth of material on the role of Gustav
Stresemann. See for example, M. J. Enssle, ‘Stresemann’s diplomacy fifty years after
Locarno: some recent perspectives’, Historical Journal, vol. 20, no. 4 (1977), pp. 937-948); R.
Grathwol, ‘Gustav Stresemann: Reflections on his foreign policy,” Journal of Modern History,
vol. 45, no. 1 (1973), pp. 52-70; R. Grathwol, ‘Stresemann revisited’, European Studies
Review, vol. 7, no. 3 (1977), pp. 341-52;K.P. Jones, ‘Stresemann, the Ruhr Crisis and
Rhenish Separatism: a case study of Westpolitik’ European Studies Review, vol. 7, no. 3
(1977), pp. 311-340; and L.E. Jones, ‘Gustav Stresemann and the Crisis of German
Liberalism,” European Studies Review, vol. 4, no. 2 (1974), pp. 141-163.
10 H.J. Rupieper, The Cuno Government and Reparations 1922-23: Politics and Economics,
(The Hague, 1979).
11 G. Feldman, The Great Disorder: Politics, Economics and Society in the German
Inflation, 1914-1924, (Oxford, 1993).
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analyse the content and dimensions of British policy in the same depth as
those of France and Germany. Only Stephen Schuker has looked in any real
detail at the British archives, and then only for 1924.

This imbalance has not been redressed by the historiography on Britain’s role.
Very little has been written from the British perspective on the Ruhr crisis,
and no attempt has been made to address the criticisms and questions raised
by the revisionist historians outlined above. What commentary there is is
scattered through a range of works and lacks a thorough grounding in the

British archives. For example, F.S. Northedge, The Troubled Giant, and M.

Howard, The Continental Commitment provide broad overviews.12 J.R. Ferris’

work on the evolution of British strategic policy, while concentrating on
strategy and security, and not on diplomatic concerns such as the Ruhr, is
interesting on the decision-making process and conflicts within and between
Whitehall departments.13 More recently, G.H. Bennett’s work on foreign
policyl4 and Ephraim Maisel’s on the Foreign Office and foreign policy during
the early 1920515 do cover the Ruhr crisis, but only sketchily, while Anne
Orde’s work on European reconstruction after World War I centres on the

Genoa Conference of 1922.16

12 F.N. Northedge, The Troubled Giant: Britain among the Great Powers, 1916-1939,
(London, 1966). Basing his account primarily on DBFP and Cabinet records, Northedge
takes the traditional line of British common sense and reasonableness towards Germany
contrasted with French vengefulness. M. Howard, The Continental Commitment: the
Dilemma of British Defence Policy in the Era of the Two World Wars, (London, 1972).
Howard is concerned more with global developments than with specifically European events.
He stresses the role of Empire and the attitudes of the Dominions. For more on the
Dominions, see R.F. Holland, Britain and the Commonwealth Alliance, 1918-1939,
Basingstoke, 1981). Other works of general interest are C.J. Lowe and M.L. Dockrill, The
Mirage of Power: British Foreign Policy 1914-1922, (Vol. II, London, 1972); F.L. Carsten,
Britain and the Weimar Republic: the British Documents (London, 1984); and R.W.D.
Boyce, British Capitalism at the Crossroads, 1919-1932, (Cambridge, 1987).
13 J R. Ferris, Men, Money and Diplomacy: the Evolution of British Strategic Policy, 1919-
1926, (Ithaca, 1989).
14 G.H. Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the Curzon Period, 1919-1924, (London,
1995).
15 E. Maisel, The Foreign Office and Foreign Policy 1919-1926, (Brighton, 1994).
16 A. Orde, British Policy and European Reconstruction after the First World War,
(Cambridge, 1990). See also, A. Orde, Great Britain and International Security, 1920-26,
(London, 1978).
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Two articles are devoted solely to Britain’s role in the crisis. The first, by D.G.
Williamson, does not take into consideration the revisionist literature on
France and adheres to the traditional line of a Britain pursuing a consistent
and positive approach to Germany but frustrated by an irresponsible
France.1” The second is a brief, but much more recent article by Alan Sharp,
centring on the personal role of Curzon.18 Thus in order to find any real detail
on Britain’s role in the crisis it is necessary to turn to biographies of the major
actors: for example, Robert Blake on Andrew Bonar Law, David Gilmour on
Lord Curzon, Keith Middlemas and John Barnes on Stanley Baldwin, David
Marquand on Ramsay MacDonald, and Sybil Crowe and E.T. Corp on Sir Eyre

Crowe.19

This thesis provides a detailed study of Britain’s policy and the Ruhr
occupation from the onset of the crisis in November 1922 to its resolution at
the London Conference in July-August 1924. It both addresses the broad
issues raised by the revisionist literature and examines the influences,
tensions, and constraints shaping British policy. At times it is critical of the
British - particularly in August and September 1923 - for their inconsistent
and contradictory behaviour and for spreading uncertainty and confusion
abroad. However, just as Trachtenberg and Keiger emphasise the
mushrooming combination of factors which so compromised Poincaré, so this
study points to the range of constraints and influences - both external and

domestic-political - affecting British policy-makers. None the less, the picture

17 D. G. Williamson, ‘Great Britain and the Ruhr Crisis, 1923-4’, British Journal of
International Studies, 3 (1977), pp. 70-91.

18 A_J. Sharp, ‘Lord Curzon and British Policy towards the Franco-Belgian Occupation of the
Ruhr in 1923’ Diplomacy and Statecraft , vol. 8, no. 2 (July 1997), pp. 83-96.

19 R. Blake, The Unknown Prime Minister: the life and times of Andrew Bonar Law,
(London, 1955); D. Gilmour, Curzon, (London, 1994); K. Middlemas and J. Barnes,
Baldwin, a Biography, (London, 1969); D. Marquand, Ramsay MacDonald, (London, 1977);
and S. Crowe and E. Corp, Our Ablest Public Servant: Sir Eyre Crowe, GCB, GCMG, ICCB,
KCMG, 1864-1925, (Braunton, 1993).
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presented is one not of a country shortsightedly ignoring its responsibilities but
rather of policy-makers trying to steer a middle path towards stability and

cooperation in an increasingly polarised Europe.

As the French and German stances hardened, Britain’s options diminished
until she was essentially left with a choice between two unwelcome
alternatives - to align either with France or with Germany. British policy-
makers were unable to make this choice. Had they done so it would have had
huge implications for the European situation. The result was to leave Britain’s
middle position increasingly squeezed. Thus, as Chapters I to IV show, the
most difficult time for the British was when the crisis was at its height - from
January to September 1923. With Germany and France resolutely and
diametrically opposed to each other, the British appeared wavering, indecisive
and unsure. On the other hand, when the positions of France and Germany
became more fluid, the pressure on Britain eased. After the end of September
the height of the crisis had passed, leaving both the French and Germans
exhausted and weakened. Their stances became less rigid, and so the preferred
British middle ground position became a more viable policy alternative once
again. Chapters V to VII demonstrate how from the autumn of 1923, Britain,
aided by a shift in United States policy, once more played a more active role in

European affairs.

What follows rests on an extensive examination of the British archives. In
order to explore fully the true nature of policy formation it has been essential to
adopt an inter-departmental approach. Thus a wide range of official
documents has been consulted, including the records of the Cabinet (CAB),
Foreign Office (FFO), War Office (WO), Board of Trade and Department of
Overseas Trade (BT), Colonial Office (CO), and Intelligence (HW). Foreign
Office correspondence files (FO371) have proved the most fruitful, especially

12



as sadly little embassy or consular information has survived for this period
from either France or Germany. In particular, the reparations and Ruhr files
for 1923 (C1/18 and C313/18 respectively) are colossal and contained

countless hundreds of immensely interesting and relevant documents.

But to rely solely on FO371 gives a distorted picture. The centrality of
reparations to the whole crisis meant that the Treasury had a great input into
developments. Treasury files have been vital for this study and have provided
important information not only on the content of policy, but also on its
formation and on the relationship between the Treasury and the Foreign Office.
The Bank of England Archives have also provided some interesting insights
into Britain’s financial role. Newspapers and Hansard have been used to
gauge the influence of external factors such as public and parliamentary
opinion, while private papers have added a more personal dimension.
Particularly enlightening have been those of the key figures - Curzon, Baldwin
and MacDonald.

This thesis sheds light on both Anglo-French and Anglo-German relations and
contributes to a more complete understanding of the ramifications of
reparations, the fate of the Treaty of Versailles and the origins of Germany’s
international rehabilitation. It explores British perceptions of the European
situation and demonstrates the dilemmas caused by underlying strategic and
economic weaknesses after the war and how the overwhelming desire to avoid
dangerous commitments constrained and at times undermined British
diplomacy. It analyses Britain’s policy on the spot in the Ruhr and particularly
regarding the British zone of occupation in the Rhineland, and evaluates the
impact which this had on Britain’s high policy and diplomacy at each stage in
the crisis. Finally, the thesis provides a valuable insight into the process of

policy-formation. It considers the role of individuals and the influence of

13



domestic considerations and party politics, of public opinion and of inter-

departmental administrative conflicts in shaping the policy pursued.

Chapter I covers the origins of the crisis, from November 1922 to January
1923. It shows how the critical European situation was compounded for the
British by internal domestic-political fluidity. The following chapter examines
Britain’s initial policy of ‘benevolent neutrality’. It demonstrates the
ambiguities and difficulties this entailed for Britain on the ground in the Ruhr
and Rhineland, and reveals how, as the pressures on Britain’s position
increased, the quest for alternatives began. By April a change had taken place
and benevolent neutrality became a way of tentatively intervening and offering
mediation. Chapter III chronicles British attempts to nudge France and
Germany towards a settlement and shows how, as successive attempts failed,
discontent over Ruhr policy increased within Britain. Conflicting views
surfaced, particularly in the Cabinet, and when British policy continued to
seem inadequate, domestic-political and administrative differences combined to
seriously undermine Britain’s position. During August and September 1923,
dealt with in Chapter IV, Britain’s policy vacillated between France and
Germany, her policy-makers unable to choose between them. Thus, when
passive resistance ended on 26 September British policy was in disarray. It
recovered only because Poincaré threw away the initiative. The next chapter
evaluates events in the autumn of 1923, demonstrating how Poincaré became
increasingly embroiled in chaotic and confused events on the spot. In contrast
Britain distanced herself from these practical difficulties, intervening only
when absolutely necessary. Instead, Britain concentrated on securing an
international settlement of the reparation issue. Chapter VI details Britain’s
role in establishing the committees of experts and analyses the recovery of
British policy, in particular showing how Baldwin’s ministry operated with

greater unity and clarity of purpose than previously. Finally, Chapter VII

14



examines the impact on Ruhr policy of the new Labour government, revealing
MacDonald to have built on the achievements of the preceding ministry,
working with great success for the adoption of the experts’ reports at the
London Conference in July-August 1924. The findings of this thesis are

summarised and their implications explored in the conclusion.
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Chapter I

The Bonar Law Cabinet and

the Origins of the Ruhr Crisis.

The context within which foreign policy is formulated is of crucial importance to
the study of any country's diplomacy. An examination of the primary actors
concerned - their political relationships and career ambitions - and of with the
tensions and factions among their officials - adds an enlightening and often
neglected insight into the true workings of any policy-making machine. British
foreign policy during the Ruhr occupation crisis is no exception.l In the closing
months of 1922 an escalating diplomatic confrontation in Europe coincided
with a fluid domestic political scene. This combination of circumstances was to

have a profound effect on the origins of the Ruhr crisis.

This chapter will be divided into three sections. First the scene will be set with
a brief overview of the domestic-political position in Britain. Next the
reparation issue will be outlined and the full extent of the dilemma facing the
British government will be evaluated. In the third and longest section, the
government’s responses to this dilemma and the course of events from the end
of November 1922 to the beginning of January 1923 will be subjected to
detailed analysis. This last section will deal first with the London Conference of
December 1922, before looking at developments between the London and Paris
Conferences and culminating in an examination of the Paris Conference from 2

- 4 January 1923.

1 The importance of analysing the High Political setting has been emphasised by Maurice
Cowling. See M. Cowling, The Impact of Labour; the Beginning of Modern British politics,
(London, 1971).
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Setting the Stage: the Domestic-Political Scene.

In the autumn of 1922 the governing coalition of Conservatives and Liberals
which had guided Britain since the war dramatically broke down. On 19
October 1922, at a meeting of Conservative backbenchers at the Carlton
Club, a majority of MPs voted against continuing under Lloyd George’s
leadership. While unhappiness with Lloyd George had long been festering, the
catalyst for the revolt was anger at Lloyd George’s warmongering tactics
towards Turkey and the subsequent climb-down by Britain over the Chanak

affair in October 1922.

Yet although the backbenchers revolted, most prominent Conservatives,
including Austen Chamberlain, Lord Birkenhead and Lord Balfour, remained
loyal to the Coalition. The most senior Conservative to abandon Lloyd George
was his Foreign Secretary, Lord Curzon.2 Although he kept his silence at the
Carlton Club, on 23 October he proposed and Stanley Baldwin seconded
Andrew Bonar Law as leader of the Conservatives. The result was that Bonar
Law, though in failing health, emerged from one and a half years’ retirement to
form a new and largely inexperienced Conservative administration.3 He
quickly proved himself by leading his party to victory at a hastily called general

election.

Curzon’s political manoeuvring secured him continuation at the Foreign Office,

while the previously unknown Baldwin became Chancellor of the Exchequer.

2 As David Gilmour explains: “The sulky giants of the Coalition flung derisive epithets at
Law’s grey and modest-looking team, dismissing as ‘second-class brains’ and a ‘Government
of the second eleven’ a Cabinet most of whose members had far higher academic
qualifications than themselves”. D. Gilmour, Curzon (London,1994), pp. 555.

3 On 6 October 1922 Bonar Law had signalled his return to the limelight by warning in a
letter to the Times that: “We cannot alone act as policeman of the world” . R. Blake, The
Unknown Prime Minister: the life and times of Andrew Bonar Law 1858-1923
(London,1955), pp. 448.
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Curzon, however, was motivated not merely by personal career ambitions, but
also by longstanding grievances over Lloyd George’s handling of foreign, and
particularly European, policy. Ever since his participation in the negotiation of
the Treaty of Versailles Lloyd George had maintained a close interest in
European policy, trying to use his personal charisma and oratorical skills to
solve problems through conference diplomacy. Unsurprisingly, this had quickly
led him into conflict with that bastion of the traditional diplomatic
administration - the Foreign Office. Lloyd George tended to bypass the Foreign
Office whenever possible, using his private secretaries and his notorious
“Garden Suburb” as instruments of diplomacy. The result of this high-handed

approach was to provoke internal administrative tensions and inefficiencies.4

Curzon’s frustration with the situation is clear not only from his actions on 23
October, but also from a memorandum which he wrote while attending the
conference on the Near East at Lausanne in November 1922.5 Lloyd George,

he wrote,

“had no instinctive appreciation of diplomacy, no knowledge of his
subject, no conception of policy. He despised and disliked the
instrument through which he was obliged steadily to work - viz.
the F.O., never losing an opportunity in Cabinet or elsewhere of
denouncing its officials and their work. He set up his own personal
Secretariat to operate behind the back of the F.O., conducting
intrigues, sending messages, holding interviews of which we were
never informed until it was too late or only heard by accident...”6

Curzon went on to say that the only reason he was able to tolerate the
situation was because Lloyd George tended to confine his meddling to the issue
of European policy: “...outside the main lines of European Policy - as shaped at

Paris - he took little interest in foreign affairs and left the Foreign Office

4 See G.H. Bennett, Foreign Policy during the Curzon period, (London, 1995), pp. 3-4.
5 This conference was held after the war scare over Chanak in September 1922. Its aim
was to formulate a final peace settlement for Turkey after World War I to replace the 1920
Treaty of Sevres.
6 Curzon Papers MSS Eur. F 112/319 Memo by Curzon (Lausanne), 30.11.22
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alone.”” It is very significant that Curzon had for several years acquiesced in
leaving the financial issue of reparation and hence European policy to someone
else. He was to continue to do this even after the fall of Lloyd George because,
as Foreign Secretary in the new administration, he felt that his first priority
should be to redress the blow to British prestige dealt by Chanak. Curzon
therefore gave top priority to the Lausanne Conference, and the division of the
Foreign Secretary’s attentions, which began under the Lloyd George

administration, continued into the Bonar Law one.

At first the implications of this were not recognised. Despite its rather chaotic
origins in domestic-political confusion and party fluidity, the Bonar Law
administration began on an optimistic note regarding all aspects of foreign
policy. In his November election manifesto Bonar Law emphasised that his
foreign policy aims were: “tranquillity and stability both at home and abroad”.8
He was also adamant that his administrative practice would prove a sharp
break with Lloyd George’s style and that the work of the Foreign Office would
be removed from the Cabinet Secretariat and returned to the Foreign Office.9
A rather disgruntled note by the Cabinet Secretary, Sir Maurice Hankey,
shows that this did in fact occur:

“The political rumpus is having a reaction on the work of this
office. Bonar Law intends to keep the system of recording
Cabinet conclusions, but for political reasons the Office [Cabinet
Secretariat] will have to be a good deal cut down. There has been
some scurrilous and wholly baseless press attack, suggesting that
this Office has intruded into foreign affairs and influenced the
foreign policy of the country... 710

7 ibid

8 Blake, Unknown, pp. 466. Austen Chamberlain wrote: “B.L. struck the right note when

he said that the change in Government would be rather of temperament than of policy and

when he promised tranquillity - though as L.G. pertinently said tranquillity depends on the

sea and not on the ship.” [Austen Chamberlain Papers: AC5/1/252: Austen to his sister Ida,

21.11.22.]

9 Bonar Law’s stated aim was that: “The work of the Foreign Office will in future be done by

the Foreign Office, subject to the control of the Cabinet, and, of course,under the personal

supervision of the Prime Minister.” [Bonar Law papers, Box 113, folder 10, doc. 1: Cambray

to Waterhouse, 10.11.22 enclosing “Principles of Unionist Foreign policy.”]

10 D’Abernon Papers, Vol. 48927B: Hankey (London) to D’Abernon (Berlin), letter, 24.10.22.
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Bonar Law intended his approach towards foreign policy to improve
efficiency.11  Yet at the very time when Bonar Law was returning autonomy
over foreign policy to the Foreign Office, his Foreign Secretary was leaving for
Lausanne.12 Moreover, the reparation dispute was once more intensifying. It
remained to be seen whether the Bonar Law government would prove any

more successful than Lloyd George had been in dealing with the deteriorating

situation in Europe.

11 K. Middlemas and J. Barnes, Baldwin, a Biography (London,1969),pp. 126.
12 Curzon left London on 17.11.22.
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The Reparation Question and the Dilemma Inherited by Bonar Law.

Bonar Law assumed office at precisely the time when the reparation
controversy was taking on critical proportions. Reparation had been a running
sore ever since the end of the First World War.13 The cost of the First World
War was huge. Not only were millions killed and injured, but vast areas of
Europe were left devastated, industries and coal mines were destroyed and
countless ships sunk. It was natural for the allies, flushed with victory, to
desire Germany to shoulder this burden. But the issue of reparation quickly
proved immensely complicated. Rather than easing the problems the allies
faced in the post-war world, it added to them by exacerbating divisions between

the victors.

Traditionally France has been viewed as the villain of the reparation saga.
However, more recent research has questioned such a conclusion. Marc
Trachtenberg has demonstrated the relative moderation of France’s claims,
given the physical destruction she suffered.14 Rather, it was Britain, who,
anxious for a share in any spoils on offer, forced up the demands on Germany.15
Under pressure from the Dominions to compensate them for their war effort,
and facing a general election with a newly enfranchised working class
electorate, Lloyd George adopted a harsh stance towards Germany in the
autumn of 1918. Although he won the election, he was left dependent

politically on Conservative support, and compromised in his dealings with

13 For more background on reparations, see Kent, Spoils; Trachtenberg, Reparation; Maier,
Recasting, especially Chapter 4; Schuker, End, pp. 1-28. A very detailed account of
negotiations at Versailles is given in P.M. Burnett, Reparation at the Paris Peace
Conference from the Standpoint of the American Delegation, (2 vols), (New York, 1940). For
a comprehensive but concise account, see A. Sharp, The Versailles Settlement, Peacemaking
in Paris, 1919, (Basingstoke, 1991).

14 Trachtenberg, Reparation, pp. 32.

15 See R. E. Bunselmeyer, The Cost of War 1914-1919: British Economic War Aims and the
Origins of Reparation, (Hamden, Connecticut,1975).
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Germany by his need to deliver on his electoral promises. Consequently,
despite a superficial show of moderation towards Germany - epitomised by the
Fontainebleau Memorandum of March 1919 - Lloyd George sought to postpone

agreement regarding reparation at the Paris peace negotiations.

Interallied negotiations at Paris were extremely problematic. Aside from its
domestic-political connotations, reparation was in itself immensely complex.
Agreement had to be reached concerning Germany’s liability, over her capacity
to pay, over how she was to pay, and for what period. Differences between the

allies - particularly between Britain and France - hindered agreement.

Some progress was made on the first issue. In order to justify reparation, the
allies decided that Germany must accept that she had been responsible for the
outbreak of the war, and therefore that she was liable to compensate the
victors for all loss and damage resulting. This was incorporated in the Treaty
of Versailles as Clause 231 - the famous war guilt clause:

“The Allied and Associated Governments affirm and Germany
accepts the responsibility of Germany and her Allies for causing
all the loss and damage to which the Allied and Associated
Governments and their nationals have been subjected as a
consequence of the war imposed upon them by the aggression of
Germany and her Allies.”16

But rather than simplify matters, this allied agreement over German liability
exacerbated the reparation problem. Germany did not accept that she had
been responsible for the war, and so always opposed the reparation demands.17

Similarly, although at Paris the Allies did manage to establish the categories of

claims for which Germany was liable to pay compensation, this too involved

16 For relevant sections of the Treaty of Versailles, see J.A.S. Grenville, The Major
International Treaties, 1914-1945. A History and Guide with Texts, (London, 1987), pp.
59-71. The full text of the Treaty of Versailles can be found in Floreign] Rlelations] of the
Ulnited] S{tates], The Paris Peace Conference 1919, vol. X1II, (Washington, 1947), pp. 57-
742..

17 See S. Marks, ‘Smoke and mirrors: in smoke filled rooms and the galérie des glaces.
Reparations at the Paris Peace Conference’, An unpublished paper from ‘Versailles: 75
Years After’, (Conference at Berkeley, California, 1994).
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hiddendifficulties.

All agreed that Germany should pay for the physical destruction caused by the
war. However, while under such terms the British would get compensation for
the losses to their shipping, the lion’s share of payments would go to Belgium
and France for the reconstruction of their devastated areas. In order to
increase their own share of the spoils, the British therefore pushed for the
inclusion of pensions for allied servicemen and their dependents, effectively

doubling the figure Germany was expected to pay.

Fixing German liability so high immediately raised other questions. As there
was no way Germany could pay everything she was liable for, the question
became one of deciding how much Germany could pay - in other words, on fixing
German capacity to pay. This in turn raised questions of how Germany was to
pay (for example in cash or kind) and when she was to pay, especially as
German capacity might increase as time went on. Agreement on these issues
proved impossible, despite protracted negotiation. Rather than settling issues,
the Treaty of Versailles simply shelved them. It provided for the
establishment of a Reparation Commission, on which each of the major powers
involved would have a representative.18 The Commission was to examine
reparation and in May 1921 was to announce the sum for which Germany was
liable. The Commission was also to decide the means and time-scale for
payments. In the meantime, Germany was to make an interim payment of 20

billion Gold Marks by 1 May 1921.19

18 In the event, the refusal of the US Congress to ratify the Treaty of Versailles meant that
the US had only an unofficial representative on the Reparation Commission. As a result
France, which chaired the Commission, had the casting vote.

19 For excellent summaries of the historiographical debate over reparation at Versailles, see
W.M. McDougall, ‘Political Economy versus National Sovereignty: Structures for Germany
Economic Integration after Versailles’, M. Trachtenberg, ‘Reparation at the Paris Peace
Conference’; and C.S. Maier, ‘The Truth about the Treaties’, all in a special issue of the
Journal of Modern History, vol. 51, no. 1 (1979) devoted to this debate.
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Little had really been solved by the reparation clauses of the treaty. As the
allies had been unable to agree on a sum at Paris, it was unrealistic to expect
the Reparation Commission to manage this. Moreover, by making the war
guilt clause the foundation for reparation, the treaty provided the Germans
with all the justification and ammunition they needed to adopt delaying tactics
regarding the initial payment of the 20 billion gold marks.20

Interallied differences continued. A succession of conferences at Spa (July
1920), Brussels (December 1920) and London (March 1921) failed to produce
any real consensus. In Britain there was a reaction against reparation, fuelled
by publications such as Keynes’s, The Economic Consequences of the Peace,21
which argued that German recovery was essential for post-war international
and therefore British prosperity. On the other hand, for France, reparation had
become linked to her fundamental security dilemma.22 The refusal of the
Americans to ratify the treaty deprived France of the vital Anglo-American
guarantee. France was left isolated and vulnerable. Her safety depended on
the survival of the integrity of the Versailles Treaty, and therefore she was
determined that it must be upheld, including this first real test of its provisions:

reparation.23

In March 1921 France - angry at Germany’s continued default over the initial
payments stipulated under the Versailles Treaty - insisted on the allied
occupation of three Rhineland towns, Duisburg, Ruhrort and Diisseldorf. The

20 For an excellent article on the effects of the war guilt clause on the politicisation of
reparations, see H.H. Herwig, ’Clio Deceived”: Patriotic Self-Censorship in Germany after
the Great War’, International Security, Vol. 12, No. 2 (1987), pp. 5-44.

21 J.M. Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the Peace, (London, 1919).

22 See below, pp. 28.

23 See Schuker, End, pp. 3-5.
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crisis passed when Germany accepted the London Schedule of Payments in
May 1921. But by now Germany’s delaying tactics and propaganda against
war guilt and reparation were having some effect, at least on the British.
Although the London Schedule of Payments set the total German indemnity at
132 billion Gold Marks, it was in reality not as harsh as it appeared. Of the
overall total, 82 billion marks were to be payable in essentially worthless ‘C’
bonds, which would only be paid at some future, unspecified point when the
German economy had sufficiently recovered and when ‘A’ and ‘B’ bonds had
already been discharged. Therefore, Germany’s immediate obligations in 1921
were under 50 billion Gold Marks (roughly the sum recommended by Keynes).
Germany was to make annual payments of around 2,000 million Gold Marks,

coupled with 26% of the value of Germany’s annual exports.24

Germany, however, failed to meet even these more limited payments. On 14
December 1921 the German Government applied for a suspension of certain of
the payments due in 1922 under the Schedule of Payments, and on 21 March
1922 the Reparation Commission agreed to reduce payments due in 1922 by
approximately a third. Yet Germany still failed to meet the instalments and on
14 July asked for another reduction for 1922 as well as for 1923 and 1924. The
allies met this July request by persuading the Belgians to accept German
treasury bills in lieu of cash payments. This basically amounted to the
granting of a moratorium until 15 January 1923. The question of 1923 and
1924 payments remained unresolved and was to be raised immediately for
Bonar Law when on 14 November (the eve of the British general election)
Germany put fresh proposals to the Reparation Commission, asking for a
further moratorium on the grounds that payments were impossible until the

mark was stabilised.25

24 N. Ferguson, ‘Constraints and room for manoeuvre in the German inflation of the early

1920s’, Economic History Review, Vol. 49, No. 4 (1996), pp. 635-666; S. Marks, “The Myths

of Reparations’, Central European History, Vol. 9, No. 3 (1978), pp. 232-236.

25 CAB 24, 140 CP 4348: Foreign Office Memorandum on the Reparation Position, 5.12.22.
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Germany’s reasons for failing to meet her obligations were extremely complex.
Historians disagree over whether Germany could, from a purely economic
perspective, have made the payments. For example, Gerald Feldman argues
that the allied peace terms made impossible demands on the Germans.26 Niall
Ferguson, on the other hand, claims that it was possible for Germany to have
fulfilled the more limited allied demands embodied in the London Schedule of
Payments and that a tighter fiscal and monetary stance would in fact have
proved a more effective weapon against reparation than the inflationary

policies pursued.27

However, whether or not it was economically possible for Germany to have
met the payments, the politicisation of reparation stemming from its
association with war guilt made payment in practical terms an unviable
option. Reparation had implications not only for the economic situation but
also for domestic-political cohesion and indeed for the very survival of Weimar
democracy. The governments of Weimar at this time were weak and
frequently changing coalitions. They were leading a republic born in defeat,
burdened by association with an unpopular peace and merely tolerated by
many of the entrenched elements within German society. They rejected the
war guilt clause and the reparation which it justified. Moreover, they were
unwilling to pay reparation because to do so would have meant fundamental
reform of the taxation system - a reform which would have opened class

conflict and exacerbated tensions within German society.28

When in May 1921 the allies forced the Germans to accept the London
Schedule of Payments, the existing Cabinet fell and was replaced by another

26 G. Feldman, The Great Disorder: Politics, Economics and Society in the German
Inflation, 1914-1924, (Oxford, 1993).

27 Ferguson, ‘Constraints’, pp. 642-3. Also see Trachtenberg, Reparation, pp. 337-342.
28 Maier, Recasting, pp. 249.
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coalition, under Chancellor Joseph Wirth. Wirth hoped to put pressure on the
West to reduce their demands of Germany. He tried various strategies. For
example, he sabotaged the Genoa Conference for European Reconstruction in
the spring of 1922 by concluding the Rapallo Treaty to establish economic
links with the Soviets, thus alarming the West with the bogey of a bolshevik
bloc.29 He also attacked reparations with an “Offensive of Fulfilment,”30
hoping to prove by genuine attempts to meet the reparation demands that to
do so was impossible. It was hoped that the allies would then abandon
reparation in favour of credit-based reconstruction. Yet as the situation
dragged on, Germany faced mounting economic turmoil. This is clear even

from a cursory glance at the mark exchange rate:

1 January 1921 288 marks to the £
1 January 1922 771 marks to the £
1 June 1922 1,188 marks to the £
1 September 1922 5,725 marks to the £
1 November 1922 20,000 marks to the £31

The political situation was also degenerating. In November 1922 Wirth’s
governing coalition collapsed and he resigned. His resignation posed the
problem of who should replace him. As the parties failed to reach any kind of
agreement, President Friedrich Ebert presented his own candidate and
authorised Wilhelm Cuno, the head of the Hamburg-Amerika shipping line, to
form a Cabinet. Cuno’s first attempt to do this failed. But rather then
dissolve the Reichstag and hold an election, which under the circumstances
would merely have added to the economic, social and political chaos already

existing in Germany, Ebert authorised Cuno to have a second try. He also

29 See Kent, Spoils, pp. 177-9; and A. Orde, British Policy and European Reconstruction
after the First World War, (Cambridge, 1990). On the Genoa Conference as a whole, see C.
Fink, The Genoa Conference: European Diplomacy, 1921-2, (Chapel Hill, 1984)
30 Kent, Spoils, pp. 151.
31 CAB 24 140, CP 4348: FO Memorandum: ‘The Reparation Position’, 5.12.22.
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persuaded the parties to agree to allow their members to work independently in
a Cuno Cabinet. After difficult negotiations Cuno was finally able to form a
‘Government above Parties’, commonly referred to as the ‘Business Cabinet’.
The fact that Ebert had had to resort to such extreme measures is indicative
of the extent of the crisis of parliamentary democracy already existing in

Germany even before the occupation of the Ruhr.32

Just as for Germany the reparation issue was tied to domestic political
stability, so too was it for France. France, like Germany, had borrowed to pay
for the war. Subsequently, rather than attempt unpopular fiscal reform,
French politicians preferred to try to make Germany pay. Moreover,
reparation for France also represented part of her much broader security
problem, stemming from her geographical location next to a naturally stronger
Germany. As the Germans procrastinated and avoided paying reparation, so
the French public lost patience. In January 1922, Raymond Poincaré

assumed office, promising to turn the reparation illusion into a reality.33

Poincaré increasingly lost patience with German evasion of the reparation
demands throughout the opening months of 1922. By the summer of 1922, (at
the London Conference in August) Poincaré insisted that any further grant of a
moratorium should be dependent on allied possession of “productive pledges” or
“gages.”34 Poincaré was prevented from seizing these “gages” when the
Belgians were persuaded to accept German treasury bills, thus granting a

moratorium in effect though not in name. Poincaré was angry at this, viewing

32 For a full commentary on the situation in Germany at this time, see: H. Rupieper, The
Cuno Government and Reparations, 1922-1923, (The Hague 1979).
33 Schuker, End, pp. 11-18.
34 In August 1922 Poincaré said that these “gages” should comprise Allied control of all
German customs tariffs; the establishment of a customs barrier between occupied and
unoccupied Germany and around the Ruhr basin; the levy by the allies of certain taxes in
the occupied territory; and delivery to the Allies of certain state mines and forests. (CAB 24
140, CP 4348 F.O. memo on Reparation Position, 5.12.22.) Poincaré subsequently began to
fix his sights on the Ruhr Valley.
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it as yet another ploy by Germany to evade her responsibilities. He blamed
Britain for taking Germany’s side, and throughout the autumn months of 1922
his relations with British officials and policy makers became increasingly
strained and acrimonious. That British officials and policy makers had
difficulty dealing with Poincaré is clear. When negotiating with him in
September 1922 over the Near East, Curzon described him as “that horrid
little man”, and said that: “...it was hard to deal with a man who [was] always a
lawyer and sometimes a lunatic.”35 The British Ambassador in Paris, Lord
Hardinge, wrote of Poincaré: “I have seldom come across, in my diplomatic
career, an official who I dislike more.”36 Sir William Tyrrell, Assistant Under
Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, commented: “The more I see and hear

of him the more convinced I am that he is a very shifty customer...”37

With Lloyd George out of office, Poincaré saw a chance to try to push Britain
into adopting a firmer stance towards Germany. As Hardinge reported:
“...Poincaré has got it into his head that we are ready now, since the
disappearance of Lloyd George, to back him up in his enterprises against
Germany.”38 Poincaré’s sense of urgency in foreign policy was directly related
to his own domestic-political position. He relied on support from an uneasy
coalition of parties in the French Chamber. While using domestic policy to
appease the Left, he tried to woo the Right with a strong foreign policy. Unless

he could deliver results his position would be far from secure.39 Reports soon

35 Gilmour, Curzon, pp. 544
36 Curzon Papers, MSS Eur. F.112/200b: Hardinge to Curzon, 1.11.22
37 FO 800/ 243: Tyrrell (Lausanne) to Crowe, 7.12.22.
38 Curzon Papers, MSS Eur. F.112/200b: Hardinge to Curzon, 2.12.22.
39 The British were well aware of Poincaré’s predicament. On 1 November, Hardinge
reported from the French embassy : “Signs have not been wanting for some time that the
“union sacrée” of parties, formed under the stress of war, was breaking up...” [FO 425 390:
W9078/4/17: Hardinge, disp. 2551, 1.11.22.] Mr. Campbell (also of the Paris Embassy)
added: “For some months M. Poincaré has been thought to be drifting towards the Left in
internal politics. At the same time his foreign policy has, on the whole, been of a completely
“Nationalist” complexion... As regards the Right, M. Poincaré has mainly relied, in order to
preserve their favour, on a blustering foreign policy towards Germany and on intransigence
in his dealings with ourselves.” [Memo by Campbell (n.d.) encl. in FO 425 390: W9078/4/17:
Hardinge, disp. 2551, 1.11.22.]
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suggested, however, that Poincaré’s tactics were not working. On 12 October
Poincaré’s reparation policy was criticised in the French Chamber, and a major
attack was also launched on the government’s 1923 budget proposals,

culminating in a heated debate on 6 and 7 November.40

The whole issue of reparation became even more critical when the Germans
requested a fresh moratorium on 14 November. The German proposals for
stabilisation of the mark now needed to be considered by the allies. These
proposals contained only vague and ineffective measures, requesting a four
year moratorium but providing no guarantee of future payment. Even the
Foreign Office, usually more sympathetic to German requests, concluded that
they were absolutely inadmissible.41 Poincaré was angrier still. He began to
put pressure on Britain to hold an interallied conference at Brussels, and he
became more vociferous in his demand that no further moratorium should be
granted without the implementation of “productive pledges” - which by this
stage meant the occupation of the Ruhr. By the end of November he began to
threaten independent action, and on 27 November Poincaré issued a press
communiqué saying that independent coercive action would be taken by
France unless her financial problems were solved by a comprehensive
settlement of reparations and war debts. But Poincaré had not at this stage
finally decided on military action. He hoped to bully the allies into co-operation
by bluster so that he could silence his Rightwing critics in France without
having actually to act. Two days later, on 29 November, he admitted as much

to the Senate, saying he only wanted to use the threat of occupation for

bargaining purposes.42

40FQ 371 7486, C15331/99/18: Hardinge, disp. 2601, 8.11.22. Hardinge reported that the
Socialist Léon Blum had said in the French Chamber on 7 November that: “The various
schemes which have been advocated by successive French governments for the payment of
reparations were illusory... The occupation of the Ruhr would be merely an expense to
France...” Louis Loucheur had agreed with Blum. Hardinge added, however, that as Blum
was a Socialist his views were not given much credence in France.

41 FO 371 7487, C16157/99/18: FO minute, 23.11.22.
42 Keiger, Poincaré, pp. 295.
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Bonar Law faced an immensely difficult situation. The reparation issue was
extremely complicated in itself - tied as it was to issues of domestic-political
stability and democratic cohesion in Germany, as well as to party politics and
the security dilemma in France. As we have seen, in all these areas,
circumstances were reaching a critical stage. Furthermore, the situation was

not helped by the positions of other countries involved.

