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Abstract: PhD thesis, University of Durham 2005

The British Government, the newspapers and the German problem 1937-39

Michael Meznar

British newspaper attitudes towards Neville Chamberlain’'s ‘appeasement™ of Nazi
Germany have long attracted historical criticism; and in the now-orthodox interpretation
of Richard Cockett’s Twilight of Truth (1989), the government 1s said to have exerted
such influence, even ‘control’, over newspapers that criticism of its foreign policy was
effectively suppressed, and freedom of the press subverted.

This thesis reassesses government-newspaper relations from 1937 to the end of
appeasement 1in 1939, It argues that while government did seek to intfluence newspaper
comment, this was hardly a new development; and 1f new in intensity, this was a
reaction to the greater interwar political independence of newspapers. While making
full use ot government records and private papers, in contrast to Cockett’s work the
thesis also pays close attention to actual newspaper content. Newspapers with different
political stances and forms of ownership are examined, from the ‘establishment’ Times,
the Conservative Daily Telegraph, the main Beaverbrook newspapers, The Yorkshire
Post and Manchester Guardian as examples of provincial papers, the Liberal News
Chronicle, to the main Labour opposition paper, The Daily Herald.

It 1s argued that newspaper independence remained strong, and ‘press freedom’
continued to be jealously guarded. Papers which supported government policy did so
for their own long-established reasons; others were constrained by their inconsistent
foreign-policy stances, or at dangerous periods (especially the Czechoslovakian crisis)
temporarilly moderated their criticism from a sense of national responsibility, not
because of government pressure; and other newspapers remained persistently critical.
Government efforts to influence the press had very limited and sporadic success.
Moreover, not only did all major newspapers continue to report the views of anti-
appeasers; tellingly, these anti-appeasers made no substantial complaints of government
suppression of alternative views. Government-newspaper relations in the late 1930s

were more complex and subtle than recent accounts have suggested.
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INTRODUCTION

It has been a common assumption that Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement policy
received overwhelming support from the British public. Most leading politicians in the late
1930s believed this was so, and historians long accepted the claims of former policy makers
that until 1939 public opinion was a constraint on any firmer stance towards Nazi
Germany.' However, more recent studies have shown that Chamberlain had less support
than he claimed, especially at the time of the 1938 Czechoslovakian crisis.” This leads to
doubt about what had always been one of the main justifications of Chamberlain’s policies
— that he was doing what most British people wanted.

A central question 1s: why was ‘appeasement’ apparently so strongly supported,
given the manifestly evil and aggressive nature of Nazi Germany? After 1940 the policy
was very widely repudiated and condemned, so much so that for a long period 1t seemed
difficult to understand why and how it had obtained any significant support. One
assumption was that the political public was deluded or misled about the character ot the

Nazi regime, its threat to Britain and the prospects of appeasement. But how was this

achieved, if such was the case?
A possible argument is the strength of government propaganda, upheld — perhaps
encouraged — by newspapers. The press’s attitude towards appeasement was important

because in the 1930s, newspapers were for most of the British public the major source of

' E.g. Viscount Templewood, Nine Troubled Years (London, 1954), pp. 327-8, 375, and David Dutton,
Neville Chamberlain (London, 2001), p. 2.

* See Anthony Adamthwaite, ‘The British Government and the media’, 1937-38’, JCH 18 (1983), 281, and
Dutton, Neville Chamberlain, p. 53. See also N.J. Crowson, Facing Fascism: The Conservative Party and the
European Dictators 1935-1940 (London, 1997), for growing criticism within local Conservative
constituencies.




.

information about foreign affairs.” Though valuable as a source, newspapers are difficult to
assess as an indicator of public opinion, because of the problems in detecting the reactions
of the readers. The fact that a newspaper was bought reveals nothing much about whether
the readers read the leaders, or agreed or were influenced by them.* As Dutton has stated,
‘there seems no entirely satistactory answer to the question of whether the press sets out to
shape political opinion or merely to retflect it. In all probability there is truth in both
propositions’.” No attempt has been made in the present study to determine what impact the
newspapers had on the political consciousness of Britain as a whole, although occasional
and instructive observations on this 1ssue from journalists themselves are noted. Not even
people closely involved were confident about the impact: ‘I sometimes think that we have a
tremendous influence’, Lord Beaverbrook said in 1948, but ‘then | get quite despondent
about it’.°

One authoritative verdict on the impact of media on its audience has concluded that
it is ‘more likely to reinforce opinions than convert them’, therefore limiting 1ts power to
change political ideas.’ Nevertheless, it is important that in the 1930s newspaper owners,
journalists and readers not only believed that newspapers had considerable influence on
public opinion, but that it was assumed that they could change the way politicians acted.

This assumption, in turn, had an effect on politicians. Hence, obviously, the great concern

> See Tom Harrisson and Charles Madge, Britain by Mass Observation (London, 1939), p. 30.
* See Paul Addison, The Road to 1945. British politics and the Second World War (London 1982), p. 15
> Dutton, Neville Chamberlain, p. 3.

° Beaverbrook in Royal Commission on the Press, Minutes of Evidence, (London, 1949), q. 8662 (18 March
1948).

" Colin Seymour-Ure, The Political Impact of Mass Media (London, 1974), pp. 41-63, 74.



of politicians about the state of the press.® ‘Mistaken or not, this conviction created its own

reality.’”

During the last fifteen years, British newspapers have been strongly criticised for
their stances on foreign policy in the 1930s, especially during the premiership of Neville
Chamberlain. The main charge has been that most newspapers too readily supported his
policy of appeasement towards Hitler and Mussolini. A stronger and more specific charge
has been that they did so because the government was able to ‘manipulate’ or even
‘control’ news and comment, to the point — it has been argued — of suppressing true press
freedom.

Such charges were not entirely new. Criticism of the role of the press, or of
particular newspapers, began during the reactions against appeasement during the Second
World War and played some part in the post-war Labour government’s decision to appoint
the Royal Commission on the Press (1947-49). However, that enquiry was unable to

10

contirm the alleged government pressure, - a verdict apparently confirmed by an important

contemporary and authoritative study of the newspapers by a leading proprietor.”