Belgium’s role tended to complicate matters. Divergences of opinion within
Belgium were often translated into her foreign policy, making it difficult to
predict how she would act. While it is perhaps more usual to emphasise the
power of French influence within Belgium, there were also strong anti-French
elements - comprising, for example, the majority of the Flemish and Socialist
Parties.43 Even from a purely diplomatic perspective, Belgium was somewhat
schizophrenic. Ideally she sought to maximise her position as the smallest
alliance partner, trying to maintain a key international diplomatic position as
the ‘hinge’ of the Entente.44 In practice she was caught up in a difficult and
unenviable relationship with France. The result of all these conflicting forces
was a vacillating foreign policy, which at times provoked uncertainty and
exasperation abroad. For example, Belgium sided with Britain over the
treasury bills affair in September 1922, but then subsequently moved back
towards France. This may have owed something to Poincaré’s bullying and
bribes, but another strong consideration for Belgium was that she could not
afford to see France get sole control over the Rhineland and so entirely
surround Belgium. In the last resort Belgian policy-makers preferred to co-

operate with France in order to maintain as much influence and power as

43 FO 425 390, C16831/99/18: Grahame, disp. 776, 22.11.22.

44Marks, S., Innocent Abroad: Belgium at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 (Chapel Hill,
1981), pp. 383. For more background on Belgian policy, see J.E. Helmreich, Belgium and
Europe: a Study in Small Power Diplomacy, (The Hague, 1976)
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possible.45

The conclusion which the British drew was that the Belgians could not be
trusted regarding the Ruhr. A Foreign Office minute on 5 December 1922
remarked:

“There are... indications that, opposed as they are to such an
extension of French influence, they are not prepared to risk a
breach with France to prevent it. They would gladly see others
pull the chestnuts out of the fire. They do not intend to risk
burning their own fingers. Rather than see France act alone, they
would, however unwillingly, join her in an aggressive territorial
policy on the Rhine.”46

Italy, the last country on the Reparation Commission, was another unknown
quantity - especially so since her premiership had recently been taken over by
the unpredictable Mussolini.47 Although anxious to remain on good terms with
Britain, Italy could by no means be relied on, as she was extremely unlikely to
risk a major rupture with France. Indeed, even by December Mussolini had not
declared where his allegiance lay. The Foreign Office concluded:

“The attitude of the Italian government is, as usual, vague and
uncertain... [Als in the case of Belgium, it must always be
remembered that Italy is unlikely to risk a definite breach with
France. It will be well not to count upon any Italian support
should Great Britain find herself compelled to pursue a line of
policy not favoured by France.”48

The position of the United States was even more perplexing than that of Italy
or Belgium. The refusal of the United States Congress to ratify the Treaty of

45 These fears were borne out by a report by the Ambassador in Brussels, Sir George
Grahame, of a conversation with the Belgian premier on 26 November. Theunis had said:
“...that if the situation were to develop in a certain way, Belgium might conceivably find
herself forced to accompany France in action against Germany so as to avoid result to
Belgium of having let her take it alone.” [FO 371 7488, C16688/99/18: Grahame, tel. 103,
26.11.22.]

46 FO 371 7488, C16643/99/18: FO memorandum, 5.12.22: “Reparation Position”

47 For background regarding Italy, see A. Cassels, Mussolini’s Early Diplomacy, (Princeton,
1970); C.J. Lowe & F. Marzari, Italian Foreign Policy 1870-1940, (London, 1975); S. Marks,
‘Mussolini and the Ruhr Crisis’, International History Review, Vol. 8, No. 1 (1986), pp. 56-
69.

48 FO 371 7488, C16643/99/18: FO Memorandum, 5.12.22: “Reparation position”.
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Versailles left the principal European states, already weakened by the war,
grappling with the burden of upholding the peace settlement. Had the
Americans not isolated themselves from European affairs their diplomatic
strength and unrivalled economic superiority would have been sufficient to
have guaranteed some form of settlement of European affairs - both in terms
of security and reparation. As it was the abstention of the United States as a
powerful arbitrating and stabilising force left the way open for heightened
Anglo-French rivalry. Moreover, it added an extra element of uncertainty as
the Europeans were always aware of the potential which America had to settle
reparation and security and therefore the British, in particular, treated the

United States with kid gloves.

Not only did the United States maintain its distance from European affairs,
but it further compounded the difficulties facing the Europeans by refusing to
admit the existence of any connection between reparation and war debts. The
allies - particularly Britain, but also France, Italy and Belgium - had borrowed
heavily from the United States Treasury during the war. The Europeans
viewed these sums as part of a common effort to defeat Germany and felt that,
with the war over, the United States should ease the burden of war debts
repayments so that they could relax their demands for reparation. To further
complicate debtor/creditor relationships, the British at the same time as
borrowing from the United States, had also lent large sums to their allies,
particularly to France. In order to repay the United States, the British needed
the French to pay their debts to them. The French claimed they could not
repay these debts unless Germany first paid reparation. Thus what Britain
needed was a general settlement reducing both reparation and war debt. This
was the reasoning behind the “Balfour Declaration” of August 1922, in which
the British publicly offered to renounce their financial claims on the allies in

return for a similar renunciation by the United States. The United States
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were unmoved, but rather offended and angered by the attempt to make them
appear ungenerous.49 The United States, particularly after the more
moderate Woodrow Wilson was replaced by a Republican administration, had
steadfastly refused to countenance a war debt/reparation agreement. Rather
the Americans remained determined that the debts owed to them must be
repaid, but played no role in seeking to facilitate a reparation settlement.
Though United States presidents were undoubtedly motivated by domestic
considerations, this refusal to forgive British and European debts greatly

exacerbated the difficulties the allies faced regarding reparations.50

Thus Bonar Law faced an immensely difficult international situation. The
reparation problem was inherently complex. It highlighted fundamental
structural economic weaknesses in both France and Germany, and at the
same time raised grave diplomatic problems relating to the security of Europe.
These critical international problems were further compounded for Bonar Law
by certain aspects of his internal position. Here he faced two further problems
- an absentee Foreign Secretary, and administrative tensions between the
Foreign Office and the Treasury. Both of these factors adversely affected his

ability to address the international situation.

Let us first examine the role of his Foreign Secretary, Lord Curzon. Curzon
outlined his approach to foreign policy in an introductory address to the new
Cabinet on 1 November. Although he sweepingly said that he wanted “to clear
up the whole situation with France,”51 he vaguely dismissed both reparations
and war debts, merely saying that: “These matters were too big to enter into at

the moment.” He immediately made it clear that primacy should be given to

49 Kent, Spoils, pp. 188-9.
50 For more information on war debts, see D. Artaud, La question des dettes interalliédes et
la reconstruction de 'Europe (1917-1929), (Lille, 1978). For a more concise account, see
D.H. Aldcroft, From Versailles to Wall Street, 1919-1929, (Berkeley, 1977), especially pp.
78-96.
51 CAB 23 31: Minutes of Cabinet Meeting, 1.11.22.
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the Lausanne Conference: “What he would like to do... was to clear the board of
our foreign difficulties with France in regard to Europe. He would, however,
begin in the East, and if agreement could be reached there he might indicate
that this was a prelude to clearing the whole board, and progress might be
made.”2 In practice, Curzon did not simply ‘begin in the East’, but
concentrated on it to the exclusion of all else. On 28 November he wrote to
Bonar Law from Lausanne:

“I sent yesterday a telegram to the Foreign Office telling them
that it is quite impossible for me to deal with the question of
reparations here, or to answer the telegrams that pour in from
Paris and Brussels. Ihad gathered that as soon as you were free
from Parliamentary duties you were disposed to take up the
job...”53

Curzon then informed the Foreign Office that Bonar Law would assume
control, adding: “At present we are drifting and merely making everyone angry

at our assumed indifference.”54

Even when Bonar Law had taken over European policy, Curzon still
emphasised the primacy of the Near East. The only advice he gave the Prime
Minister was that nothing should be done to jeopardise the chances of success
at Lausanne,55 and that the outcome of the Lausanne Conference depended
on friendship with France. For example, on 4 December Curzon wrote: “I am
afraid that if you break with Poincaré in London, it will mean the failure of my
already slender chances here.”56 Hardinge shared his worries: “Poincaré is

such a mean little man that if he experiences any failure in London or Brussels

52 ibid
53 Bonar Law Papers, Box 112, Folder 12, Doc. 35: Curzon to Bonar Law, 28.11.22
54 Minute by Curzon 28.11.22 on FO 371 7487, C16100/99/18: Grahame tel. 102,
26.11.22.
55 Throughout Curzon’s correspondence with Bonar Law at this time he dwelt on the
importance of the Lausanne Conference, often mentioning the European situation only in
passing. [See Bonar Law Papers, Box 112, Folder 12: Correspondence between Curzon and
Bonar Law.]
56 Bonar Law Papers, Box 112, Folder 12, Doc 39: Curzon to Bonar Law, 4.12.22
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he is bound to make it felt at Lausanne.”57

Bonar Law desperately tried to comply with his Foreign Secretary’s wishes,
even though this in practice meant continuing the policy of drift which Curzon
had intended to end by handing over control to him. On 5 December, Bonar
Law wrote to Curzon: “As regards the whole position, I have done my best to
postpone reparations from the fear that once we tackle it it will be found that
we cannot agree with Poincaré and that the French will be much less amenable
at Lausanne”.58 Two days later he added: “I do not know in the least what
Poincaré will propose but again I will do my utmost to make sure that nothing
in the nature of a break happens now and endeavour, if necessary, to arrange a
subsequent meeting at Paris in ten days time or so rather than have any

difficulties now.”59

This, basically, was to be Bonar Law’s approach. Presented with a spiralling
conflict in Europe and an absentee Foreign Secretary, it is understandable, if
not excusable, that Bonar Law opted for procrastination. This is particularly
the case when it is appreciated that Bonar Law also had to contend with an
administration divided over the reparation issue. The main fault line was

between the Foreign Office and the Treasury.

Foreign Office officials appreciated that as the Anglo-American guarantee to
France, intended at Versailles, had not become a reality, France had legitimate
grounds to fear Germany. The Head of the Central Department of the Foreign
Office, Miles Lampson, recognised France’s problems in a minute of 9
December 1922:

“..there can be little if any doubt that underlying the whole
French policy in the matter or reparations is a feeling of

57 Curzon Papers, MSS Eur. F.112/200(b): Hardinge (Paris) to Curzon (Lausanne), 2.12.22.
58 Bonar Law Papers, Box 112, Folder 12, Doc. 38: Bonar Law to Curzon, 5.12.22
59 Bonar Law Papers, Box 112, Folder 12, Doc. 40: Bonar Law to Curzon, 7.12.22
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uneasiness as to the safety of her western frontiers and of distinct
soreness at having been, as she thinks “let down” over the
American and British treaties of guarantee...// [I]s it not fairly
obvious that, until France in some form or other is convinced that
the safety of her western frontier is permanently guaranteed
against German attack, no lasting settlement of this question is
likely to be reached?”60

The Foreign Office was also aware of the dangers of treating Germany too
leniently with regard to reparations. On 5 December a Foreign Office minute
commented:

“[Ulnless some effective guarantee of a fair reparation payment
is extracted from Germany in the more or less immediate future,
there is clearly a danger that by the mere efflux of time it will
become more and more difficult to extract such a payment, with
the not improbable result that in the end Germany will pay
nothing at all. She would then, owing to her inflationist
proceedings be the one great industrial power in Europe enjoying
all the advantages accruing from the extinction of both foreign
and internal debt.”61

However, although Foreign Office officials understood the logic behind the
French case, and although they were afraid of damaging Anglo-French
relations by refusing to cooperate with Poincaré’s seizure of gages and were
under no illusions as to Germany’s willingness to pay reparations, they still felt
that the risks involved in supporting Poincaré’s Ruhr policy were too great.
The Ruhr policy would destroy any chance of getting reparations and would
precipitate the collapse of Germany. It would represent a major advance of
French strength in Europe and would further embitter Franco-German

relations. It would also disrupt international trade and weaken the French

60 Minute by Lampson, 9.12.22 on: FO 371 7489, C17052/99/18: Ryan (Coblenz) to
Lampson 7.12.22.

61 FO 371 7488, C16643/99/18: FO minute on “Reparation Position”, 5.12.22.
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exchange rate.62 Facing a Catch 22 situation of unwelcome alternatives, the
Foreign Office was essentially paralysed, unable to suggest any real way
forward unless the government broke the vicious circle by offering France a

security guarantee.

Unlike the Foreign Office, the Treasury, allied with the British Delegate on the
Reparation Commission, Sir John Bradbury, did take a definite line. It was far
more concerned with the financial aspects of the situation than with its
security implications. Its goal was to obtain payment of the war debts owed to
Britain, so that she could repay to the US what was owed to the latter.
Britain’s main debtor was France, and in the Treasury’s eyes, France was
merely making an excuse of the reparation issue so as to avoid paying Britain,
while simultaneously seeking to destroy the German economy for selfish
strategic purposes. Treasury proposals for a settlement were usually largely
influenced by Bradbury and were always based on the premise that Germany
must be revived so that she could pay, and not, as the French envisaged, forced

by sanctions or external control into a fulfilment of her obligations.

On 23 November Bradbury imposed this Treasury view on the Prime Minister
so forcefully that the Foreign Office was in uproar. Bonar Law asked Bradbury
whether it might be advisable to allow the French to have their way regarding
pledges. Bradbury was adamant: such pledges were illegal under the Treaty of

62 These equally unwelcome alternatives are clearly laid down in a Foreign Office
memorandum of 23 November 1922, which is worthy of quotation: “The seizure by France of
a pledge of this kind may be repugnant to the British government. They may object on the
score of an accession to France of strength such as to overset the balance of power in Europe.
They may object upon the ground that war between France and Germany will thereby once
more be rendered inevitable. They may object upon the ground that the seizure of such a
pledge would give a fresh and severe shock to the convalescent structure of British industry
and would constitute the death blow to the tottering financial credit of France. But it will be
well to remember also the strain to the Entente which will be involved...The advocacy of
further concessions to Germany may force France to act in Germany alone. France may also,
through failure to obtain the support of the partner to the Entente, be compelied to seek new
alliances and new diplomatic arrangements. // It will be well also not to forget the meagre
results of the so-called “change of heart” in which post-war Germany has during the last few
months repaid the British Government for the efforts made to mitigate the fate which
Germany had brought upon herself.”[FO 371 7487, C16157/99/18: FO minute, 23.11.22.]
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Versailles (itself a highly contentious claim) and would ruin Europe. On the
contrary, the French should be restrained by postponing any inter-allied
conference and instead summoning a bankers’ conference to consider the issue.
Furthermore, Bradbury declared that he would pursue this approach on the
Reparation Commission regardless of Bonar Law’s views. Ralph Wigram, a
clerk in the Central Department who attended the meeting, commented:

“Sir John Bradbury concluded his lecture - for from the tone in
which his remarks were delivered, they can be described as little
else - by a clear indication that he had a policy of his own on
these matters which he intended to pursue on the Commission,
that it might not always be that of HM Government, but that if
the Prime Minister thought Sir John’s policy was likely to
embarrass him, he was ready to resign forthwith.”63

Wigram was incensed by Bradbury’s behaviour:

“I would add that the impression left on my mind by the views
which Sir John Bradbury outlined to the Prime Minister only
served to intensify and to throw into still stronger relief the
conviction which I have long held of the extreme danger of allowing
a question of the prime political importance of reparation to be
dealt with by a few Treasury officials and ex-officials acting in
complete independence of the Foreign Secretary...”64

Lampson sympathised with Wigram’s displeasure. Although he advised
against taking issue with the Treasury at this point, it is interesting that this
was because he felt that the Treasury had already bungled the reparation
issue so much that it was better to leave it holding ultimate responsibility!
Already on 18 November he had commented:

“We should go a little warily over this [relations between the
Foreign Office, the Treasury and the Reparation Commission] or
we shall find ourselves landed with the whole responsibility for
Reparations, and that seems unwise now that they have become
tangled up as result of actions and decisions taken on the
initiative of others... [S]hould not that Department [the
Treasury] rather than the Foreign Office remain responsible tothe
British public for Reparation policy?”65

63 FO 371 7487, C16116/99/18: Memo by Wigram, 23.11.22.
64 FO 371 7487, C16116/99/18: Memo by Wigram, 23.11.22.

65 Minute by Lampson, 18.11.22 on: FO 371 7487, C15635/99/18: Central Department
Minute, ‘Relations between the British Delegation to the Reparation Commission and the
Treasury and the Foreign Office’, 14.11.22.
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Sir Eyre Crowe, the Permanent Under Secretary of State in the Foreign Office,
also agreed that the Treasury influence was too great. But unlike Lampson, he
still hoped to curtail it and suggested that Reparation Commission reports
should be sent to the Foreign Office and only then passed on to the Treasury.66
This would solve the problems the Foreign Office was having in simply

obtaining up to date information on developments from the Treasury.

The problems, however, were not satisfactorily resolved. While the Foreign
Office officials themselves had no real answers to offer unless the politicians
were prepared to tackle the fundamental issue of French security, they had
little choice but to acquiesce in the Treasury’s primacy over reparation policy.
Meanwhile, the disagreements within the administration, coupled with
Curzon’s emphasis on Lausanne and the immensely difficult European
situation, all made Bonar Law’s task much more challenging. It is perhaps
understandable that Bonar Law acquiesced in Bradbury’s forcefully put view of
trying to delay the Brussels Conference indefinitely. When Poincaré’s
obstinacy made this impossible, Bonar Law then merely stalled for time for the
Lausanne Conference by agreeing to a preliminary meeting in London. Until
the last minute Bonar Law pinned his hopes on reports that Poincaré was
bluffing and that his position was too tenuous to support an aggressive policy.
It was not until the eve of the London Conference that any plan for a

compromise with Poincaré was produced.

Reports that Poincaré’s position was in reality extremely weak reached the
Foreign Office in early November. On 6 November Hardinge had remarked
that: “My own opinion is that Poincaré is too big for his boots and I am

beginning to think that he will not last long now. His position is considered to

66 Minute by Crowe, 20.11.22 on: FO 371 7487, C16001/99/18: D’Abernon disp. 891,
19.11.22.
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be far less good than it was a fortnight ago.”87 A few days later Hardinge
continued: “... he has not the courage to take any decided action, and public
opinion is getting sufficiently well educated to know that little if anything is to
be got from the Ruhr...”68

But by the beginning of December doubts were creeping in. Hardinge now
changed his tune:

“...till a few days ago, my impression has been that although
Poincaré would bluff a great deal about going into the Ruhr, he
would never have the courage to do so. But I am not so sure that
he will not do so if provoked, as public opinion is hardening against
the bad faith of Germany, and Poincaré, who has been losing
ground very rapidly in the Chamber, sees in an incursion in to the
Ruhr, the means of recovering his position in the country and
especially with the ‘Bloc National’ in the Chamber.”69

Fuelled by these reports of Poincaré’s weakness, the British had at first simply
tried to put off Poincaré indefinitely. For example, at the beginﬂing of
November, Curzon had used the excuse of the election and an impending trip
by the Chancellor (Baldwin) to the US to discuss war debts to defer the
Conference.7’0 Plausible though this reasoning may have appeared on the
surface, it was clearly really only a barely concealed attempt at
procrastination. By the end of November, Poincaré was again demanding a
conference. Now the British response subtly changed. The principle remained
the same: to concede as little as possible while stalling for time, but the answer
now was to hold a preliminary conference in London in order to avoid a grand

showdown at Brussels. The initiative came from the Treasury7! but members

67 Curzon Papers: MSS Eur. F.112/200(b), Hardinge to Curzon 6.11.22.
68 Curzon Papers: MSS Eur. F.112/200(b): Hardinge to Curzon 10.11.22.
69 Curzon Papers: MSS Eur. F.112/200(b): Hardinge to Curzon, 2.12.22. The Bloc National
was the rather uneasy coalition of parties upon which Poincaré relied for his Parliamentary
support.
70 Curzon Papers, MSS Eur. F.112/240: Curzon to Grahame, 1.11.22.
71 On 20 November Lampson remarked: “I understand that the Treasury do not favour such
a Conference [ ie the Brussels Conference] unless some working plan has been reached
beforehand with the French: otherwise, they point out, the result will be similar to that last
August when only bad blood was engendered.” [Minute by Lampson 20.11.22 on: FO 371
7487, C15686/99/18: D’Abernon disp. 867, 11.11.22.]
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of the Foreign Office soon adopted the approach. On 27 November Lampson
wrote:

“One thing is essential, namely that if there is to be a fresh
Conference the Allies should know beforehand what they are
prepared to accept. It is positively dangerous to have another
abortive Conference, the sole result of which was to demonstrate
to the world (and Germany) that this country and France are at
loggerheads over Reparations.”72

Therefore when the French Ambassador again asked Bonar Law to agree to
hold the Brussels Conference before the end of the year, Bonar Law’s response
was not so negative. He agreed that a preliminary meeting of Prime Ministers
could take place on the weekend of 9-10 December in London.73 The next day,
Bonar Law was informed that Poincaré would come to London74 and the

Belgian and Italian Prime Ministers were also invited.

The problems facing Bonar Law were vast. The reparation crisis had long been
escalating and was now reaching its culmination. Moreover, as the crisis was
inherently linked to the domestic political situations in both France and
Germany, which were diametrically opposed to each other, the British position
was increasingly squeezed. The European situation was further complicated
by the ambiguous role of the other main countries involved: Belgium, Italy and
particularly the United States. At the same time the Lausanne Conference
was underway, which preoccupied the Foreign Secretary and caused him to
give primacy to a united allied front. Finally, tensions within the
administrative machine, between the Foreign Office and the Treasury, were
fermenting, and by early December were only barely concealed below the
surface. When all of these factors are considered, as well as the relative

inexperience in foreign affairs of the majority of the new government and even

72 Minute by Lampson 27.11.22 on FO 371 7487, C16100/99/18: Grahame tel. 102,
26.11.22.

73 FO 371 7488, C16247/99/18: Memorandum on Conversation between Bonar Law and
the French Ambassador in London, 28.11.22.

74 FO 371 7488, C16343/99/18: Minute by Crowe, 29.11.22.
42



the Prime Minister, it is hardly surprising that British foreign policy had drifted
into an essentially negative policy of ad hoc manoeuvring, drift and delay.
Even these efforts had not been entirely successful. Although the Brussels
Conference had been postponed, Bonar Law now faced a London Conference at
which he was uncertain of his approach and of whose outcome he was

doubtful. It remained to be seen to what extent his fears were justified.
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The London Conference, 9-10 December 1922.

The preliminary conference having been agreed on, the British now needed to
formulate a plan of campaign. The possibility was suggested of Britain
renouncing her share of reparations and decreasing the war debts owed to her
by France. In return it was hoped that France would agree to a reduction in
reparations and that Germany, presented with these more reasonable terms,

could be induced to cooperate.75

This idea (almost certainly originating in the Treasury) was to form the basis
of the British approach at both London and, subsequently, at Paris. Bonar
Law, unable to come up with any alternative, probably opted for the scheme
as a face-saving device. If Britain hinted to France that she might make a
generous offer, then, if France refused, Britain would at least be able to justify
herself to the world as having tried everything to find a settlement. As
Hardinge advised:

“...if it is seen that M. Poincaré’s obstinacy is likely to make a
comprehensive settlement in London impossible, the widest
publicity should be given to the terms offered by HMG to the
French government instead of the unsubstantial policy of
‘productive pledges’ advocated by M. Poincaré.”76

Yet despite cautious optimism for this approach in some quarters?7, Bonar
Law was never hopeful of success. On 6 December Bonar Law remarked to C.

P. Scott (the editor of the ‘Manchester Guardian’) that:

75 Minute by Wigram, 27.11.22 on FO 371 7487, C16100/99/18: Grahame, tel. 102,
26.11.22.
76 FO 371 7488, C16803/99/18: Hardinge, disp. 2867, 7.12.22.
7! The ‘Times was most hopeful and described the London Conference as a “Great
Opportunity”. In an article on 30 November it advocated what was to become the
Government line with such accuracy that it could hardly have been mere coincidence: “If the
present Government understand the realities of the situation and have the courage to face
them... they will remit the whole or a large part of the loans due England from her Allies,
and a large part of the reparations due to her from Germany.” These concessions could be
made in return for a “satisfactory international settlement” for Eurcpe. [The Times,
30.11.22, pp. 18.]
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“For the first time I am going into a conference without any policy
in my own mind... I may have to choose between two evils -
between a breach with France which would mean chaos in Europe
or concessions to France which would also involve great

misfortunes.”8

Lord Robert Cecil also remarked on Bonar Law’s despondency: “He was very

friendly and very despairing, and looked to me very tired.”79

The London Conference convened at Downing Street on the morning of
Saturday 9 December. Early in the first meeting Bonar Law tentatively
proposed the Treasury plan by hinting that Britain might be prepared to go
back on the Balfour Declaration of August 192280 :

“What he had proposed was to treat the Allied debts in such a
manner that some definitive arrangement could be reached with
the Germans. In such an event, and provided the arrangement
was definitive, he was ready to arrange the debts in such a
manner as even to run some risk of having to pay more to
America than we should receive from the Allies and from

Germany.”81

While politely expressed, Poincaré’s response was both immediate and
essentially negative. He said that: “... no French Government could agree
spontaneously to any further advantage to Germany.”82 He did however add
that the only reduction that France could possibly make to her claim on
Germany would be the amount Britain sacrificed to France. It was
unfortunate that Poincaré made this qualification as it gave some factions
within the British administration false hope and prevented them from entirely

abandoning the scheme. It was to be revived at the Paris Conference in

78 Blake, Unknown, pp. 485
79 Cecil Papers, vol. 51095: memorandum by Cecil on 7.12.22 of a conversation between
Cecil and Bonar Law.
80 This declaration had stated that Britain expected the allies to repay their war debts to
Britain in order that Britain could discharge her debt to the US.
81 Parliamentary Papers 1923 XXIV, Cmd. 1812, ICP 254: Notes of conversations held at
10 Downing Street on 9.12.22. (These are also reproduced in CAB 29/102)
82 Parliamentary Papers 1923 XXIV, Cmd. 1812, ICP 254: Notes of conversations held at
10 Downing Street on 9.12.22. (These are also reproduced in CAB 29/102)
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January, with disastrous consequences.

But Poincaré had managed to seal the fate of the scheme as the basis for
agreement at London. As ever, Bonar Law’s answer was to resort to delaying
tactics. His approach to the remainder of the conference was to play for time
for Curzon at the Lausanne Conference and to try to keep relations with
Poincaré as amicable as possible. His task was not made any easier by the
German government. On 10 December, Bonar Law received a note from Cuno
containing fresh German proposals for reparation payments. The German
Government offered to begin the stabilisation of their currency with their own
reserves in the hope that foreign credit would then be forthcoming. In return,
the Germans requested an immediate moratorium in the form of a gold loan on
highly favourable terms which could be used to cover Germany’s treaty

obligations for a further four or five years.83

Poincaré was incensed, rejecting the German scheme out of hand, and insisting
that the allies take productive pledges in the form of the occupation of Bochum
and Essen. Even Bonar Law was disappointed with the German note, saying
that: “...there was much of M. Poincaré’s criticism with which he did not
disagree.”84 But Bonar Law was desperate that a break should not occur at
the conference. The tactics he used were extremely astute. He met Poincaré
alone outside the official conference meetings and, saying that it would be very
difficult for his own political position if his first act after coming into power was
to announce a break with France, he managed to persuade Poincaré to adjourn

proceedings until 2 January in Paris.85

83 Appendix 1: Cuno to Bonar Law, 9.12.22, enclosed in Parliamentary Papers 1923 XXIV,
Cmd. 1812, ICP 256: Conversation at 10 Downing Street, 10.12.22.
84 Parliamentary Papers 1923 XXIV, Cmd. 1812, ICP 256: Conversation at 10 Downing
Street, 10.12.22. (These are also reproduced in CAB 29/102)
85 Hankey Papers, Box 1/6: Diary 12-21 December 1922.
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The result was that at the end of the conference, superficially at least,
relations between Britain and France seemed somewhat improved. As Crowe
reported: “Monsieur Poincaré, whilst firmly upholding the government’s
decision to occupy the Ruhr after January 15th, was throughout extremely
courteous and conciliatory in tone and manner, and parting was on entirely

friendly terms.”86

Bonar Law himself, however, was under no illusions as to the success of the
Conference. He realised that differences had merely been papered over and
that there had been no real progress towards real solutions. He told Curzon:

“As regards our Conference it has been a complete failure as
indeed was inevitable for Poincaré came determined on 2 points:
(1) that whatever happened he would occupy Essen, (2) that he
could not reduce the amount of the French claims except to the
extent by which we reduced their debt to us. I had really therefore
nothing to do but play for time for the sake of Lausanne and I am
sure you will have respite there until the beginning of January.”87

It is an interesting reflection on the nature of Bonar Law’s Cabinet that its
members simply accepted this situation almost unquestioningly when they
met to discuss the conference. Ministers concentrated on agreeing a bland
official statement saying that owing to pressures of time the conference had
been adjourned until January. There was no real policy debate, and no
discussion of any long term strategy or plan for the approaching Paris

meetings.88

Parliament was also quiet and did not make life too difficult for Bonar Law.
Largely this was because the House of Commons rose for the Christmas
recess on 15 December, and so throughout the difficult period before and during

the Paris Conference Bonar Law had few questions to face. Yet even before

86 FO 371 7489, C17084/99/18: Crowe to Curzon, tel. 71, 11.12.22.
87 Bonar Law Papers, Box 112, Folder 12, Document 44: Bonar Law to Curzon, 12.12.22.
88 CAB 23 32: Conclusions of Cabinet meeting 11.12.22.
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the recess he had little trouble dealing with the Commons. When asked what
Britain would do if France occupied the Ruhr he simply refused to answer such
“a hypothetical question.”8® When asked what the government’s views were on
the eve of the London Conference he retorted only: “They have many views and
it would take a very long time to express them.”90  After the London
Conference, Bonar Law did agree to a debate on reparations and interallied
debts. Although this lasted for over seven hours, it was, from Bonar Law’s
perspective, a rather tame affair. Bonar Law used the fact that he was in the
middle of crucial and delicate discussions with the French as an excuse to avoid
saying anything of real significance, and then simply sat back and watched as
the debate degenerated into a slanging match over Lloyd George’s original role

in determining reparation amounts.91

89 See for example, Hansard 159 HC Deb 5s, col. 506, 28.11.22: Question by Wallhead; and
col. 887-8, 30.11.22: question by Wallhead.
90 Hansard, 159 HC Deb 5s, col. 1984-6, 7.12.22: answer by Bonar Law to question from
Lieut. -Commander Kenworthy, MP for Hull.
91 Hansard 159 HC Deb 5s, beginning at col. 3222, 14.12.22.
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From London to Paris

The stage was set for a difficult few weeks. The complete collapse of the
London Conference had revealed the difficulties involved when negotiating the
reparation question. Moreover, the entirely inadequate nature of the German
proposals that had been submitted had fuelled France’s conviction that
Germany would never pay and that the only language she would listen to was
that of force. Bonar Law had much justification for his pessimism when he
wrote to Curzon on 21 December:

“I have no hope of the Conference of the 2nd January unless
something unexpected happens. The real truth is that French
finance is so bad that for them to agree to any arrangement
which is possible to Germany would be equivalent to declaring
that they are practically bankrupt.”92

It would however, be wrong to describe the European situation as entirely
hopeless at this point. According to the American ambassador in Brussels, the
Belgians were not entirely despondent. On the contrary, Henri Jaspar, the
Belgian Foreign Minister, reportedly: “thinks situation was improved by the
London conversations and is not entirely hopeless.”93 Lord D’Abernon, the
British Ambassador in Berlin, was also optimistic. On 23 December he
reported: “On return here I found the general situation less pessimistic than I
had anticipated...// I do not think successful negotiation altogether

impossible.”%4

There was, then, in some minds the possibility of coming to some kind of
negotiated agreement. This fact has been emphasised in recent

historiography. Both Marc Trachtenberg and John Keiger have argued that

92 Bonar Law Papers, Box 112, Folder 12, Doc. 48, Bonar Law to Curzon, 21.12.22.
93 HW12 41: Fletcher (Brussels) to Hughes (Washington) tel. 95, 14.12.22.
94 I’Abernon Papers, Vol. 48927B: D’Abernon to Bonar Law, 23.12.22.
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Poincaré was actually extremely unwilling to occupy the Ruhr, but that he was
forced into it by sheer weight of events. Both are highly critical of Britain’s role
in limiting France’s options. The approach chosen by the British was to
present at the Paris Conference their own proposals, on which to build a
reparation agreement. In the event, however, the British proposals, far from
forming the basis of allied agreement, actually precipitated the Ruhr
occupation by provoking not only France, but also Belgium and Italy. This
British Paris plan has since been greatly criticised by historians, and the
British have been accused of “goading” Poincaré into the Ruhr.95 Why did
British policy-makers decide to pursue so controversial a policy? Did they
realise that the plan was contentious, and if so what did they hope to achieve
by it? Were there any alternative strategies available or indeed pursued at
this time? These are all questions which have yet to be answered convincingly
in the historiography of the period, which has mainly approached the issue
from the French standpoint.

The British plan began in the form of proposals by Bradbury dated 15
December 1922.96 These were discussed by the Treasury and then a scheme
was outlined by Sir Otto Niemeyer, Controller of Finance at the Treasury, to
Lampson and Wigram on 20 December. The basic idea was that Britain was
to wipe out the war debts owed to her by the allies (around £1174 million) and
in return France would wipe out the war debts owed to her by her allies (around
£78 million) and agree to decrease Germany’s outstanding reparations from
£6,650 million to £2,500 million.97 This plan was simply an elaboration of the
tentative offer to renege on the Balfour Declaration already made, an offer
which had already met with an unfavourable French reception. Economically,

the plan made some sense and it is perhaps understandable why the Treasury,

95 Keiger, Poincaré, pp. 297.

96 FO 371 8626, C327/1/18: FO minute by Wigram, 4.1.23.

97 FO 371 7491, C17656/99/18: FO minute by Lampson 20.12.22.
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with its strongly Franco-phobic views on reparation questions, favoured it.98
What needs to be asked is why the Foreign Office officials, who had previously
proved more able to see both sides of the situation, did not predict the plan’s

reception, and try to stop the Cabinet adopting it as government policy.

Indeed, not only did Foreign Office officials go along with the plan, but they even
squashed the one Treasury proposal of any real significance - that France be
bribed into accepting the British reparations proposals by the offer of a treaty
of guarantee. Niemeyer asked for the view of the Foreign Office on this
suggestion when he outlined the plan to them on 20 December. Lampson
commented: “Personally I have always thought there might be a good deal in
this...”9 | but he was overruled by Crowe who noted that the government’s
position was that before a pact could be offered all outstanding differences of

any kind must be settled.100

This, then was the real crux of the problem - that the government did not
sanction any real change of direction of policy which could have made a true
accommodation with France possible. At no point did the Cabinet consider the
basic issue of French security or seriously contemplate the effects of a policy
of either breaking from France or joining with her. Bonar Law simply

continued the policy of procrastination begun before the London Conference.

Lampson was left to justify the Treasury plan on the entirely negative ground

that at least it could be used to save face in the eyes of the world when, as

98 Even three months after the event, Bradbury still had no regrets. On 10 April he wrote:
“It [the Paris Plan] was, I think, worth making at that time, because by reason of the
previous history of the question, we could not leave the French in the lurch and there was
fairly strong ground for hoping that Germany could bear the burden which we proposed to
put upon her, and would see the advantage of shouldering it rather than exposing herself to
the ruinous effects of coercive measures.” {T190/10: Bradbury to Baldwin, 10.4.23.]
99 FO 371 7491, C17656/99/18: FO minute by Lampson 20.12.22.
100 Minute by Crowe 20.12.22 on FO 371 7491, C17656/99/18: FO minute by Lampson
20.12.22.
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seemed inevitable, Poincaré occupied the Ruhr:

“Will France be prepared to give up that demand [ie no
moratorium without pledges] in return for the offer of remission of
debt? That is really the whole point. If they are not, then we can
go to the whole world with a very clean conscience that this
country at least has gone to all lengths to keep in with France and
that the failure is not our fault. / Personally, I very much doubt
whether in any circumstances Poincaré will abandon his Ruhr
scheme; and his position still seems as secure as it was when he
visited London last week.”101

Bonar Law had already shown himself to be susceptible to this argument.
Before the London Conference he had written: “If there is to be a break I think
it is essential that we should submit proposals which can be given to the world

and will show how reasonable we are.”102

Crowe however, was more positive in his appraisal. He felt that the British
Paris Plan afforded the Germans one last chance. It represented the furthest
concessions the British would make before the evidence of German bad faith
was absolute. If Germany failed to fulfil even these most reasonable proposals
then Britain would be justified in taking joint coercive action with France in
order to secure the fulfilment of a revised and workable reparation scheme. On
20 December Crowe minuted:

“...the occupation of the Ruhr would be an effective means of
coercing Germany into acceptance and fulfilment of the
reasonable demands... Therefore provided such reasonable
demands can be formulated, we should not refuse our associating
ourselves with the occupation in case of Germany not carrying
out what she may be induced to promise, and that the exact
coercive measures (and machinery of) ought to be worked out in
some detail in agreement between the Allies.”103
This argument by Crowe may well provide the key to understanding why

Britain tabled the Paris proposals. While the Treasury had taken the initiative

in formulating the plan, the Foreign Office accepted its terms and were

101 Minute by Lampson, 19.12.22 on: FO 371 7490, C17273/99/18: Phipps (Counsellor of
Paris Embassy), disp. 2944, 17.12.22.
102 Bonar Law Papers, Box 112, Folder 12, Doc. 40: Bonar Law to Curzon 7.12.22.
103 Minute by Crowe 20.12.22 on: FO 371 7490, C1744/99/18: note by Troughton,
10.12.22.
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prepared to stand by them. Moreover, the Foreign Office believed that France
would welcome a British initiative. On 27 December Count Saint-Aulaire, the
French Ambassador in London, reported that Poincaré wanted the British to
table proposals (though he certainly did not intend the ones he got!).104 Thus
the plan seemed to offer the best way forward: should it be accepted, then a
new and (in Treasury eyes) realistic basis would be given to reparation - one
that in future Britain would be prepared to act with France to uphold; should
the plan be rejected, then Britain would at least score an important advantage

in the eyes of the world.