* Colin Seymour-Ure, The Press, Politics and the Public. An Essay on the Role of the National Press in the
Britisn Political System (London, 1968), p. 14.

” Stephen Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, vol.ii, The Twentieth Century (London,
1984), p. 7.

'® See Royal Commission on the Press, 1947-49. Report (Cmnd 7700; London, 1949), para. 18, p. 4.

'! See Viscount Camrose, British Newspapers and Their Controllers (London, 1947), and Tom Harris, ‘The
Popular Press’, Horizon (1940), 158-74. Cf. Robert Graves and Alan Hodge, The Long W eekend. 4 Social
History of Great Britain 1918-1939 (London, 1940; 1950 edn.), p. 432.



Since the 1940s, a considerable amount has been written about British newspapers
in the early twentieth century.'* Much of this literature has been in the form of histories of
particular newspapers, or biographies of their proprietors or editors. Though valuable as
sources of information, by their nature they can give only limited assessments on the

central 1ssue for the appeasement years, the relationship between the government and the

press in general, or at least the major national newspapers.

In one important instance, however, such studies did generate a debate about
government influence: that ot Britain’s most respected newspaper, The Times. After 1940
The Times had joined the general criticism of appeasement, and in the early 1950s its own
official history denounced its earlier support for Chamberlain’s policies. It did so partly in
terms of the newspaper’s journalistic structure at the time — notably its lack of a foreign
editor'* — but it also condemned the editor, Geoffrey Dawson, not just for his commitment
to appeasement but even for trying to do the government’s job: ‘to assist a government of

whatever complexion to find a national policy had become one of the important tunctions

> Most notably Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War. The Gathering Storm (London, 1948); Cato,
Guilty Men (London, 1940); and Keith Feiling, The Life of Neville Chamberlain (London, 1946).

" Significant studies have been: David Ayerst, Garvin of the Observer (London, 1985); ibid., Guardian.
Biography of a Newspaper (London, 1971); Anne Chisholm and Michael Davie, Lord Beaverbrook. 1 Life
(New York, 1993); Richard Cockett, David Astor and the Observer (London, 1991); Duff Hart-Davis, The
House the Berry Built. Inside the Telegraph, 1928—1986 (London, 1990); Lord Hartwell, William Camrose
Giant of Fleet Street (London, 1992); David Hubback, No Ordinary Press Baron. 4 Life of Sir Walter
Layton (London, 1985); Markus Huttner, Britische Presse und nationalsozialistischer Kirchenkampf. Eine
Untersuchung der ‘Times’ und des ‘Manchester Guardian’ von 1930 bis 1939 (Paderborn, 1995); R.J.
Minney, Viscount Southwood (London, 1954); A.J.P. Taylor, Beaverbrook (London, 1972; Colin Seymour-
Ure and Jim Schoff, David Low (London, 1985); Huw Richards, The Bloody Circus. The Daily Herald and
the Left (London, 1997), p. 7; Adrian Smith, ‘The Fall and Fall of the Third Daily Herald, 1930-64’, in Peter
Catterall, Colin Seymour-Ure and Adrian Smith (eds.), Northcliffe’s Legacy. Aspects of the British Popular
Press, 1896-1996 (London, 2000), 169-200; John Stubbs, ‘Appearance and reality: a case study of the
Observer and J. L. Garvin, 1914-1942’, in George Boyce, James Curran and Pauline Wingate (eds.),
Newspaper History from the Seventeenth Century to the Present Day (London, 1978), pp. 320-338; James
Thomas, ‘A Bad Press?: Popular Newspapers, the Labour Party and British Politics from Northclitfe to
Blair’ (PhD thesis, University College Swansea, 1999).

' History of The Times, vol. iv (London, 1952), p. 815.
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of The Times’."> In a more specific allegation, the History of The Times accused Dawson of
doctoring articles by the paper’s Berlin Correspondent Norman Ebbutt, to suit the cause of
British appeasemen‘[..16 Wrench, in his biography of Dawson, was quick to defend his
actions.'’ Similar, McLachlan in his later study of the deputy editor, Robert Barrington-
Ward, claimed that what both did was common journalistic practice: though articles were

cut, they were not censored or distorted to support appeasement.'® An carly German
commentator, Abshagen, went still turther, denying any influence of the British
government on the editorial policy.19 Though he saw the danger of Dawson’s involvement
with the government through his personal friendships with ministers, he argued that this

was not a one-way-channel of influence; it was difficult to say who influenced whom, and

in some cases the leading hand came from The Times office.”’

Nevertheless, in the 1960s, the accusation that Dawson’s intervention in the news

columns was politically motivated became dominant. Both A.J.P. Taylor and Martin

Gilbert accused Dawson of applying improper means like ‘suppression’ to achieve

: 71 : : ey Ce . : :
influence,”” while Francis Williams criticised Dawson of being ‘a committed man’, too

closely involved with the government and lacking a vital journalistic prerequisite:

"> Ibid., p. 1008.

'® See ibid., p. 908.

'"Evelyn Wrench, Geoffrey Dawson and Qur Times (London, 1955), p. 373.
'"® Donald McLachlan, /n the Chair, Barrington-Ward of The Times 1927-1948 (London, 1971), pp. 131-8;

more recently see Oliver Woods and James Bishop, The Story of The Times. Bicentenary Edition 1785-198)

(London, rev. ed. 1985), pp. 294-5.
"” Karl Heinz Abshagen, ‘Geschichte einer Zeitung als Weltgeschichte. Die ,,Times* in der ersten

Jahrhunderthilfte’, Aussenpolitik 3 (1952), pp. 721-32, here p. 721.

¥ See ibid., p. 729.
*' A.].P. Taylor, English History, 1914-46 (Oxford, 1965), p. 418, and Martin Gilbert, The Roots of

Appeasement (London 1966), p. 143; see also Martin Gilbert and Richard Gott, The -{ppeasers (London,
1963), pp. 77-81; and see Keith Middlemas, Diplomacy of lllusion: The British Government and Germany,

1937-39 (London, 1972), pp. 102, 288.




detachment. ** But both explanations originated from a belief that Dawson’s personal
ambitions were his guiding principle, rather than from an argument about governmental
pressure. On the press in general, Williams did not deny government or political influence

but claimed that this was just one of many different kinds of influences.”