Two other policy options were considered. First was the possibility of
persuading the Germans to make fresh proposals. Crowe favoured this as he
thought that the best way to get the Germans to agree to fulfil reasonable
proposals was not for the allies to dictate them, but for the Germans
themselves to offer them. But the Foreign Office was divided over the idea.
Lampson felt: “It has always seemed to me that each fresh German plan only
gave the French something fresh to fasten onto and upon which to base further
charges of bad faith.”105 In the event, the Germans, influenced by
Bradbury,106 did formulate some kind of scheme and sent the economist Carl
Bergmann to the Paris Conference, to table it orally if required. It is unlikely
that this approach by Britain could ever have yielded really positive results.
Whatever proposals Germany tabled at Paris, it is unlikely that they would

104 On 27 December the French Ambassador in London reported that: “M. Poincaré, feeling
convinced that nothing but the seizure of pledges will advance matters, regrets to find that
the British Government, whilst frankly and loyally expressing their condemnation of this
particular policy, maintain a negative attitude of criticism, but do not themselves offer any
alternative plan...(H)e ventures to express the earnest hope that they [HMG] will be able
and ready to submit their alternative proposition for the consideration of the French
government.” [FO 371 7491, C17747/99/18: Conversation between Crowe and French
Ambassador, 27.12.22.]
105 Minute by Lampson, 27.12.22 on FO 371 7491, C17597/99/18: D’Abernon tel. 225,
23.12.22.
106 On 28 December Crowe commented: “I understand Sir J. Bradbury has been in
communication with M. Bergmann and has given some useful advice.” [Minute by Crowe,
28.12.22 on FO 371 7491, C17597/99/18: D’Abernon tel. 225, 23.12.22.]
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have stopped French action and Britain would have been left with the same

dilemma of whether to act or not.

The second policy option considered had far greater potential. This was an
attempt to involve the United States. On 16 December, the Foreign Office
sent a telegram to Sir Auckland Geddes (the British Ambassador in
Washington) asking him to emphasise to Charles Hughes (the United States
Secretary of State) that “In our opinion the only possibility of avoiding this
catastrophe is by the intervention of the United States”, and asking the United
States to send an observer to the Paris conference, as: “... without American

assistance the prospect is almost hopeless.”107

Accordingly, Geddes called on Hughes on 18 December. Although he had in fact
received his instructions through the Foreign Office, he said that he: “had
received a direct message from Bonar Law, a message which had not gone
through the Foreign Office, to inform the Secretary as to the Premier’s view of
the present situation.”108 Geddes explained that Bonar Law took a “most
gloomy” view of prospects. He could not, however, persuade Hughes to
participate at Paris on even an unofficial basis unless America received an
invitation from all the allies. He therefore asked if the American Government
would make a public declaration of their attitude to the occupation of the
Ruhr. While Hughes did not want to make a public statement at that time, he
said that:

“the French Government had no reason to doubt the attitude of
the American Government or the American people with respect
to that question; that the futility of expecting an economic return
from such an occupation was quite clear, and that the dangerous
consequences which might ensue were fairly obvious.”109

107FO 371 7490, C17369/99/18: Tel. 363 to Geddes, 16.12.22.

108 FRUS 1922, Vol 1I: Memorandum by Hughes of interview with Geddes, 18.12.22.

109 FRUS 1922, vol II: Memorandum by Hughes of interview with Geddes, 18.12.22.
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The United States had in fact already approached France on the issue and had
suggested allowing an impartial committee of experts to consider the
reparation issue. As early as 7 November, the United States Ambassador in
Paris (Myron T. Herrick) wrote to Poincaré:

“I need not repeat that we all recognise, even the remotest
country, that the delay in settling the question of Reparations is
largely responsible for the present economic disorganisation and
that there is great necessity for prompt action. However, there
appears to me to be little prospect of this unless governments
can arrange to interpose between themselves and their public the
findings of an impartial committee.”110

Again on 14 December, Hughes told the French ambassador in Washington
(Jules Jusserand) that: “... we had got to a point where if the matter were to be
considered on its merits there should be called in those who would faithfully
advise the Governments in a dispassionate and authoritative manner with
respect to an economic solution...” He again called for an impartial enquiry,
and added that it would achieve nothing: “...unless Foreign Offices kept their

hands off...”111

In Britain, the Foreign Office heard rumours of an exchange between the
United States and France. It waited with baited breath, hopeful that a way
out might result, but itself unwilling to intervene further lest it do anything to
damage prospects. Lampson remarked: “If the French would agree (which is
most unlikely) arbitration by an American... as to the amount Germany could
reasonably pay might be a good way out. America is not inclined to deal
leniently with Germany...”112 Crowe however, was more cautious: “But I have
no confidence whatever that France would agree to an American

arbitrator.”113

110 FRUS 1922, vol. II: Herrick to Poincaré, 7.11.22.
111FRUS 1922, vol. II: Memorandum by Hughes of conversation with Jusserand, 14.12.22.
112 Minute by Lampson, 19.12.22 on: FO 371 7490, C17399/99/18: Geddes, tel. 499,
18.12.22.
113 Minute by Crowe, 19.12.22 on: FO 371 7490, C17399/99/18: Geddes, tel. 499,
18.12.22.
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Crowe’s pessimism was well founded. Even in the initial conversation with
Hughes on 14 December, Jusserand had pointed out that: “...the situation was
made a great deal more difficult for his Government than it otherwise would be

because of the tendency in Great Britain and in the United States, as shown

by the press, rather to favour Germany and to put France in the wrong.”114

On 21 December 1922 Poincaré graciously but definitely rejected the American
suggestion. Poincaré said that it was necessary first to exhaust the existing
opportunities for France to secure an agreement with the other governments,
that the allies were meeting on 2 January and that: “he did not think that any
such suggestion could be followed up before that time, and before it was

ascertained that it would be impossible for them to arrive at an agreement.”15

Despite this rejection by France, on 29 December at New Haven Hughes
finally declared publicly that the United States was in favour of appointing
some form of authoritative committee of financial experts to discuss
reparations.116 Perhaps the United States merely wanted to vindicate itselfin
the eyes of the world before Poincaré marched into the Ruhr; or perhaps they
were at last galvanised into action when the Reparation Commission on 26
December declared Germany to be in default. Whatever his motives, Hughes’
speech came far too late to halt the events of the Paris Conference.117 The

Foreign Office had already reverted to the plan of campaign outlined by

114 FRUS 1922, vol. II: Memorandum by Hughes of conversation with Jusserand, 14.12.22.
115 FRUS 1922, vol. II: Memorandum by Hughes of conversation with Jusserand, 21.12.22.
116 For a more detailed account of US policy at this point, see K.L. Nelson, Victors Divided:
America and the Allies in Germany, 1918-1923, (London, 1975).
117 In the event the US offer was simply left unanswered. On 9 January 1923, Harriman
(the US Chargé d’Affaires in London ) told Lampson that: “...America having declared her
willingness to intervene to the extent indicated in [the] Newhaven speech, and that offer not
having been accepted by all interested parties, there was nothing for it but for the offer to
lapse. If at a later date all parties concerned agreed to accept the good offices of America,
matters might be revived.” [Memo by Lampson 9.1.23 enclosed in FO 371 8627,
C545/1/18, Disp. 68 to Geddes, 10.1.23.
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Alexander Cadogan, First Secretary in the Foreign Office, on 19 December
when he had first heard rumours of the United States initiative: “If the
proposal is not accepted, the US Government definitely will not intervene any
further. The last hope will then be for us to put up a scheme on January 2nd

that may be acceptable to France.”118

On the very day of the New Haven declaration, and only two days before Bonar
Law left for Paris, the Cabinet finally accepted the Bradbury/Treasury
schemel19 . Ministers were not optimistic of the chances of the plan’s success
and spent most of the Cabinet meeting discussing how Bonar Law should react
if the French rejected the plan: “In the event of a fixed determination on the
part of the French to take independent coercive action against Germany, and a
refusal to discuss any reasonable proposals, the Cabinet agreed with the
course proposed by the Prime Minister”. This course was basically to say that
large questions were raised, and that it was necessary to consult the

Cabinet.120

The morale of the Cabinet was not helped by international developments. On
26 December Bradbury was outvoted on the Reparation Commission, and
Germany was declared to be in voluntary default in timber deliveries.121 The
next day Saint-Aulaire informed Crowe that: “... there can be no question of
France receding in any way from her policy of seizure of remunerative pledges

as one of the conditions on which any grant of a moratorium can be

118 Minute by Cadogan, 19.12.22 on FO 371 7490, C17399/99/18: Geddes, tel. 499,
18.12.22.

119 The plan was thus adopted hastily on the eve of the Paris Conference. One minister,
Lloyd Graeme, later complained that the Embassies in Paris and Brussels had not warned
the Cabined of the likely reception of the plan. Wigram responded in an internal
memorandum that the hasty formulation of the plan and its last-minute adoption by the
Cabinet as government policy had not left the Foreign Office enough time even to send a
draft to the Embassies for comment. [FO 371 8626, C327/1/18: Minute by Wigram, 4.1.23.1
120 CAB 23 32, Conclusions of meeting of Cabinet, 29.12.22.

121FQ 801/9: Minutes of Reparation Commission, No. 343, Decisions 2306-2311, 26.12.22.
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executed.”122 Once more Bonar Law left for a conference feeling that he had
virtually no chance of success. As Hankey commented on the eve of the
conference: “Personally I am not unhopeful of our prospects here. Bonar
however as usual is very depressed”23 Bonar Law later told Neville
Chamberlain that: “...he had realised that agreement with France was
impossible from the first meeting he had with Poincaré in London when the

latter said “...We must have the Ruhr.”124

Yet was Poincaré really as extreme and unwavering at this point as the
British seemed to think? Was Poincaré really convinced that a break from
Britain and occupation of the Ruhr was inevitable? It must be remembered
that on 27 December he had asked Britain to make suggestions and that he
had told Hughes that there was a possibility of agreement at Paris. His most
recent biographer, John Keiger, sees him as the unwilling victim of
circumstance at this point. If Poincaré was still desperately trying to find
some way out of embarking on the Ruhr occupation, but was finding himself
railroaded by force of circumstance, this would explain his frustration and
surprise at the Paris Conference when he heard the details of the British
proposals. However, given Poincaré’s domestic political position, the
importance he had publicly attached to obtaining reparation and the financial
situation in France, it is hard to envisage a compromise even had Britain
produced a more stringent plan at Paris. It is to the events at this conference

that we must now turn.

122 FO 371 7491, C17747/99/18: Disp. 3879 to Phipps (Paris), 28.12.22.

123 Hankey Papers, Box 3/31: Hankey (Paris) to his wife Adeline, 1.1.23.

124 Neville Chamberlain Papers: NC2/21: Neville Chamberlain’s diary, 10.1.23.
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The Paris Conference, 2-4 January 1923.

The failure of the Paris Conference had been generally anticipated. What had
not been expected was the speed of the collapse of negotiations. In fact a deep
rift appeared so quickly that the Conference broke up on 4 January - after only
three days - and the French, with support from the Belgians and (to some
extent) from the Italians took coercive action in the Ruhr on the 11th January,
four days before the expected date of 15th January.

The proceedings were opened by Poincaré on 2 January 1923. Poincaré made
a short introductory speech in which he immediately dismissed the possibility
of hearing any further German proposals.125 Poincaré then handed round
French proposals for the allies’ next action. These basically outlined the
sanctions to be taken in order to secure payment by Germany. The Italian
representative, Marquis della Torrettal26 | then spoke briefly before Bonar

Law occupied the centre stage to outline the British plan.

Basically, Bonar Law proposed that Germany should pay nothing for four
years; then 2 billion German Marks per annum for the next four years; and 2.5
billion German Marks per annum for the following two years. After 10 years,
she would pay 3.5 billion German Marks per annum. In return for these
favourable terms, Germany would have to stabilise the mark, agree to some

financial supervision by the allies, and submit to sanctions (including military

125 Poincaré said that on the previous day the German ambassador had told him that
Bergmann was coming to Paris to present fresh proposals. Poincaré said that: “The
proposal was less definite than the one made in London, which had at least been in writing.
Now there was nothing more than an overture announcing a visit. If his colleagues saw no
inconvenience in this course, he thought the best plan would be to postpone until later on
the examination of the reception which should be given to this German suggestion.”
[Parliamentary Papers 1923 XXIV, Cmd. 1812, ICP 258: Minutes of meeting at Paris,
2.1.23.]

126 Mussolini did not attend the Paris conference. Della Torretta was the Italian
Ambassador in London.
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occupation) if she failed to satisfy her obligations. Bonar Law then moved onto
war debts and outlined the British proposals to reduce inter-allied debts
(excluding the United States), with the effect that Britain would be making

much the largest sacrifice.127

After Bonar Law had outlined the plan the conference adjourned until the
following day for the delegates to consider the proposals. On 3 January the
conference reconvened and Poincaré immediately launched into a detailed
criticism of the British scheme, concluding by: “declaring it to be absolutely
unacceptable.”128 It was perhaps predictable that the French would disagree
with the British proposals. What had such a detrimental effect on the
conference was the effect of the plan on the other delegates. The Belgians were
horrified at the plan’s extreme leniency towards Germany, in particular as one
of the plan’s provisions was for the cancellation of Belgian priority. It was this
which caused Georges Theunis, the Belgian Premier, to say that: “He would not
hide that when they read the note of the British Government the Belgian
Government had felt a disappointment as deep as that of the French
Government.”129 Even the Italians refused to accept the British proposals.
Della Torretta diplomatically declared: “The English plan is animated with the
noblest intentions, but it does not succeed in solving the grave problem of

reparations in an equitable manner.”130

Although Bonar Law, quickly realising the provocative effect his plan was
having, tried to save the situation by saying that Britain was prepared to

waive her proposal of Belgium abandoning her priority and that “we did not

127 Parliamentary Papers 1923 XXIV, Cmd. 1812, ICP 258: Minutes of meeting at Paris,
2.1.23.

128FO 371 8626, C287/1/18: tel. from Ambassador in Paris, Lord Crewe (unnumbered),
3.1.23, enclosing a message from Bonar Law.

129 Parliamentary Papers 1923 XXIV, Cmd. 1812, ICP 259: Minutes of meeting at Paris,
3.1.238.

130 Parliamentary Papers 1923 XXIV, Cmd. 1812, ICP 260: Minutes of meeting at Paris,
4.1.23.
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regard our scheme as unalterable in details,”131 the damage had already been
done. Even some members of the Treasury recognised that the plan had been
misjudged. Sir Andrew McFadyean, Secretary to the British Delegation on the
Reparation Commission, subsequently commented: “... it certainly was a
mistake to issue so complicated a technical paper in dry Treasury form for the
appreciation of the French public. It would have been comparatively easy in

two or three days to give it a diplomatic form and make it readable...”132

In the event, the impact of the British plan was so profound and exacerbated
the differences between the allies to such an extent that the Germans were not
even given the opportunity to make the proposals they had prepared. On 4
January, Bonar Law informed the Cabinet that: “Conference held its last
meeting today. It became quite clear that it would be impossible to reconcile
the British and French points of view. Latter was fully supported by Italy who
thus followed in the steps of Belgium.”133 Poincaré had maintained his
insistence on only allowing a moratorium with pledges. The British continued

to emphasise that such pledges would prevent the recovery of German credit.

The rift was now public knowledge, especially after a statement to the press
quoting Bonar Law’s exact words at the conference was made. Bonar Law had
stated that:

“His Majesty’s Government, after giving the most earnest
consideration to the French proposals, are definitely of the opinion
that these proposals, if carried into effect, will not only fail in
attaining the desired results, but are likely to have a grave and
even disastrous effect upon the economic situation in Europe,
and, in these circumstances, they cannot take part in, or accept

131 FO 371 8626, C287/1/18: tel. from Crewe (unnumbered), 3.1.23, enclosing a message
from Bonar Law.

132 McFadyean Papers, box entitled ‘Treasury Business, 1919-1923”: McFadyean to Sir
Hugh Levick (Standard Bank of South Africa), 15.1.23. McFadyean was still highly critical
of the French. He added: “The lightness, amounting almost to semi-frivolity with which the
French rejected the British plan which was at any rate a good basis for discussion almost
defies explanation.”

133 FO 371 8625, C240/1/18: tel. from Crewe (unnumbered), 4.1.23, enclosing a message
from Bonar Law.
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responsibility for them.”134

Yet despite the obvious rupture, the British were extremely anxious to
maintain friendly relations, especially as Curzon was still negotiating at
Lausanne. Hence, on 3 January Bonar Law had reported that, “The tone of
the discussion was friendly throughout...”135 and the new Ambassador in Paris,
Lord Crewe, wrote to Curzon:

“...the personal cordiality and friendliness of everyone was quite
remarkable. We have been told that for the last two days
Poincaré has been most anxious that nothing irreparable should
be said when the moment of rupture came and that he was
immensely relieved afterwards. So that for the present I do not
think there is likely to be any trouble [at Lausanne].”136

Hankey reported:

“On the last day Poincaré tried once or twice to work himself into
a rage, but Bonar Law was so good tempered and agreeable in
manner that Poincaré couldn't work up anything like a real
outburst. The rupture therefore was a mild one and we parted
more in sorrow than in anger.”137

The French also seemed eager to keep the breach to a minimum, and were
anxious to avoid a large-scale military operation in the Ruhr. The legal
formalities were soon completed. On 9 January the Reparation Commission,
again by a majority of three to one (Bradbury abstaining), ruled that Germany
had ‘voluntarily defaulted’ on her coal deliveries.138 On 10 January the French
informed the Germans of the impending sanctions, saying:

“The measures in question are taken in virtue of paragraph 18 of
Annex II to part 8 of the Treaty of Versailles.139 They do not

134 FO 371 8625, C240/1/18: tel. from Crewe (unnumbered), 4.1.23, enclosing a message
from Bonar Law.
135 FO 371 8626, C287/1/18: tel. from Crewe (unnumbered), 3.1.23, enclosing a message
from Bonar Law.
136 Curzon Papers, MSS Eur. F.112/201(a): Crewe to Curzon, 5.1.23.
137 Hankey Papers, vol. 1/7: diaries, 7.1.23.
138 FO801/9: Minutes of Reparation Commission, no. 346a, decision 2321a, 8&9.1.23.
139 This paragraph reads: “The measures which the Allied and Associated Powers shall
have the right to take, in case of voluntary default by Germany, and which Germany agrees
not to regard as acts of war, may include economic and financial prohibitions and reprisals
and in general such other measures as the respective governments may determine to be
necessary in the circumstances.”
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denote on the part of France any idea of a military occupation or
of an occupation of a political character... The French
Government are sending into the Ruhr only the troops necessary
to safeguard the mission and to guarantee the execution of its
mandate.”140

But even at this early stage the underlying threat was clear:

“Should, by some manoeuvre the operations of the officials of the
mission and the installation of the troops who accompany them
be hindered or compromised and should the local authorities
create by their action or abstention from action any trouble
whatever for the material and economic life of the area all the
coercive measures and all the sanctions considered necessary
would at once be taken.”141

On 11 January 1923 the French and Belgians sent a mission of control
composed of engineers into the Ruhr in order to ensure coal and timber
deliveries. It was accompanied by troops to act, as the French insisted, as
safeguards. The Italians, eager to keep on good terms with both the French

and British, sent a token few engineers.

Within Britain the reaction to events is interesting. On 11 January the
Cabinet approved the line taken by the Prime Minister and emphasised its
“satisfaction that in spite of the impossibility of reaching agreement on the
questions before the conference, there had been no breach between the British

and French Governments.”142

Yet there were some dissenting voices. As early as 3 January, Crewe wrote to
Curzon:

“Between ourselves, I do not think that our financial provisions
have been happily put. They are too obviously Treasury, and
therefore will invite opposition for which it would surely have been
politic to wait by making the least of our reduction in the first
instance. Personally, though no doubt this is not the Government
view, I would have chanced public opinion in England, and have

140 CAB 24 158, CP11: Communication from Paris to German Embassy, 10.1.23.
141 jbid.
142 CAB 23 45, Conclusions of Cabinet Meeting, 11.1.23, 11.30am.
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asked the Allies for less.”143

Curzon too was critical of the conduct of the conference, although it is
interesting that his criticisms were all made with the benefit of hindsight and
that during the critical period before the conference he was unhelpful and
indifferent. “If you ask my private opinion”, he wrote, “I think that the
business in Paris has been deplorably mismanaged.”144 He went on to say
that it had probably been a mistake to publish the British scheme in advance,
and had certainly been a mistake to allow the break to occur so quickly.
Curzon reported that he had had a very brief meeting with Bonar Law (his one
and only during this period) in Paris before the conference, and that at this
meeting Bonar Law had assured him that the Paris discussions would last at
least a fortnight. Typically, even at this stage, Curzon was far more concerned
about Lausanne than Europe: “...on that understanding I engaged to hurry on
the matters here with a view to arriving at a decision while matters in Paris
were still in suspense. The idea of an immediate breakdown never occurred to

me and was never hinted at by him.”

Curzon then launched a vicious attack on Bonar Law: “I am afraid that his
ignorance of the proceedings not merely of Conferences, but of diplomacy in
general, led him to precipitate matters in a manner which was both
unnecessary and unwise.” Despite the fact that it was Curzon’s absence
which had left Bonar Law in the lurch and that Curzon had given him no
helpful advice or support, Curzon then went on to say quite clearly what line he
would have pursued between London and Paris. He would “have been no party
to the production of a sudden scheme at the last moment.” Rather he would
have sought to try to clear the ground between France and Britain. Then, at

Paris, negotiation should have been approached from the more favourable

143 Curzon Papers, MSS Eur. F.112/201(a): Crewe to Curzon, 3.1.23.

144 Curzon Papers: MSS Eur. F.112/201(a): Curzon to Crewe, 5.1.23. See also Crewe
Papers, C12.
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angle “rather than from the end where disagreement was unavoidable.”

Not content with criticising Bonar Law, he also sought other scapegoats.
Naturally the Treasury was an easy target, and, more particularly, Bradbury:

“I take it that the British plan was the work, in the main, of
Bradbury. Now I profoundly distrust these Treasury experts,
who fancy that they are politicians and who, in the case of
Bradbury in particular, claim to dictate the policy of their
country. I have always thought that Bradbury ought to be got rid
of...”

Even when discussing the repercussions of the Paris breakdown, Curzon
seemed oblivious of its connotations for Europe, speaking only of the Near

East: “It cannot improve my chances here...”145

Thus Curzon, probably at last realising that a showdown in Europe had
arrived, and that it placed Britain in an exceedingly embarrassing position,
desperately sought to find somebody else to blame for it. Curzon was probably
right that so provocative a British plan should not have been published and
that Bonar Law had bungled the conference. It is also true that Curzon did
have an entirely full agenda and was needed at another important conference
at that time. Even so, for Curzon to alienate himself so entirely from
European affairs and to fail to give the new Prime Minister any advice other
than that it was Lausanne that mattered, was unwise. That Curzon (rather
belatedly) realised this is surely reflected in this rather unprofessional attempt

to vindicate himself in the eyes of his new Paris ambassador.

145 Curzon Papers: MSS Eur. F.112/201(a): Curzon to Crewe, 5.1.23. See also Crewe
Papers, C12.
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Conclusion

Britain’s foreign policy on the eve of the Ruhr occupation was in the main
reactive and ad hoc. For the most part, the only approach which politicians
and officials advocated was one of procrastination - first to delay the Brussels
Conference indefinitely, and then to try to forestall it by holding the preliminary
London meeting. When this simply confirmed the deadlock the British tried
halfheartedly to involve the United States, and then at the last minute they
hastily adopted a Treasury plan for reparation settlement, tabling it at Paris

with disastrous consequences.

Revisionist historians have stressed the range of factors combining against
Poincaré. Desperate to uphold the peace settlement and facing difficult
internal problems and pressures, Poincaré found himself pushed tentatively
and unwillingly towards the Ruhr. Trachtenberg explains: “There was no
headlong rush to coercive tactics; indeed the way Poincaré backed into the
occupation of the Ruhr and hardly knew what he wanted to do once he got
there, is one of the most striking aspects of the story.”146 Keiger agrees: “This
timidity could be explained largely by the fact that Poincaré had been cornered
into the occupation of the Ruhr. To a large extent the threat of occupation had
been Poincaré’s bluff, which had been called.”147 Kent is more critical of
Poincaré’s inability to withstand the pressure - by January 1923: “...only an
improbable eleventh hour intervention by the United States could now have
prevented Poincaré from launching his nation into a self-indulgent act of

criminal folly.”148

146 Trachtenberg, Reparation, pp. ix.
147 Keiger, Poincaré, pp. 298.
148 Kent, Spoils, pp. 203.

66



At the same time the revisionists criticise British policy for wilful
irresponsibility and misjudgment. Keiger actually claims that the British were
“as much to blame as Germany for finally goading Poincaré into the Ruhr.”149
These claims are unjust. This chapter has shown that the British position was
not dissimilar to that of France. British statesmen too were constrained by
both external and internal factors. Bonar Law was elderly and in failing health.
He emerged from retirement to head a largely inexperienced Cabinet when the
Lloyd George Coalition broke up with huge political fracas. Moreover, he
inherited a critical foreign policy problem in the form of reparations with which
he had to cope without the assistance of his Foreign Secretary. Bonar Law
also had to contend with a bureaucracy strained after years of Lloyd Georgian
mismanagement, and divided over the reparation issue between the Foreign
Office and the Treasury. His task was further complicated by another factor -

public opinion.

It is impossible to gauge with any real accuracy the role of public opinion in
influencing Britain’s foreign policy on the eve of the Ruhr crisis. Apart from the
odd aside by politicians or officials, one is left having to depend on the
notoriously unreliable source of newspapers. The result is that much of what
can be gleaned is mere supposition and guesswork, and it is for this reason that
such conclusions have been omitted from the main body of the chapter, and
will be added here, in a qualified form. To the extent that it is possible to gauge
the state of public opinion, it seems that it was divided over the reparations
issue, and as such may have added yet further confusion to Bonar Law’s
already complex set of problems. An aside by Crewe on 3 January that:
“Personally I would have chanced public opinion in England, and have asked
the Allies for less”150 suggests that public opinion was in favour of a lenient

reparation settlement - in other words that it was not sympathetic to the

149 Keiger, Poincaré, pp. 297.
150 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur F.112/201(a): Crewe to Curzon, 3.1.23.
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French position. This was the opinion put forward by some of the major

newspapers. For example, both The Times and the Manchester Guardian

approved the British Paris plan.151 On the other hand, there existed in Britain
a strong element of opinion favourable to France and opposed to further
concessions to Germany. Although it seems that this body of opinion was not
as large as the Germanophile group, it was nonetheless very vocal, and had
some crucial press support. For example, on 4 January 1923, the Daily Mail
criticised the British plan, concluding: “The Germans have persistently cheated
us in the past. If experience counts for anything, they will do so again. That is

why France wants securities, and France is right.”152 The Morning Post

agreed, and on 12 January ran a leading article titled: “Good Luck to
France.”153 Divisions in public opinion may therefore have been a further

influence deterring Bonar Law from firm action.

Given all these factors, it is hardly surprising that Bonar Law chose to avoid
the Herculean task of major policy reorientation and succumbed instead to a
watery prescription of procrastination doctored on occasion with potentially
lethal Treasury proposals for reparation reduction. The Paris plan certainly
fell into this latter category. While it earned some praise in elements of the
British press, it did not provide a realistic starting point for interallied
negotiations. But the significance of the Paris plan should not be
overemphasised. While the Treasury’s document was misjudged and

needlessly provocative, and the Foreign Office foolish in accepting it, it is

151 On 4.1.28, in an article titled ‘Misunderstandings’, The Times reported: “The Allies have
got down to business at last, and are discussing not merely the vague politics, but the
actual economics of reparations. That is the great advantage of the clear presentation of a
British scheme which, whatever controversy there may be about details, does, in its main
features, express the business sense of the British community.” The Manchester Guardian
agreed. In an article on 3.1.23, entitled, “The British Plan”, it claimed that the plan: “Has
the supreme merit of attempting a final and thoroughgoing settlement. It is jar the most
honest and conscientious attempt at a settlement which the Government of this or any other
country has yet made.”

152 ‘Daily Mail’, 4.1.23: “Why did he do it?”
153 ‘Morning Post’, 12.2.23.
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unlikely - given the state of Franco-German relations and Poincaré’s domestic
political position by January 1923 - that a compromise could have been
reached at Paris. By this stage, the only way that Britain could have altered
events would have been by a fundamental rethink of the basis of her European
policy, including the crucial issue of French security. Despite occasional
murmurings by both the Treasury and the Foreign Office this question was
never discussed at length at Cabinet. Partly this was due to the internal
factors and considerations already mentioned. However, a ‘Primat der
Innenpolitik’ approach does not provide a complete explanation. ‘Aussenpolitik’
must also be considered. As important as domestic-political considerations to
Britain’s foreign policy were overriding external constraints - and, more

specifically, Britain’s desire to avoid onerous commitment.

By the closing weeks of 1922, Europe was divided, with Britain left stranded in
the middle, ‘caught between two poles’.154 Anglo-French relations had long
been troubled both by reparation and by more general British fears regarding
French strength and motives. They were also soured by an intense personal
dislike between key statesmen. Britain was not prepared to give France a firm
commitment of support, especially as it was by no means certain that such a
commitment would moderate French reparation policy. Indeed a guarantee to
France would entail the immediate and overriding risk of getting dragged into
the Ruhr - an expensive and dangerous operation which the British were
convinced could only bring disaster to Europe. On the other hand, British
policy-makers did not want to break with France and side with Germany.
Although they did not want fully to commit themselves to France, they at the
same time recognised the long-term importance of good Anglo-French relations.

Breaking with Britain’s wartime ally and aligning with her erstwhile enemy so

154 Bennett, British, pp. 35.
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soon after the end of the First World War was simply not an option.155 These
external constraints, coupled with internal domestic-political factors, explain
why British policy, increasingly hemmed in by France and Germany, drifted in
the way that it did. With compromise impossible there was nothing in practice
which Britain could do to prevent the final schism at Paris. But with the
situation in Europe now openly confrontational, Britain’s position was yet more
difficult. It remained to be seen whether she would be able to continue to

charter a middle course through such turbulent and stormy waters.

155 John Ferris agrees that, from a strategic perspective, Britain feared future Franco-
German antagonism, and that British statesmen saw French military programmes as a
threat to Britain. However, Britain also feared a more long-term threat from Germany. He
concludes: “In all, Britain sought to alter the Treaty of Versailles and the French security
system in Europe. It hoped that his delicate and gradual policy would lead Germany to
accept the postwar order.” Ferris, Men, pp. 41.
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Chapter I1

From Benevolent Neutrality to Tentative Intervention,

January - April 1923

Bonar Law’s stance at the Paris Conference, where he had sought to minimise
the breach with France, left Britain with little room for manoeuvre when
French and Belgian troops first entered the Ruhr on 11 January 1923. The
British position was confirmed at a Cabinet meeting on 11 Januaryl and was
subsequently tagged one of ‘benevolent neutrality’ towards France. As Curzon
explained on 20 March,

“[Britain’s] policy has more than once, and not unfairly been
described as one of benevolent neutrality. Its benevolence has
consisted in the fact that while unable to associate themselves
with the measures which have been taken by France and
Belgium, His Majesty’s Government have endeavoured at every
stage to make matters as little difficult as possible for their Allies,
and to interpose no obstacle to the successful prosecution of their
undertaking. Its neutrality has consisted in the fact that His
Majesty’s Government have held aloof from the dispute with
Germany, and have refrained from taking sides in the
controversy.”2

While the British were attempting to maintain this distance from the
European situation, the French and Germans were finding themselves drawn
into a dangerous confrontation. Historians who have analysed both France
and Germany at this point emphasise the reactive nature of the escalation.3
Poincaré entered the Ruhr without a clear plan of exploitation and found
himself implementing more extreme measures in response to German

resistance. On the German side, passive resistance began spontaneously with

1 CAB 23 45: Cabinet Conclusions to meeting on 11.1.23, 11.80am.
2 FO 371 8724, C5302/313/18: Memo communicated to the French ambassador, 20.3.23.

3 For more information on this, see: McDougall, France’s, pp. 252; Trachtenberg,
Reparation, pp. 293; Kent, Spoils, pp. 211; Keiger, Poincaré, pp. 298, Rupieper, _Cuno,
Chapter 4; and Feldman, Disorder, Chapter 14.
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the preemptive withdrawal of the Rhenish-Westphalian Coal Syndicate from
Essen on 10 January,4 and only received official government support and co-
ordination when it was clear that it had the support of the local populace.5
Thus both Poincaré and Cuno found themselves in situations which neither had
predicted. The Ruhr confrontation became a battle of wills between the two
nations, with the stakes much greater than mere reparation.6 A chronology of

the escalation is provided in Table 1 below.

In these circumstances, internal factors and domestic political pressures
assumed paramount importance. Poincaré’s position in the bloc national
coalition meant that he wanted to avoid antagonising the moderate Left at
home? but at the same time found himself under increasing pressure,
particularly from certain officials, to implement a more extreme occupation
policy.8 Historians differ on the impact of these domestic considerations on
Poincaré’s policy. For example, Keiger and Trachtenberg argue that in the
circumstances what was remarkable was the limited scope of the French
occupation.? Poincaré refrained from more extreme measures of coercion - for
example he rejected a plan to paralyse industry in the occupied territory10 and
did not encourage a policy of separating the Rhineland from Germany. In
particular, he vetoed any suggestions of introducing a new Rhenish currency,
even though from an economic perspective this would have been quite

justifiable.11 Rather, Poincaré wanted to win over the Rhenish population

4 See Feldman, Disorder, pp. 633 and McDougall, France’s, pp. 269.

5 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 632-4.

6 See Feldman, Disorder, pp. 632, McDougall, France’s , pp. 269, Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 103.
T Keiger, Poincaré, pp. 298.

8 McDougall, France’s , pp. 260.

9 Trachtenberg, Reparation, pp.301, Keiger, Poincaré, pp. 298.

10 Trachtenberg, Reparation, pp. 295.

11 Trachtenberg, Reparation, pp. 299.
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TABLEI:

The Progress of the Ruhr Occupation, January-March 1923.

11.1.23

15.1.23

16.1.23

17.1.23

18.1.23

19.1.23

20.1.23

24.1.23

26.1.23
1.2.23

2.2.23

12.2.23

13.2.23

25.2.23

3.3.23

8.3.23
9.3.23

12.3.23
20.3.23

French and Belgian troops occupy Essen.

Berlin issues instructions that reparation coal deliveries must stop.
Citing this as their justification, French and Belgian troops occupy
Dortmund-Bochum.

Reparation Commission declares Germany to be in default on coal
and livestock deliveries on both reparation and restitutionaccount.
France announces decision to seize customs in whole occupied area
French treops advance on Hamm. ‘

German Government issues instructions to cease deliveries of
reparations in kind to France and Belgium.

German Government forbids its officials in occupied territories to
execute orders of occupying authorities.

French arrest 13 mine magnates.

Threats of general strike cause French to put ‘Railway Defence
Scheme’ into operation in their zone.

Reparation Commission declares German to be in General Default.
France and Belgium refuse to allow coal and coke to pass from
occupied to unoccupied Germany.

Upon cancellation of Paris-Bucharest and Paris-Munich-Prague
expresses by the Germans, the French order extension of occupation
to include Offenberg and Appenwier.

Reports of wholesale arrests, expulsions and proclamation of Martial
Law by the French in their zone.

French introduce a customs line, including a 10% ad valorem duty on
all imports and exports.

Extension of occupation to Wesel and Emmerich, to control customs
clearance of goods.

Occupation of territory between bridgeheads of Mainz & Coblenz, and
between bridgeheads of Coblenz and Cologne; occupation of
Konigswinter, Kaub, Lorch, Hausen, Liederdollendorf &
Oberdollendorf.

Occupation of Mannheim, Port of Karlsruhe and Darmstadt railway
station.

10% ad valorem duty suspended.

French order that Essen colliery owners should pay 40% coal tax and
arrears by 10.3.23.

French establish customs posts at Lenep, Remschild, Wipperfiihrt &
Gummersbach.

French occupy Rheinau

Police at Oberhausen, Bottkop, Gladbeck, Buer & Horst dismissed.
Reports reach FO of 100,000 men in Ruhr; but that occupation is
unproductive regarding reparations.
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with kindness rather than coercion: “A Rhenish political entity created by the
local population would be more acceptable internationally, more palatable even
to the Germans, than one designed by the French.”12

On the other hand, McDougall emphasises the severity of the measures taken
by the occupying forces in the opening months of the occupation, viewing them
as a positive attempt by key French officials to precipitate the formation of a
separate Rhenish state - an attempt which was at least tolerated and at times
actively encouraged by Poincaré.13 He concludes that, only months into the
occupation, “Rhenish separation or permanent French control in the area had

become a serious alternative in the French government’s negotiating plan.”14

In Germany the unforeseen escalation of the crisis shook the country to its
foundations and exacerbated internal tensions and divides.15 Recent studies
have revealed that passive resistance, far from uniting Germany, actually
increased social and economic tensions as each stratum saw others as making
lesser sacrifices.16 The government found itself locked into a scenario of crisis
management. Passive resistance became an end in itself, with the
government desperately trying to create a stable currency in order to prolong
that resistance. In the light of the internal chaos in Germany, it is hardly
surprising that the attempt failed. In mid April 1923 the situation became

critical when the mark suddenly collapsed.17

In these circumstances the role of Britain was vital. Did Britain, as McDougall
argues, still retain some influence over France, because Poincaré was always

striving for an international settlement of the reparation question and so “could

12 Trachtenberg, Reparation, pp. 306.

13 McDougall, France’s, pp. 253-261.

14 McDougall, France’s, pp. 261.

15 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 632.

16 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 634-7; Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 107.
17 Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 107-111.
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not afford to go it alone even in triumph...”18 ? Or was there, as Rupieper

suggests, nothing Britain could have done?19

The existing literature provides virtually no detailed information or analysis
about the role of Britain at this point. Bennett simply dismisses the early
months of benevolent neutrality as representing a policy of ‘attrition’ and
moves on to a swift analysis of the exchange of notes in the summer months of
1923.20 Williamson, taking the traditional view of a vengeful and vindictive
France, portrays benevolent neutrality as “in fact the only realistic option
open to the British government if it wished to exert a restraining influence on
France and limit the economic and military repercussions of the occupation.”21
Only Maisel and Crowe & Corp have made any attempt to look within the
administration at this point, and in each case the attempt is sketchy and
lacking in substance. Crowe & Corp see Sir Eyre Crowe as the only prudent
and consistent driving force behind British policy. The continuation of Curzon’s
policy of benevolent neutrality is criticised as pro-French and in conflict with
Crowe’s opinion that the occupation was illegal - an opinion which, these
authors claim, ultimately triumphed with the 11 August note which declared

the occupation to be illegal and vaguely threatened independent British

18 McDougall, France’s, pp. 264. Also see Kent, Spoils, pp. 210: “...Anglo-Saxon
isolationism permitted the Ruhr tragedy to drag on until Germany had capitulated and
France and Belgium had established their illusory reparation province.”

19 Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 118: “From the beginning of the occupation, it was clear that
Germany stood alone and could not rely on foreign help. neither the United States nor Great
Britain could have stopped France and Belgium.”

20 Bennett, British, pp. 36: “Curzon’s policy was attritional. It was not going to produce
quick results, which were almost certainly unattainable, but given the enforced neutrality of
British policy it was rather clever”. Sharp agrees, actually citing this quotation from
Bennett. [Sharp, ‘Lord Curzon’.]

21 D.G. Williamson, “Great Britain and the Ruhr Crisis, 1923-1924”, British Journal of
International Studies, 3 (1977), pp. 70-91, pp. 73.
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action.22 Ephraim Maisel’s argument is rather unclear regarding the Ruhr
crisis. Although he points to an increase in the influence of the Foreign Office
‘stand’ in Cabinet after March 1923, he does not explain what this stand was.
Rather he points to three views within the Foreign Office: Crowe’s, that the
occupation was illegal; Curzon’s, that the Entente should be preserved; and a

general belief that Britain should “wait and see” what the outcome of the Ruhr

crisis would be.23

This chapter examines the true dimensions of benevolent neutrality. It looks
at the difficulties inherent in the approach, the alternatives discussed within
the British polity, and the revised approach that was ultimately adopted. In
particular it explores the interaction between events on the spot in the Ruhr,
international diplomatic considerations and internal domestic-political and
administrative forces that shaped and constrained Britain’s policy. Benevolent
neutrality was hastily adopted. Consequently, as it will be argued here, the
implementation of the policy was to involve the British government (and
particularly the Foreign Office) in endless difficulties and embarrassment.
These practical difficulties, coupled with mounting economic problems and
increasing international diplomatic pressure as the occupation crisis
progressed were ultimately to force a change in the British approach and

prompt a tentative move towards intervention.

22 Crowe and Corp, Ablest, pp. 428-430. For Crowe’s role in the 11 August note, see below,
Chapters ITI and IV. Crowe’s role in these early months of the occupation will be discussed
later in this chapter. It is worth mentioning, however, that the thesis purported in the
Crowe-Corp biography rests on the assumption that the Franco-Belgian action was illegal,
and that therefore the British should have wasted no time in telling the French so. In
reality this was not the case. The question of the legality of the Ruhr occupation was
extremely difficult to resolve - a fact of which the Foreign Office, and Crowe, were well aware.

23 E. Maisel, The Foreign Office and Foreign Policy, 1919-1926, (Brighton, 1994), pp. 124-5.
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Pressures from Practicalities:
The Reality of Benevolent Neutrality.

It is necessary first to examine the situation on the ground, as the increasingly
untenable nature of Britain’s position in the Ruhr - particularly regarding its
zone of occupation in the Rhineland - was a major factor contributing to a shift

in the overall policy approach between January and April 1923.

From the start Foreign Office officials had trouble obtaining reliable
information about the Franco-Belgian action. Only days into the occupation
conflicting quotations of troop numbers were received.24 On 17 January,
Wigram remarked: “I don’t think we are being supplied with proper information
about what goes on in the Ruhr...”25 Yet while these difficulties in tracking
precisely what was happening on the ground in the Ruhr (especially when this
was happening away from the British zone of occupation) proved a constant
source of irritation to the British, they only posed them really serious policy
problems during the separatist disturbances in the autumn of 1923.26 At the
beginning of the occupation information supply paled into insignificance beside
the problems the British encountered when actually trying to put into practice
the policy of benevolent neutrality.

Benevolent neutrality immediately caused problems for the British position on
various interallied bodies. Bradbury, the British Delegate on the Reparation
Commission, and Lord Kilmarnock, the British High Commissioner on the

Interallied Rhineland High Commission at Coblenz, were left in the awkward

24 D’Abernon put the figure at 10,000 [FO371 8703, C872/313/18: Colonial Office to
Dominions, tel. 15.1.23], while Crewe reported that 17,000 were involved [FO 371 8704,
(C924/313/18: Crewe to FO tel. 16.1.23].
25 Minute by Wigram, 17.1.23 on: FO 371 8703, C886/313/18: Edward Thurstan (British
Consul General at Cologne) to FO, letter, 12.1.23.
26 See below, Chapter V, pp. 225-237.
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and embarrassing positions of attending meetings but abstaining from any
decisions regarding the Ruhr.27 Kilmarnock soon found that this ambiguous
position rendered the British open to mounting pressure from both the French

and the Germans.

With the onset of passive resistance, the German government began passing
legislation to stop reparation deliveries. This was an act of flagrant defiance of
the Rhineland High Commission, which was supposed to approve all legislation
in the occupied territories. It placed Kilmarnock in a very difficult position.
Basically, any German in the Rhineland who obeyed a German order bidding
him to discontinue deliveries under the treaty was at the same time
committing an offence against the ordinances of the High Commission. Should
such an incident occur in the British zone, the British would be faced with the
choice of either using British courts to try the German offender (and so by
default, supporting France) or refusing to do so (and so appearing to favour
Germany).28 Already the British position was alarmingly vulnerable, and was
dependent on the goodwill of both the French and the Germans not to provoke

incidents in the British zone.29 The Foreign Office was aware of the

27 On 11 January the Cabinet authorised instructions to be sent to Kilmarnock and
Bradbury. Kilmarnock’s read:; “ The policy of undiminished friendship with France will, so
far as the Interallied Rhineland High Commission is concerned, be best served by your
continued attendance at its meetings. Should, however, any question come before the High
Commission arising out of, or affecting French independent action ... you should declare that,
under the instructions of your government, you are precluded from taking part in any
decision on that particular matter.” [CAB 23 45: Cabinet Conclusions, 11.1.23: Dispatch
agreed to be sent to Kilmarnock and, altered accordingly, to Bradbury.]

28 FO 371 8705, C1167/313/18: Kilmarnock to WO, tel., 19.1.23.

29 Bennett agrees that the French had the opportunity to cause problems for the British in
this area, though he gives no details and does not mention Germany’s role [Bennett, British
pp. 35]. Crowe and Corp disagree, saying that Curzon “failed completely to make use of the
leverage which Britain undoubtedly possessed as a result of their zone of occupation in the
Rhineland... Instead he [Curzon] went out of his way [to give help and facilities to the
French], giving them the right to run railway lines and move troops across it, to collect
customs, to deliver coal and to interfere in policy matters.” [Crowe and Corp, Ablest,pp.
428]. Williamson gives the most detailed account of the practical difficulties facing the
British, but like Bennett he blames these on the French and does not discuss their impact
on the overall policy of benevolent neutrality. [Williamson, ‘Great Britain’, pp. 74-5.]
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difficulties30 , but was unable to come up with any real answers.31 The issue
came before Cabinet on 26 January.32 It was agreed that both the French and
Germans should be warned of the importance of avoiding incidents in the
British zone and that the threat be made that if the position of the British local
authorities was rendered too difficult then the British might be forced to
withdraw their troops altogether.83 This had some effect. On 1 February
assurances were received that Poincaré would avoid incidents in the British

zone.34

However the British had only secured this respite by threatening to use their
ultimate sanction - that of withdrawing their presence altogether. Both
Bennett and Sharp claim that the possible withdrawal of the British occupying
force in the Rhineland was one of the few cards which Britain held at the outset
of the occupation and which could be used to express publicly Britain’s
disapproval of French policy.35 In fact however withdrawal of British troops
was never really a viable alternative. The issue was debated during the last
week in January, but the consensus opinion was overwhelmingly in favour of

remaining. Subsequently the question was not raised. Both the French and

30 On 22 January, Lampson commented on “... the extremely difficult situation which the
British authorities on the spot are faced, and the likelihood that they will become worse”
[Minute by Lampson, 22.1.23 on: FO 371 8705, C1213/313/18: General Godley
(Commanding Officer of the British Army of Occupation in the Rhineland) to War Office, tel.,
21.1.23].
31 On 22 January Kilmarnock was once more sent ambiguous instructions: “If... you are
requested to proceed against a German national in British zone for acting in accordance with
the orders of his government contrary to orders of the High Commission, you should express
your inability to do so but at the same time you may intimate that you will place no obstacle
in the way of allied authorities enforcing their decision within the British zone provided that
there can be no question of employment of either British troops or officials or of their
becoming involved”. [FO 371 8705, C1167/313/18: Tel. 6 To Kilmarnock, 22.1.23.1.
32 CAB 23 45: Conclusions of Cabinet meeting on 26.1.23.
33 CAB 23 45: Appendix to Conclusions of Cabinet meeting on 26.1.23: tel. 19 to
D’Abernon, 24.1.23; and tel. 14 to Kilmarnock, 24.1.23.
34 On 1 February Crewe telegraphed the FO that: “In a note received today Monsieur
Poincaré informs me that Monsieur Tirard has seen Lord Kilmarnock and has given him
satisfaction in regard to French action in the British zone which will be reduced to minimum
necessary to maintain order and putting into force orders of High Commission.” (FO 371
8709, C2023/313/18: Crewe, tel. 129, 1.2.23)
35 Bennett, British, pp. 35; Sharp, ‘Lord Curzon’, pp. 86.
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German governments clearly wanted British troops to remain - the French as
a sign of the continuation of the Entente, and the Germans out of fear of a
further increase in French power if they left. For example, after visiting Paris
in March, Lord Derby, the Secretary of State for War, confidentially informed
Bonar Law: “I am quite convinced that they [the French] are very anxious that
we should remain at Cologne. They feel that as long as we are there the
Entente lasts...”36 ; while Frederic Rosenberg, the German Minister for Foreign
Affairs, told D’Abernon that: “he would be very glad if His Majesty’s
Government could decide to retain troops...”37 Thus retention of the British
troops greatly strengthened the British position when dealing with both the
French and the Germans. Moreover, as Kilmarnock pointed out:

“I am convinced that withdrawal would be interpreted ... as a
definite taking of sides with Germany against France... We should
surrender our whole influence on the continent of Europe and be
left in a position of impotent spectators deprived of all our
prestige. We should, moreover, sacrifice last chance of obtaining
anything in the way of reparations through allied action... If we
remain we are still capable of putting a check on French to some
extent and can exercise direct influence on course of events and in
final settlement.”38

Given the extreme difficulties, weaknesses and vulnerability of the British
position otherwise, it is hardly surprising that this was viewed as the overriding

consideration and that it was decided to maintain the British presence.3°

However, this decision to remain, while it might have solved some problems, at
the same time created others. Although Poincaré had been persuaded (at least

for the time being) to refrain from causing problems in the British zone, the

36 Bonar Law Papers, Box 108, Folder 6: Derby to Bonar Law, letter, 12.3.23. Derby had
already emphasised this view in an earlier letter to Bonar Law on 24 January: “I am quite
convinced that we ought to keep our troops at Cologne if it is humanly possible to do so”.
[WO 137/1, Derby to Bonar Law, 24.1.23]
37 FO 371 8707, C1568/313/18: D’Abernon tel. 54, 25.1.23 .
38 FO 371 8707, C1558/313/18: Kilmarnock tel. 29, 25.1.23 .
39 CAB 23 45: Conclusions of Cabinet on 26.1.23. The Cabinet concluded: “That the policy
of the Government should be to maintain the British garrison in the Rhineland as long as
possible, and to do their utmost to avoid any incident which might necessitate the
withdrawal of British forces.”
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British position was still vulnerable. Poincaré was to exploit this vulnerability
over two key issues: over the question of a customs sanction, and over the
question of transporting reparations requisitioned in the Ruhr to the Allied
countries - a transport movement which the French insisted had no alternative

but to cross the British zone.

The Transport Question

It was Bonar Law who first alerted the Foreign Office to the possibility of
trouble in this area by requesting information on the passage of coal through
the British zone.40 The Foreign Office was quick to ascertain that reparation
deliveries en route to Lorraine and to eastern France did pass through
Cologne.41 A weary Lampson commented:

“I am afraid that we may have trouble over this. For in all
probability the German railway employees in the British zone will
refuse to handle reparations coal and coke. We shall then be
faced with another problem. But frankly the problems are so
many and the situation so involved that I would submit that in
this case it is better to await until the problem presents itself in
concrete form before considering what measures are possible to
meet it.”42

The predicted situation, of course, soon arose. Only two weeks into the
occupation, the arrests of several Ruhr magnates prompted workers to
threaten a general railway strike if they were punished.43 In response, the
French put into force in their zone what was called the “Railway Defence
Scheme”; and suggested that they might also do this in the British zone.
Although General Alex Godley (the officer in command of the British Army of
Occupation in the Rhineland) replied that present circumstances did not yet

warrant such action, the issue was far from closed.44 If there was a strike

40 FO 371 8706, C1293/313/18: Message to FO from Prime Minister’s Private Secretary,
22.1.23.

41 FO 371 8706, C1413/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 17, 23.1.23.
42 Minute on above by Lampson, 24.1.23.

43 See FO 371 8705, C1173/313/18: D’Abernon to FO, tel. 45, 20.1.23, and FO 371 9705,
C1198/313/18: D’Abernon tel. 46, 21.1.23.

44 FO 371 8706, C1518/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 28, 24.1.23.
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then the British would not have sufficient technical personnel in their zone to
run the railways, and so the French would have a very strong case for sending
in their staff. The question would then arise as to whether to use British troops
to protect the French workers or whether to allow French troops into the
British zone for this purpose. Cadogan emphasised the problems: “....we are
faced with the alternative of either directly hampering French action in the
Ruhr or actively assisting it with the presence of our troops. The one is as
undesirable as the other.”45 Lampson agreed, concluding: “Frankly I am at a
loss to make any suggestion as it is a matter of policy which the Government

alone can decide.”6

The situation continued to deteriorate. On 30 January, General Wilhelm
Groner (the German Minister of Transport) ordered that “Coal and wood trains
to France or Belgium are not to be moved either in old or new occupied area or
in English zone.”s7 Although to a large extent the point at issue was an
academic one, as in reality virtually no reparation cargoes were being moved
anyway, Lampson was to be proved right when he minuted on this

communication: “This may well bring matters to a head in our zone.”8

On 6 February the French Ambassador in London handed to the Foreign Office
an official note from the French Government requesting British permission for
the French authorities to take the measures necessary to ensure the
transport of reparation coal and coke from the Ruhr across the British zone to
France.49 This prompted Lampson to minute:

“I am tempted to wonder whether the French are not coming to

45 Minute by Cadogan 25.1.23 on: FO 371 8706, C1518/313/18:Kilmarnock, tel. 28,
24.1.23.

46 Minute by Lampson, 25.1.23 on: FO 371 8706, C1518/313/18:Kilmarnock, tel. 28,
24.1.23.

47 FO 371 8708, C1866/313/18: D’Abernon, tel. 61, 30.1.23.
48 Minute on above by Lampson, 31.1.23.

49 FO 371, 8711 C2329/313/18: Note from French Ambassador, 6.2.23; and letter 482 to
Crewe in reply, 9.2.23.
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the conclusion that our continued presence at Cologne merely
hampers them and that we would be as well out of the way. That
would explain this move which otherwise seems unnecessary at
the moment seeing that little or no coal is at present leaving the
Rubhr for France.”50

Indeed, such fears of a more stringent tendency in French policy had been
foreshadowed in earlier reports. For example, on 26 January Crewe had
reported that:

“...I1think it is quite clear that French government are embarking
upon a new and more drastic stage in their Ruhr policy with
definite object of isolating Ruhr and setting up administration
under French high commissioner with every prospect of an
occupation which may last an indefinite time.”51

The Foreign Office was aware of the weakness of the British position in the
face of more hostile French acts. Lampson commented on 13 February: “The
more one considers this problem the more difficult does it seem to harmonise
the policy of passivity with our declared intention of throwing no obstacle in

France’s way.”52

Yet unless the Cabinet sanctioned a change to the overall policy of benevolent
neutrality, all Foreign Office officials could do was to try to cobble together
some kind of makeshift agreement acceptable to both the French and
Germans. There were some possibilities, though none appeared satisfactory.
Kilmarnock suggested allowing the French to transport coal and coke from the
Ruhr via the Gravenbroich-Diiren line. This, as is illustrated in the map below,
crossed the British zone at only a small corner, which Kilmarnock argued could
be transferred to France as “it is not of any intrinsic importance and no British

troops have ever been stationed there.”53

50 Minute on above by Lampson, 6.2.23.
51 FO 371 8707, C1666/313/18; Crewe, tel. 103, 26.1.23.
52 Minute by Lampson, 13.2.23 on: FO 371 8712, C2699/313/18: Kilmarnock, dispatch 56,
11.2.23.
53 FO 371 8712, C2580/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 54, 10.2.23.
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Railway Communications between France and the

Rulir & Rhine Area, Spring 1923.54
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54 Source: F0371 8732, C10498/313/18: Kilmarnock, disp. 360, 14.6.23.
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On 10 February Kilmarnock actually met with General Jean-Joseph-Marie
Degoutte, the officer in command of the occupying forces, to discuss this
alternative. Meanwhile General Godley suggested that 28 trains a day could
till carry reparation coal from Germany to France and Belgium by alternative
routes which avoided the British zone altogether.55 The Foreign Office seized
on this idea, and on 9 February, Crewe was instructed to suggest it to Poincaré
- once more using the threat of withdrawal of British troops as a bargaining
card.56 Crewe duly saw Poincaré, who wished to send General Jean-Marie-
Charles Payot, a military transport expert, over to London to discuss the whole

transport question.57

A meeting was hastily scheduled for the morning of 15 February. Present were
General Payot, M. Yves Le Trocquer (the French Minister of Public Works),
Bonar Law, Curzon and Derby, as well as various officials, including Crowe,
Lampson and Hankey.58 On 16 February, after Bonar Law had consulted the
Cabinet,59 Le Trocquer agreed to consult Poincaré on a basis favourable to the
British.60 The French abandoned their initial request for the use of all the

railways in the British zone6l and agreed instead to try the British

55 Minute by Lampson on: FO 371 8711, C2329/313/18: note from French Ambassador,
6.2.23. The idea for this suggestion had originally come from Lord Derby. On 25 January
he wrote to Godley: “...the only thing I can think of is one I put to you very tentatively and in
strict confidence. Do you think it would be possible to arrange with the German railway
officials that they should work such a number of coal trains through as have been worked on
say a monthly average before the French entered the Ruhr?” [WO 137/1, Derby to Godley,
25.1.231).

56 FO 371 8711, C2329/313/18: FO to Crewe, letter 482, 9.2.23.

57 FO 371 8712, C2596/313/18: Crewe, tel. 73, 11.2.23.

58 FO 371 8713, C2922/313/18: Notes of meeting on 15.2.23. The Foreign Office had
anticipated a visit by General Godley only (to be met by Derby) and were thrown into a
complete flurry when, on the morning of 14 February the Quai d’Orsay telephoned Lampson
to say that Le Trocquer, the French Minister of Public Works, would also be arriving in
London - at 10 o’clock that same night. [FO 371 8713, C2859/313/18: memo by Lampson,
14.2.23.] Curzon’s displeasure was clear: “I think it not only discourteous but wrong that
the French should attempt to rush us in this way without warning.” [Minute by Curzon,
14.2.23 on: FO 371 8713, C2859/313/18.]

59 CAB 23 45: Conclusions of Cabinet, 15.2.23, 6pm

60 FO 371 8713, C2945/313/18: Notes of meeting on 16.2.23.

61 FO 371 8713, C2922/313/18: Notes of meeting on 15.2.23.
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compromise of using the Gravenbroich-Diiren line, along with the corner of the

British zone which it crossed.62

It was decided to leave the job of finalising the finer details of the working
arrangements to the “men on the spot.” Thus once again they were left with
the unenviable task of implementing London policy decisions, while, as ever,
fears remained that the French would seek to exploit the practicalities of the
situation in their favour:

“If we are not careful as to the instructions under which General
Godley will have to act in making the desired working
arrangement with General Payot, we may find ourselves
committed, before we quite know where we are, to allowing the
passage of a number of trains quite out of proportion to what is
required for the French troops...”63

Godley and Kilmarnock therefore began negotiating details with Degoutte and
Payot at Cologne. On 5 March an agreement was reached. As well as ceding
the area traversed by the Diiren-Gravenbroich railway®é4 , the British allowed
the French to run in each direction through the British zone ten military trains
and two food trains a day.65 Kiimarnock concluded: “Unless your Lordship is
prepared to take the matter up again with the French Government, I do not

feel that we can obtain any further concessions on the spot.”66

Yet as late as 22 March this agreement had not been put into effect.67 This
time it was the Germans who were delaying the operation of the trains

through the British zone. Wigram was convinced that they were purposely

62 FO 371 8713, C2922/313/18: Notes of meeting on 15.2.23. On 20 February the British
were informed that Poincaré was in favour of this offer. [FO 371 8715, C3191/313/18:
minute by Lampson, 20.2.23.]

63 Minute by Crowe, 18.2.23 on: FO 371 8714, C3009/313/18: D’Abernon, tel. 92, 17.2.23.

64 Instructions concerning that had been sent to General Godley on 19 February. [FO 371
8714, C3009/313/18: Tel. 41 to Kilmarnock, 19.2.23]

65 FO 371 8719, C4284/313/18: Kilmarnock, dispatch 97, 6.3.23.

66 FO 371 8719, C4284/313/18: Kilmarnock, dispatch 97, 6.3.23.

67 FO 371 8724, C5406/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 156, 22.3.23.
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“making every difficulty they possibly can for us” with “the deliberate object of
splitting us from the French”.68 On 26 March Lampson met Friedrich
Sthamer, the German Ambassador in London and spoke in strong tones about
the matter.69 The Germans clearly took heed. On 29 March, Kilmarnock
telegraphed: “Agreement is now in force and trains under it will begin running
as soon as technical details have been worked out. French have been

informed.”70

The complex situation seemed, at last to have been settled, but this was due
largely to the tact and subtlety of the men - both French and British - who
were involved on the ground in the Ruhr71 | and to the fact that in the final
analysis, both France and Germany had refrained from pushing Britain too far.

The Customs Sanction

With the apparent solution of the transport question, British problems were by
no means over. As well as creating difficulties over the railways, both the
French and Germans ensured that the British were kept constantly occupied
with the customs sanction. Indeed, the customs sanction had become an issue
even before the transport question, and was to remain a thorn in the side of

Whitehall long after the railway settlement.

British difficulties began when on 17 January, the French Ambassador told

Bonar Law that owing to the continued German default the French were to

68 Minute by Wigram, 23.2.23 on FO 371 8724, C5406/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 156,
22.3.23.
69 FO 371 8725, C5691/313/18: Conversation between Lampson and the German
Ambassador, 26.3.23.
70 FO 371 8725, C5895/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel.178, 29.3.23.
T1 1t is interesting that British officials on the spot showed sympathy for their French
colleagues at times. For example, General Godley wrote on 16 February: “From a soldier’s
point of view I cannot but have the greatest sympathy with Degoutte as regards his line of
communications...” [’Abernon papers, vol. 48927A, Godley to D’Abernon, 16.2.23.]
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take further measures. A customs sanction consisting of discriminatory duties
to be levied on German trade would be imposed. It would be implemented by
ordinances of the Rhineland High Commission and executed by military
decree.72 Saint-Aulaire then asked Bonar Law to allow the application of this
sanction in the British zone also73 . Thus the French had put Bonar Law in a
very unenviable position. Either he could refuse to allow the customs sanction
to be implemented in the British zone, in which case the French would claim
that Britain was actively taking the German side by undermining the customs
sanction in the French zone also; or he could agree to the sanction, which the

Germans would undoubtedly object to as a pro-French move.

Faced with such an unwelcome choice, Bonar Law tried desperately to
maintain benevolent neutrality. He agreed to allow the French to implement
their sanction on condition that neither Lord Kilmarnock nor British troops be
in any way involved.74 This decision added yet more difficulties to the practical
problems facing the British on the spot. The dangers were immense. Although
Bonar Law had agreed to allow the customs sanction in the British zone, it was
unlikely that the Germans would co-operate. The French might then demand
the wholesale arrest of recalcitrant Germans, to which it would be impossible
for the British to agree as their administration simply could not function with

such important losses of personnel.?5

Fortunately for the Foreign Office, events did not immediately follow this

72 FO 371 8704, C988/313/18: Memo by Lampson on conversation between Bonar Law
and the French Ambassador,17.1.23.

73 FO 371 8704, C988/313/18: Memo by Lampson on conversation between Bonar Law
and the French Ambassador,17.1.23.

74 FO 371 8704, C988/313/18: Memo by Lampson on conversation between Bonar Law
and the French Ambassador,17.1.23.

75 The potential for problems of this kind was quickly evident. On 21 January, General
Godley reported that a French customs inspector had visited the local office of the Inland
Revenue, and that the German in charge had refused to produce the necessary books. The
French were now demanding the expulsion of the offending German [FO 371 8705,
C1213/313/18: Godley to WO, tel., 21.1.23.1.
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course. Partly this was because of an agreement between Kilmarnock and
Paul Tirard (the President of the Rhineland High Commission) whereby Tirard
agreed to do his best not to embarrass the British Rhineland administration.76
It was also because the French themselves were having problems organising
an effective sanction. It was not until 12 February that the French pushed the
customs sanction through the Rhineland Commission, with Kilmarnock
abstaining. Even then the measures proposed were merely temporary - until a
detailed scheme of duties had been worked out, a blanket duty of 10% on all
exports and imports would be introduced. However, in a more stringent move,
the French called for the introduction of an entirely new customs organisation
and the dismissal of the existing customs officials. This would have involved
French demands for wholesale arrests in the British zone and so certainly had
the potential to make the British position untenable. But fortunately the
British were saved from this embarrassment because the French did not in
practice push for the introduction of an entirely new administration in the
British zone. The French and Belgians soon found that they did not have
sufficient skilled and experienced personnel to replace the German

administration in their own zones, let alone to tackle the British zone as well.77

Although spared the most extreme difficulties, British officials were still left in
the position of having to co-operate with the French 10% ad valorem rate, and
this in itself was to cause more than its fair share of problems. Unsurprisingly,
the German government refused to recognise the validity of the Rhineland High
Commission’s ordinances regarding customs, and demanded that duties should
also be paid to licensing offices in unoccupied territory.” Thus all trade
between occupied and unoccupied Germany was now subject to two sets of

duties - the allied duty on goods entering or leaving occupied territory, and the

76 FO 371 8705, C1213/313/18: Godley to WO, tel., 21.1.23.

7T FO 371 8721, C4704/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 125, 12.3.23.

78 FO 371 8711, C2411/313/18: Thurstan, dispatch 80, 5.2.23.
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German duty on goods entering or leaving unoccupied territory. Complaints

from British traders affected in this way soon flooded into Whitehall.79

By this stage the Department of Overseas Trade was on the verge of panic,
claiming that the 10% import tax made it impossible for firms to buy raw
materials at competitive prices, while the export tax was strangling trade. The
result was that the German markets which Britain had so painstakingly re-

established since the war were being destroyed.80

Yet unless Bonar Law’s overall policy towards the customs sanction changed,
there was little that Foreign Office officials could do. An interdepartmental
meeting was held on 26 February to consider the affects of the occupation on
British trade. All that could be suggested was to try to obtain concessions
from the French authorities on the spot and at the same time make
representations to the Germans on behalf of British traders.81 This D’Abernon
did on 9 March, but he met with a cold reception from Rosenberg, who declared
that the “problem is not due to German action but to French illegality”, and
concluded that should the German government force traders to conform to the
Franco-Belgian licensing regulations it would “be regarded as a complete

surrender” and “would probably lead to a ministerial crisis...”82

79 At the beginning of March John Sterndale Bennett (Second Secretary in the Central
Department) minuted: “As regards commercial difficulties in the Ruhr we are ourselves being
inundated with complaints from British firms many of whom demand that protests shall be
made to the French government.” [ FO 371 8717, C3645/313/18: Minute by Sterndale
Bennett, 1.3.23.] On 7 March the Board of Trade reported that: “The pressure of work in
the Department resulting from the disturbance of British trade with the Ruhr and
Rhineland due to the economic measures taken by the French and Belgians has increased
considerable during the last week. A large number of appeals have been received for getting
goods out of, and into, the occupied Territory.” [BT 196/19: Board of Trade report No. 266,
for week ending 7.3.23.]

80 FO 371 8721, C4477/313/18: Department of Overseas Trade to FO, 9.3.23.

81 See Minute by Sterndale Bennett, 27.2.23 on FO 371 8717, C3709/313/18: FO memo on
Restrictions on trade on Rhineland and Ruhr & FO 371 8796, C3547/2751/18: Minutes of
interdepartmental meeting, 26.2.23.
82 FO 371 8721, C4523/313/18: D’Abernon, tel. 117, 9.3.23.
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Fortunately the situation was to some extent relieved by the French and
Belgians. Faced with mounting chaos in the Ruhr owing to their customs duty,
as well as increased international unpopularity as a result of the disruption to
international trade, the Rhineland High Commission decided on 8 March to
modify the 10% tax83 and on 10 March began to consider reintroducing in the
occupied territories the German import tariff as it had stood on 20 April
192284  Although the British recognised that this would not be a final
solution85 they were anxious to encourage such a development and so began to
apply direct pressure. On 12 March Crewe and Sir George Grahame, British
Ambassador in Brussels, were instructed to ask the French and Belgians to
make concessions regarding British trade interests, explaining that:

“Delays and losses to British trade resulting from measures taken
by French and Belgian authorities in old and new occupied
territories are creating most unfortunate impression here and are
exposing His Majesty’s Government to strong pressure in
Parliament and from numerous trade interests affected.”86

While on 16 March Sir Eric Phipps, Chargé d’Affaires at the Paris Embassy,
and Grahame were instructed to speak in no uncertain terms to the French
and Belgian governments:

“His Majesty’s Government are fast losing patience at all these
vexatious restrictions on legitimate British trade. You should at
once bring above to French [/Belgian] notice and urge them in firm
language to instruct their local authorities to desist from payment
of duties and tax.”87

These representations did have some effect, and the French and Belgians

seemed more understanding of British trade interests. On 12 March,

Kilmarnock reported: “We have now got from our allies practically all the

83 FO 371 8720, C4360/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 111, 8.3.23.
84F0O 371 8721, C4528/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 116, 10.3.23.
85 As Cadogan noted: “...this will not materially affect the deadlock, which is due to the fact
that duty (at whatever rate) has to be paid to the Allied authorities instead of to the
German customs” [Minute by Cadogan 8.3.23 on FO 371 8720, C4360/313/18: Kilmarnock,
tel. 111, 8.3.23.]
86 FO 371 8719, C4320/313/18: tel. 117, to Crewe, 12.3.23; & tel. 43 to Grahame,
12.3.23.
87 FO 371 8722, C4766/313/18: tel. 126, to Phipps, 16.3.23; & tel. 50, to Grahame,
16.3.23.
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concessions asked for ... Trouble we are now experiencing comes from German

side.”88

Pressure was also put on the Germans. On 14 March D’Abernon was
instructed to tell Rosenberg that the situation whereby British traders were
forced to pay double was unacceptable, especially as the German customs
officials were lucky to be able to function in the British zone at all.89 Like the
French, the Germans also seemed to relent. On 16 March D’Abernon reported
that in the case of three major firms the Germans had agreed to waive their
licenses and export duties and to guarantee the refund of a percentage of

reparation tax already paid.90

Once again the British position had narrowly been maintained. When it came
to the crunch neither the French nor the Germans wanted to risk entirely
alienating Britain. But, at the same time, they were both anxious to maintain
some way of wielding influence over Britain. In this each succeeded, as Britain
was still dependent on the goodwill of both the French and German
governments to safeguard the interests of her traders. Once again the acute

vulnerability of the British position had been revealed.

88 FO 371 8721, C4704/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 125, 12.3.23.
89 FO 371 8721, C4704/313/18: FO to D’Abernon, tel. 57, 14.3.23.
90 FO 371 8723, C4967/313/18;: D’Abernon, tel. 128, 16.3.23.
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Towards Intervention:

The Revision of the British Approach.

The continuing practical difficulties of implementing so ambiguous and delicate
a balancing act as that entailed in benevolent neutrality proved a constant
irritant and rendered life for British officials and civil servants far from easy.
Their task was not helped by a lack of effective leadership at the top level.
Bonar Law, though well-meaning and conscientious, was overworked and his
health was failing. With his Foreign Secretary absent at the Lausanne
Conference until 5 February, he faced an unenviable task. Desperately trying
to keep his country out of troublesome involvements and committed by his
election manifesto to maintaining friendship with France, it is not surprising
that he clung to benevolent neutrality. But he lacked a full awareness of the
practical difficulties involved in the implementation of the policy and was apt
to make policy decisions with little understanding of what they really entailed.
This is amply illustrated by the enormous difficulties into which he launched
the Foreign Office by agreeing quite happily to allow the French to implement

their customs sanction in the British zone.

Curzon’s role, at least at first, was also open to criticism. Although it is true
that he was entirely occupied with the Lausanne Conference, he did not so
much as offer advice to Bonar Law. On the contrary, he was quick to criticise
the struggling Prime Minister and to blame him for the situation. On 25
January, Curzon told Crewe:

“I will not say anything about the Ruhr, which is being dealt with
by Bonar at home, except that I think we, as well as the French,
are getting into a more difficult position every day, and that great
pressure will be put upon us, when Parliament meets, to define
our position more clearly and to extricate ourselves from the
dangers in which we may probably find ourselves involved.”01

91 Curzon Papers Mss Eur. F.112/201(a): Curzon (Lausanne) to Crewe (Paris), letter,
25.1.23.
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Curzon was right. By the time he did return to the helm of the Foreign Office
the British position was strained almost to breaking point, as, far from getting
easier as the occupation progressed, the initially complex British position had
become even more untenable as time passed and the deadlock deepened. The
situation in the Ruhr and Rhineland was causing increasing embarrassment
and making Britain dependent on both French and German cooperation. The

economic effects were also becoming more serious.

Although some British industries (for example coal) may have benefited from
the loss of a major competitor, in general the economic repercussions of the
Ruhr crisis were unfavourable. By April the Department of Overseas Trade
reported that apart from, for example, coal, iron and steel, “... the uncertainty
of the situation on the Continent has proved a set-back to recovery...”92
British trade with the Ruhr and Rhineland, as well as with unoccupied
Germany was severely disrupted. Complaints flooded in from British
businessmen and merchants, while fears mounted of wholesale collapse of

markets in Europe.

Increasing practical difficulties coupled with mounting economic discontent
might not alone have been sufficient to produce a change in the British
position. Yet when these two factors were coupled with a third component the
pressure was to prove irresistible. This third factor was mounting diplomatic
pressure from other countries, who were becoming more desperate for a
solution. Initially tentative attempts to suggest negotiations became much
more pressing - and naturally Britain was the first to be targeted as it was

assumed that her influence could break the stalemate.

In the diplomatic sphere it was at first relatively straightforward for Britain to

92 BT 207/4: Department of Overseas Trade Bulletin of Information, volume VII, No. 5,
April 1923.
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maintain her neutral stance. Like her, most other countries wanted to
maintain their distance from the crisis, in general desiring no part in the
French action and often disapproving of it. For example, the Hungarian press
portrayed the occupation as a punitive French attempt to render Germany
politically helpless,93 while the Netherlands Foreign Minister thought that the
French had ulterior motives.94 Even the Swedish Church was alarmed by the
humanitarian effect of the French action on the population in the occupied
territory.95 Russia also protested, claiming to be speaking on behalf of the
Ruhr proletariat.96

Despite these reports of international disapproval of the French (which may
indeed have reinforced the British in their decision to take no part in the French
action) there was as yet no great diplomatic pressure for Britain to assume a
role in mediation. There was a vague attempt by Sweden to push for League of
Nations mediation;97 but at this stage it proved quite easy for Britain to stand
aloof, as the French were quick to stamp out any hint of League
intervention.98 The United States also seemed quite uninterested. Geddes
reported that American public opinion was mixed: “Serious threat to future
stability of Europe hardly seems to be appreciated at all outside of

administrative and financial circles...”99

In the opening stages of the crisis Germany frequently approached Britain, but

failed to exert any real pressure on her policy. Regular protests were handed to

93 FO 371 8703, C829/313/18: Hohler (Budapest), letter, 11.1.23.
94 FO 371 8704, C1110/313/18: Marling (Hague), letter, 17.1.23.
95 FO 371 8711, C2367/313/18: Barclay (Stockholm), dispatch 49, 2.2.23.
96 FO 371 8707, C1682/313/18: D’Abernon, disp. 60, 24.1.23.
97 FO 371 8703, C899/313/18: Barclay (Stockholm), letter, 9.1.23..
98 Minute by Sterndale Bennett, 1.2.23 on FO 371 8709, C2004/313/18: Barclay
(Stockholm), letter 41, 26.1.23. If successful, this attempt to involve the League could have
compromised Britain’s position of neutrality, or at least have dragged her even more into the
centre of the troubles.
99 FO 371 8705, C1259/313/18: Geddes (Washington), tel. 284, 21.1.23.
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the Foreign Office by the German ambassador, but these either met with little
or no reply. For example, a protest by the German government against the
ordinances issued by the Rhineland High Commission,100 and another
protesting at the expulsion of German officials from the occupied territories101

were merely officially acknowledged.

In the same way, early German feelers towards mediation left the Foreign
Office singularly unimpressed. On 24 January, Kilmarnock reported that the
businessman Dr. Paul Silverberg had visited Berlin and had met with Cuno and
Rosenberg. Silverberg reported that the German Government would welcome
British mediation in the direction of a form of round table discussion.
Kilmarnock was encouraged by this report: “This is first sign I have seen of
any desire on the part of German Government to negotiate”102, but Lampson
was unimpressed: “I mistrust information conveyed so indirectly...I think Lord
Kilmarnock is unduly impressed with alleged desire by Germany for
mediation.”103 Lampson’s views were justified when it transpired that the
Germans would categorically refuse to negotiate unless the French first

withdrew their troops.104

This intransigent German position meant that negotiations or mediation by
Britain during the early weeks of the occupation were not on the agenda in any
case. However, as the crisis progressed, several countries began to desire a
more active role by Britain. This, coupled with mounting economic pressure
and the increasingly problematical position on the spot rendered the British
stance exceptionally difficult. In consequence, when Curzon did at last return

and turn his attention to the European situation, he began tentatively to

100 FO 371 8706, C1407/313/18: Letter from German Ambassador, 23.1.23.
101 FO 371 8706, C1408/313/18: Letter from German Ambassador 23.1.23.
102 FO 371 8706, C1485/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 21, 24.1.23.
103 Minute on above by Lampson, 25.1.23.
104 FO 371 8707, C1598/313/18: D’Abernon, tel. 55, 25.1.23.
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explore alternatives.