For the most part, the burgeoning literature on appeasement during the 1960s and
1970s used newspapers as source material, rather than investigating whether they
themselves played a part in the policies. A notable exception was Appeasement on Trial, by
the American histortan William R. Rock. Analysing the position of the British press in
1938-9, he stated that press coverage ‘generally followed partisan political lines’.*" Yet
even here the role of the government in influencing each paper’s position remained mainly
In the dark. It 1s indicative that where he referred to an active government press policy, as
with an initiative by Hoare in speaking with press controllers in September 1938, Rock
concluded that the British newspapers’ position ‘might well have been the case even
without Hoare’s efforts’.>> His assumption of an independent press was further supported
by his discussion of episodes like the May crisis of 1938, or the calls for an alliance with

Russia or for the inclusion of Churchill in the government, where the change of newspaper

attitudes was because they were ‘considerably ahead of the government in its recognition of

the failure of appeasement’.”°

It was primarily German historians who gave extended consideration to British

newspaper attitudes towards Germany. Early German historical studies concentrated upon

** Francis Williams, Dangerous Estate: the Anatomy of Newspapers (London, 1957), pp. 272-5; see also
History of The Times, p. 1008.

> Williams, Dangerous Estate, p. 271.

** William R. Rock, Appeasement on Trial: British Foreign Policy and its Critics, 1938-1939 (Hampden,
Conn., 1966), p. 43. See also his British Appeasement in the 1930s (London, 1984), p. 82.

*> Rock, Appeasement on Trial, p. 124.

*® Rock, British Appeasement, p. 82, and Rock, .{ppeasement on Trial, pp. 98, 158.



discussions of the rise of Hitler and the NSDAP in the coverage of foreign observers as one
means ot considering how this could have happened, as well as from interest in how Britain
dealt with the problem.?’ Central to this early research was the question of how British
newspapers reported the personality of Hitler and the character of his party.*® Later studies
saw newspaper images of Germany as being determined mostly by foreign-policy
responses to German expansionism; in other words, the initial analysis of German domestic
politics was overshadowed by the supposedly more weighty events of foreign policy.*”
Holzweillig, for example, concentrated on 1935, a date to which he attached great
importance for the development of a British answer to Hitler’s foreign policy. With the help
of files from the German Foreign Office, Holzweillig argued that German government
propaganda had significant influence on published opinion in Britain.*

British historians of newspapers took no obvious account of this German literature.

Their interest mainly focused on British press commentaries on Germany, rather than on

the press’s relationship with the government. Although Gannon could have had access to

*’ Bri gitte Granzow, 4 Mirror of Nazism. British Opinion and the Emergence of Hitler 1929-1933 (London,
1964); Eva Pfeifer, ‘Das Hitlerbild im Spiegel einiger konservativer Zeitungen in den Jahren 1929-1933°
(PhD thesis, University of Heidelberg, 1965); Helmut Illert, ‘Die deutsche Rechte der Weimarer Republik im
Urteil der englischen Presse 1928-1932’ (PhD thesis, University of Cologne, 1987); Herbert Behrendt,
‘British Opinion and the Rise of Hitler in the 1920s. The Assessment of the Foreign Office, the Press and
Intellectuals’ (D.Phil, University of Oxford, 1982).

*® On this aspect see the research report of Gerhard Schreiber, Hitler. Interpretationen 1923-1953.
Ergebnisse, Methoden und Probleme der Forschung (Darmstadt, 1984), pp. 73-87, which is focused on the
foreign perception of Hitler. See also William F. Sheldon, ‘Das Hitler-Bild in der ,,Time* 1923-1933’, in
Joachim Hiitter, Reinhard Meyers and Dietrich Papenfuss (eds.), Tradition und Neubeginn (Cologne, 1975),
p. 74.

*’ Rolf Kieser, Englands Appeasementpolitik und der Aufstieg des Dritten Reiches im Spiegel der britischen
Presse (1933-1939). Ein Beitrag zur Vorgeschichte des Zweiten Weltkrieges (Winterthur, 1964); and Markus
Huttner, Britische Presse und nationalsozialistischer Kirchenkampf. Eine Untersuchung der ‘Times' und des
‘Manchester Guardian’ von 1930 bis 1939 (Paderborn, 1995), p. 19.
*% Giinther Holzweilbig, Das Deutschlandbild der britischen Presse im Jahre 1935. Ein Beitrag -ur
Grundlegung der englischen Appeasementpolitik (Hamburg, 1967), pp. 86-107. See also Dietrich Aigner,
Das Ringen um England. Das deutsch-britische Verhdltnis. Die dffentliche Meinung. Tragodie zweier
V'olker (Munich-Esslingen, 1969); Manfred Lessle, Englands Weg -um Appeasement, 1932-1936. Ein
Beitrag zur 1'orkriegsgeschichte Englands, dargestellt unter besonderer Beriicksichtigung der Presse
(Hetdelberg, 1969).




unpublished government papers, he did not consult them and the role of the government is
largely excluded from his study. Gannon set out very concisely what the papers said about
Germany during the 1930s, but he could make only hesitant comments about exactly why
they said it.”! Gannon did, though, reject on general grounds the claim of deliberate
censorship of news and commentary critical of the dictators. For a quality paper like The

Times, despite the close relationship between Dawson and Chamberlain, such influence

seemed to be unthinkable:

To think that Dawson would intervene to censor news he found disagreeable from
his own or the paper’s point of view is to understand neither the paper nor the man.
[t also neglects to take into account the journalistic integrity of the people whose
work would thus be censored for policy, and, especially in domestic affairs, a well-
informed readership which would be immediately aware of any such
tendentiousness.™
[n the case of popular newspapers, supposedly chiefly interested in maximising profits, any
manipulation was again disregarded, because ‘both financially and intellectually it was
unwise or impossible for the British Press to adopt a strongly critical line towards Nazi
Germany: the readers did not want to read it, and the intellectuals did not want to write it’.””
Open conflict between the idea of making profits and a vigorous news policy was avoided
‘by a tacit mutual restraint’.”>*
Those historians of newspapers who were interested in British politics were mostly

inclined to minimise the role of government influence. Seymour-Ure in his assessment of

T'he Times concluded that the paper’s support for appeasement arose out of Dawson’s own

*! See Franklin Reid Gannon, The British Press and Germany 1936-1939 (Oxford, 1971); a similar U.S
example is Barbara Benge Kehoe, ‘The British Press and Nazi Germany’ (PhD thesis, University of Chicago
1980).

** Gannon, British Press, p. 70; also Iverach McDonald, 4 Man of The Times. Talks and Travels in a
Disrupted I'orld (London, 1976), pp. 52-3.

> Gannon, British Press, p. 2.
* Ibid., p. 4.



conceptions about foreign policy: ‘it was certainly not a foo/ of the Government’. -
Similarly, Koss rejected any successful government influence on the whole press, due to
the independent attitude of newspaper men: ‘Whatever tutelage they may have received
from whatever minatory power would have been superfluous, for they were resolved to
commit their own mistakes.’ *° Though he did not deny that attempts were made to
influence editorial policy, the outcome was unsure, and it could even back-fire: ‘There was
no harm in trying, but also no guarantee that the effort would not serve to stiffen a paper’s
resistance.” He further claimed that ‘[i]nstructions were indeed issued, but whether they

were accepted was more or less a matter of editorial discretion’, leaving the initiative with

- 37
the newspaper owners and editors.

In his studies of British government propaganda, Philip Taylor reached similar
conclusions. What was published was due to the views of owner or editor, not the
government or any politician.”® Therefore, if the public was not fully aware of the dangers
it was blamed on ‘the existence of a free and independent press in a democratic society
which cherished the traditions of free speech and freedom to publish what it liked’.”
Pronay too, acknowledged the proprietorial independence of the press in the inter-war
years.”” Though he emphasised that the government tended to approach newspapers at the

top (to their proprietors) and not the editors or journalists, support for the government was

> Seymour-Ure, Political Impact, p. 91.
3¢ Koss, Rise and Fall, ii, p. 576.

" Ibid., pp. 575, 579, also p. 542.

>® Philip M. Taylor, The Projection of Britain. British Overseas Publicity and Propaganda 1919-1939
(Cambridge, 1981), pp. 38-9; see also idem., ‘Publicity and Diplomacy: The Impact of the First World War
upon Foreign Office Attitudes towards the Press’, in David Dilks (ed.), Retreat from Power (London, 1981),
pp. 42-63, and more recently idem., ‘Propaganda’, in Robert Boyce and Joseph A. Maiolo (eds.), The Origins
of World War Two. The Debate Continues (Houndsmill, 2003), p. 352.

39 Taylor, Projection, pp. 38-9.

*¥ Nicholas Pronay, ‘Rearmament and the British public’, in James Curran, Anthony Smith and Pauline
Wingate (eds.), Impacts and Influences. Essays on Media Power in the Twentieth Century (London, 1987), pp.

53-96, here pp. 66-7.
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only secure if both the owner and editor were convinced.”' Newspaper men have to believe
what they write 1f they want to be consistently persuasive, therefore influence can only be
successful if 1t confirms the editors’ and proprietors’ view.

However, from the late 1970s the critical verdict re-emerged. James Margach was
the first to make a new case for government manipulation. Having been a political
journalist in the 1930s, he ostensibly offered an insider’s account of the press-government
relationship — though, writing 40 years after the events, his study could not help but be
affected by hindsight and the post-war denunciation of appeasement. He was extremely
critical of Chamberlain, calling him ‘the first Prime Minister to employ news management
on a grand scale. ... From the moment he entered No.10 in 1937 he sought to manipulate
the Press into supporting his policy of appeasing the dictators’.** Further, Margach argued
that Dawson’s enthusiasm for appeasement was a result of his becoming ‘an active
participant in the affairs of government and Whitehall’, and accused him of distorting
reports from his own correspondents.*” Similarly, Adamthwaite’s historical study of
government—media relations attributed the lack of criticism and restriction of alternative
views partly to ‘the exercise of extensive official influence on the press, broadcasting and
the newsreels’.*"

The allegation of government manipulation of the press in general was made still

more strongly in Richard Cockett’s book, significantly entitled Twilight of T. ruth.” This has

become highly influential, indeed it established an orthodoxy which has now been adopted

*''Ibid., p. 76.

** James Margach, The Abuse of Power: The War Between Downing Street and the Media from Lloyd George
to Callaghan (London, 1978), pp. 50, 60.

*Ibid., p. 54.

** Adamthwaite, ‘British Government and the Media’, pp. 281-2.

* Richard Cockett, Twilight of Truth. Chamberlain, Appeasement and the Manipulation of the Press
(London, 1989).
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into more general studies of appeasement. This 1s at first sight surprising. because his
attitude towards Chamberlain appears almost to be an updated version of the Guilty Aen
charges of 1940, which most modern scholars have largely discounted. His central themes
are that the Chamberlain government shamefully — sometimes almost treacherously -
manipulated the British press in order to pursue a misconceived and dangerous strategy of
conciliating Hitler and Mussolini; and that many newspaper proprietors and editors, equally
shamefully and treacherously, yielded to manipulation to the point of losing touch entirely
with public opinion and becoming ‘not so much the watchdogs of democracy as the harlots
of democracy’.*® According to Cockett there was no ‘free’ and ‘independent’ press in
Britain during this period. It was ‘at best merely a partisan political weapon controlled by
politicians for their own purposes, and at worst a mere arena at the disposal of Whitehall to

play out a game of interdepartmental warfare’.*’

The book is clearly written from a radical direction — radical in the senses (a) of an
effort to contribute to present debates about unlimited ‘freedom of information’;* and (b)
an assumption that appeasement was not simply wrong but discreditable, perhaps even
immoral. Because Chamberlain and his ministerial allies tried to influence the press —
which the author considers improper — in favour of a particular policy which the author
considers mistaken and bad, the implication is that Chamberlain and other ministers were
themselves bad and acted from bad motives. This colours the overall argument.