It was in fact Mussolini, undoubtedly anxious for a seat at the top table of
international diplomacy, who initially was responsible for increasing the
pressure on the British.105 Although at first his ideas were scathingly snubbed
by the British, his persistence soon became far more trying. Italy’s initial
advances were obviously an attempt by Mussolini to keep all his options open.
He was anxious not to alienate Britain even though he had halfheartedly
supported the Franco-Belgian action. The British were in fact intercepting
telegrams between Rome and London at this time, and learned that as early as
14 January Mussolini had told Torretta: “The attitude of Italy is much closer to
that of England than it is to that of France.”106 This was confirmed when on
15 January Mussolini explained to his Council of Ministers that he: “urged
France to limit the military nature of the operation and hoped that an
agreement would be swift - although he felt that a solution could only be found
with English participation and consent.”107 Mussolini having thus prepared the
ground, on 17 January the Italian Charge d’Affaires, Sr. Preziosi, asked Ronald
Lindsay, Assistant Under Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, if Britain
could persuade Berlin to adopt a more moderate line. Lindsay replied that the

British government were not prepared to intervene at Berlin.108

Mussolini was not deterred. On 1 February, he categorically denied ever having
been involved in the French action: “The resistance of Germany in regard to

economic matters has produced measures of a political and military character

105 On the vacillations of Italian foreign policy at this stage, see: A. Cassels, Mussolini’s
Early Diplomacy (Princeton, 1970), pp. 60-67.
106 HW 12 42, No. 012330: Mussolini to Italian Embassy, London, tel. 168, 14.1.23.
107 FO 371 8704, C1085/313/18: Graham (Rome), letter, 16.1.23.
108 FO 371 8704, C1073/313/18: memo by Lindsay, 17.1.23. The unwillingness of the
British to co-operate with Mussolini at this point may also have owed something to rumours
(quickly denied by Mussolini) that he had countenanced some form of continental bloc
excluding Britain. [See C.J. Lowe & F. Marzari, Italian Foreign Policy, 1870-1940 (London,
1975), pp. 192-3; D. Mack Smith, Mussolini (London, 1981), pp. 61; and Cassels,
Mussolini’s, pp. 61-3.]
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on the part of France and Belgium, from which Italy, in accordance with her
own line of conduct, has remained completely aloof.”109 Cadogan was not in the
least impressed: “I suppose the Italian Engineers went to the Ruhr for their
health.”110 Crewe agreed: “The Italians have cut a wretched figure over the
Ruhr business, trying to acquire merit with the Germans by refusing to send
soldiers, and with the French by urging us to press Germany to come to

terms.”111

On 7 February the Italian Ambassador approached Crowe, suggesting that co-
operation between Italy and Great Britain could produce a solution to the Ruhr
crisis. Crowe refused to be drawn, emphasising that “it was a little late in the
day now for Italy to try to dissociate herself from what she had then so fatally
embraced...”112 But the Italians were nothing if not persistent. The following
week the Italian Ambassador called on Curzon and “...professed the most
complete assent to the British point of view” and emphasised that he “eagerly
awaited the moment when ...intervention might be found possible, and
promised... the heartiest co-operation of his Government in any measures for

bringing it about.”113

Disappointed in the British response, Mussolini now modified his approach and
began to make overtures in another direction - that of Belgium. At the
beginning of April Mussolini and Jaspar met informally to discuss the

possibility of negotiations.114 The Italian ambassador then approached

109 FO 371 8710, C2180/313/18: Graham, letter 113, 2.2.23.
110 Minute on above by Cadogan , 5.2.23.
111 Crewe Papers, C12: Crewe to Curzon, 20.1.23.
112 7O 371 8712, C2569/313/18: Conversation between Crowe and Italian Ambassador,
7.2.23.
113 FO 371 8714, C3113/318/18: Conversation between Curzon and the Italian
Ambassador, 15.2.23.
114 The meeting took place when Jaspar was ostensibly taking a holiday in the Italian
lakes. [FO 371 8723, C5014/313/18: Grahame, tel. 60, 17.3.23].
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Curzon to tell him of the latest developments.115 By this stage the
persistence of Mussolini’s efforts meant that they were not so easily ignored

and so it was decided to ask the Italians for more information.116

This did allow a slight respite for the British - a respite which was particularly
welcome as there was at the same time a development in another direction -
an initiative from France. This took the form of a visit by Louis Loucheur, who
had been Briand’s Minister for the Liberated Regions, to Bonar Law on 7 April
when he tabled a plan for the whole question of reparation and interallied
debts.117 As the plan provided for a completely autonomous Rhenish state
along with the gradual evacuation of the Ruhr once reparation payments had
been resumed, the British were not optimistic of its chances of success with
the Germans. On 9 April Curzon wrote to Bonar Law: “I am not very sanguine
about Loucheur’s Rhine Province scheme, nor indeed about the entire
plan...”118 The Treasury were even more pessimistic. Niemeyer wrote:
“This scheme seems to me financially quite impossible. Apart from that, it
involves sacrifices by Great Britain far exceeding even the generous

cancellation offers made in January.”119 Bradbury agreed: “As regards the

suggestions themselves, they strike me as both fantastic and impudent.”120

115 The Italian ambassador apparently cornered Curzon at a chance meeting in a railway
carriage. [Minute by Curzon, 4.4.23 on: FO 371 8726, C6153/313/18: FO memo, 3.4.23.]
Crowe was not at all impressed by this behaviour, commenting: “I regard it as an example
of the ineffectual way of doing business which is characteristic of the Italians”. [Minute by
Crowe, 3.4.23 on, FO 371 8726, C6153/313/18: FO memo, 3.4.23.]
116 FO 371 8726, C6647/313/18: Grahame, tel. unnumbered, 7.4.23.
117 Loucheur’s proposals were that Germany would be given a loan of 500m Gold Marks,
underwritten by a consortium of German industries. This would enable Germany to
stabilise her finances and begin reparation payments (at a rate of between 2 and 3.5 billion
Gold Marks per annum). France would evacuate the Ruhr as payments were made.
Germany would also take over Allied debts to the US and all other inter-allied debts would
be cancelled. Finally, in order to guarantee France's security, the Rhineland would become a
completely demilitarised, autonomous state. [S.D. Carls, Louis Loucheur and the shaping of
modern France 1916-1939 (London, 1993), pp. 241].
118 Bonar Law Papers, Box 108, Folder 7: Curzon to Bonar Law, letter, 9.4.23.
119 T194/10: Niemeyer to Bradbury, 9.4.23.
120 T194/10: Bradbury to Chancellor, 10.4.23.
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Moreover, uncertainty existed amongst British circles as to the extent to which
the Loucheur proposals had the blessing of Poincaré. This uncertainty soon
seemed justified. Tyrrell reported to Curzon on 13 April: “The outcome of
Monsieur Loucheur’s visit is... that Loucheur is disavowed, that the French
attitude has if possible stiffened and that for the purposes of finding a solution
the French have passed the buck to us.”121 Yet, although the Loucheur
incident ended in nothing, the fact that an approach, however ‘semi-official’ and
half-hearted, had come from France, served to emphasise how widespread was
the desire for a settlement of the Ruhr question, and so how hard it was for
Britain to continue to stand aside and do nothing. As Bradbury commented:
“Loucheur’s mission is interesting as indicating that the French government is
becoming convinced of the futility of its present policy and is anxious to resume

co-operation with us.”122

As well as Italian and French initiatives, pressure also came from Belgium and
Germany. By 24 February, Belgium’s initially energetic support of France was
wavering. Grahame reported that:

“Minister for Foreign Affairs emphasised very strongly to me
today that Belgian government had no unavowed political designs
with regard to Ruhr and Rhineland. All they sought was

undertakings and guarantees for payment of reparations...”123

At this stage the British attitude to the Belgians was firm. As Crowe minuted

121 FO 371 8730, C8384/313/18: Tyrrell to Curzon, 13.4.23. According to Carls, Loucheur
did suggest the trip, but received the full backing of Poincaré. After he had met with Bonar
Law, Loucheur then told Poincaré that the time was ripe for commencing official
negotiations. Poincaré now refused to back Loucheur up, allowing him to bear the brunt of
press criticism for his unofficial diplomacy and apparent leniency regarding the Ruhr. In this
way, Poincaré secured his party-political objective of outmanoeuvring Loucheur as a
potential rival for power. [See Carls,Loucheur, pp. 241-2] The Foreign Office was well aware
of these machinations. On 13 April, Tyrrell minuted: “There is no doubt in my mind that
Loucheur came here with the blessing of Millerand and Poincaré (perhaps more of the former
than of the latter) but that the indiscreet use which Loucheur made of this blessing is now
being exploited by Poincaré to strengthen his own position and to damage both Loucheur
and Millerand.” [FO 371 8730, C8384/313/18: Tyrrell to Curzon, 13.4.23.] On the
Loucheur visit see also, Kent, Spoils, pp. 215-6; McDougall, France’s, pp. 265-7; Rupieper,
Cuno, pp. 136-7.

122 T194/10: Bradbury to Chancellor, 10.4.23.

123 FO 371 8716, C3472/313/18: Grahame, tel. 33, 24.2.23.
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on 26 February: “... we are hardly called upon to overflow with complements to
the Belgians just now. They have often in the past claimed to have acquired
merit by their “mediatory” attitude between us and France, but, in fact, they

always come down, in the end, on the French side.”124

But reports of Belgium’s wavering continued to arrive. For example, on 12
March Derby felt that the Belgians “are getting scared at the idea of the
French remaining in the Ruhr. They find themselves practically surrounded
by France and they do not like it...”125 Such sentiments had already been more
explicitly stated by the Belgian Ambassador himself at a meeting with Curzon
on 26 February. He claimed that: “Belgian government had been forced by
sheer necessity to go in with the French, whose embraces were sometimes of a
very inconvenient description, and he disowned, on behalf of his country, any
object but that of exacting reparations...”126 By 14 March the Belgian
ambassador was making definite suggestions for negotiations to Crowe: “The
Ambassador said that all that was required was that Germany should come
forward with proposals. These would at once be received and discussed in a
friendly spirit, and if found reasonable, would be accepted.”127 It is interesting
that while at this point Crowe refused to be drawn, a little more than a month
later the British were actively implementing precisely that policy which the
Belgian Ambassador had suggested and were encouraging the Germans to

make proposals.

The Germans too were making more promising moves toward negotiation. As
with the earlier Belgian hints, a tentative German approach at the end of

February got nowhere. When on 22 February, M. Dufour Feronce of the

124 Minute on above by Crowe, 26.2.23.
125 Bonar Law Papers, Box 108, Folder 6, Derby to Bonar Law, letter, 12.3.23.
126 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/240: Curzon to Grahame, letter, 26.2.23.

127 PO 371 8722, C4835/313/18: Conversation between Crowe and Belgian
Ambassador,14.3.23.
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German Embassy asked if Britain could suggest a compromise, Lampson
answered that “so far all the indications from both sides were that intervention
would be unwelcome.”128  But by mid March German advances seemed more
genuine - and so more difficult for the British to deal with. On 10 March,
Sthamer told Crowe that his government “...were most anxious to find a way
out of the present deadlock with France over the occupation of the Ruhr...”129
Sthamer also raised the December 1922 New Haven suggestion of an
impartial expert enquiry, and said that: “The German Government were ready
to undertake to accept in advance the decision of such a body”.130 Sthamer
concluded by suggesting that his government should lay such proposals
formally before the British government for the British to communicate to their
allies. Crowe discouraged this latter suggestion, and indeed was very non
committal with regard to the whole idea. Yet the significance of this German
move was not lost. Crowe minuted: “It looks like the first symptom of German

surrender.”131

Such views were reinforced by a report from Kilmarnock on 12 March:

“The general impression gained by members of my staff in many
conversations with Germans recently is that the latter consider
that if an occasion for negotiations could be found which does not
mean absolute surrender to France it should be seized, but there
is little confidence in France alone... Almost all believe vaguely
that Great Britain could do “something”, and that the United
States would help.”132
Even so, it remained evident that the stalemate was far from broken - on 22

March Cuno was still insisting on the unconditional evacuation of invaded

territory as a prerequisite to any discussion.133

128 FO 371 8716, C3419/313/18: Communication between Lampson and M. Dufour
Feronce, 22.2.23.

129 FO 371 8721, C4585/313/18: Conversation between Sthamer and Crowe, 10.3.23.
130 ibid

131 Minute on above by Crowe,10.3.23.

132 FO 371 8723, C4987/313/18: Kilmarnock, dispatch 114, 12.3.23.

133 FO 371 8724, C5440/313/18: William Seeds (Consul-General for Bavaria, stationed at
Munich), tel. 6, 23.3.23.
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Despite the continuation of the stalemate, all these hints toward negotiations
increased the burdens on British diplomats trying to implement their
government’s policy of benevolent neutrality. They also served as indications
that the time was approaching when an attempt at a solution might prove
fruitful. By mid March, as we have seen, Italy, Germany, Belgium and even,
arguably, France had demonstrated a desire for an end to the deadlock. These
indications were not lost on Curzon, who was now back from the Lausanne

Conference. Furthermore, even reports from America were more encouraging.

At the end of January, the role of the US was dismissed by the Foreign Office:
“Mr. Hughes is quite unable to do anything even if he wanted to... Mr. Hughes is
no more dependable than the rest of his country where European politics are
concerned.”13¢ There had, however, been some encouraging signs. For
example, the US government’s desire to avoid involvement in the French
action by withdrawing its army of occupation from the Rhineland at the
beginning of January could be interpreted as a protest against French
action.135 By mid February, Hughes seemed more prepared to act, and asked
Geddes if there was anything that he could do which might help to ease the
situation on the Continent.136  Although the Foreign Office felt that
intervention at that stage was premature - “There seems to be no prospect of
successful mediation by anyone until France at least states the terms which
she is prepared to offer Germany”137 - they were nevertheless encouraged by
Geddes’ report: “... we gather for the first time that America might be ready to

intervene between Germany and France. That is a distinct step and may well

134 Minute by Lampson, 27.1.23 on FO 371 8707, C1654/313/18: Geddes, tel. 37,
25.1.28.

135 See K. Nelson, Victors Divided: America and the Allies in Germany 1918-1923 (London,
1975), pp. 246-253.

136 FO 371 8712, C2577/313/18: Geddes, tel. 66, 9.2.23.

137 Minute by Sterndale Bennett on above, 12.2.23. See also FO 115 2852: Curzon to
Geddes, tel. 65, 15.2.23.
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prove useful.”138  When Geddes relayed these views to Hughes on 23
February, Hughes agreed, saying that “each side would probably have to ‘enjoy
its own bit of chaos’ until a disposition to a fair settlement had been

reached.”139

Thus, by mid March, international diplomatic pressure on Britain had
increased. Several other factors also encouraged action. One, rather
surprisingly, may well have been rumours of indirect links and negotiations
between interest groups in France and Germany. For example, at the end of
January, D’Abernon noted:

“French industrialists continue to propose negotiations to
German mine-owners through neutral intermediaries. It is
impossible to say how far those proposals are business - how far
merely feeling of political pulse. Persistence of attempts is,
however, remarkable.”140

By early February, D’Abernon was sending more serious communications,
reporting that he had heard that a “French personality of similar status to
Franklin Bouillon” had approached the Germans and that “negotiations to be
absolutely confidential and notably to be kept secret from England until
complete.”141 On 7 February D’Abernon continued the account, reporting that
the French proposals had proved quite unacceptable to the Germans. He
added:

“In both cases intermediaries have declared that their
governments are ignorant of their communications and are not
bound by them but there is little doubt that the French
government are acquainted with proceedings as German
government unquestionably are.”142

Although in early February such moves were bound to lead nowhere, British

138 Minute by Lampson, 12.2.23 on: FO 371 8712, C2577/313/18: Geddes, tel. 66, 9.2.23.
139 FRUS, 1923, vol. II: Memo by Hughes of a conversation with Geddes, 23.2.23.
140 FO 371 8708, C1704/313/18: D’Abernon, tel. 57, 28.1.23.

141 FO 371 8710, C2268/313/18: D’Abernon, tel. 70, 5.2.23. Franklin Boullon had been a
French deputy and foreign affairs expert during the war.

142 FO 371 8711, C2444/313/18: D’Abernon, tel. 75, 7.2.23.
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officials may well have been concerned. If contact was being made at the
height of hostilities, what might happen when the desire for a solution
increased? If Britain proved too isolationist she might find herself left entirely
out in the cold as a settlement was worked out between France and Germany
direct. Indeed, rumours of links between French and German industrialists
continued, until on 6 March Lampson raised the issue with the German
ambassador, who did not categorically deny it, saying that they were ill-founded

“according to such information as he had been able to gather...”143

As well as all this external, diplomatic pressure, the government also faced
internal domestic-political pressure - both extra-Parliamentary (from public
opinion) and Parliamentary (from the opposition parties and from its own
backbenches). The evidence available suggests that public opinion was divided
over French action in the Ruhr. For example, on 27 January the Italian
Ambassador in London observed to Rome: “Public opinion is greatly exercised
over the situation; all the different parties are pressing upon the Government
various alternatives to its present attitude.”144 On 24 January Derby wrote to
Bonar Law:

“Public opinion is in a very funny state at the present moment.
While you have got one body of opinion very strongly in favour of
withdrawing the troops and another in favour of participating
more actively in the French adventure, the vast bulk of the
thinking public is rather undetermined as to what we ought to do
or what we ought to have done...”145

Alex Uxbridge, in his study of British political opinion towards France and the
German problem at this time, concludes that while there was always a
minority of extreme opinion in support of France (epitomised, for example, by
the Morning Post), as the French stepped up their occupation in the Spring of

1923, so public opinion as a whole moved against the French and became more

143 FO 371 8719, C4169/313/18: Minute by Lampson, 6.3.23.
144 HW 12 43: No. 012463: Torretta, London, to Rome, tel. 101, 27.1.23.
145 WO 137/1: Derby to Bonar Law, 24.1.23.
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critical of the British government’s inactive policy.146  For example, the
Westminster Gazette headline on 8 March was: “Wanted: A Foreign Policy”147 ,
while on 12 March the Manchester Guardian said that Britain’s policy “stands

in need of revision in the light of what we have since heard of the policy of
France.”48 Even the Times was adopting a more critical tone. On 14 March it
announced, “A mere hesitating policy of passivity is of no advantage either to
France or to Europe”, and on 18 April, “...the profound anxiety awakened in
Great Britain by the French advance into the Ruhr has not been allayed but
has rather been increased by the incidents of the occupation and the results

obtained hitherto.”149

These divisions and trends in public opinion were reflected in the House of
Commons.150 Here both the Labour and Liberal parties opposed the French
measures. The Labour Party was the most critical. While Parliament was in
recess, MacDonald wrote to Bonar Law that France’s policy was:

“...one of the greatest danger as it is not only destroying what little
beginnings have been made in the settlement and reconstruction
of Europe, but is intensifying the dislocation of the world’s trade
and must result in serious damage and deepened distress to
ourselves. Taken in conjunction with what is happening at
Lausanne, it threatens a renewed outbreak of war on a very wide
scale...”151

MacDonald concluded by requesting that Parliament be resumed immediately

in order for a debate to take place. Bonar Law refused this request152 - but in

146 A, Uxbridge, ‘British Political Opinion towards France and the German Problem, 1918-
1925’, (PhD Thesis, University of Sussex, 1979), pp. 60 & pp. 111.

147 Cited in Uxbridge, ‘British Political’, pp. 111.
148 Manchester Guardian, 12.3.23, pp. 6.
149 The Times, 14.3.23, p13; and 18.4.23, pp. 13.

150 Bonar Law also had to contend with the silent criticism of the ex-coalitionists. For
example, Austen Chamberlain wrote, “I do not admire Bonar’s diplomacy and think... that
the occupation of the Ruhr could and ought to have been prevented.” [Austen Chamberlain
Papers, AC /5/1/260: Austen to his sister Hilda, 20.2.23.]

151 Bonar Law Papers, Box 112, Folder 27, Document 2: MacDonald to Bonar Law, letter,
29.1.23.
152 Bonar Law Papers, Box 112, Folder 27, Document 3: Bonar Law to MacDonald, letter,
30.1.23.
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doing so he only managed temporarily to postpone the issue. On 13 February
Parliament resumed anyway, and the opportunity for difficult and

embarrassing questions was ripe.

As soon as the House sat, MacDonald began asking awkward questions, trying
to get a clearer exposition of the government’s position: “Has there been any
suggestion that our presence in the Cologne occupied area should be used for
the purpose of helping France in any way whatever?... What is the position of
our representative on the Rhineland Commission: is he to continue to sit there,
and, if he does, is he going to share either actively or passively, the
responsibility...”153 On 19 February the House of Commons debated a motion
to invite the League of Nations to appoint a committee of experts to report on
German capacity to pay reparation.15¢ Bonar Law carried the day with his
argument that: “There is no use in appealing to the League of Nations when we
know that nothing effective can come, and that all it will do will be to irritate
our Ally.”155 It is significant, however, that both the Asquithian and Lloyd
Georgian Liberals and the Labour Party had been unanimous in their view that
France’s Ruhr policy would reduce reparation receipts, disrupt European (and
so British) trade and foster a revenge mentality in Germany, thus weakening
democratic forces there.156 Thus MacDonald continued to take every
opportunity of pressing the government. For example, on 6 March he again

advocated mediation by some form of representative committee.157

While facing constant Parliamentary pressure to define more clearly the
British position, Bonar Law also had to take account of the opinions of his own

backbenchers. In contrast to the Parliamentary pressure, these opinions were

153 Hansard: 160 H.C. Deb 5 s, col. 26-7, MacDonald speech, 13.2.23.
154 Hansard: 160 H.C. Deb 5 s, col. 665-774, 19.2.23.
155 Hansard: 160 H.C. Deb. 5 s, col. 774, 19.2.23.
156 Uxbridge, ‘British Political’, pp. 108-9.
157 Hansard: 161 H.C. Deb. 5 s, col. 315-378, 6.3.23.
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much more markedly pro-French and go far to explaining Bonar Law’s initial
abhorrence of any form of harsher pressure on France. On 15 January,
William Davison reported on opinion amongst grass roots Conservatives:

“I trust that though we do not approve of the sending of British
troops in support of France we will give her all the moral support
in our power, as nearly all the Conservatives at the last election
placed a firm and abiding friendship with France as the first and
most important plank in our Foreign Policy... I still believe that
the action taken by France may result in some very fat
chestnuts being pulled out of the fire, as I am convinced that
Germany will do nothing except under compulsion.”158

These opposing domestic-political forces may explain why Bonar Law, though
adopting an essentially pro-French tilt in his ‘benevolent neutrality’, anxiously
tried to avoid taking any really decisive action. However, given all the
developments both on the ground and at a diplomatic level, it is hardly
surprising that British policy was ultimately forced to change. Yet before the
evolution of the British stance can be fully appreciated, a closer examination of
the attitudes and opinions of some of the key officials and politicians is
warranted. It is interesting in the light of the ‘benevolence’ of Britain’s
neutrality that, to the extent that there was any consensus, it was to be much
more universally damning of French policy than of German and that despite
broader developments in the situation these attitudes remained relatively
constant. While in public politicians had to be more guarded in their
comments, in private, both officials in London and diplomats across Europe

were highly suspicious of French motives.

For example Bonar Law commented:

“I have always thought the French were not really so stupid as to
imagine that action such as they are taking now would accelerate
payment of reparations, and that security (as they see it) is their
first preoccupation. But for various reasons reparation is the
pretext given to the world.”159

158 Bonar Law Papers, Box 111, Folder 126, Document 125: W. Davison to R. McNeill,

letter, 15.1.23, enclosed in letter form McNeill to Bonar Law, 26.1.23. Also see: Uxbridge,
British, pp. 321-3.

159 Minute by Bonar Law, undated, on: FO 371 8707, C1557/313/18: WO to FO, 17.1.23.
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Crewe agreed: “It must be remembered that behind the economic motives of
the French action there lies the strategic motive which is more fundamental
and ultimately even more important.”160 Grahame’s comments were also
strong:

“Poincaré is and always has been a dangerous man, and has
arrived at the last pitch of obsession about Germany, so much so
that it is a question whether he is any longer in a normal state. It
is dreadful to reflect that the hopes of European recovery are at
the mercy of such a man!”161

D’Abernon voiced still greater suspicions about the French action He
sympathised with the views of a “leading continental steel authority” (probably
Hugo Stinnes) who argued that France was bent on political control of the
Ruhr and Rhineland in order to become self-sufficient in coal and coke, so that
in a future war she would not be dependent on Britain and the United States
for steel as she had been during the First World War. This independence of
means would mean that when contemplating war, France would not have to

give such consideration to British and United States views.162

Suspicion of France was further fuelled by the issue of who was to pay for the
Ruhr occupation. As early as 19 January the Treasury raised this question
with the Foreign Office, whose response was: “We are anxious that the
question should not be raised sooner than can be helped as our general policy is
to avoid friction with the French Government in connection with their
operations as much and as long as we can.”163 But the question could not be
delayed indefinitely. On 18 March Kilmarnock reported that France and

Belgium intended that “proceeds of sanctions shall be handed over to

160 FO 371 8711, C2398/313/18: Crewe, dispatch 301, 5.2.23.

161 FO 371 8708, C1898/313/18: Grahame to Sydney Waterlow (Department of Overseas
Trade), letter , 23.1.23.

162 FO 371 8715, C3359/313/18: D’Abernon, dispatch 864, 2.2.23.

163 Reply by Phillips ,15.1.23, to a letter contained in a Treasury communication, FO 371
8714, C3151/313/18, 19.2.23.
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Reparations Commission after deduction of expenses incurred in collection.”164
Lampson commented angrily: “In some respects (for example the 10% levy
and the general customs policy introduced in the Rhineland) this means that

we are contributing to the payment of the French and Belgian bill.”165

There was, however, some sympathy for France. For example, on 24 January,
Derby wrote to Bonar Law: “... I do not feel sure but that the French policy will
prove to be in the end a success and certainly in this case... I do wish them the
best of luck.”166 But even Derby did not advocate any alternative policy at

this stage. On 25 January he wrote to General Godley: “We have... got to steer
a half-way course, never a very satisfactory one, but I think the only one
possible at the present moment, and we must trust that the French do not

raise unnecessary difficulties...”167

Only Kilmarnock suggested a policy of more active help to France. On 22
January he telegraphed his views of the situation:

“Most important factor in my opinion is that French cannot afford
to be defeated. Much must depend on our attitude and question I
ask myself is whether, much as we disapprove of French action,
we can afford to let them be defeated. If, as I anticipate, struggle
proves to be long and bitter time will come when we shall have to
decide what would be position if Germans were to win. The last
shot of the allies would have been fired and would have failed in its
effect. No other really effective means of pressure would remain
and Germany should be in a position practically to defy further
execution of Treaty of Versailles.”168

Kilmarnock’s evaluation demonstrates an openness of mind and farsightedness
unusual amongst the detailed, day-to-day considerations and machinations of
the British policy machine. He was raising unwelcome questions and querying

the whole basis of the British stance. His views were simply dismissed and,

164 FO 371 8723, C5046/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 140, 18.3.23.

165 Minute on above by Lampson, 19.3.23.

166 WO 137/1: Derby to Bonar Law, 24.1.23.

167 WO 137/1: Derby to Godley, 25.1.23.

168 FO 371 8706, C1300/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 15, 22.1.23.
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unlike many of the anti-French reports, were never even shown to the Prime
Minister.169 Lampson’s response to this is most revealing:

“...it is quite true that the position will not be easy if the French
have to give way to the Germans over the Ruhr. But I do not
anticipate HMG have any intention of modifying their attitude. I
do not see that the defeat of the French over the Ruhr necessarily
implies that ‘the last shot of the Allies will have been fired’. It is
by no means a necessary sequel that the treaty of Versailles will
have to be recast. But that is in the realm of speculation and I
hardly see that any useful purpose would be served by discussing it
at the moment.”170

While views of France were increasingly harsh, the Germans were viewed, on
balance, with more sympathy. The Foreign Office was by no means blind to
German antics - for example, when the Germans caused problems in the
British zone, Lampson was quick to snap: “The Germans have behaved with
their normal stupidity.”171 But in general their motives were recognised with
more compassion than those of the French. For example, when the French
extended their occupation to Appeneier and Offenburg, Lampson commented
that: “The German protest... seems to me fully justified. But situated as we
are we can only send a formal acknowledgement.”172 Similarly, while individual
Frenchmen, especially Poincaré, were often regarded with contempt (for
example, Curzon said of Poincaré: “I do not think that in public life I have ever
known a man of Poincaré’s position whose mind and nature were so essentially
small, or whose temper was under such imperfect control!”173 ); D’Abernon
actually said of Rosenberg: “I have come to like Rosenberg - he has such an

engaging naivete...”174

169 For example, a report from Joseph Addison (Berlin) on 29.1.23, emphasising the strong
likelihood of a French victory and the destruction of Germany, was passed on to the PM at
Lampson’s behest (FO 371 8710, C2159/313/18: Addison to Lampson, letter, 29.1.23).

170 Minute By Lampson, 23.1.23 on FO 371 8706, C1300/313/18: Kilmarnock, tel. 15 (my
italics).

171 Minute by Lampson 20.1.23. on FO 371 8705, C1167/313/18: Kilmarnock to WO, tel.
19.1.23.

172 Minute by Lampson on FO 371 8711, C2495/313/18: Protest from German
Ambassador, 8.2.23.

173 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/201a: Curzon to Crewe, letter, 20.2.23.
174 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/205: D’Abernon’s diary, 12.1.23.
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Reports of the instability and vulnerability of Germany’s young democracy
also provoked sympathy. For example, in early March D’Abernon emphasised
the difficult political position of the German government by sending an account
of a Reichstag debate on the Ruhr:

“To avoid opposition from Left, government had to express
general readiness to negotiate: to avoid difficulties from the Right
they had to refuse all negotiation which does not promise
complete evacuation of the Ruhr. They have contrived to keep
narrow path between these two requirements with marked
parliamentary skill.”175

In general, then, the British attitude was one of greater tolerance towards the
Germans than towards the French. In view of this, and bearing in mind all the
increased pressure on Britain, it is hardly surprising that patience with the

original policy of “benevolent passivity towards France” 176 began to wane.

The first active steps to modify the British stance involved a closer
examination of the legal position: in other words the question of whether the
British government accepted the French claims that the occupation was
justified under a specific clause of the Treaty of Versailles. This issue had
originally been avoided because of its very uncertain nature. For example, on
25 January a Central Department memo concluded that:

“His Majesty’s Government have never considered that the
action taken by the French and Belgian governments either in the
Ruhr or in the Rhineland could properly be taken under paragraph
18... On the other hand, His Majesty’s Government have never
considered that the French and Belgian action was, because it
was not covered by the treaty, contrary to the treaty.”177

But by early March, increased pressure from the Germans was making it more

difficult to avoid the question. A German protest note on 23 February met

175 FO 371 8720, C4455/313/18: D’Abernon, tel. 16, 9.3.23.

176 Phrase used in minute by Lampson, 26.1.23 on FO 371 8707, C1535/313/18:
Kilmarnock, dispatch, 23.1.23.

177 C1407/313/18, FO 371 8706: Memo by Central Department, 25.1.23,
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with secret sympathy in the Foreign Office. Crowe minuted:

“As a legal argument the German memorandum no doubt
establishes with much cogency the illegality of the French
proceedings... But it is rather futile to treat this matter as a
question of how to construe the clauses of certain treaties and
conventions. Whatever the French may at times say, their
action is a series of measures of force. Legal arguments seem
beside the point.”178

Despite Curzon’s apparent indifference: “It is not much good using legal
arguments when there is no legal tribunal to whom they can in the
circumstances be addressed,”179 he did feel that the question should be
examined and the Law Officers consulted.180 On 4 April an appropriate letter

was duly dispatched, and on 11 April a reply was received.

The conclusions of this report were somewhat ambiguous, but basically the
Law Officers agreed that as Germany had defaulted on payment the
Reparation Commission were justified in acting under paragraph 18 of Annex
II to the Treaty of Versailles. The problem was therefore one of interpreting
the nature of the action permitted by this clause. The phrase in the Treaty
mentioned ‘economic and financial prohibitions and reprisals.” Britain could
therefore make out a case that the Reparation Commission was not
interpreting the Treaty correctly. This, however, was a difficult legal argument
- it rested on interpretation, and so could easily merely be refuted by the
French. Furthermore, in March 1921 Britain herself had advocated sanctions
against Germany. Therefore any protest by Britain now would easily provoke

quite well founded accusations of hypocrisy.181

On balance, Curzon decided not to raise the question: “...it is clear that we shall

178 Minute by Crowe, 13.3.23, on FO 371 8718, C3989/313/18: note from German
Ambassador, 23.2.23.

179 Minute on above by Curzon, 13.3.23.

180 Minute by Curzon, 19.3.23, on FO 371 8721, C4535/313/18: Crewe, dispatch 600,
10.3.23.

181 FO 371 8727, C6636/313/18: Report from Law Officers, 11.4.23.
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do no good by raising the legal question and I certainly have no intention of
doing it.”182 It was, however, felt that there was a legal case to be made if it
became necessary. As Cadogan commented: “...if for any reason we wished to
protest, this paper affords us the legal arguments for justifying our position to

our own people.”183

The fact that this question was debated and proved too ambiguous to raise is
extremely significant in the light of Crowe and Corp’s thesis that the
occupation was illegal, that Crowe consistently advocated declaring it such,
and that such a declaration would have been by far the better course for
Britain.184 In fact, although it is true that he tended to the view that French
action was illegal, Crowe was not sufficiently confident to advocate raising the
issue at this point. Contrary to the Crowe/Corp argument, the legal
uncertainty over whether France was actually in breach of the Treaty of
Versailles (a treaty which Britain was committed to uphold) meant that it was
very difficult for Britain to exert any really effective overt pressure on France

to compromise over the Ruhr occupation.

On the other hand, the Foreign Office also opposed joining the French action or
forming any kind of binding pact. The Foreign Office examined and rejected this
possibility in early April. Although on 26 March Poincaré told French
journalists that he had not given up all hope of forming a pact of guarantee
with Britain, the Western Department concluded that:

“French public opinion as reflected in the French press will not be
satisfied except by a bilateral agreement under which this
country undertakes to assist France with a definite number of
armed forces, the casus foederis being laid down in the very widest
terms to cover all possible contingencies. In the present state of
public opinion here it seems impossible that the House of

182 Minute on above by Curzon, 16.4.23.
183 Minute on above by Cadogan,13.4.23.
184 Crowe & Corp, Ablest, pp. 429-430.
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Commons would agree to any such arrangement.”185

Another important consideration arguing against a pact with France was the
attitude of the Dominions. Jan Smuts, the Prime Minister of South Africa,
remained as vociferous as ever with his Francophobic views. On 29 March he
wrote to Bonar Law: “If Germany goes the British empire will also have to face
the new France which will be in command of much larger resources than ever
before and may even be at the head of a European combination.”186 This may
well have been a primary concern for Bonar Law, as on a further memo
compiled by Gerald Villiers, head of the Western Department of the Foreign
Office, on 17 April, Crowe minuted that the Prime Minister at present believed
that a pact was out of the question because of the views of Smuts and of the

Canadian Government.187

Thus the only remaining policy alternative seemed to be to try to initiate some
form of negotiations. But, still anxious to keep out as far as possible, Curzon
decided first to sound the United States. On 12 March a memo had been drawn
up tabulating the United States role to date.188 Crowe concluded from this
that “the best course for the Germans to pursue if they still wish to avoid
approaching France direct, would be to get Mr. Hughes to move again.”189 On
23 March Curzon met the United States Ambassador, and emphasised the
dangerous nature of the situation, saying that it could boil over at any
moment.190 But the United States government was not ready to intervene.
Indeed on 28 March Geddes reported that the United States was experiencing
a groundswell of opinion hostile to Britain: “Public opinion in the United States

185 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/242: Memo on ‘Present Position in relation to the Anglo-
French Pact’, Western Department, FO, 10.4.23.

186 CO 532 238: Tel. from Smuts to Secretary of State for the Colonies (enclosing a message
for Bonar Law), 29.3.23.

187 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/242: Memo by Villiers, 17.4.23.
188 FO 371 8723, C4925/313/18: FO memo, 12.3.23.
189 Minute on above by Crowe, 13.3.23.

190 FO 871 8725, C5812/313/18: Conversation between US Ambassador and Curzon,
23.3.23.
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is at present passing through an interesting phase. There is no doubt that...
there has been a distinct growth of feeling, among the common, unthinking
mass of Americans, less friendly to Great Britain... These thoughts are almost
strictly confined to the really ignorant, common people. Better educated people

of course are not so silly.191 Crowe commented: “This is significant and may

account for President Harding’s silence and inactivity.”192

With a pact with the French ruled out and the United States extremely
unlikely to take any initiative, a tentative attempt was made to exert some
pressure on the French, even though this was rendered very difficult by the
legal situation. After consultation with Bonar Law, Curzon himself drafted a
top secret memo dated 20 March which he gave to the Count de Saint-Aulaire

on 21 March.193

The memo began : “His Majesty’s Government feel impelled to call the
attention of the French Government to certain important considerations
affecting the situation in the Ruhr and the policy which has hitherto been
pursued by His Majesty’s Government in connection therewith. That policy
has more than once, and not unfairly, been described as one of benevolent
neutrality...”194 Curzon went on to emphasise the mounting difficulties of the
situation:

“His Majesty’s Government, however, can no longer conceal from
the French Government not merely, as is well known, that this
attitude has constantly placed the British authorities on the spot
in a situation of great embarrassment, but that it is daily
exposing His Majesty’s Government at home to an increasing
stream of adverse criticism, both in the British press and in
Parliament. His Majesty’s Government are being strenuously
exhorted no longer to play a passive part, but to intervene

191 FO 115 2852, A1895/1895/45: Geddes tel. 333, 28.3.23.

192 Minute by Crowe, 19.4.23 on: FO 371 8727, C6789/313/18: Geddes, disp. 385, 28.3.23.

193 FO 371 8724, C5302/313/18: Memo communicated to the French Ambassador, 20.3.23.
That this was to be kept secret is revealed by the interdepartmental minutes enclosed.
Lampson commented on 21.3.23: “This is to be kept absolutely secret”, while Crowe on
4.4.23 wrote: “Do not circulate.”