There are a number of difficulties about this approach. Firstly, Cockett does not

sufficiently engage with the historiography of appeasement. Politics is a more complex

process than Cockett, with his tendency to judge everyone by their ability to sec through

** Ibid., p. 187.
Y Ibid., p. 1.
** The comments on pp. 2, 142 and elsewhere are indicative.



appeasement, allows. In the late 1930s people were still genuinely unsure as to whether war
could be avoided, and if it could not be, on what terms it should be fought. Even
Churchill’s own record was not as clear-cut as he later claimed,” and memories of the
Great War were still fresh. Studies on Chamberlain and appeasement have shown that
Chamberlain recognised that Britain’s ability to control events on the continent was limited:
that he distrusted U.S. foreign policy and doubted the prospects of U.S. assistance; that, like
many other Europeans, Chamberlain feared the Soviet Union: and that his efforts to
appease Germany were part of an intelligible effort to maintain a balance of power on the
Continent.

Secondly, Cockett takes the undoubted fact that the government tried to influence
newspapers and concludes not just that these efforts were successful, but that they provide
an adequate or even complete explanation for ‘press’ support for appeasement. The
implication 1s always that the explanatory weight lies less with the press itself than with
Chamberlain and his ministerial and official allies. So an ‘incestuous relationship between
Whitehall and the press’ is said to have meant that ‘the press ... could do nothing but help
Chamberlain pursue appeasement’.”’ There is repeated slippage from such phrases as
‘informal contacts’”' between ministers and newspapermen, to assertions of government
‘control’. Yet such ‘control’ would appear to be problematic or difficult to establish.
because it appears to require free actions by the press — with the effect that Cockett’s
argument contains an internal tension. ‘Although one might despair at the level of control

government was able to exert ... it is nonetheless true that it could do so only with the

' David Reynolds, ‘Churchill’s writing of history: appeasement, autobiography and The Gathering Storm’,
Transaction of the Royal Historical Society, 6s (2001), pp. 221-47; John Ramsden, Man of the Century.
Winston Churchill and his Legend since 1945 (London, 2002), ch. 4.

% Cockett, Thwilight, p. 1: italics inserted.

> bid., p. 2.




willing connivance of journalists, editors and newspaper proprietors’.>* The grounds for
such ‘willing connivance’ are insufficiently explained; alternative explanations for
newspaper support remain possible.

Thirdly, Cockett implies that the press was under such tight government control that
alternative attitudes towards Germany and Italy were marginalized or even suppressed —
that there was no ‘independent’ or ‘free’ press. Yet it is striking that his book contains no
sustained analysis of the actual content of the newspapers. His evidence is overwhelmingly
from private exchanges, rather than the published news reports, commentaries, articles and
leaders. References to and quotations from newspapers seem to be presented to support
instances of press self-censorship; there is no systematic indication of the rest of the
content. For example, newspaper coverage of parliamentary debates, public speeches and
party meetings — by members of all parties — was wider and fuller than it 1s today, so that
varied opinions, including criticisms of the government, appeared 1n all newspapers almost

as a matter of course.

Fourthly, Cockett frequently writes of a monolithic ‘press’: ‘the press supported

Chamberlain and appeasement’; ‘the press ... could do nothing but help Chamberlain’.>

Yet it is notable that in his early pages there are no reterences to Labour and Liberal
newspapers. There is also a telling phrase that ‘the Daily Telegraph was the only national
paper with Conservative loyalties to treat Chamberlain and appeasement with a modicum of
caution’.”* Should we be surprised that papers with Conservative loyalties tended to support
a Conservative prime minister, and the causes of peace and avoidance of total war? But

what about newspapers without Conservative loyalties? Why the caretul limitation? There

>¢ For example ibid., p. 2.
>> Ibid., p. 1.
> Ibid., p. 13.
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is another curious sentence 1in Cockett’s conclusion. Asserting that Chamberlain exerted

‘tight control of the press’, 1t is stated that ‘no alternative policy to appeasement as pursued
by Chamberlain could ever be consistently articulated in the British press’.”> Absolute
statements (‘no’, ‘ever)’ are followed by a conditional qualification, ‘consistently’ — which
implies that sometimes alternatives were articulated. In fact, earlier in the book it had

emerged that ‘the press’ was not monolithic. It seems that newspapers which usually

supported Chamberlain did, for some periods, became critical, and even that some

1.56

newspapers were persistently critical.”™ These are rather large qualifications.

Despite these tensions in Cockett’s book, subsequent studies have often accepted his
argument. Stewart, for example, writes of ‘the government’s successtul attempts to

>’ Robert Rhodes James wrote in the same vein, about

manipulate the press’.
‘Chamberlain’s deliberate, and largely successful manipulation of the newspapers’.”® Foster.
in his discussion of press coverage of the British guarantee to Poland in March 1939 claims
that through ‘Chamberlain’s careful cultivation and manipulation of Fleet Street’, the
importance of the guarantee was minimised.>” Nevertheless Foster restricted the success to

only three sources, suggesting that ‘it had obviously been highly selective’.®’ McDonough

also adopted the claim of media manipulation.61 Yet he too had to qualify the verdict: “the

> Ibid., p. 188.
°E.g. the Daily Mirror: see 1bid. p. 102.

>’ Graham Stewart, Burying Caesar. Churchill, Chamberlain and the Battle for the Tory Party (London,
1999), p. 340; see the most recent works: Robert J. Caputi, Neville Chamberlain and Appeasement (London,
2000), p. 169: ‘example of the detailed sophistication of very recent scholarship’, and Dutton, Neville
Chamberlain, p. 183.

>® Robert Rhodes James, 4 Spirit Undaunted. The Political Role of George }1 (London, 1998), p. 150.

>> See Alan J. Foster, ‘An unequivocal guarantee? Fleet Street and the British guarantee to Poland, 31 March

1939°, JCH 26 (1991), pp. 33-47, here pp. 42-3.
* Ibid., p. 36.

°' See Frank McDonough, Neville Chamberlain, Appeasement and the British Road to Var (Manchester,
1998), pp. 114, 159. In an earlier article he tried to re-establish the accusation that The Times's cutting of
Ebbutt’s despatches were politically motivated: see Frank McDonough, ‘The Times, Norman Ebbutt and the
Nazis, 1927-37°, JCH 27 (1992), 407-424. See also Crowson, Facing, p. 85.
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freedom enjoyed by the press ensured that total government control was never feasible and

critical comment continued to appear’.®’

Cockett’s argument has not received universal acceptance. This thesis proceeds
from the doubt also expressed by D.C. Watt: the relationship between the press and
politicians 1s ‘far from settled’.®> The first chapter sets out the framework of press-
government relationship in the 1930s, and puts it in a larger historical context. It is notable
that influential studies (notably these of Gannon and Cockett) give little consideration to
any period before 1936. This assists the argument of a special degree and success of
government ‘manipulation’ under Chamberlain, because it ignores evidence which would
weaken the interpretation. A contrast needs to be established between the short period of
appeasement (January 1938-March 1939), and earlier periods of substantial newspaper
criticism towards or at least uncertainty about the Conservative leadership, even from
Conservative newspapers. Moreover, Cockett begins his account with the 1936 Abdication
crisis, which he assumes provides an early demonstration of the sort of press control which
was intensified in 1938.°" Yet a quite different interpretation of the press silence on the
King’s love affair can be offered.

A problem with most studies is that they place considerable emphasis on the power

of the British government and its desire to influence the press. Yet ministers and officials

** McDonough, Neville Chamberlain, p. 124.

"’ Donald Cameron Watt, ‘Churchill and appeasement’, in Robert Blake and Wm. Roger Louis (eds.),
Churchill (Oxford, 1993), pp. 199-214, here p. 213.
"' See Cockett, Twilight, pp. 2, 13-15.
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had no legal instruments to control newspapers, at least until the outbreak of war in
September 1939. And attempts to obtain a ‘positive press’ were far from being an invention
of the late 1930s. Ever since newspapers began in Britain, it had been in the interest of
ministers and political leaders to seek support from as many newspapers as possible, or at
least to try and minimise press criticism. Indeed, until the early part of the twentieth century
some newspapers were more or less party organs, subsidised from party funds and used by
parties to advance party interests. Conversely, some of the more independent newspaper
owners and editors had always sought access to and influence with (or over) ministers, or
with opposition “ministers-in-waiting’. Government efforts to influence the press, and
‘incestuous relationships’ with newspaper controllers were far from novel in the late 1930s,
and any claim that this period was marked by a new departure or new intensity needs to be
compared to earlier developments.

The desire of governments to influence newspapers intensified during periods of
International crisis — especially when there was a risk of war — for obvious reasons. What
was unusual in the late 1930s was the interest of a foreign power in British newspaper
comment, to the point where it became a diplomatic 1ssue. After German leaders had told
Halifax, during his visit to Germany in November 1937, that they regarded some British
newspapers as poisoning Anglo-German relations, it is intelligible that ministers should
take a still closer interest in the press. And given the enormous stakes — the prospect of
avoiding what was likely to be a hugely costly and horrible European war — a ministerial
appeal for press restraint in the ‘national interest’ was also intelligible; nor was it

necessarily ‘discreditable’. Since it was widely believed in Britain that Hitler and other

Nazi leaders were psychologically unstable, there was real fear that excessively critical
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British newspaper comment on German events might dangerously exacerbate Anglo-
German relations, even trigger Nazi hostility to the point of war. It is arguable that in such
circumstances, any British prime minister — not just Chamberlain — would for foreign
policy reasons have taken greater interest in the British press. But this concern to ease
diplomatic negotiations is hard to distinguish from a concern to shape British public
opinion. Asking the press for restraint for whatever reason has the same effect. Concern
with Anglo-German relations could mean that criticism of Nazis was not published for
British readers; concern for national interest could seem like partisan political efforts to
muzzle the press in the government interest.

Furthermore, close examination i1s needed of the relationship between the
newspapers and different parts of the government, and different politicians. As Cockett
shows, there were actually two ‘government views’ on foreign policy: those of the press
office of 10 Downing Street and the Foreign Office News Department. Their views and
statements to the press frequently differed and were sometimes contradictory. Yet how far
can ‘the government’ be said to ‘manipulate’ or ‘control’ the press, when there was no
single, clear, government effort to do so? Still more important, the position of politicians
critical of appeasement must be considered. Cockett’s focus is very much on government
ministers; Churchill does appear (usually indirectly), but the Labour and Liberal opposition
leaders are barely mentioned at all. Were the anti-appeasers denied access to newspapers’
Were they effectively silenced? Did they believe that alternative views towards Germany

and appeasement were being ‘suppressed’, and that the government was successfully

manipulating or controlling the press? Did they complain of government intervention?
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And what about the newspapermen themselves? Did they feel that they were being
‘manipulated” or ‘controlled’? Did all ‘the press’ support appeasement? Some newspapers
did: but did they do so because of government pressure, or an ‘incestuous relationship’ with
the government? An unusual feature of the late 1930s press was the emergence of a number
of newsletters, established by journalists themselves. It has been argued that this was a
result of government pressure on newspapers, forcing journalists critical of appeasement to
find alternative outlets for their news. As will be argued in later chapters, however, there
are other explanations for the creation of these newsletters.®

The main chapters of this thesis examine particular newspapers or newspaper
groups. Where Cockett focuses on the government and its contacts with newspaper
controllers and argues that newspaper treatments of Germany and policy towards Germany
were the result of government pressure, here the emphasis will be more upon newspapers
themselves. How far had they developed their own editorial policies towards Nazi Germany
by 1938? If they supported appeasement, perhaps they had independent and well-
considered reasons for doing so?

Where Cockett focuses upon Conservative newspapers, this thesis will also examine
the main Liberal and Labour newspapers. Where Cockett concentrates upon the evidence ot
private contacts between ministers and newspaper controllers, this thesis will give
considerable attention to newspaper content. Focus on private contacts may give a

misleading perspective on newspaper attitudes. For example, Cockett implies that

Beaverbrook and his newspapers supported appeasement substantially because he was

: : : . : : .o 66
friendly with, and wished to retain influence with, the Cabinet minister Hoare; "~ but

*> See further down, pp. 105-6, 195-6.
°® 1bid., pp. 57-9.
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Beaverbrook and his newspapers had their own long-established and firm views on British
policy towards continental Europe. A systematic analysis of the different political stances
and policy preferences of particular newspapers, including those opposed to appeasement.
will provide a fuller understanding of government-newspaper relations, and a more

accurate assessment ot the extent of government influence.