194 FO 371 8724, C5302/313/18: Memo communicated to the French Ambassador, 20.3.23.
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actively in a matter which, it is generally urged, concerns this
country too closely to justify Great Britain in remaining a mere
spectator.”195

Curzon concluded by asking the French government to give information about
“the aims to which Franco-Belgian policy is directed, and of the manner in
which the measures so far taken, or yet to be taken, are expected to bring
about its realisation”196 so that an authoritative statement could be made to
Parliament. Clearly Curzon’s intention was to hint to the French that British
policy was being forced to change (hence a policy statement to Parliament). In
asking for a fuller exposition of French policy he probably hoped that Poincaré,
anxious to keep Britain on his side, would make some concession and perhaps
point to a way out of the stalemate. This might then pave the way for secret
negotiations. He was to be disappointed. Poincaré replied on 23 March that he
had made known his Ruhr policy in January, and that nothing had changed
since.197 The initiative had failed. Curzon, after consulting Bonar Law,
commented on 25 March: “We think that it is of no use to pursue the matter at

present”.198

Curzon was now in a difficult position. As the Italian Ambassador observed on
27 March: “Today I found Curzon much preoccupied by the fact that the Ruhr
question has made no progress, and the asperity of Franco-German relations
increases daily. His anxiety is due also... to the fact that public opinion
irrespective of party does not approve, but views with increasing impatience

the present policy of the government.”199

Curzon’s options were certainly limited. Increasingly forced to alter the British

195 FO 371 8724, C5302/313/18: Memo communicated to the French Ambassador, 20.3.23.
196 FO 371 8724, C5302/313/18: Memo communicated to the French Ambassador, 20.3.23.
197 FO 371 8725, C2769/313/18: Memo from Poincaré communicated by French
Ambassador, 23.3.23.
198 Minute by Curzon, 25.3.23 on FO 371 8725 (5769/313/18: Memo from Poincaré
communicated by French ambassador, 23.3.23.
199 HW 12 45:; No. 02955: Torretta to Mussolini, tel. 283, 27.3.23.
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stance he did not feel justified in raising the legal argument; negotiations via
the United States were futile; and negotiations via Italy or Belgium were liable
to alienate France. As Bonar Law explained to Smuts: “...no new policy seems
to me possible which would not be to take directly the side of the Germans
against the French,” and he concluded, “Black therefore as the outlook is the
best hope seems to be that the Germans may make proposals which the
French will look at more reasonably than would have been the case before the
occupation of the Ruhr.”200 This, then, seemed the only alternative remaining;
and, rather than leaving such an event to providence, Curzon decided, on
advice from D’Abernon, to encourage such a German advance. D’Abernon had
suggested that: “If it is desirable for Germany to make some new offer at an
early date, a strong hint in that direction is advisable, otherwise Rosenberg is

inclined to postpone any new declaration.”201

Such an approach was probably also in tune with Treasury thinking at this
stage. There is little archival material concerning the Treasury’s view of the
Ruhr crisis during these early months. It is probable that the Treasury was
preoccupied during the opening weeks of 1923 with the Anglo-American debt

200 Bonar Law Papers, Box 108, Folder 9, Document 58, Bonar Law to Smuts, letter,
18.4.23.
201 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/205: D’Abernon’s Diary, 9.4.23, sent to Curzon, who
sidelined this passage.
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settlement and Baldwin’s trip to Washington.202 What evidence there is
suggests that the key man behind the Treasury’s reparation policy continued
to be Bradbury. His views at this point were ambiguous, and as such could
well have added to the indecision in the Foreign Office over the best course to
pursue. Bradbury’s preferred course was to do nothing. He remained adamant
that Britain should maintain her neutrality and certainly should not become
involved in imposing a French-style reparation settlement on Germany that
Germany could not execute. Rather than this, Bradbury wanted to stand aside
and see France taught a lesson.

“I am convinced that we ought to leave the policy represented by
the Ruhr occupation severely alone until the French have learnt
their lesson. The price of premature intervention on our part will
be that they will bleed us without saving either Germany or
themselves. If on the other hand we leave Gaul and Teuton to
bleed each other to exhaustion, (in spite of the mischief that the
process is bound to do us), we may yet be able to intervene with
advantage while there is still something of European civilisation
left to save. But I fear it will be a near thing.”203

Given, however, that the Foreign Office were rapidly coming to the conclusion
that to appear to stand aside while Germany and France ‘bleed each other to
exhaustion’ was not a viable policy from either an international or a domestic-

political perspective, Bradbury agreed that the best hope was for negotiations

202 In January 1923 Baldwin visited Washington and almost prompted Bonar Law’s
resignation by committing Great Britain to repayment of Britain’s war debt to the US.
Bruce Kent suggests that this commitment compromised Britain’s freedom for manoeuvre
regarding the Ruhr: . Britain’s efforts to secure a Franco-Belgian withdrawal were
foredoomed to failure by her uncompromising financial policy in the wake of her onerous
debt-funding arrangement with the United States...” [Kent, Spoils, pp. 210]. However, there
is no archival evidence that the debt settlement altered Britain’s reparations policy in any
way. Middlemas and Barnes describe the settlement, especially in view of American opinion
at this stage, as a triumph for Baldwin. [Middlemas & Barnes, Baldwin, pp. 129-148].
Certainly the Treasury remained constant in its view, both before and after the settlement,
that France should repay her debt to Britain, regardless of Britain’s debt to the US. In an
undated minute (probably autumn 1923) that department concluded: “... the fact that we
are actually paying America is our strongest claim to receive money from France... The
advantages of the debt settlement are manifold; and it has in no way affected France’s
attitude with regard either to reparations, or to her debt to this country.” [T172/1314: Memo
on American Debt Settlement, unsigned, n.d.]. Similarly, on 18 April, Mr. Phillips
commented on the Treasury’s reparation policy: “The main lines of policy have not been
much affected by recent events...” [FO 371 8633, C7301/1/18: Memo by Mr. Phillips,
18.4.23]. For more information on the Debt Settlement, see Middlemas & Barnes, Baldwin,
pp.129-148, and Blake, Unknown, pp. 490-96.

203 T194/10: Bradbury to Chancellor, 12.3.23.
119




based on some form of German offer: “Now that France herself has broken up
the inter-allied solidarity, we are not any longer bound to her chariot-wheels,
and when a sincere German offer is forthcoming, as it must be sooner or later
under French pressure, we shall, if we keep our hands free, be in a position to

see fair play.”204

This was the advice which the Treasury gave Curzon when (acting on
D’Abernon’s suggestion) he asked for the Treasury’s view before making a
public declaration on policy. Although Niemeyer stated in his reply of 18 April
that: “It is hardly necessary to add that the present moment (with M.
Loucheur’s visit still much discussed in France) is hardly very suitable for any
general pronouncement by His Majesty’s Government”205 | the memo by F.
Phillips, Assistant Secretary at the Treasury, concluded,

“All the concessions which Great Britain has made to her Allies
throughout a succession of conferences have had one main object
- to keep the French from occupying the Ruhr. Through the
obstinacy of the present French Government that object has not
been obtained, and we ought therefore to keep our hands
completely free of embarrassing commitments. / The best,
perhaps the only chance, that now remains for securing any
substantial payment on account of reparations is that Germany
may be persuaded or cajoled into making a voluntary offer.”206

This memo may well have been what finally swung Curzon. Facing increased
international and internal domestic-political pressure to modify benevolent
neutrality, but at the same time presented with limited options, this was the
only possible way forward. Thus, on 20 April, he made a cleverly constructed
speech to the House of Lords, in which he - very subtly and ever so slightly -
redefined the British stance. Neutrality, he now explained, did not necessarily
mean non-intervention:

“The neutral, as surely the experience of the last war sufficiently
showed, is by no means a lay figure. He may start by being a
204 T194/10: Bradbury to Chancellor, 10.4.23.
205 FO 371 8633, C7301/1/18: Memo by Niemeyer, 18.4.23.

206 Memo by Phillips, 18.4.23, enclosed in: “FO 371 8633, C7301/1/18: Memo by Niemeyer,
18.4.23.
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spectator, but at any moment he is capable of being converted
into an agent, and a very useful agent.”207

Although Curzon was most careful to maintain British impartiality to either
side, emphasising that the present deadlock was the fault of both the French
and the Germans, 208 he went on to stress that the only way forward was by
means of some form of German offer:

“...I cannot help thinking, for my part, that if Germany were to
make an offer of her willingness and intention to pay and to have
the payment fixed by authorities properly charged with the duty,
and if she were at the same time to offer specific guarantees for
the continued payments, an advance might be made.”209

He concluded: “As soon as a move is made, and I have indicated how I think it

might be made, our help will be forthcoming to both parties.”210

Curzon was well aware that by this speech he was making a definite policy
move and was directly encouraging a German initiative. On 24 April he
explained to the Italian ambassador that:

“...it seemed scarcely credible that the German Government
would not act upon the suggestion that I had made: in other
words, they would presently be found submitting a proposal,
whether it were good or bad, either to the French Government or
to the Allied Powers in general.”211

However, while from the point of view of foreign policy the speech marked a
major departure, in other respects it reaffirmed the British approach. Curzon,
carefully following the Treasury line, stressed that the British position
regarding reparation and war debts had not changed. For example, he praised
Bonar Law’s January proposals, saying that they were “a definite and
carefully thought out plan” of a very generous nature.212 At the same time he

was careful not to provoke the French too much: “Our guiding consideration

207 53 H.L. Deb 5 s, col. 788: Curzon’s speech to House of Lords, 20.4.23.
208 jhid, col. 793.
209 ibid, col. 796.
210 jbid, col. 797.
211 FO 371 8720, C7400/31318: Dispatch no. 535 to Graham, 24.4.23.
212 53 H.L. Deb. 5 s, col. 784: Curzon’s speech, 20.4.23.

121



throughout has been that the Entente between Britain and France and their
Allies should not be broken. We are convinced that the Entente is the basis of

... European recovery and of... European peace...”213

Thus, although a move towards negotiations had been made, immense
obstacles remained before any lasting settlement could be reached. In
overcoming these obstacles the Foreign Office would not be assisted by the
Treasury. Although Bradbury expressed satisfaction at Curzon’s speech: “I
think Lord Curzon’s speech was excellent... (T)he plain fact remains that if the
Germans make a sensible offer and the French call on us to discuss it, the
whole conduct of the negotiations will be substantially in our hands...”214 | he
remained acutely pessimistic about the overall prospects of success: “I do not
believe that a real settlement is possible until there has been a complete
change in French temper, and I doubt whether this can be hoped for until there

has been a general debacle in Germany and a financial crash in France.”215

The first phase of the occupation crisis was over. As the deadlock between
France/Belgium and Germany had deepened, Britain’s ‘neutral’ position had left
her increasingly squeezed between the two sides. Although the second stage of
the crisis promised at least an attempt at negotiations, it was unlikely that the

pressure on Britain’s position would relax in the immediate future.

213 53 H.L. Deb. 5 s, col. 784: Curzon’s speech, 20.4.23.

214 T194/10: Bradbury to Baldwin, 25.4.23.

215 Baldwin Papers, Box 125, pp. 15-19: Bradbury to Baldwin, letter, 25.4.23.
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Conclusion

The Ruhr occupation entailed immense difficulties for the British. While
Britain was certainly not powerless216 | her policy-makers did not in practice
have the freedom for manoeuvre which McDougall and Kent suggest.217 The
policy adopted was not, as Bennett claims, a straightforward one of wearing
down the French218 , nor was it designed purely as a method of limiting French
action.219 It was not dictated solely by the Foreign Office220 , nor can it be
understood merely in terms of differences between Crowe and Curzon and
mistakes by the latter.221 As this chapter has shown, the true picture is one of

far greater complexity.

Benevolent neutrality, by definition ambiguous, proved virtually untenable in
practice. Britain already had an active interest in the Rhineland both through
her zone of occupation and through her representatives on the interallied
commissions. The French and Germans exploited these areas of vulnerability,
embarrassing the British representatives. The weakness of Britain’s position
was clearly demonstrated by her obvious dependence on both French and

German cooperation.

As well as these difficulties, the British government also faced three other
broad areas of pressure, all of which intensified as time progressed: mounting
economic dislocation; increased diplomatic appeals for some kind of

intervention by Britain, and finally increased domestic-political dissatisfaction

216 Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 118.
217 McDougall, France’s, pp. 264, Kent, Spoils, pp. 210.
218 Bennett, British, pp. 36.
219 williamson, ‘Great Britain’, pp. 73.
220 Maisel, Foreign, pp. 124-5.
221 Crowe & Corp, Ablest, pp. 428-30.
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with apparent British impotence. In view of all these factors, and with the
Foreign Secretary at last home from the Lausanne Conference, it is hardly

surprising that a cautious reappraisal began.

Tentative enquiries soon eliminated several possibilities. Pressure on France
through open disapproval of her action was ruled out by the legal niceties, while
a pact with France was deemed impossible given public opinion in Britain and
the attitude of the Dominions. An effort to involve the United States led
nowhere, as did an attempt to prompt some form of compromise in the French
stance and aims. The only alternative remaining therefore seemed to try to
initiate negotiations by prompting the Germans to make an offer of some kind.
This was the rationale behind Curzon’s speech to the House of Lords on 20
April.

Thus by the end of April the character of British policy had changed. Although
ostensibly benevolent neutrality still remained the guiding principle, a
fundamental shift had in fact occurred from neutrality as a means of
maintaining distance from the Franco-Belgian action and of keeping out of the
crisis to neutrality accompanied by tentative intervention and offering

mediation to encourage negotiations.

As well as this shift in the nature of policy, there had also been a shift in the
dynamics behind it. Chapter I emphasised the inadequacy of the role played
by key politicians. This deficiency continued in the opening weeks of the
occupation, with policy in practice being guided by officials on the spot in the
Ruhr. In the Foreign Office it was officials such as Lampson who were doing
most of the work, with apparently little input from, for example, Crowe.222

With the return of the Foreign Secretary to London on 5 February however,

222 Tt is worth mentioning that Crowe actually went to Lausanne to assist Curzon from 17
January until 5 February.
124



European policy at last received some of the guidance it had been lacking. This
trend of increased involvement by more influential figures was to continue in

the summer months.

None the less, the shift should not be over-emphasised. This chapter has
demonstrated that throughout the Spring of 1923 British policy, like that of
France and Germany, was shaped by a complex interaction of forces:
international, domestic-political, and administrative. The result was that the
new approach of ‘tentative intervention’ reflected this interaction and was in
many ways an inadequate compromise. It had, in the main, been forced on the
government. Britain was still straining to tread the ever dangerous middle
path. Although it seemed likely that Curzon’s speech would prompt some
German advance, the prospect of reaching a successful compromise solution to

the occupation crisis remained fraught with difficulties.
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ChapterlIIl

Attempts to prompt negotiations, April - July 1923.

This chapter concentrates on the new policy approach, henceforth termed
“tentative intervention”, which was inaugurated by Curzon’s 20 April 1923
speech. It examines the dynamics, constraints and conflicts shaping British
policy during the first months of the summer of 1923. Despite Curzon’s hopes,
little progress was made towards a resolution of the crisis. The speech
triggered a protracted diplomatic exchange which did nothing either to relieve
the stalemate on the Continent or to ease the domestic-political difficulties

facing British policy-makers.

By the summer of 1923, Germany was increasingly feeling the strains of
passive resistance. After mid-April all attempts to stabilise the mark
collapsed and massive inflation seized Germany. Interest groups polarised and
eyed each other with hostility. Big business and industry angered the trade
unions by refusing to make sacrifices to support the government, instead
forcing workers to carry the burden of occupation costs by refusing to raise
real wage levels.1 The middle class itself divided, with the legal and medical
professions resentful of the civil service’s real wage increases.2 But despite all
their differences, all parties began to unite in opposition to the Cuno
government’s total incompetence in dealing with the situation. The Cabinet
was overwhelmed by the task of financing passive resistance, and Cuno and
Rosenberg’s lack of diplomatic progress added to their unpopularity. By the
end of July Germany was on the brink of economic disintegration and the Cuno

government, formed as a ‘Business Cabinet’ with supposed financial expertise,

1 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 675.
2 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 680.
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entirely discredited.3

Poincaré also faced mounting difficulties. The Ruhr occupation was not
producing swift rewards, but was demanding renewed sacrifice and patience
from the French people. Public opinion, particularly on the left, began to
question the occupation, and even Poincaré’s middle-class supporters were
worried by the effects on the franc.4 Poincaré’s preoccupation with foreign
policy also meant that he neglected domestic politics. Dissatisfaction grew and
on 15 July he was called to defend his domestic policy before the Chamber.
Although he gained a majority of 200 votes, this was down by 180 from
January,5 and revealed that Poincaré was increasingly dependent on the right
for support.6 Poincaré’s difficulties, however, were not on the scale of Cuno’s.
In circumstances of national emergency the French Chamber would continue
to support its premier. Moreover, the French were aware of the severity of the
German situation and were at last scenting the fragrance of victory.
Poincaré’s policy hardened. He began to hold out for a total victory in the Ruhr,
hoping this would salvage his domestic position and restore his electoral

prospects.

Thus, by the summer of 1923 compromise between France and Germany was
more remote than ever. In these circumstances, Curzon’s ostensibly “new”
approach failed to conceal the fact that Britain was still prevaricating between
France and Germany, procrastinating rather than making a decision. At the
same time domestic-political problems in Britain were surfacing. The
Conservative Party was still recovering from its break with the Coalitionists in

the previous October. Its unity was in many respects extremely superficial

3 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 659-693; and Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 144-173.
4 McDougall, France’s, pp. 277-9.

5 McDougall, France’s, pp. 280.

6 Trachtenberg, Reparation, pp. 280.
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and a priority of its leaders had to be to avoid any potentially divisive issues.
In these circumstances foreign policy soon became extremely contentious.
While Curzon tried to push for negotiations, so divisions within the government
- and within public opinion - grew. Conversely, however, at the very time that
Cabinet divisions heightened, two key administrative departments - the
Foreign Office and the Treasury - began to converge on a distinctly

Francophobic strategy.

By the end of April, Bonar Law’s health was failing and so he decided to take a
sea voyage in the hope of it producing some improvement. He recommended
Curzon to act as Deputy Prime Minister in his absence. Bonar Law’s health
did not improve. On 17 May he was diagnosed as having throat cancer and
was given a maximum life expectancy of six months. Although he himself was
not told of the diagnosis, his health was such that he realised that he could no
longer cope with the demands of office. On 19 May he returned to London, and
on the following day he sent a letter of resignation to the King.

The question now was who should succeed. The obvious choice was Curzon.
He was by far the most experienced member of the Party, and was already
acting as Deputy Prime Minister. The credentials of his closest rival for the
post - Stanley Baldwin - did not seem to come near his. Solid, but not
apparently exceptional, Baldwin had spent four years as a “competent but not
distinguished Financial Secretary to the Treasury”,7 before in 1921 becoming a
relatively unimpressive President of the Board of Trade. In October 1922
Bonar Law had thought Baldwin too inexperienced to be Chancellor of the
Exchequer and had only offered him the position when his first choice -
Reginald McKenna - had refused it. Bonar Law’s doubts seemed confirmed

when, as Chancellor, Baldwin almost provoked the Prime Minister’s resignation

7 Gilmour, Curzon, pp. 579
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by his Washington trip. Yet despite Curzon’s apparent superiority of claim for
the post of Prime Minister, Bonar Law refused to recommend him, informing
the King that, owing to his ill-health, he preferred not to be consulted and was

unwilling to take the responsibility for any recommendation.

It seems that Bonar Law assumed that Curzon would succeed him, but that
he refused to be actively instrumental in his appointment because of doubts
over the suitability of Curzon’s character for the position.8 In these
circumstances, Bonar Law’s Private Secretary, Colonel Waterhouse, was able
to interfere and influence the course of events against Curzon. Waterhouse
handed the King a memo which he said, “practically expressed the views of Mr.
Bonar Law”9 and which argued that, “temperamentally”, Curzon, “did not
inspire complete confidence in his colleagues, either as to his judgment or as to

his ultimate strength of purpose in a crisis.”10

One cannot but sympathise with Curzon. Called to London expecting to be
instated in Number 10, he was bitterly disappointed to learn that the post had
gone to a man clearly less qualified for the position than he. The proffered
reason that the Prime Minister should be from the House of Commons barely
concealed the personal slight to Curzon’s character. Yet Curzon behaved with
great magnanimity. On 23 May he congratulated Baldwin on his appointment
as Prime Minister, and agreed to continue to serve as Foreign Secretary,
believing it to be in the public interest. On 28 May he proposed Baldwin as
leader of the Conservative Party.

These dramatic political events were bound to affect foreign policy. Once again

Curzon had other priorities on his agenda at a critical time in the Ruhr crisis.

8 For further information, see: Roy Jenkins, Baldwin, (London, 1987); Middlemas and
Barnes, Baldwin; Blake, Unknown,; and Gilmour, Curzon,.

9 Blake, Unknown, pp. 520.
10 Gilmour, Curzon, pp. 581-582.
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Naturally preoccupied at the end of May with the leadership contest, from the
end of April he was acting Prime Minister and so faced a greatly increased work
load. Relations between Curzon and Baldwin must also have been affected.
Baldwin was aware of Curzon’s strong claims to be Prime Minister and acutely
conscious of his disappointment. Anxious not to offend this senior member of
his government, he was unlikely to relish the prospect of crossing swords with
him over foreign policy. However, as we have seen, Curzon was not the most
dynamic of Foreign Secretaries, and with an equally passive Prime Minister
the possibility of an active, decisive foreign policy seemed small. Finally, it is
also significant that for the first three months of his premiership Baldwin
retained the Chancellorship. He was thus likely to succumb to Treasury

views.

With all these considerations in mind, it is now time to return to the situation
regarding the Ruhr crisis, as only through a detailed examination of the
development of events throughout the summer months of 1923 can a true

evaluation of British policy be achieved.
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The German Note of May 2 1923

On 20 April 1923 Curzon made his landmark speech to the House of Lords in
which he stated that Britain, as a neutral, might at any moment be,
“converted into an agent, and a very useful agent”, and suggested that, “...if
Germany were to make an offer... an advance might be made.”11 The
Germans eagerly seized on Curzon’s carefully couched suggestion and began to
formulate a plan for submission to the Allies.12 Curzon, anxious that tentative
intervention should not compromise Britain’s overall neutrality, refused to give
any further hints or advice to the Germans regarding the content of their

proposals.13

On 2 May the German proposals arrived. D’Abernon immediately recognised
the folly of having left the Germans to their own devices when drawing up the
note: “There may be horses on whose necks it is safe to drop the reins, but
such have no relationship with the German steed.”14 The Germans’ offer
merely amounted to a revamped version of the one they had prepared in
December 1922 (but which had not in fact been put forward at the Paris
Conference). The Germans offered no concrete guarantees for payment and
reaffirmed their intentions to continue passive resistance until the Ruhr was

evacuated. They offered a total of 30 billion marks, of which 20 billion were to

11 See above, Chapter II, pp. 121.
12 PO 371 8728, C7145/313/18: D’Abernon, tel. 175, 21.4.23.
13 On 23 April Curzon minuted, “... if I send for Herr Sthamer he will ask my advice as to
the actual reply his Government should make and thus endeavour to shift the responsibility
to me.” [Minute by Curzon, 23.4.23 on FO 371 8728, C7177/313/18: D’Abernon tel. 176,
22,4,23]. On 27 April, Lampson noted that he had had a conversation with the Counsellor
of the German Embassy, but that, “Mindful of Lord Curzon’s decision that we should be
careful not to commit ourselves in any shape or form to advice to Germany as to the nature
of the offer she should make to France, I said I was afraid I must decline to express any
opinion.” [FO 371 8633, C77441/1/18:Memo by Lampson, 27.4.23] Similarly, on 26 April,
D’Abernon commented: “I have kept quite clear of Government circles for the last few days,
as I do not want to suggest any particular line.” [Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F. 112/205:
D’Abernon’s Diary, 26.4.23].
14 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F. 112/205: D’Abernon’s Diary, 2.5.32.
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be paid by means of loans by July 1927. 5 billion instalments would then be
made in 1929 and 1931, provided Germany could manage the payments.
Moreover, during the four year moratorium on the first 20 billion, Germany
would pay no interest. On the contrary, the loans themselves would be used to
pay the interest on the repayments, thus reducing the real value of the offer to
a mere 15 billion marks.15 To expect the French to accept these terms was
entirely unrealistic. Rather the Cuno Cabinet, facing mounting parliamentary

opposition, hoped to force diplomatic progress by dividing Britain and France.16

The reactions within the British Government to the proposals are interesting.
In particular, the favourable response of the Treasury needs to be emphasised.
Seizing on the offer in the German note to submit the whole matter to an
impartial tribunal, Niemeyer told Crowe:

“I am quite sure that this is the only way in which a decision can
be reached. While at the moment the French would be most
unwilling to contemplate any such thing, it seems to me that it
would be a great mistake on our part for us not to express, so far
as we are concerned, our readiness to accept such a solution... I
very much hope, therefore, that we shall not be led into a hasty
endorsement of the French rejection, and that we shall seriously
consider whether we should not express public approval of the
suggested reference to an independent body.”17

At this stage Foreign Office officials were more cautious. If they pushed for a
settlement by means of an independent body it would certainly alienate
France, and there was a strong possibility that it would destroy the Entente.
What would the situation then be with regard to the Treaty of Versailles and
the future treatment of Germany? What would happen to British security if
she were at obvious loggerheads with the other principal European power? As
Lampson commented: “Of course the essence of the whole problem is whether

a settlement is generally desired or not? And if so, are we prepared to see a

15 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 662-3.

16 Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 149.

17 FO 371 8634, C7984/1/18: Niemeyer to Crowe, 4.5.23.
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widening rift in our relations with France in order to achieve it?”18

The French, already angered by Curzon’s 20 April speech19 , adamantly
refused to have anything to do with the German note. On 3 May Crewe was
informed that a French rejection had been prepared.20 The Belgian response
was more encouraging. The Belgians had been more favourably disposed to
Curzon’s original speech 2! and now that the German proposals arrived, Jaspar
told Grahame that the Belgian government was in favour of sending a
collective allied reply22. Although this reply would have to take the form of a
rejection of the German note, it would allow Britain to “without detriment to
her own standpoint resume her place in allied councils” and would provide
Britain with a much better way of controlling the French, as “if French
government accepted this procedure they would inevitably be bound
henceforward to give due heed to British views, which would increase chances

of a reasonable settlement.”23

Curzon, anxious that his attempt to prompt negotiations should not fail, seized
on this slender opportunity even though it risked upsetting the Treasury by
associating the British with some form of French rejection. He immediately
instructed his ambassadors in Brussels and Paris to express Britain’s support
for “a friendly exchange of views between the principal allied governments”

before addressing a reply to the German note.24 The French, however, soon

18 Minute by Lampson, 5.5.23 on FO 371 8634, C7984/1/18: Niemeyer to Crowe, 4.5.23.

19 See FO 371 8729, C7516/313/18: minute by Crowe, 25.4.23; and minute by Lampson,
26.4.23 on FO 371 8729, C7315/313/18: D’Abernon, dispatch 268, 17.4.23.

20 FO 371 8634, CT7903/1/18: Crewe, tel. 454, 3.5.23.

21 On 24 April Grahame reported that: “Minister for Foreign Affairs expressed to me today
great admiration for your speech... He hoped and believed speech would bring settlement
with Germany nearer.” [FO 371 8729,C7334/313/18: Grahame, tel. 86, 24.4.23.]

22 FO 371 8634, C7899/1/18: Grahame, tel. 92, 3.5.23.
23 FO 371 8634, C7899/1/18: Grahame, tel. 92, 3.5.23.

24 FO 371 8634, C7899/1/18: Tel. 69 to Grahame, 4.5.23; and FO 371 8634, C7903/1/18:
tel. 192 to Crewe, 4.5.23.
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stamped out any chance of such discussions.25 On 4 May Jaspar received an
urgent note from Poincaré proposing a Franco-Belgian meeting to discuss a
separate reply.26  Grahame persuaded the Belgians to ask the French to
delay the dispatch of a separate rejection to Germany by 48 hours,2?7 but
Poincaré refused to budge. Railroading the Belgians into compliance, the
French dispatched a note to the Germans on 6 May. Grahame commented:

“I was particularly disgusted with the Belgian Government for
running away a second time... M. Poincaré must then have
brought out his worst thunderbolt, for otherwise the Belgian
Government would surely not have humiliated themselves in our
eyes by curtailing the already ridiculously short delay which they
had demanded.”28

This incident was a major contributor to sealing Belgium’s fate as a second
class power in Europe. The Foreign Office was now convinced that the Belgians
were entirely in the hands of Poincaré, and in future it would pay little regard to
the appeals or suggestions of its junior alliance partner. For example, when
later in May Crewe reported that the Belgians were once more taking a
tougher line with France,29 Lampson scathingly remarked:

“I much misdoubt these ‘firm attitudes’ on the part of Belgium.
When it comes to the point Poincaré dictates to them what they
are to do. But it sounds very nice to be so independent before the
event.”30

Curzon now faced the question of what to do next. The most pressing issue
was how the British themselves should reply to the German note. Although
Curzon’s first attempt at tentative intervention had failed, he still saw the

subtleties of that approach as affording the best prospects for progress. He

25 Curzon had in fact been afraid that this would happen. On 4 May he wrote to Grahame
that he: “earnestly hoped that M. Jaspar, having appealed for British support, would not
now be frightened by M. Poincaré and run away.” [Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/240:
Curzon to Grahame, 4.5.23.]

26 FO 371 8634, C7961/1/18: Grahame, tel. 93, 4.5.23.

27 FO 371 8633, C8049/1/18: Grahame, tel. 101, 5.5.23.

28 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/230: Grahame to Curzon, 9.5.23.

29 FO 371 8637, C9075/1/18: Crewe, tel. 520, 22.5.23.

30 Minute by Lampson, 25.5.23 on FO 371 8637, C9217/1/18: D’Abernon tel. 210, 23.5.23.
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therefore allowed himself to be encouraged by vague signs that France might
agree to negotiate if the Germans produced more ‘reasonable’ proposals. On 3
May Crewe had reported that Poincaré “did not desire to close any door, and
other amended proposals, which could in any way be regarded as acceptable,
would receive due consideration.”s1 The Germans also hinted that they would
like another chance. On 6 May, Sthamer told Curzon that he “hoped that the
imperfect tone and language of the note would nevertheless not result in the

door being slammed in the face of negotiations.”32

In effect Curzon decided to try the same tactic as he had used in his 20 April
speech. Once again he would prompt German proposals and then encourage
general negotiations whilst all the time maintaining British neutrality. The
difference was that this time he hoped to obtain a much more promising start
from the Germans. On 7 May Curzon put his proposed policy before Cabinet
along with a draft reply to the German note of 2 May. The proposed reply
began in a severe tone: “I cannot conceal from Your Excellency that the
proposals of your government have come as a great disappointment...”33 But
towards the end, the hint in favour of further German move was obvious:

“His Majesty’s Government for their part are persuaded that in
her own interest Germany will... proceed to reconsider and expand
their proposals in such a way as to convert them into a feasible
basis of further discussion. In such discussion His Majesty’s
Government will at the suitable moment be ready to take part by
the side of their allies...”34

Curzon’s plan was to collaborate with the Italians so that each country
produced similar replies to the German note.35 In this way Britain’s hand

would be strengthened when dealing with France. As Curzon was acting Prime

31 FO 371 8634, C7903/1/18: Crewe, tel. 454, 3.5.23.
32 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/240: Curzon to D’Abernon, 6.5.23.
33 CAB 23 45: Appendix to Cabinet minutes, 7.5.23: Draft reply To German note of May 2.
34 ibid.
35 It is interesting that, now that he was more desperate in his dealings with France,
Curzon was prepared to try to enlist the help of the Italians whom he had treated with such
cynical disdain earlier in the crisis. [See above, Chapter II, pp. 97-98.]
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Minister at this stage, the Cabinet had little choice but to agree to his proposed
course of action and approve the draft reply he had prepared.36 There was,

however, some dissent.37

Consultation with the Italians was in fact already underway. On 4 May
Mussolini had suggested that the British and Italians should exchange views on
the reply,38 while on 6 May Curzon was informed that Mussolini agreed that
the Italian and British notes should express the same broad ideas.39 On 7
May, the Foreign Office telegraphed Curzon’s proposed reply to the Italians.
The Foreign Office also gave a copy of the draft to the Japanese Embassy.40

Given his anxiety to reinforce his second attempt at tentative intervention by
coordination with the Italians and the Japanese, it is interesting that Curzon
did not suggest consultation with the United States. This alternative was
raised in the Foreign Office. On 9 May Lampson suggested giving the United
States Embassy a copy of the draft British note, arguing that:

“If we do not do so, they will probably resent it: and as sooner or
later America may well be drawn into any final settlement (or, in
the alternative, if it should come to a real split with the French
over this wretched question) we may quite conceivably wish to
have American goodwill on our side.”1

The Treasury also favoured approaching the United States. On 4 May
Niemeyer suggested: “I suppose that there would be no chance of getting the
Americans a propos of the note [ie the German proposals] to repeat Hughes’s
suggestion in some slightly more definite form?“42 At this point the suggestion

of involving the United States was rejected by Crowe, who commented: “I see

36 CAB 23 45: Minutes from Cabinet meeting on 7.5.23, 12 noon.
37 See below, pp. 142.

38 FO 371 8634, C8069/1/18: Tel. 124 to Graham, 4.5.23.

39 FO 371 8634, C8069/1/18:; Tel. 124 to Graham, 6.5.23.

40 FO 371 8635, C8313/1/18: Memo by Lampson, 7.5.23.

41 Minute by Lampson, 9.5.23 on FO 371 8635, C8382/1/18: Conversation between Crowe
and Italian Charge d’Affaires, 9.5.23.

42 FO 371 8634, C7984/1/18: Niemeyer to Crowe, 4.5.23.
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no objection, but also no necessity;”43 and by Curzon, who decided: “I see no
necessity”.44 Curzon probably felt that the United States was not yet ready
to intervene, and that therefore any approach to Washington might result in
more harm than good. It is important to remember that reports on the
situation in the US which were reaching the Foreign Office stated that
American opinion was more sympathetic to the French than to the Germans.
On 2 May, Lampson minuted: “American feeling has throughout been
distinctly pro-French.”45

This evaluation was probably correct. Hughes did not want to become involved
at this stage and was keen for France and Germany to find their own
solution.46 On 3 May Hughes told the German Ambassador in Washington
that,

“...he supposed that the matter came down in the last analysis to
an agreement between the Germans and the French, that the
French were in possession and that it seemed to him that the
question could only be solved by the most direct and intimate
negotiations to find a satisfactory basis...The Secretary also
suggested that action seeming to be intended to bring pressure on
France from the outside would have the immediate effect of
causing an unpleasant French reaction and make the
negotiations more difficult.”7

Hughes repeated this advice to the Germans on 7 June.48 It is also interesting

that the State Department, worried by the American Ambassador in Berlin’s

43 Minute by Crowe, 9.5.23 on FO 371 8635, C8382/1/18: Conversation between Crowe and
the Italian Chargé d’Affaires, 9.5.23.
44 Minute on ibid by Curzon, 9.5.23.
45 Minute by Lampson, 2.5.23 on FO 371 8730, C7583/313/18: Geddes dispatch 491,
20.4.23.
46 For further information see M.P. Leffler, The Elusive quest: America’s Pursuit of
European Stability and French Security 1919-1938 (Chapel Hill, 1979), pp. 78-9 & pp. 83-6.
47 FRUS 1923, Vol. II, pp. 60-61: Memo by Hughes on conversation with the German
Ambassador, 3.5.23. Hughes repeated this advice to the Belgians: “...he wondered if it were
not possible for the French and Belgians and Germans to find a practicable way of
conducting negotiations to a point of reasonable adjustment. [FRUS 1923, vol. II, pp. 61:
Memo by Hughes on conversation with Belgian Ambassador, 3.5.23.]
48 FRUS 1923, vol. II, pp. 64: Memo by Hughes on conversation with the German
Ambassador, 7.6.23.
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pro-German tendencies,49 kept him in Washington from May to July so that

he could not mislead the Germans.50

In the light of this American attitude, the British were forced to rely on the
Italians and Japanese. On 10 May the Italian draft reply was received51, and
on 14 May the Japanese.52 Both agreed with the main principles of the British
note - that Germany’s proposals were inadequate and that she should come
forward with improved ones. As soon as the Italian reply was received, the

Foreign Office authorised the dispatch of the British note.53

Once this note had been sent, the British were left to play a waiting game.
Curzon recognised the limitations of his policy: “We cannot go on playing a
game of lawn tennis for ever with sharp relations across the net and occasional
smashes into it.”54 However, as after the 2 May proposals, Curzon still
refused to give any further advice to the German Government. On 29 May,
Sthamer visited Curzon to ask for guidance in producing acceptable proposals.
Curzon immediately dismissed the Ambassador saying:

“I could not possibly discuss the matter with him, or indicate any
views which might be held by His Majesty’s Government, without
assuming a responsibility which I should be loath to accept, and
which might be a source of serious embarrassment in the
future.”55

49 See F. Costigliola, “The United States and the Reconstruction of Germany in the 1920s’,
Business History Review , Vol. 50 (1976), pp. 477-502.

50 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 662. There were those in Britain who would have welcomed
similar treatment for Lord D’Abernon. [See Gwynne’s comments to Baldwin below, pp. 143]
51 FO 371 8635, C8402/1/18: Communication from Italian Chargé d’Affaires, 10.5.23.

52 FO 371 8636, C8703/1/18: Tokugawa to Lampson, 14.5.23.

53 FO 371 8636, C8402/1/18: Tel. 132 to Graham, 10.5.23.

54 Crewe Papers, C23: Curzon to Crewe, 11.5.23.

55 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/240: Curzon to D’Abernon, 29.5.23, disp. 802,
C9451/1/18.
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The German Note of 7 June 1923.

On 7 June 1922 the new German proposals arrived.56 They can broadly be
divided into four categories: the Germans agreed to submit the question of their
capacity to pay to an impartial tribunal; they agreed to allow allied inspection
of German industry and financial records; they offered to substitute a system
of annuities for the previous requests for foreign lo;ms; and they offered certain
guarantees to ensure reparation payment. The guarantees comprised the sum
of approximately 1 billion GM from railways and industry, and a pledge of
duties on luxury goods of an estimated 200 million GM per annum. The note
concluded by admitting German liability to pay reparation and calling for an
international conference to discuss all details.57 When he handed the note to
Curzon, the German Ambassador further added that his government did not
regard the proposals as exhaustive but would be prepared to consider

modifications.

This German offer was a great improvement on the 2 May plan. The Treasury
were quick to point out that: “The offer of guarantees... is obviously a great

step in advance, politically and psychologically”58; while Bradbury encouraged
Baldwin:

“The German memorandum cannot... be treated as a
comprehensive proposal for the settlement of the reparation
question. It does, however, give a foundation on which a
satisfactory general plan could be built if the French were willing
to cooperate, and I think, also, pretty clear indication of the
willingness of the German Government to cooperate in such a
plan.”59

As in May, the Foreign Office, while recognising the advances apparent in the

56 On the internal difficulties faced by the German government regarding the 7 June
proposals, particularly their efforts to persuade industry to provide guarantees, see
Feldman, Disorder, pp. 663-7.

57 FO 371 8638, C9926/1/18: Communication from German Ambassador, 7.6.23.

58 FO 371 8638, C10065/1/18: Niemeyer to FO, 9.6.23.

59 Baldwin Papers, Bx 125, pp. 107-14: memo (n.d.) by Bradbury on German note of 7.6.23.
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German note, was more cautious in its optimism. Crowe emphasised that the
German note made no reference to the crucial issue of passive resistance, and
predicted trouble when - as undoubtedly they would - the French requested that
Britain join with them in demanding the cessation of passive resistance as a
precondition to any further consideration of the reparation problem.60 Such a
request by the French would pose great problems for the British as it would
open the Pandora’s box of the legality of the Ruhr occupation, thus highlighting
what was in effect the crux of the British dilemma. If the British requested the
end of passive resistance, then it would indicate that the British government
thought that passive resistance was illegal and was not justified by the French
action. In other words it would imply that the British felt that the French
action was legal - and that by resisting, the Germans were in effect making an
entirely unjustified ‘act of war’. On the other hand, if the British refused to join
with the French in calling for the end of passive resistance then they would by
default be sympathising with the Germans, be viewing their resistance as

legitimate, and therefore be implying that they viewed the whole occupation as

illegal.

Crowe’s fears were soon justified. On 11 June Curzon met the French and
Belgian ambassadors. Both called for Britain to join with them in appealing to
Germany to end passive resistance.61 Curzon tried to stall for time. On 13
June he dispatched a note to the French Ambassador asking what exactly was
meant by the demand for the end of passive resistance.62 Did it mean simply
that the German government should withdraw their decrees, or did the French

government expect the Ruhr population actively to cooperate with the

60 Minute by Crowe, 7.6.23 on FO 371 8638, C9827/1/18: Addison, tel. 221, 5.6.23.

61 CAB 23 45, Cabinet Minutes, 11.6.23.

62 In adopting this policy, Curzon was using a suggestion made by Crewe in a letter of 8

June that it would be possible: “...to keep the ball rolling by asking exactly what is meant

by the cessation of Passive Resistance, and what would be the next step which the French

Government would take, if Passive Resistance were to come to an end.” [Curzon Papers,

Mss Eur. F.112/201(a): Crewe to Curzon, 8.6.23. (Underlinings added by Curzon in pencil).]
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French?63 The Belgian Ambassador was asked the same questions.64

Several weeks passed before, after a heated interview between Curzon and
Saint-Aulaire,65 the French reply arrived. This was predictably disappointing.
Poincaré defined the cessation of passive resistance as involving the active
collaboration of the Ruhr population and refused to give any assurances that
modifications in the terms of occupation would follow the withdrawal of
German government decrees.66 A Belgian rely was also received which,
though more friendly in tone, in essence merely reiterated the French line. 67
Poincaré was clearly more confident of his position, and thought that
Germany’s growing weakness would mean a French victory regardless of

British support.68

Thus, by the beginning of July little progress had been made since Curzon’s
House of Lords speech of 20 April. The stalemate was as intractable as ever,
and Anglo-French relations were increasingly strained. Yet while diplomatic
progress was slow, important developments had been occurring within the
British policy-making machine. At a domestic-political level, the latent
differences which had remained uneasily dormant since the onset of the crisis,
now began to surface as frustration with the inadequacy of Curzon’s policy
crystallised. But at the very time when divisions in the Cabinet were growing,
so the two key administrative departments - the Foreign Office and the

Treasury - began to converge on a more actively Francophobic stance.

63 FO 371 8639, C10272/1/18: Communication to the French Ambassador in London,
13.6.23.
64 FO 371 8639, C10273/1/18: Disp. 638, to Grahame, 12.6.23.
65 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/240: tel. 2227 to Crewe, 3.7.23.
66F0O 371 8642, C11803/1/18: Disp. 2267 to Crewe, 6.7.23.
67 FO 371 8642, C11638/1/18: Disp. 720 to Wingfield (Brussels), 3.7.23.
68 Foreign Office officials were aware of and worried by this trend. On 25 June Lampson
commented: “The outlook is black... The inference to be drawn from the prolonged silence
from France in replying to our note of June 13... is that France is playing for time, no doubt
on the strength of the reports which are reaching him [Poincaré] to the effect that Germany
is nearing the end of her tether.” [Minute by Lampson, 25.6.23 on FO 371 8640,
C10983/1/18: Crewe, tel. 610, 24.6.23.]
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Domestic-Political Pressures.

As was shown in Chapter II, there is evidence that from the start of the
occupation Bonar Law’s position was compromised by considerable backbench
support for France. As tentative intervention stagnated, this faction became
increasingly dissatisfied with the government’s stance and this dissatisfaction
was expressed at the highest level by key politicians. For example, when
Curzon submitted to Cabinet his draft reply to the German May 2 note, both
Derby and Neville Chamberlain (the Minister for Health) wanted it to be more
stringent towards the Germans. As Derby wrote privately to Curzon: “I do feel
that this is one of the most important documents we have had to deal with and
it is very important that nothing should be said which would be construed as a
bias towards Germany.”69 On 17 July Baldwin received a letter from his
Secretary of State for Air, Samuel Hoare, arguing that:

“At every turn it seems to me that the breach with France, even
though it may be ultimately inevitable, is for the moment likely to
delay and endanger the settlement of Europe. / If this is so I am
inclined to think that a bad arrangement with France,
unsatisfactory though it may seem to many of us, is better than
a breach with France.”70

Worthington Evans agreed:

“It seems to me we are in some danger because we disapprove of
French action in the Ruhr, of going to the other extreme and
shaping our policy on the footing that the French are wrong and
the Germans are right. / Is it not the truth that the Germans are

wrong...” 71

The editor of the Morning Post, H.A. Gwynne, bombarded Baldwin with yet

more extreme advice.”2 Gwynne consistently advocated an alliance with

69 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F. 112/229: Derby to Curzon, 7.5.23.
70 Baldwin Papers, Bx 126, pp. 81-8: Samuel Hoare to Baldwin, 17.7.23.
71 Baldwin Papers, Bx 126, pp. 102 -110: Worthington Evans to Baldwin, 17.7.23.

72 For more information on the machinations of Gwynne, see KM. Wilson, A Study in the
History and Politics of the Morning Post, 1905-28, (New York, 1990), pp. 193-215; and
Keiger, Poincaré, pp. 299.
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France and was extremely critical of Curzon. On 13 June he wrote:

“In the present case, your delegates are, first of all Curzon, then
Crewe, then D’Abernon. I went to see Bonar the other day and
you will not be surprised to hear that he said that Curzon was a
bad foreign secretary... As for D’Abernon he is a crook... Now
these are the instruments with which you have to work. You are

bound to fail if you use them.”73

Such pro-French views - extreme in Gwynne’s case, but far more reasoned and
deliberate within the ranks of the Conservative Party itself, were an important
consideration for the Prime Minister. But at the same time as facing mounting
support for a more Francophile stance, Baldwin also had to contend with
pressure from those who wanted to submit the whole Ruhr question to the
League of Nations. This lobby was not, perhaps, as influential as the
Francophiles, as many of the most influential supporters of the League did not
sit on the government benches. It did however now have a vociferous advocate
in the form of Lord Robert Cecil, the Lord Privy Seal, who was in effect the
‘League Minister’. Cecil’s desire to submit the whole question of the Ruhr crisis
to the new, post-war method of arbitration by the League of Nations brought
him into conflict with both the Foreign Office and the Foreign Secretary.

Curzon’s suspicions of Cecil were aroused as soon as he realised that Cecil was
to have responsibility for League affairs. On 2 June he wrote to Cecil:

“I do not wish there to be any misunderstanding about the
fundamentals;... the League of Nations business is now under the
Foreign Office and I am not prepared to delegate my responsibility
to anybody.”74

The following day Curzon was incensed to hear that Cecil had been interfering
in diplomacy at Paris. Apparently Cecil had hinted unofficially to the French

that unless progress towards negotiations was made, the British government

73 Baldwin Papers, Bx 114, pp28-30: Gwynne to Baldwin, 13.6.23.
74 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/229: Curzon to Cecil, 2.6.23.
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might bring the question of the Ruhr before the League.”5 Curzon’s anger was
clear. On 14 June he wrote to Baldwin:

“I am afraid he [Cecil] is out to make trouble. I will endeavour to
keep the peace to the best of my ability. But I have no intention
of admitting a second even if a subordinate Foreign Secretary nor
of allowing the responsibility for League work to be taken away
from the FO.”76

The quarrel quickly escalated. On 20 June, Cecil wrote to Baldwin:

“He [Curzon] thinks the old arrangement for dealing with the
League of Nations affairs was satisfactory by which Balfour or
Fisher took no interest in and had no knowledge of anything
connected with the League of Nations policy of the country except
what they could gain from the Foreign Office telegrams... I on the
contrary think it a most unsatisfactory one... It is very little too
much to say that the great mass of Foreign Office work goes on
precisely in a prewar fashion and the amount of attention given to
the League is very small.”77

Baldwin, anxious to maintain Cabinet unity, tried to calm both sides. Both
Curzon and Cecil remained touchy78 and as late as 7 August Curzon wrote:

“I must also ask your protection against the altogether mistimed
and intolerable intervention of Bob Cecil at Paris. If he is to be at
liberty to go over there and without any reference to you or me or
the Cabinet to [the text here is uncertain] a policy of his own (with
which I may say I wholly disagree) it renders my position quite
impossible, and I shall have no alternative but to ask to be
relieved of it.”79

This incident between Curzon and Cecil demonstrates the growing potential for
conflict over foreign policy which existed in the Cabinet and the problems which
such divisions could pose for Baldwin. Furthermore, Baldwin, like Bonar Law,
had to take into account continued pressure from the Dominions, and
particularly from General Smuts. On 7 July Smuts wrote to Baldwin: “British

Government will soon have to choose between maintenance of Entente on the

75 Baldwin Papers, Bx 114, pp.132-3: Cecil to Curzon, 3.6.23. See also: T194/277: Cecil to
Bradbury, 6.6.23.

76 Baldwin Papers, Bx 114, pp. 136-8: Curzon to Baldwin, 14.6.23.
77 Baldwin Papers, Bx 114, pp. 150-2: Cecil to Baldwin, 20.6.23.
78 For Crowe’s commentary see Phipps Papers II, Bx 2/1, p11: Crowe to Phipps, 8.8.23.

79 Baldwin Papers, Bx 114, pp. 157-160: Curzon to Baldwin, 7.8.23. See also Cecil’s
message to Baldwin, 8.8.23 [Baldwin Papers, Bx 127, pp. 100: Phipps disp. 740, 7.8.23].
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one hand and maintenance of British self-respect and honour and Empire

prestige as a first class Power on the other.” He then advised that Baldwin

should: “solemnly renounce the Entente in a formal document...”80

Smuts’ views were in sharp contrast with the increasingly restive
Francophiles. These issues, coupled with the League disagreement, highlight
the political difficulties Baldwin faced. While it seemed everyone was unhappy
with the impotence of British policy, the prospect of united Cabinet support for
an alternative was small. This was particularly unfortunate for Baldwin as
public and commercial opinion was becoming yet more critical of the situation
and was tending (apart from those elements of the press, such as the Morning
Post, controlled by the Francophiles) to swing against France. For example,
the Manchester Guardian openly supported the Germans’ June proposalssl

while at the end of June the Times advocated action against France: “...if joint

action is impossible, then the British Government must face the responsibility
of making an effort on its own to arrest the destructive process before it is too
late.”82 John Maynard Keynes commented on the British press reactions to
the 7 June note: “The note has done all it was capable of doing and has ranged
virtually the whole of British public opinion on its side. I don’t know when the

press has been more unanimous in quiet approval.”s3

The Italian Ambassador felt that commercial and financial opinion was also
hardening against France. On 3 July he reported to Mussolini:

“The delay of the French Government in answering the British
Questionnaire [Curzon’s enquiry about the nature of passive

80 CAB 24 161, CP 418: tel. from Governor General of the Union of South Africa to Secretary
of State for the Colonies, 7.7.23. At this stage the Foreign Office fobbed off Smuts by writing
that the questions raised by Smuts were: “...of such magnitude that they can hardly be
dealt with now by an exchange of telegrams, but call for detailed discussion at the British
empire Conference.” [CO 532/129: FO reply to Smuts, 17.7.23].

81 Manchester Guardian, 8.6.23, pp. 6.

82 The Times, 28.6.23, pp. 15.

83 Keynes to Max Warburg (a German businessman), 21.6.23, cited in Rupieper, Cuno, pp.
163.
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resistance] is keenly resented by pubic opinion here. The press
adopts a sharp tone, demanding an immediate written reply from
the French Government. To the difficulties due to the situation
created by French action in the Ruhr, there is consequently now
indignation at the (?tactics) of POINCARE which are here
considered far from courteous towards England Commercial and
financial circles are putting great pressure upon the government
to secure energetic action with a view to a speedy solution of the
present crisis, from which these circles are suffering severely. In
diplomatic circles the feeling is that the critical moment in
Franco-British relations has arrived, and that the general
European situation has never been more dangerous since the

armistice.”84
Certainly the Bank of England sympathised with Germany’s plight. On 20
June its Governor, Montagu Norman, wrote to the President of the
Reichsbank: “As you know, we are anxious to assist you at any time to the
extent that lies in our power to do so...”85 and by the end of July the Bank of
England had advanced the Reichsbank over £7.5 million (secured against the
Reichsbank’s London gold deposits) to prop up the mark.86

The government also faced continuous questioning in Parliament from the
opposition about the situation in the Ruhr.87 By the end of June these
questions were becoming more aggressive. For example, on 14 June Baldwin
was asked whether: ”...he is aware of the widespread objection felt in this
country to any declaration... which would imply approval of the Franco-Belgian

occupation...”88; while on 27 June a comment on German collapse was: “What

do the Government propose to do... Are they going to let the matter drift on?789

84 HW 12/48: Torretta (London) to Rome, tel. 564, 3.7.23. Both Rupieper and Feldman
argue that these pro-German trends in Britain encouraged the Germans to prolong passive
resistance in the hope that Britain would intervene [Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 172-3 and
Feldman, Disorder, pp. 668-91.

85 Bank of England archives, OV34/71: Norman to President of Reichsbank, 20.6.23.

86 Bank of England archives, OV34/71: Norman to President of Reichsbank, 21.7.23.

87 For example, see Hansard 164 HC deb 5s, c0l.398 (16.5.23) and col.1262 (30.5.23).

88 Hansard 165 HC deb 5s, col.721 (14.6.23), question by Charles Buxton (MP for

Accrington).

89 Hansard 165 HC deb 5s, c0l.2314 (27.6.23), question by Joseph Kenworthy (MP for Hull).
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As the Ruhr crisis progressed British public and political opinion was becoming
more polarised. While the general trend was in a pro-German direction,
Baldwin was handicapped by the pro-French opinion of his own backbenches.
To further compound Baldwin’s and Curzon’s problems, at the very time when
the Conservative Francophiles were becoming more vocal, so the Foreign

Office and Treasury were adopting a more actively Francophobic stance.
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Administrative Pressures.

As was shown in the previous chapter, the majority of Foreign Office officials
and British diplomats already sympathised with the Germans and blamed the
crisis on the French. Their sympathies were strengthened as reports of French

brutality and German weakness flooded into the Foreign Office.

On 30 March 1923 the Allied High Command (under French and Belgian
control) ordered the dismissal and expulsion of all railwaymen who refused to
return to work. By 15 May these penalties were being enforced. According to
Kilmarnock as many as 500 000 people were involved, and it is hardly
surprising that the Foreign Office frequently received detailed protests from
the German Ambassador.90 Wigram described the French action as
“disgraceful... [as]... the offence of these railwaymen is...merely that they

refused to work for what amounts to a hostile occupying authority.”91

Reports of French “justice” also provoked anger. After a disturbance at Essen,
in which French soldiers shot 14 workmen, the French authorities court-
martialled the managers of the works involved, and convicted them of
instigating the disturbance. The managers were each sentenced to 10 years’

imprisonment and fined 100 million marks.92 Curzon commented: “The

sentences were absolutely barbarous.”93

These and similar reports convinced the Foreign Office that the French had

90 For example see: FO 371 8731, C8782/313/18: communication from the German
ambassador, 15.5.23.

91 Minute by Wigram, 17.5.23 on FO 371 8731, C8782/313/18: Communication from
German Ambassador, 15.5.23.

92 FO 371 8730, C8436/313/18: Communication from German Ambassador, 10.5.23.

93 Minute by Curzon, 15.5.23 on FO 371 8730, C8436/313/18: Communication from
German Ambassador, 10.5.23.
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pushed Germany to the brink of collapse. As Sterndale Bennett summarised:
“...German resistance is about to break... The result, however, may not be the
capitulation of Germany to France, but internal disintegration and disorder.”94
On June 18 Joseph Addison (Counsellor at the Berlin Embassy) wrote to
Lampson that:

“...the French will have the German carcass at their mercy by
about October next. This, I fear, is exactly what Poincaré knows
and what makes a reasonable settlement so difficult. We don’t
want Germany to be a carcass. France does not mind very much
if she becomes one and if decomposition supervenes, as she sees
compensatory advantages.”95

This letter prompted Lampson to act. He decided to gather as much
information as possible on the impact of a German crash. He sent telegrams
to other Whitehall departments and to British diplomats in Brussels, Paris,
Italy, the Hague and Moscow asking for their views. In this communication he
actually laid down his own opinion. He thought a German collapse would cause
immediate chaos to all of Europe, including France; but what is interesting is
that he saw German weakness as a short term phenomenon. He simply
assumed that Germany would recover - and that she would take over France’s
position as the dominant power on the Continent:

“Of course Germany will ultimately recover: several million odd
thrifty and industrious souls cannot be indefinitely submerged -
and in due course Germany will get her own back out of France,
with interest; - but in the meantime if there is to be a smash it
will be a nasty one and it will affect us all materially.”96

Thus key British officials were resigned to a fundamental shift in the balance of

power in Europe in Germany’s favour.

Replies to Lampson’s telegram soon began to filter into the Foreign Office.

They were even more pessimistic than Lampson had expected. Rather than

94 Minute by Sterndale Bennett, 19.5.23 on FO 371 8731, C8890/313/18: Kilmarnock, disp.
292, 16.5.23.
95 FO 371 8640, C10791/1/18: Addison to Lampson, 18.6.23.
96 FO 371 8640, C10791/1/18: Communication from Lampson, 26.6.23.
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viewing German collapse as a short-term phenomenon, they predicted
complete German disintegration, European chaos, and a fundamental shift in
the balance of power towards France. Of particular interest was Addison’s
reply. He emphasised the political disintegration which he saw as the natural
result of economic collapse: “I have always been of the opinion... that the
present form of government in Germany is not generally popular.”®7 He argued
that hyper-inflation was already discrediting the existing capitalist system and
could pave the way for chaotic communist uprisings. Although the
communists might not be successful,98 food riots would erupt across
Germany. The army would have to be called in, and would probably act with
great vigour in some areas (eg Bavaria) but much less so in others (eg Saxony).
Each state would act separately, resulting in the dismemberment of
Germany.99 By August the Foreign Office accepted this worst-case scenario.
Lampson forwarded Addison’s letter to the War Council saying that it “is the
most authoritative expression of opinion in the Foreign Office” and that Curzon

“sees no reason to differ from the conclusions contained therein.”100

Foreign Office fears of the seriousness of the European situation were
reinforced when the reports from Grahame and Hugh Knatchbull-Hugesson (at
the Paris Embassy) arrived. These suggested that the irresponsible Belgians
and French had no conception of the impending catastrophe. From Belgium,
Grahame commented:

“I should like to point out as a preface that there is astonishingly
little apprehension, either in government circles or among the
public generally, of a collapse of the kind of which you seem to be

97 FO 371 8641, C11392/1/18: Addison to Lampson, 26.6.23.

98 Information reaching the FO suggested that reactionary groups (for example, Hitler’s in
Bavaria) were gaining ground at the expense of the communists. On 14 July Cadogan
commented: “... the nationalists in Germany are gaining ground at the expense of the
communists.” [Minute by Cadogan, 14.7.23 on FO 371 8795, C12097/2719/18: Ryan disp.
493, 10.7.23.] On 13 August Tyrrell remarked: “Success of communist movement [in
Saxony] unlikely.” [Minute by Tyrrell, 13.8.23 on FO 3718795, C13325/2719/18: WO,
MI3/5514, 1.8.23.]

99 FO 371 8641, C11392/1/18: Addison to Lampson, 26.6.23.
100 WO 190/14: Lampson to Secretary of Army Council, 17.8.23.
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thinking. The prevailing idea is that a surrender of the German
Government is what is to be expected, and not a collapse of the
German political and economic system.”101

The report from Paris was more alarming. Although Knatchbull-Hugesson
pointed out that: “If a collapse occurs, the chances of any economic result [ie
reparation] for France are practically nonexistent...”; 102 he concluded on an
ominous note, emphasising that the French would consider that any serious
economic results of a German collapse would be more than offset by the
advantageous effects of her political disintegration - which would guarantee
French security. He then commented:

“The collapse of Germany would so increase the strength of the
French position on the continent that it is unlikely that His
Majesty’s Government will be very closely consulted by France as
to the future, or that any great attention will be paid to our views
unless they are very vigorously stated.”103

Only the War Office approached the question from a different perspective.
Their reply concluded that while a German collapse would precipitate
widespread rioting and looting, the “forces on the side of order are strong enough
and sufficiently organised...to deal with the situation...” Although the whole
picture could be changed if France intervened and sent in reinforcements to
keep order, the War Office did not think such French action likely. Rather, a
collapse would result in a nationalist regime in Germany which France would
object to as a “military dictatorship”, but which the War Office felt would be, at
least at first, essentially unthreatening: ... the Germans in power would be
prepared to do anything reasonable on the demand of the Allies... [and] would
know that they were not yet sufficiently powerful, either in armament or
organisation, to engage France.”104 In the long term the War Office, in
contrast to the Foreign Office, viewed Germany, not France as the threat to
the European Balance of Power. In the short term they saw the impending

101 FO 371 8642, C11698/1/18: Grahame to Lampson, 3.7.23.
102 FO 371 8642, C11799/1/18: Mr. Knatchbull-Hugesson to Lampson, 5.7.23.
103 jbid
104 WO 190/12: A.T. McGrath to Lampson, 2.7.23.
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German collapse as precipitating this enhanced German threat. They
therefore agreed from a practical perspective with the Foreign Office
assessment of the dangers inherent in the existing European situation. The
War Office were not asked for, and did not provide, an opinion on what British

policy should now be.

All the answers which Lampson received underlined the immediate gravity of
the situation in the Ruhr. Moreover, leaving aside the War Office view (which
was vigorously advocated in Cabinet by Derby but which had scant influence
on the overall administration, dominated as it was by the Foreign Office and
Treasury) it can be seen that, in general, British official and diplomatic opinion
rested on the assumption that the longterm security, peace and stability of
Europe depended on a strong but content and responsible Germany. French
attempts to shackle Germany’s strength by permanent controls on her
sovereignty were counterproductive and would result in the saga of
dismemberment and chaos so lucidly described by Addison. They would also
contravene British interests by tilting the European balance of power in

France’s favour.

In the light of all this information, the Foreign Office began to consider ways of
restraining the French. As early as 14 May, Crowe minuted that:

“I venture to submit that it is a matter for serious consideration
whether we should not, by some such means, endeavour to place
ourselves in a position to exert real pressure on France in
connection with the now almost inevitable differences between
the policies of our two governments regarding reparations and
inter-allied indebtedness. Sooner or later it will become necessary
for us to try and force an issue. We can hardly allow ourselves to
be simply squeezed out by a purely Franco-Belgian combination,
and see the whole economic situation in Europe brought to ruin
through French obstinacy and entire disregard of the interests of
this country. The only lever which we hold is our power of finance.
But we do nothing even to prepare to use it... I should like to see a
state of things created in which the French, when they come over
here to raise money for their own purposes, found practical
difficulties in discovering lenders. Naturally this should not
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appear as anything due to government interference... If such a
policy were adopted we should soon find the French money
interests turning against their own government for following a
policy which made English capital reluctant to come forward in
support of French enterprise.”105

Curzon, although cautious, did not dismiss the idea of using such methods to
put pressure on France. He commented that Crowe’s suggestion was

“valuable”106 and authorised him to pursue enquiries.

On 31 May, Crowe sounded Montagu Norman, the Governor of the Bank of
England, about his plan.107 Norman argued lucidly against the suggestion.
France, he said was in a very different situation now from a year ago. She had
already achieved postwar reconstruction and no longer needed to borrow vast
sums of money. Should she need to do so then she could easily look to places

other than London.108

Norman’s arguments were sufficiently strong to doom this initial Foreign Office
suggestion. But Crowe was not the only senior official who was trying to think
of ways of breaking the deadlock. Lampson was engaged in a similar pursuit
and it was he who suggested that Britain threaten France with the possibility
of independent British action to secure a reparation settlement unless she
agreed to negotiations. “The thought suggests itself,” he commented,

“that the moment may fast be approaching when, in the interests
of the social order of the world..., we may have to take a firmer line
with France. My personal belief is that if we told her point blank
that, in order to have done with this insufferable Reparation
question , we were prepared to go ahead if necessary alone with an

105 Minute by Crowe, 14.5.23 on FO 371 8636, C8895/1/18: Communication from
Niemeyer, 12.5.23.

106 Minute on ibid by Curzon, 15.5.23.

107 FO 371 8638, C9678/1/18: Memo by Crowe, 31.5.23.

108 Norman did, however, suggest an alternative way of putting financial pressure on
France - through her debt to Britain. He advocated announcing that, as France could afford
to waste vast amounts of money on the Ruhr, there was no reason why she should not be
able to pay the debt she owed Britain - in full and with interest. Norman said that if this
announcement were made at the right moment it would result in a fall in the value of the
franc. This would alarm French finance and so might well induce the French government to
assume a more reasonable approach to British views.
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impartial assessment of Germany’s capacity to pay and to
accept the 22% ( ie the Spa percentage) of that assessment as
the share due to the British Empire even if France did not come
with us, we should then find that France came along behind pretty
quickly. We should then be done with the Reparation Commission
and all its attendant evils. The French would no doubt scream:
but sooner than be isolated and see us get our money they would
follow our lead.”109

As yet this was only a suggestion, but it was soon to become a major policy
alternative - primarily because it met with the support of the Treasury.
Lampson concluded: “The idea is at least worth consideration: and I gather
that the Treasury think there is something init.”110 Indeed the Treasury had
long since lost patience with the French.111 Bradbury told Niemeyer:

“Lampson’s suggestion is on the same general lines as the advice
I myself gave to the Prime Minister when I was last in London./
The technical juridical position as regards our escaping from the
fetters of the Reparation Chapter of the Treaty of Versailles is, I
fear, not very cheerful.// On the other hand, if I had the political
responsibility for dealing with the matter, I should not be disposed
to worry very much about the juridical technicalities.”112

Lampson began to follow up his suggestion. On 9 June he asked Hurst for a
legal view.113 On 12 June Hurst replied that, in his opinion, the Reparation
Commission could not actually cancel any part of Germany’s capacity without
specific authority from each of the governments represented on the
Commission. Any independent action by one power on this question would be a
departure from the Treaty and “would in fact break up the Entente altogether
on the subject of reparations.”114 Hurst explained:

“Any such scheme as that which Mr. Lampson adumbrates must
entail a complete break away on the part of this Government
from the reparation machinery provided for in the treaty... / So
long a period has elapsed since the French marched into the Ruhr
that we should not at the present stage be able to justify a break

109 Minute by Lampson, 25.5.23 on FO 371 8637, C9217/1/18: D’Abernon tel. 210,
23.5.23. (Lampson’s underlinings).
110 Tbid.

111 See for example Baldwin Papers, Bx 125, pp. 165-7: Warren Fisher to Baldwin, 12.6.23
and Baldwin Papers: pp. 214, Bradbury to Baldwin, 14.6.23.

112 Baldwin Papers, Bx 125, pp. 246: Bradbury to Niemeyer, 27.6.23.
113 FO 371 8639, C10291/1/18: Minute by Lampson, 9.6.23.
114 FO 371 8639, C10291/1/18: Minute by Hurst, 12.6.23.
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away on the reparations question as the result of the French and
Belgian break away implied by their independent action.”115

From the legal standpoint, then, to pursue a course of independent action would
be far from easy. But by this stage frustrations with French procrastination
were increasing. For example, Lampson exploded:

“No-one save France wants to see Germany in fragments and a
danger to Europe for years to come. It takes a Frenchman to
ignore the after-effects of what is going on in the Ruhr and the
Rhineland at this moment. It takes a Frenchman to perpetuate
the tradition of national hatred by perpetrating acts in those
regions which are little short of what the Germans did in time of
war...”116

So angry was Lampson that he was undeterred by Hurst’s objections: “I admit
that the idea suggested in my minute entails all the legal difficulties pointed out
by Sir C. Hurst. But it occurs to me as possible that the moment is fast
approaching when we may be forced to seek a practical solution regardless of
legal difficulties.”117 Crowe agreed: “The question raised by Mr. Lampson is one

deserving every consideration.”118 By this stage even Curzon was prepared to

see further discussions: “I think the suggestion is worth pursuing.”119

As a result, Lampson began discussions with Hurst, Niemeyer and Sir John
Fischer Williams (the British Legal Representative on the Reparation
Commission). By 30 June the verdict was swinging towards action against
France. Lampson reported that a consensus had been reached that it was
possible for Britain to hold an independent enquiry into Germany’s capacity to
pay, although for Britain actually to obtain money from Germany other than
through the machinery of the Reparation Commission would be in breach of

the Treaty. Despite the difficulties entailed in this action the Foreign Office by

115 ibid
116 FO 371 8639, C10291/1/18: Minute by Lampson, 22.6.23.
117 jbid
118 Minute on ibid by Crowe, 22.6.23.
119 Minute on ibid by Curzon, 23.6.23.
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now favoured it. Lampson concluded: “...that the idea is at least worth
pursuing and that it may well contain the germ of a real solution of the
Reparation question.”120 Crowe agreed: “Although it is impossible to forecast
now what would be the ultimate effect on France of the result of such an
enquiry - especially if the US took part in it - it may be said that it will
certainly be worthwhile to set it on foot.”121

But Curzon, although he had sanctioned the enquiry, was aware of the Cabinet
opposition such a departure would meet. At the beginning of July he still
hoped that the French reply to his questions on the nature of passive
resistance might provide the opening for a solution to the Ruhr crisis without
necessitating a breach with France. He therefore decided not to instigate an
independent enquiry, saying: “Let us first await the French and Belgian

replies.”122

On 6 July the uncompromising French reply arrived. Over-ruling the Foreign
Office/Treasury view, Baldwin and Curzon tried one last time to nudge
negotiations forward without “taking sides” from either an international or a
domestic-political perspective. As Torretta told Mussolini on 16 July:
“...Curzon has been obliged to assume toward France a less (?rigid) attitude
than his programme originally allowed, in view of the necessity of
accommodating his views to those of certain other members of the Cabinet
who desire to follow a more moderate policy.”122 On 12 July Baldwin and
Curzon made identical statements to both Houses of Parliament calling for a

collective reply to the German proposals.124 According to Neville Chamberlain,

120 Minute by Lampson, 30.6.23, on FO 371 8641, C11456/1/18: Central Department
minute, 29.6.23.

121 Minute on ibid by Crowe, 30.6.23.
122 Minute on ibid by Curzon, 1.7.23.
123 HW 12/48: Torretta to Mussolini, tel. 607, 16.7.23.
124 CAB 23 46: Appendix to Cabinet on 12.7.23.
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the Minister for Health, Curzon had been influenced by the Francophobes and
had originally wanted the Cabinet to approve a harsher statement: “... the tone
was distinctly ‘nasty’ towards France. It seemed to me that it would produce
the worst impression there and among those of our people who are very pro-
French.”125 Baldwin had toned it down, explaining that “he thought Curzon’s
draft too long for the H. of C. and that we must have something more

calculated to carry with us our Francophile party and press.”126

On 20 July Curzon submitted to the allies a draft British version of the
collective allied reply to the German proposals. This passed Cabinet more
easily, with most of the discussion relating to small points of detail.
Chamberlain commented: “Curzon bore all the criticism with remarkable
patience and good temper.”127 The reply stated that Britain was prepared to
join with the French and Belgians in calling for the end of passive resistance,
but only if first, Germany’s capacity to pay were submitted to some kind of
impartial international expert enquiry; and second, that if the Germans agreed
to end passive resistance, there should be “swift and immediate” changes to
the character of the occupation. In other words, that there should be a

progressive evacuation of the Ruhr.128

Neutrality may have been maintained, but one has to stop and consider
whether Curzon seriously thought anything more than good publicity could be
achieved by this draft reply. This was certainly Crowe’s reasoning: “... it ought
to be possible so to draft a note... that, when it was published, world opinion

would recognise that we had made a reasonable and generous effort for a

125 Neville Chamberlain Papers, NC2/21:Neville Chamberlain’s diary, 15.7.23.

126 jbid.

127 Neville Chamberlain Papers, NC2/21: Neville Chamberlain’s diary, 20.7.23.

128 FO 371 8644, C12540/1/18: Communication to French Ambassador, London, 20.7.23.
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settlement.”129 1t also explains Curzon’s comment to Cabinet on 19 July:
“Someone having asked a question as to the reception [of the note] by the
French, he [Curzon] said Oh the French will receive this ‘with a gasp of
delicious surprise.”130 Given that the French had consistently said that the
Germans must abandon passive resistance unconditionally as a precondition
to any form of progress, it was hard to imagine that Poincaré would voluntarily
make any concessions to Germany in order to encourage them to do this. This
was especially the case as by this stage Germany looked to be on the point of
capitulation anyway.

The French and Belgian replies to the 20 July British draft reply were not long
in coming, and naturally their response was cold. On 21 July, Poincaré told
Phipps that France would not negotiate with Germany until passive resistance
had stopped.131 Jaspar agreed - saying on 25 July that neither France nor
Belgium could make the cessation of passive resistance the subject of a
bargain.132 On 30 July the unmitigated failure of Curzon’s attempt to open
negotiations was confirmed when lengthy and official communications were
received from both the French and Belgians. Lampson angrily commented on
Poincaré’s reply:

“The general gist of the note may be summed up as a determined
opposition to any practical move towards settlement. It insists
upon the continued occupation of the Ruhr, clearly aims at the
collapse of Germany, and gives no indication of any sort as to
what is proposed when that collapse actually occurs...”133

Crowe expostulated: “It looks as if those were right who believe that M.

Poincaré does not really desire a settlement, preferring to remain in the Ruhr

129 FO 800/243, Crowe Papers: Memorandum by Crowe on proposed reply to German Note,
18.7.23.

130 Neville Chamberlain Papers, NC2/21: Neville Chamberlain’s diary, 20.7.23.
131 FO 371 8644, C12613/1/18: Phipps, tel. 696, 22.7.23.
132 FO 371 8644, C12836/1/18: Grahame, tel. 176, 25.7.23.
133 FO 371 8646, C13519/1/18: FO minute by Lampson (undated).
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and to see Germany reduced to impotence, as ends valuable in themselves;”134
while Curzon told Cabinet that: “the French note indicated a determined
opposition by the French Government to any immediate move in the direction
of a settlement and an intention to prolong negotiations until Germany

collapsed.”135

All this was bound to provide ammunition for the already active anti-French
lobby. The immediate question for the future, therefore, was whether patience
with the French was finally exhausted, and whether Baldwin and Curzon,
prompted by the Foreign Office and Treasury, would at last take a firmer

stance.

134 Minute by Crowe, 23.7.23, on FO 371 8644, C12619/1/18: Phipps, dispatch 1728,
22.7.23.
135 CAB 23 46: Minutes of Cabinet Meeting on 1.8.23.
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Conclusion

Both Rupieper and Feldman, in their detailed works on the German collapse,
criticise British policy, particularly in June and July 1923, for misleading the
Germans and giving them false hope. Rosenberg’s main foreign policy aim was
to involve Britain against France, and so the encouraging signals from London
persuaded him to prolong passive resistance - ultimately with devastating

consequences.136

This criticism of Britain has not so far been addressed in the British
historiography. The tendency has been to place full blame for the German
collapse on the French. Maisel passes over the early summer of 1923 with a
brief chronology of the exchange of notes,137 while Sharp dismisses it as a
period of “fruitless correspondence,”38 Williamson and Bennett also avoid
analysis of the dynamics behind British foreign policy, stating simply that the
British became consistently more forceful in their attempts to force

negotiations on the obstinate and unreasonable French.139

As this chapter has demonstrated, the reality was much more complex.
Immense problems and constraints behind the British position remained, and
as the weeks passed and tentative intervention failed to prompt negotiations,
these latent problems became more clearly reflected at a high policy level.
With compromise between France and Germany more difficult than ever,
disagreements over the Ruhr within and between the British administration,
Cabinet, Parliament and public opinion grew. These differences increasingly

affected Britain’s policy as, despite the fact that the Cabinet remained

136 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 668-9; Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 172-3.