This thesis is based upon a wider range of private and published sources than
previous studies of the newspapers in the late 1930s. These include official government
records, and the private papers of ministers and other leading politicians. Unpublished
German sources, from the German Foreign Office and the Bundesarchiv, were examined
for evidence of possible German government pressure, and contacts with British
newspapermen. Numerous private papers and memoirs of newspaper owners, editors and
journalists have been used, including records not available for earlier studies. Much of the
evidence is derived, however, from the newspapers themselves — news columns, speech
reports, articles, commentaries by foreign correspondents, cartoons, and editorials.

[n order to obtain a balanced assessment of newspaper opinions and government—
newspaper relations, a representative sample of a variety of major newspapers 1s examined
— different in audience, circulation, political stance, and ‘proximity’ to government. These
include the ‘quality’ daily newspapers, The Times (independent Conservative) and Daily
Telegraph (Conservative), and the popular mass circulation national newspapers, the News
Chronicle (Liberal), the Daily Herald (Labour). Then there were Beaverbrook’s main
newspapers, both ‘independent Conservative’: the Daily Express (national daily) and the
Evening Standard (London and South-East evening). The Observer (independent

Conservative) is chosen as a Sunday newspaper, because its editor. J.L. Garvin, was a
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particularly intluential commentator. Two provincial newspapers are also considered, both
because they had national reputations and because thev have figured prominently in
criticisms of government influence: the Manchester Guardian (Liberal), and the Yorkshire
Post (Conservative).

Government ‘pressure’ or ‘manipulation’ was not the only reason for the attitudes
adopted by newspaper owners and editors towards Germany. British foreign policy and the
prospect of war. They had their own views and purposes: so the crucial question 1s — how
important were these, in comparison with attempted government pressure? Perhaps
readiness to respond to ministerial calls for restraint was conditioned by their own, prior,
concerns? The earlier history of each newspaper and opinions of their controllers — their
stances before Chamberlain became prime minister in 1937 — are the essential context for
understanding their attitudes towards appeasement in 1938-39, and their willingness to

listen to the government’s views.
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CHAPTER I

THE BRITISH GOVERNMENT AND THE PRESS

Previous studies of the relationship between the newspapers and the government
during Chamberlain’s premiership have not always engaged sufficiently with the
subject’s pre-history. Cockett’s Twilight of Truth, 1n particular, was compromised by
beginning sharply in 1936-7, without considering earlier conditions. The effect 1s that
his argument about a substantial change in government-press relations and a new degree
of government ‘manipulation’ 1s carried very largely by assertion. This chapter will
begin by briefly reviewing the development of the relationship betore 1937. It then
considers German government complaints about British newspapers during the 1930s,
and examines the two British government organisations which dealt with newspaper
reports on foreign affairs — the No. 10 Downing Street Press Office and the Foreign

Office News Department. The last section will describe and begin to assess ministerial

efforts from 1937 to influence newspapers’ comment on ‘appeasement’.

During the past 200 years there has usually been a close, if varying, relationship
between newspapers and political parties — and governments. ' Politicians and
government were a staple of newspaper report and comment; political parties and
governments have regarded newspapers as vital for influencing — shaping, creating or

limiting — opinion. Three main historical phases can be discerned. The first, until the

1850s, was characterised by state restriction on newspapers by means of taxation (the

' Koss’s monumental work Rise and Fall of the Political Press is indispensable for the study of this
subject; for a shorter assessment see R. Negrine, Politics and the Mass Media in Britain (London, 1989),

ch. 3.




so-called ‘taxes on knowledge’) and by forms of censorship. Ever since their creation in
the early eighteenth century, a plurality of political views were expressed through a
variety of newspapers: these were Tory papers and Whig and radical papers. A ‘frec
press’ — like free speech — was increasingly a feature of British political culture:
nevertheless, governments on occasion tried to repress ‘popular’ radical newspapers and
to weaken (or buy out) the papers of their party rivals — while the newspaper taxes, by
raising their prices, suppressed their potential readership.

The second phase covered the 1850s and 1860s, with the reduction and abolition
of the newspaper taxes and relaxed state intervention. This helped stimulate a greater
amount of political comment, and more open debate in the newspapers. Yet many of
these newspapers remained — or became — attached to particular parties or groups within
parties, which could mean — when that party was in office — attachment to the
government. Some received party subsidies, or had politicians as major shareholders or
directors. Most of the others willingly 1dentified themselves with particular parties and
governments. Their owners and editors had ready access to party leaders or ministers:
editorial comment was tailored to what they considered to be party or government
interest; their well-known party allegiances were part of their appeal to readers.’

Nevertheless, ‘freedom of the press’ was preserved. Because ditferent
newspapers expressed the views of different parties, there was open debate. No party or
government could control all the newspapers, and governments always faced some
critical, opposition elements in the press. Moreover, whatever the party bias of editorial
comment and feature articles, newspapers were expected to report the news truthfully,
and to note the views of all important politicians, of all parties. This was especially true

of The Times, which came to be regarded — and to regard itself — as the "‘newspaper of

" Stephen Koss, Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, vol. i: The Nineteenth Century (London,

1981), pp. 3-4; see Ivon Asquith, ¢1780-1855, in Boyce, Curran and Wingate (eds.), Newspaper History,
pp. 98-116, on the press during the pre-Victorian time.



record’, but these attitudes and expectations also influenced the content of most other
newspapers. It is in this sense that some contemporary commentators came to regard
newspapers as a ‘fourth estate’, operating in an arena of free speech and open debate.’
Party or government influence — even control — over particular newspapers was
compatible with a ‘free press’.

The third phase, reaching up to the present, began around the turn of the
twentieth century when commercialism became the key factor in shaping the finance,
strategies and content of newspapers..'4 New newspapers were established which sought
to maximise their sales and their income from advertisers, a trend which in time affected
some of the older quality newspapers. On the one hand, this tended to reduce the
amount of newspaper content devoted to politics: the concern of these papers was to
attract and preserve readership by entertainment as well as topical comment on serious
1ssues. On the other, increased financial independence began to make some newspapers
more independent of political parties and government. It is important not to overstate
the change: a few newspapers remained close to particular parties; Lloyd George in
1918 acquired control of the Daily Chronicle, and in the 1920s leading trade unions
obtained overall political control of the Daily Herald, in order to give the Labour party
1ts own national press organ. But other popular newspapers became such successtul
commercial properties that their owners were able to buy further local, regional and
national newspapers and create chains, giving them large and geographically wide and

deep readership.’