137 Maisel, Foreign, pp. 125.

138 Sharp, ‘Lord Curzon’, pp. 87.

139 Bennett, British, pp. 36-7; Williamson, ‘Great Britain’, pp. 81-2.
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seriously divided, the Francophobes gained the ascendancy in the
administration. Tragically, one result of this was to be, as Feldman and
Rupieper contend, the false optimism and justifiable misinterpretation of the
situation by the Cuno Cabinet. The other result - as will be described in
Chapter IV - was to be the ultimate fragmentation of Britain’s Ruhr policy
when, faced with the continuation of the struggle on the Continent, the

government finally tried to make the choice between France and Germany.
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Chapter IV

The 11 August Note and its Aftermath,
August - September 1923

By the beginning of August the international situation was no further forward
than it had been at the onset of the crisis in January. Britain still found herself
trapped in the middle ground between a France and a Germany each
irreconcilable with the other. Meanwhile, the Ruhr crisis had continued to

escalate and was now extremely serious.

In this chapter the developments during August and September 1923 will be
examined. On 11 August the British government effectively abandoned its
previous policy of benevolent passivity towards France when it sent a strongly
worded note to the French government, sharply criticising French policy,
declaring the occupation of the Ruhr to be illegal, and vaguely threatening
some kind of unilateral “separate action” to hasten a settlement. However,
when it became clear that Poincaré would not be moved by these threats the
British made no move to act on them. On the contrary, they retreated from
this position and instead, by September, were pursuing a policy of increased
friendship with France. On 19 September Baldwin had a private meeting with
Poincaré in which the Entente was reaffirmed. Seven days later the German

government announced the unconditional cessation of passive resistance.
Historians of France and Germany are unanimous in condemning British

policy at this time. Feldman, Rupieper, Kent, Trachtenberg, McDougall and
Keiger all agree that Britain’s refusal to intervene on Germany’s behalf after
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the 11 August note was the final straw for Germany.1 Disillusioned with his
Anglophile policy, the new German Chancellor, Gustav Stresemann, turned to
France. When Poincaré refused to negotiate Stresemann eventually called off
passive resistance on 26 September. Britain was therefore guilty at least of
causing additional confusion in German policy, and at worst of betraying
Germany by offering her false hope and encouraging her government to hold
out for longer, thus exacerbating her eventual collapse. Why Britain acted in

this way, however, is not explained.

This mystery has not been solved by the existing historiography on British
policy. The most accurate works are those by Bennett and Uxbridge.
Bennett’s commentary is extremely brief, but he does recognise the
contentious nature of the 11 August note and mentions that Cabinet
differences prevented its being acted on.2 Uxbridge too finds significant
Cabinet differences at this time and suggests that they may have influenced
policy.3 Sharp hints at the contradictions in British policy, saying that
Baldwin miscalculated by agreeing to meet Poincaré in September.4 On the
other hand, Williamson glosses over the 11 August note as a “reasoned
summary of British policy”, criticises France for her continued intransigence
and then briefly narrates the Baldwin-Poincaré meeting, without commenting
on the obvious inconsistency of British policy.5 Maisel, too, ignores the
significance of the 11 August note and fails to identify any retreat on Britain’s

part.6

Crowe and Corp’s account is yet more contentious. For them the 11 August

1 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 736; Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 232; Kent, Spoils, pp. 224;
Trachtenberg, Reparation, pp. 310; McDougall, France’s, pp. 292; Keiger, Poincaré, pp. 302.

2 Bennett, British, pp. 37-8.

3 Uxbridge, ‘British Political’, pp. 332-36 &365.
4 Sharp, ‘Lord Curzon’, pp. 87.

5 Williamson, ‘Great Britain’, pp. 82.

6 Maisel, Foreign, pp. 126.
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note ("Crowe’s celebrated note of 11th August”) marked the final triumph of
Crowe’s long and consistently held view that the Franco-Belgian action was
illegal. That the occupation was illegal is accepted by Crowe and Corp as
irrefutable, a fact proved by the ‘magical effect’ of the note both in Germany
(where law and order returned) and on Poincaré (who began to reconsider his
demands for the unconditional cessation of passive resistance). The note
should immediately have been followed up by action, but was not because of
differences between Curzon and Baldwin.7 As will be shown, Crowe and Corp’s
analysis has many weaknesses. Crowe had not consistently advocated
declaring the Ruhr occupation illegal, and even when the 11 August note was
sanctioned the Foreign Office were aware that their arguments were shaky
and had not decided what ‘separate action’ meant. The note’s effects on both
France and Germany were bad: in Germany chaos mounted and the Cuno
Cabinet collapsed, while in France Poincaré remained unmoved. Key Cabinet
ministers had always been unhappy with the note and therefore separate
action after it was never really on the agenda anyway. Moreover, Crowe and
Corp’s account, in common with those by Bennett, Williams, Uxbridge and
Maisel, fails to address two key issues. First, why, if they were not going to act,
did the British make the threats of 11 August? Second, why, rather than
simply not act, did the British then compound their problems by trying to move

towards France?

This chapter addresses these issues. It will be shown how the domestic-
political and administrative divisions which had remained just below the
surface before the French reply of 30 July now came to the fore and seriously
disrupted British policy. The result was that the British reply to Poincaré’s
note - given on 11 August - was an inadequate compromise. To some extent

embracing the views of the Francophobes, who had by this time gained

7 Crowe & Corp, Ablest, pp. 436-9.
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ascendancy in the administration, it was intended to jolt the French into
submission. But as the Cabinet did not support the idea of separate measures
against France, real action was never intended. Such a policy entailed a large
element of risk, and when Poincaré refused to be moved, the risk did not pay
off. The implications for British policy were far-reaching. The attempt to
assume the role of mediator had categorically failed. The Francophobes were
discredited, the Francophiles in uproar. To silence these vocal critics, Baldwin

tried to undo the 11 August mistake by approaching Poincaré.
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The 11 August Note.

By the end of July it was clear that tentative intervention had failed. Twice
the Germans had been persuaded to make proposals, but on neither occasion
had Britain been able to come near to breaking the stalemate, which was by
now centred around the complex issue of passive resistance. On 30 July, notes
from the French and Belgians simply emphasised their view that passive
resistance must cease unconditionally before any advance could be made. For
the British the immediate questions for consideration were those of what
should be done with regard to these French and Belgian notes, as well as the
original German note of June 7. On 1 August these questions were discussed in
Cabinet. No clear policy was agreed upon, with the Cabinet preferring to
concentrate on matters of immediate expediency rather than on any long term
strategy. It was decided that Curzon would draft a reply to the French and
Belgian notes which should include: “...a statement of British policy in regard
to Reparations...”.8 What this statement should say however was not
specified, other than that it should be: “...in the nature of an appeal to the

public opinion of the world”.9

The Cabinet thus left the responsibility for the contents of the draft note very
much in the hands of Curzon and the Foreign Office. The Foreign Secretary did
not give a strong lead. As late as 6 August he minuted on one of the many
revised drafts which had been prepared: “...I am not clear whether our present
reply is to consist merely of a summing-up of the situation and correspondence
up to date... or whether we are to go ahead with our independent policy.”10 In

these circumstances, with the Foreign Secretary undecided and the Cabinet

8 CAB 23 24: Cabinet minutes, 1.8.23.

9 ibid

10 Minute by Curzon, 6.8.23 on: FO 371 8647, C135688/1/18: Draft reply by Crowe, 7.8.23.
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brief vague, it was natural for the suggestions and advice of Foreign Office
officials to be of crucial influence. In the last chapter it was shown how, as the
Rubhr crisis progressed and the British policy of tentative intervention failed,
key figures in the Foreign Office - including Lampson and Crowe - began to
advocate taking a more active policy against France. Their views were now
translated into the government’s policy, as the evidence shows that it was the
Foreign Office which was primarily responsible for the inclusion of one of the
most crucial sections of the note: that concerning the legality of the French

occupation.

The legal question had been raised on several occasions since the occupation
began, but before August it had generally been thought too complex and
controversial to merit contesting with the French. The basic debate was over
the question of whether international law (as embodied in this matter by the
Treaty of Versailles) allowed the French and Belgians, without British
agreement, to occupy the Ruhr valley as a justifiable sanction resulting from
German default. This question was examined in the Spring of 1923 and was
shelved because of its controversial and ambiguous implications.11  After
reading a report by the Law Officers at this time, Curzon concluded: “... it is
clear that we shall do no good by raising the legal question and I certainly have
no intention of doing it.”12 But by the summer the legal question was again
raised by Foreign Office officials who were aware of the problems, but who
chose to ignore or gloss over them in an attempt to coerce France. In other
words, the raising of the legal question in August represents another symptom
of the ascendancy of the Treasury view within the Foreign Office and is an

example of its disruptive influence on policy.

11 See above, Chapter II, pp. 112-4. On 11 April the Law Officers reported that the legal
question depended on the interpretation of the words ‘economic and financial prohibitions
and reprisals’ and that as HMG had previously occupied three Rhineland towns in 1921, for
them now to object to the French measures would render them open to charges of hypocrisy.
12 See above, Chapter II, pp. 113-4.
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In the previous chapter it was shown how Lampson, angry at French
intransigence and alarmed by reports of imminent German collapse, began to
examine the possibility of separate action by Britain to break the stalemate
and force negotiations. Despite legal objections from Hurst, Lampson,
encouraged by the Treasury, did not abandon the idea. By the end of June both

he and Crowe were advocating the establishment of some form of independent

enquiry.13

At the same time, the Foreign Office was reexamining even more fundamental
issues. In particular, British officials were angry at the French practice of
using Rhineland High Commission Ordinances (forced through with Kilmarnock
abstaining) to coerce the Ruhr and Rhineland populations. On 12 July
Cadogan wrote to the Law Officers concerning ordinances 153 and 154, which
allowed the French and Belgians to seize any form of property they liked for the
purpose of reparations.l4 Once more the Law Officers were dubious,
reiterating the views expressed by Hurst on a previous occasion when he said:
“I am not clear that they /[HMG] would derive any advantage from it
[protesting about the legality of ordinances] unless a change of attitude in the
part of HMG is contemplated and the era of benevolent neutrality is coming to

anend.”15 Cadogan concluded gloomily: “It follows, then, that we cannot make

our proposed protest to the French Government on this point...”16

But Lampson was no longer content to let matters rest. By now a clear leader
of the Foreign Office Francophobe camp, he seized on the fact that the Law
Officers had only been commenting on the occupation of the Rhineland, not the

13 See above, Chapter III, pp. 152-6.

14 Minute by Cadogan, 2.8.23 on FO 371 8736, C13098/313/18: Report from Law Officers,
30/7/23.

15 Minute by Hurst, 17.5.23 on FO 371 8732, C9456/313/18: FO Minute, 8.5.23.

16 Minute by Cadogan, 2.8.23 on: FO 371 8736, C13098/313/18: Law Officers’ Report,
30.7.23.
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Ruhr:

“...the French and Belgian Governments are within their rights in
applying within the occupied Rhineland such measures of
financial and economic coercion as are authorised by the
treaty...// Of course there has never been any question as to
measures taken outside the occupied territory (ie the Ruhr) being
legal.”17

In adopting this line of argument Lampson was influenced by the Treasury,
with whom he was already in consultation concerning the possibility of
separate action, and whose Francophobia was becoming more strident than
ever. Sir Norman Warren Fisher (Permanent Secretary of the Treasury and
Head of the Civil Service) described the French note of 30 July as a direct
assault on Britain:

“In short the French require the English as a condition of co-
operation to accept French dictation and to sink their own
views...// The British Government is to abdicate and - in common
with Germany - Great Britain is to accept a French hegemony of
Europe in the (imagined) interests of France. I submit that the
French attitude leaves us only one alternative viz: in the light of
our own responsibilities to the world and to ourselves to enter, if
possible jointly with the Italians, into direct conference with
Germany.”18

On 2 August Niemeyer submitted to the Foreign Office the Treasury’s version
of the British reply. This suggested taking an independent line by declaring the
occupation to be illegal and inviting the Permanent Court of Justice at the

Hague to decide the matter.19

Though not as extreme as the Treasury, the Foreign Office, already susceptible
to the Francophobe view, now advocated taking a definite line on the legal
question. On 1 August a Central Department minute concluded that even if
the British had actively cooperated with the French:

“... neither the German Government nor the German population
would ever have acquiesced in the occupation of the Ruhr. They
regard that measure as illegal: they regard the attempted coercion

17 Minute on ibid by Lampson, 2.8.23.
18 Baldwin Papers, Box 126, pp. 246-7: Warren Fisher to Baldwin, 31.7.23.
19 FO 371 8647, C13592/1/18: Niemeyer to Lampson, 2.8.23.
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of the inhabitants as directly contrary to international law - a point
upon which we do not differ from them.”20

Another minute on the following day went to great lengths to absolve Britain
from charges of hypocrisy if she chose to raise the legal question:

“The occupation threatened in 1920 and 1921 was joint action
and was external to the treaty, the action taken in 1923 was
separate action and is claimed to have been taken under a
particular clause of the treaty. HM Government have never
assented to the view that German territory might justifiably by
occupied under para. 18 of annex II as a separate measure by one
or two of the allied powers acting alone.”21

These opinions were being expressed at precisely the time when government
policy was at its most malleable. Tentative intervention had failed and
indecision reigned as to the best way to reply to the French note of July 30. It
is more than mere coincidence that it was these exact legal arguments which
were incorporated in the final draft of the British reply, which having met with
Treasury approval,22 went before Cabinet on 9 August.

Although much of the earlier part of the note was concerned with rallying
public opinion by making Britain’s financial position appear reasonable and
realistic, there were, even in this part, strongly worded criticisms of French
policy. For example, the French note of 30 July was described as: ...a series of
argumentative passages, enquiries on points of detail... whilst fundamental

principles are only mentioned in order to declare that they do not admit of

discussion.”23

The note soon moved into more controversial territory: “...His Majesty’s

Government have never concealed their view that the Franco-Belgian action in

20 FO 371 8737, C13593/313/18: Foreign Office minute, 1.8.23. [My italics].
21 FO 371 8737, C13594/313/18: Foreign Office Minute, 2.8.23. [My italics].
22 Minute by Phipps, 9.8.23 on T160/155/F6066/3: FO draft reply to French and Belgian
notes of 30.7.23, 8.8.23.
23 CAB 24 161, CP 390 (23), C13659/1/18: Curzon to Saint-Aulaire, 11.8.23.
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occupying the Ruhr, quite apart from the question of expediency, was not a
sanction authorised by the Treaty itself”. It then argued that there was “no
inconsistency” between the British government’s position over sanctions in
1921 and in 1923, as on the first occasion:

“The Allies jointly decided to threaten Germany with the
occupation of further territory just as they might have
threatened her with a renewal of war, for her failure to perform
her Treaty obligations some of which had no connection whatever
with Reparations.”

It concluded with the concealed yet unmistakable threat: “They [HMG]J are
reluctant to contemplate the possibility that separate action may be required
in order to hasten a settlement which cannot he much longer delayed without

the gravest consequences to the recovery of trade and the peace of the

world.”24

24 ibid
171



Curzon’s Motives.

Although the Francophobic Foreign Office faction in collusion with the
Treasury influenced the drafting of the note, the ultimate responsibility for
authorising the reply lay with the Foreign Secretary. Had Curzon blocked
these Foreign Office tendencies, the illegality paragraphs and the hint of
separate action would have been omitted. Despite his apparent confusion on 6
August over the contents of the note, by 9 August Curzon must have decided
that it should take the form of a strongly worded rebuff to France.

The most convincing explanation for Curzon’s actions is that he had still not
entirely abandoned his aim of fostering negotiations between France and
Germany, although he was finally beginning to recognise that in order to do this
Britain would have to exert much greater pressure for compromise on either
one or the other. In his opinion the Germans had made large concessions in
their June 7 note. It was now France’s turn. Panic-stricken reports from

Germany spurred Curzon on.

The communists were gaining ground alarmingly and controlled the states of
Saxony and Thuringia. In Dresden workers were organising themselves into
control commissions to confiscate food from farmers. Meanwhile the extreme
Right was growing rapidly, particularly in Bavaria. But perhaps most serious
was the situation in the Ruhr and Rhineland, where continuing and increasing
hardship was producing demoralisation, violence and unrest and - most
dangerous - indifference towards or even support for separatism. On top of all
these regional disturbances the Cuno government also faced a national food
crisis and serious currency collapse. The depth and extent of the crisis finally

forced the interest groups - which had previously been handicapping Cuno’s
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efforts - to sink their differences in an attempt to save the very fabric of
German society. The Reichstag parties at last agreed to a common
programme of taxation, and industry and banking agreed to a 500 million gold
mark loan. But the effort was too late to prevent political crisis. On 8 August
the KPD (Communists) demanded Cuno’s resignation, and the next day it was
clear that the SPD (Social Democrats) were divided over whether to support
him.25

The British were aware of these developments. On 9 August Kilmarnock
reported that: “...the situation is rapidly growing worse, and the machinery for
supplying the dense population of the Basin appears to be on the verge of
breaking down altogether.”26 D’Abernon reported that Rosenberg thought the
German government was on the verge of collapse and facing a “desperate
Communist attack”. Rosenberg appealed for immediate “moral help” from
Britain, claiming this would make all the difference to the government’s

chances of maintaining order.27

These considerations, coupled with the internal pressure Curzon was under
from the Foreign Office and Treasury caused him to authorise the drafting of a
firm, almost threatening reply to the French note of 30 July. Curzon’s attitude
provided the Francophobes with the perfect opportunity to begin to put into
motion the policy of separate action. Yet Curzon’s intentions at this stage
were not so strong. He hoped that the mere words of the note would have such
an effect on French opinion that Poincaré would agree to negotiations, without
them having to be followed up with actions. The overall views of his Cabinet
colleagues meant that action was never realistically on the government’s

agenda at this stage. The Foreign Secretary, caught in the middle ground both

25 Feldman, Disorder, pp. 698-705; Rupieper, Cuno, pp. 174-216.

26 FO 371 8738, C13889/313/18: Kilmarnock, disp. 630, 9.8.23.

27 FO 371 8699, C13794/203/18: D’Abernon, tel. 270, 11.8.23.
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in domestic terms between pro- and anti-French factions, as well as in
international terms between France and Germany, opted for a classic
Curzonian compromise in a vague attempt to pacify all parties. He tried to
bluster his way out of the impasse, hoping that the mere words of the note
would be enough to move Poincaré, without them having to be backed up in
practice. As Derby subsequently commented:

“... we have bluffed - and assuredly our bluff will be called - and we
shall stand convicted to the world as a government which
threatens something which it cannot perform. I feel despair at
the present moment. We have alienated our allies - we have
strengthened our enemy.”28

Derby summarised the risks of the policy perfectly. To try to move Poincaré
by bluff risked having that bluff called. If Poincaré refused to be intimidated,
British policy would be revealed to all to consist of mere empty threats. The
implications would be extremely serious: British prestige would be severely
damaged - perhaps, in view of her disastrous track record as mediator since
April, beyond repair - while Poincaré’s position would be correspondingly
strengthened. With Britain obviously not going to act Poincaré would be free to
do as he wished in the Ruhr. The short-term dangers of this strategy were also
serious. First, any further prolongation of the diplomatic exchange
automatically strengthened Poincaré’s position (and therefore made him more
likely to resist Curzonian threats) by giving him more time to weaken
Germany in the Ruhr.29 Second, Curzon was attempting a delicate balancing
act within a potentially polarised government. Not only did he need cunningly
to exploit the arguments of the Francophobes without entirely capitulating to
their programme, but he also needed to obtain the overall support of the
Cabinet. It was by no means certain that such support would be forthcoming -
and, should he fail, he risked precipitating a serious Cabinet divide.

28 WO 137/1: Derby to Baldwin, 15.8.23 (not sent).

29 A FO minute by Lampson recognised that it was in France’s interest to prolong the
diplomatic exchange in order to give her time to exhaust Germany and defeat passive
resistance. [FO 371 8646, C13519/1/18: FO minute by Lampson, undated, received 7.8.23.]
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Opposition from the Cabinet.

The difficult passage of the note through Cabinet on 9 August emphasises the
lack of united government support for the course it adopted and demonstrates
the potentially explosive effect which Curzon’s policy could have. After much
discussion the Cabinet did accept the note, but only because they felt that its
opening paragraphs provided a reasoned presentation of the British position.
Thus the Cabinet agreed: “That it was necessary to publish to the world a full
statement of the British case which would remove the misunderstandings that
had grown up both in this country and abroad in regard to the British
position.”30 The Cabinet was not, however, happy with the policy of putting
pressure on France and only agreed to it when Curzon emphasised that actual
action would not be necessary, as the tone of the note itself should be enough to
influence France. Edward Wood, the future Lord Halifax, later regretted having
been convinced by this argument. He subsequently wrote to Baldwin: “...I
encouraged myself (and I think was encouraged by the Foreign Secretary!) to
build greater hopes upon the educative effects of our Note upon public opinion
than events have warranted.”31 Even at the time the Cabinet only accepted
the note on condition: “that the Prime Minister and Secretary of State for
Foreign Affairs should carefully examine the draft in the light of the discussion,
with a view to softening some passages which it was thought might be badly

received by public opinion in France...”32

The Cabinet were certainly not prepared to sanction definite action against
France and basically opted for a policy of procrastination rather than decision,
resolving:

“In view of the difficulty in the present conditions of determining a
30 CAB 23 46: Cabinet minutes, 9.8.23.

31 Baldwin Papers, Box 127, pp. 349-52: E. Wood to Baldwin, 30.8.23.
32 CAB 23 46: Cabinet minutes, 9.8.23.
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policy more than a few weeks ahead, to reserve the question of
the next step to be taken, and more particularly as to the possible
‘separate action’ referred to in the last paragraph of the Draft
Note, until a reply had been received from the French and Belgian
Governments and the general effect of the publication of the Note
was known.”33

In fact the note was not “softened” but was sent in its existing form. It is also
interesting that although there was no unanimous agreement for the policy
advocated in the note, there was also not agreement upon any alternative
course. Indeed, alternatives had been suggested to the Cabinet. As early as 4
August Cecil had circulated his own version of the reply, which politely called
for a cessation of German passive resistance to be met by a French
termination of the military nature of the occupation and the submission of the
whole question to a conference held under League auspices with the Americans
in attendance.34¢ This suggestion had been raised at the Cabinet meeting on 9
August, but did not meet with wholehearted support. Wood explained: “I was
deterred from assenting to this view at the Cabinet by a doubt as to its
wisdom... What has happened since has rather led me to modify my judgment,
and I am anxious as to where our policy may take us.”35 When his plan was
rejected Cecil made no secret of his opposition to Curzon’s approach. He told
Baldwin:

“I was extremely depressed by the decision of the Cabinet
because I do not think that there is any issue to the path which
they are provisionally engaged except a humiliating diplomatic
defeat for this country...// We must agree with France if we
possibly can, even at very considerable sacrifice. I am certain
that that is what it will come to ultimately and to begin a course
of that kind by a note such as the Cabinet sanctioned this
morning seems to me little short of madness. Iam afraid I do not
even hold a very high opinion of its arguments.”36

Derby, too, was vocal in his opposition to the policy of taking a firmer line with

33 ibid
34 CAB 24 161, CP 376 (23): Memo by Cecil, 4.8.23.
35 Baldwin Papers, Box 127, pp. 349-52: E. Wood to Baldwin, 30.8.23.
36 Baldwin Papers, Box 127, pp. 105-7: Cecil to Baldwin, 9.8.23.
176



France. As early as 1 August Derby had made it clear that he wanted to take
a more conciliatory line towards France,and was alarmed at the prospect of
Curzon being in control of the note. On 1 August he wrote to Lloyd-Graeme: “If
the answer was to be given by the PM I should feel quite happy but a certain
other influence, although it is very intelligent, is also very apt to do the right
thing in the wrong way.”37 He also wrote a detailed letter to Baldwin
emphasising the dangers of a hard line policy towards France. He hoped the
British reply would: “...be conciliatory and not a closing of the door”;38 adding: “I
hope too much stress will not be laid upon the illegality of the entry of the
Ruhr”, and arguing: “I see great force in Poincaré’s argument that even if the
Ruhr did resume its normal condition, it would be impossible to settle now once
and for all the total reparation capacity of Germany.” He concluded forcefully:

“What I don’t feel the Cabinet realises is that France has got the
whip hand on us - We can’t turn her out of the Ruhr. We can only
try to persuade her to make the occupation as little onerous as
possible. GC can’t dictate to her - much as he would like to, and 1
don’t want to see the Government put itself into an impossible
position, and to demand something which it cannot enforce.”39

The following day Derby left for France, and was away for three weeks. He
was therefore not at the eventful Cabinet meeting of 9 August. He was,
however, kept up to date about events by Leo Amery, who sympathised with
his arguments.40 After the Cabinet meeting, on 10 August, Derby warned
Baldwin that he and Amery thought that: “...it would be a fatal blunder to send
the note with a threat of separate action - when such separate action has not

been considered in all its possible [illegible] “.41

At the same time, Baldwin was also being lobbied Gwynne of the Morning Post.

37 Baldwin Papers, Box 127, pp. 22: Derby to Lloyd Graeme, 1.8.23.
38 Baldwin Papers, Box 127, pp. 19-21: Derby to Baldwin, 1.8.23.
39 ibid
40 On 10 August, Amery himself wrote to Baldwin expressing alarm at the last sentence of
the note, with its threat of separate action. [Baldwin Papers, Box 127, pp. 111-5, Amery to
Baldwin, 10.8.23.]
41 Baldwin Papers, Box 127, pp. 108-9: Derby to Baldwin, 10.8.23.
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On 1 August he wrote:

“Make no mistake. Today or within the next week or so we shall
be settling our foreign policy in Europe for the next twenty years
or more. The issue before us is whether we are to pursue a course
which will lead to isolation or whether we are going to work
through the troublous times that lie in front of us hand in hand
with France. You know that I have never been afraid to advocate
to their logical conclusion the arguments in favour of a close
alliance with France as I have been willing to see a British

battalion on the Ruhr...”42

The Treasury on the other hand remained adamantly opposed to any
reconciliation with the French. For example, as late as 5 September Bradbury
commented:

“I am convinced that a Germano-British Entente founded on a
German conviction that we will fight like lions for fair-dealing, but
never support even an ally in what we believe to be wickedness,
would be the best guarantee for the future peace of Europe. But
if we have ultimately to go to Germany with hands soiled through
pandering to France, Germany will be able to exploit us in future
as France has done in the past, and we shall never see the end of
the see saw of alternate Teutonic and Gallic bullying of a weaker
neighbour.”43

In view of reactions such as these from important Conservative Cabinet
ministers and other influential figures, as well as the conditions which the
Cabinet attached when it authorised the note, it is clear that even when the
note was written and sanctioned, the government did not intend having to
follow it up with actual action against France. As a result the note was - in its
very nature - fundamentally flawed. In order for it to have any influence on
France its contents were made contentious and threatening. Its drafting was
therefore influenced by the Francophobe lobby, who composed it with the
intention of it being followed through with separate action by Britain. The
problem was that as Britain had so clearly laid her cards on the table, she
risked completely losing face if it became apparent that she was not - after all -

prepared to act on her threats.

42 Baldwin Papers, Box 127, pp. 24: Gwynne to Baldwin, 1.8.23.
43 Baldwin Papers, Box 128, pp. 18-19: Bradbury to Baldwin, 5.9.23.
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Reactions to the 11 August Note and the Shift of British Policy.

It was soon clear that Curzon’s gamble had not paid off. On 11 August the
note was handed to Saint-Aulaire and it was quickly published in the
newspapers. An outraged response ensued from both British and French
opinion. Neither response was what the British wanted. Although those

newspapers such as The Times, the Manchester Guardian and Westminster

Gazette, which had been expressing unease at the French occupation since the
spring, praised the note,44 influential British figures publicly criticised the
government’s policy. Moreover, Poincaré, rather than being intimidated into
submission, was provoked into opposition. Yet given the circumstances it is
hard to be surprised by the note’s reception. After maintaining a religious
silence for seven months the British Government were declaring not simply
that they now viewed the occupation as illegal, but that they always had done
so! But if this had always been their attitude, why had they not voiced it in
January, when by doing so they might have restrained the French, instead of
waiting until August? On 14 August, Sir John Simon (MP for Spen Valley)
wrote to The Times complaining that the government had waited until 7
months into the occupation before declaring that it was illegal, especially in
view of the importance of the legality of the occupation to the French case.45

Lord Parmoor reiterated these views in a letter to the Manchester Guardian on

the following day, and went even further - declaring that Germany was entitled

44 See Uxbridge, ‘British Political’, pp. 113. On 12 August the Westminster Gazette
declared: “No other course is consistent with the dignity and interests of this country, and
we do not regret a word of the justifiable resentment which is beneath the earlier sentences
of the British reply.” The Times declared: “The Note is strong, but, in our opinion not too
strong. It was high time that such a clear statement of the British case was made.” [The
Times, 13.8.23, pp. 9.1

45 FO 371 8739, C14360/313/18:The Times , 14.8.23. Interestingly, Austen Chamberlain,
the prominent ex-Coalitionist who understandably held a grudge against Baldwin, shared
these views. He wrote privately to his gister: “...they [the Government] sit silent for six
months and then burst out with a public communication... How could they think it possible
that France should give way when by their own action they had converted any such yielding
into an open humiliation for her?” [Austen Chamberlain Papers, AC5/1/286: Austen to
Hilda, 18.8.23].
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to compensation from France and Belgium!46

Only D’Abernon and Bradbury seemed to think that the Note would have a
helpful effect in facilitating a European compromise. On 16 August D’Abernon
noted in hisdiary:

“On the Continent the effect of the English Note of August 11 has
been magical. In Germany it has contributed most powerfully to
restore order and to inspire the ruling classes with some courage
and determination to save themselves. It has had a not less
powerful effect on the French attitude towards Germany.”47

On 15 August Bradbury wrote to Niemeyer: “The note is admirable and I hope
HMG will be able to see it through. The reaction up to the present has been
milder than I expected.”8

This optimism was misplaced. Rosenberg and Cuno had continued passive
resistance in the hope that some form of help would arrive from Britain. The
11 August note was not sufficient to salvage Cuno’s credibility and forestall the
political crisis he was facing. On 12 August the Cabinet resigned.49 On 14
August D’Abernon wrote: “There have been labour riots all over Germany and
in Berlin. Killed and wounded must be over 200 but general strike called by
Communists has failed and was today withdrawn by them.”50 British policy
had added to Germany’s problems and exacerbated her political crisis.
Fortunately the Cuno Cabinet was in fact replaced by a stronger government -
a Grand Coalition, led by Gustav Stresemann and supported by the SPD and

committed to implementing the emergency taxation and stabilisation

46 FO 371 8739, C14358/313/18: Extract from Manchester Guardian, 15.8.23.
47 Curzon Papers, Mss Eur. F.112/205: D’Abernon’s Diary, 16.8.23.
48 T160/155/F6066/4: Bradbury to Niemeyer, 15.8.23.

49 FO 371 8699, C13800/203/28: D’Abernon, tel. 271, 12.8.23. This view of the
inadequacy of the 11 August note from the German perspective follows Feldman’s
interpretation: “...Cuno may have been moving towards a stabilisation programme of his
own, but it was too late because his entire effort had been subject to Rosenberg’s
expectation that England would save Germany from France.” [Feldman, Disorder, pp. 216.]

50 FO 371 8649, C13991/1/18: D’Abernon, tel. 278, 14.8.23.
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measures passed by Cuno in his final days. This development took place

despite, not because of, the British note.

Moreover, the note did not move the French. On 20 August, an official French
reply arrived. This was a vast document, running to 78 pages in translation,
and divided into two parts. The first part was basically a general survey of the
reparation question since the signature of the peace treaty. The second was a
point by point, and very tenacious, criticism of the British note of 11 August.51
Its effect was to reinforce the stalemate with a vengeance. Poincaré reiterated
his refusal to withdraw from the Ruhr as payment was made; he rejected the
idea of an impartial enquiry into Germany’s capacity to pay on the ground
that it would be a direct assault on the Reparation Commission; and he

attacked the British note’s legal arguments.

Typically, the Treasury was unrepentant in its condemnation of this French
communication. Lampson commented: “The Treasury takes the line that the
Note is not only unhelpful but that it is the negation of common sense...”52 In a
memo written on 24 August, Fischer Williams advocated dismissing the
French note out of hand, legal arguments included, and pushing ahead with

separate action in the form of seeking arbitration.53

But at this stage the Foreign Office, despite their views prior to the dispatch of
the 11 August note, were no longer so willing to be convinced by the Treasury’s
waiving of the legal aspect. Poincaré had argued his case well, in particular
emphasising Britain’s inconsistency in being prepared to occupy German

territory in 1921 but not in 1923. The Foreign Office recognised that the

51 FO 371 8650, C14380/1/18: Phipps, dis. 1940, 21.8.23 (enclosing Poincaré’s reply of
20.8.23 and a translation of this).
52 Minute by Lampson, 22.8.23, on: FO 371 8650, C14380/1/18: Phipps, dis. 1940,
21.8.23.
53 FO 371 8739, C14705/313/18: Fischer Williams to Lampson, 24.8.23.
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French reply did pose them serious problems: “On the whole there is little
grounds for optimism as a result of perusal of this note: France does not
propose to budge, and it is not evident how we can do so. The impasse is thus,
for the moment, complete.”54 Lampson brooded pessimistically: “This is not
hopeful, and we are really where we were in Paris in January last.”55 Hurst
was also cautious: “In the face of M. Poincaré’s categorical statements, the
British explanations - even though sound - would look obscure, and the public
at large would become doubtful”56

Matters were not helped by the arrival of a Belgian reply on 27 August.57 This
was not so harsh and unfriendly as the French one,58 but its content was
disappointing. The Belgian government did say that once passive resistance
had ceased they would take steps to modify the occupation, but they still
refused to leave the Ruhr except in proportion to payments received. The
Foreign Office commented:

“The note, therefore, does not bring a solution appreciably nearer.
Yet for all the wide differences which separate Belgian and British
ideas, the Belgians are clearly nearer to our point of view than are
the French, and would come nearer still were it not for the fact
that whenever they desire to go forward they have to keep looking
nervously backward to see what the French are doing.”59

But as with the French note, the Treasury reaction was much harsher: “The
Note, which is couched in very friendly terms is long and diffuse with dreary

wastes of ancient history, shaky statistics and bad reasoning.”60

Clearly the French and Belgians were playing for time so that the situation in

54 FO 371 8652, C14733/1/18: FO memo, 25.8.23.

55 Minute by Lampson, 22.8.23, on: FO 371 8650, C14380/1/18: Phipps, dis. 1940,
21.8.23.

56 Minute by Hurst, 22.8.23 on ibid.
57 CAB 24 161, CP 393: Belgian reply, 27.8.23.
58 FO 371 8653, C14855/1/18: Wingfield to Lampson, letter, 27.8.23.
59 FO 371 8653, C14857/1/18: FO memo, 30.8.23.
60 FO 371 8653, C14856/1/18: Treasury memo, 28.8.23.
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the Ruhr would swing in their favour. In these circumstances the British
should have made a choice. Either they should have acted on the 11 August
note and pushed ahead with some form of enquiry - either into the legal
question or into Germany’s capacity to pay. Although this would have risked
breaking with France and dividing the Cabinet, it at least offered a chance of
saving Germany from collapse and showing international opinion that Britain
had the courage to back her words of 11 August with action. Alternatively, the
British should have done nothing, thus maintaining their neutrality and
retaining the option of intervention at the conference table at a later date once
the conflict on the ground was over, to reassert their international position and
safeguard their finances. But as Britain had already issued the 11 August note
for her now to do nothing would damage her prestige. It also risked allowing
France the opportunity to dictate the peace by achieving an unequivocal

victory on the ground over Germany.

Despite the risks involved in this second alternative, and although the Foreign
Office had pushed for independent action prior to 11 August, this was the
approach it now favoured. Recognising that independent action would involve a
protracted debate over legal technicalities (a debate which it was by no means
clear Britain would win) the Foreign Office resorted to delaying tactics. Though
previously a vociferous Francophobe, Crowe now wrote:

“..whilst I see no difficulty whatever in answering the note
controversially, I remain as doubtful as ever as to what action or
general line of policy is open to us. I confess my inclination would
be to defer any decision until the question of general policy has
been thoroughly discussed not only in the Cabinet, but with the
Dominions. They will have their representatives in London before
long. Why not avail ourselves of this fact in order to give us
breathing space...?”61

Baldwin was quick to take advantage of Crowe’s suggestion of delay. Lampson

commented on 28 August: “Sir E. Crowe’s letter has been seen by the Prime

61 FO 371 8651, C14678/1/18: Crowe to Lampson, letter, 23.8.23.
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Minister who is understood to favour the general idea that no decisive step
should be taken until the Imperial Conference has met and considered the
attitude to be adopted by the British Empire.”62 Curzon was more cautious,
remarking that if the issue was left to the Imperial Conference then none of
the delegates would know anything about the subject except Smuts - who
would then be free to push his Francophobic views onto everyone else. Curzon
concluded: “I foresee prolonged discussions - indefinite delay - and a doubtful
result.”63 Despite his criticism the Foreign Secretary was - as ever - unable to

suggest an alternative.

The Prime Minister left for his annual holiday to Aix in France only a few days
after the French note was received64 , writing to Curzon that no immediate

Cabinet action was necessary and that he wanted time to reflect.65 Baldwin,
however, did not simply opt for a policy of procrastination. He also began
tentatively to explore the possibility of moving closer to France. Only a few
weeks after the 11 August note had made Britain’s opposition to French action
clear, Baldwin was postponing a definite policy decision regarding the action to
be taken subsequent to the French 20 August note, while at the same time
considering a policy of trying to cement relations with France by means of

personal diplomacy and private meetings between himself and Poincaré.

Baldwin’s actions may partly have resulted from his preoccupation at this
time with another political decision - that of adopting protection as the
Conservative Party’s policy of the future. He made this complex and

ultimately crucial party political decision during his 1923 holiday at Aix - the

62 Minute by Lampson, 28.8.23, on C14678/1/18, Crowe to Lampson, letter, 23.8.23,
enclosed in FO 371 8650, C14380/1/18: Phipps, disp. 1940, 21.8.23.
63 Minute by Curzon, 29.8.23, on: C14678/1/18: Crowe to Lampson, letter, 23.8.23,
enclosed in FO 371 8650, C14380/1/18: Phipps, disp. 1940, 21.8.23.
64 Minute by Tyrrell, 22.8.23.on FO 371 8650, C14380/1/18: Phipps, dispatch 1940,
21.8.23.
65 Baldwin Papers, Box 114, pp. 171: Baldwin to Curzon, 25.8.23.
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very time when he would also have been contemplating Ruhr poli