> Cf. G. Boyce, ‘The Fourth estate: the reappraisal of a concept’, in Boyce, Curran and Wingate,
Newspaper History, pp. 19-40, here p. 26. See also Koss, Rise and Fall, 1, p. 10.

' Alan Lee, ‘1855-1914’, in Boyce, Curran and Wingate, Newspaper History,p. 117.

> Colin Seymour-Ure, ‘The press and the party system between the Wars’, in Gillian Peele and Chris
Cook (eds.), The Politics of Reappraisal, 1918-1939 (London, 1975), pp. 232-57, here 232. The history of
the chains is succinctly described in the Royal Commission on the Press, Report (London, HM.5.0,
1949), ch. 7 and appendix IV; and see also in Political and Economic Planning, Report on the British

Press (London, 1938) pp. 95-105, a useful source on the interwar press generally.
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The existence of truly independent newspapers — independent of party or
government control, or willingly subordinating themselves to political influence — was
not, therefore, long-established. It was a recent creation, dating only from the
Edwardian period. It was the product of technological and commercial changes that
enabled some newspapers to become highly profitable — what Curran calls the
‘industrialisation’ of the press® — thereby reducing the need for political subsidies and,
consequently, the scope for party and government influence.’

This was particularly true of certain of the ‘popular’. mass circulation
newspapers, under the control of the ‘press lords’ or ‘press barons’. The concept is
associated above all with Lords Northcliffe and Rothermere of the Daily Mail group
(Associated Newspapers) and Lord Beaverbrook of the Daily Express group.8 Yet there
were other newspaper owners with peerages (‘lords’ and ‘barons’) who were not
labelled ‘press lords’, for example the Astors (Times, Observer) and the Berry brothers,
Camrose and Kemsley (Daily Telegraph and Sunday Times). The term ‘press lord’ or
‘press baron’ had a particular meaning. It referred not simply to an ennobled newspaper
proprietor, but to a specific type of behaviour — to their political independence.” Indeed,
they went further: they were not just detached from party or government, but were more
than ready to be critical of them, to take an active political stance 1n opposition to them,
and even to run their own political campaigns and organise their own political pressure
groups, whether ‘leagues’, ‘crusades’ or ‘parties’. In a sense, they treated politics as a

form of entertainment and a means to maximise their sales, exploiting the grievances or

ambitions of those who felt neglected or alienated by the parties on particular 1ssues.

° James Curran and Jean Seaton (eds.), Power Without Responsibility. The Press and Broadcasting in

Britain (London, 1981), p. 43-62.

7 : .
See Koss, Rise and Fall, 11, pp. 11-2. |
® On the Daily Mail, see Paul Addison, ‘Patriotism under pressure: Lord Rothermere and British foreign

policy’, in G. Peele and C. Cook (eds.), The Politics of Reappraisal 1918-1939 (London, 1975). On
Northcliffe see J. Lee Thompson, Northcliffe. Press Baron in Politics, 1865-1922 (London, 2000).

” Curran and Seaton, Power Without Responsibility, p. 49. See D.G. Boyce, ‘Crusaders without chains:
power and the press barons 1896-1951°, in Curran, Smith and Wingate (eds.). Impacts and Influences, pp.

99-100.
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The existence of such capacity for independence from party or government —
which the ‘press lords’ chose to exercise, but which, nearly as significantly, other
ennobled newspaper owners did not — is vital to the main arguments of this thesis. If
popular newspapers supported a government or party, it was more likely to be because
their owners chose to do so for their own reasons than because they felt obliged to
submit themselves to government influence or control.

These new conditions had large consequences for the relations between political
parties or governments and the newspapers. Previously party leaders or ministers (say
Conservative) had expected criticism from the newspapers of rival parties (say Liberal
and Labour). There was in practice nothing they could do to restrain these rival
newspapers, and provided the criticisms appeared to be ‘fair comment’, any public
complaints about it might be interpreted as weakness, and even invite ridicule. What the
party leaders or ministers could do was, of course, to counteract the opposition
newspapers by encouraging friendly newspaper owners and editors to respond. Now,
however, the party leaders and ministers might find that the new independent newspaper
controllers were less willing to come to their aid. Worse, still, newspapers read by many
of their own party supporters (such as, in the Conservative case, the Daily Mail and
Daily Express groups) might themselves become critical. If the criticism attracted
support from their own party members, this could become a major problem. Broadly
‘Conservative’ newspapers could become disruptive forces within the Conservative
party.

[n such circumstances, it is not surprising that party leaders and government
ministers should have stepped up their efforts to influence newspaper owners and
editors. Paradoxically, increased efforts to ‘control’ or manipulate newspapers occurred
because newspapers had become more independent: greater political concern about

newspaper content 1s evidence of greater press freedom. The most obvious indications
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of government attempts to obtain the good opinion of these now independent owners
and editors were the proliferation of honours conferred upon them — knighthoods and
peerages, notably the Northcliffe barony in 1905."° Nor is it surprising that government
attempts to influence newspapers should intensify at periods of national danger.
especially during the First World War, with its accompanying severe political strains.
As prime minister from December 1916 Lloyd George established particularly close
relationships with newspaper owners and editors, and became profuse in his efforts to
reward or win their support. Not only did he confer more honours on newspaper owners
than ever before (including the Rothermere and Beaverbrook peerages). He also
appointed some to posts in the government — Northcliffe was entrusted with Britain’s
Enemy Propaganda at Crewe House, while Rothermere became Secretary of State for
Air and Beaverbrook Minister of Information in 1918."

All this, however, created a new difficulty — that these ‘press lords’ now
expected their political status to be maintained, indeed they felt encouraged to think that
they could become more powerful by being more independent. From 1919 Northclifte,
Rothermere and Beaverbrook turned against Lloyd George and the Coalition
government; and the pattern was repeated with Rothermere’s and Beaverbrook’s
campaigns later against the Conservative leader, Baldwin. The appropriate context for
understanding government-newspaper relations in the 1930s is not just the 1936
abdication crisis, which (as we shall see) Cockett presents as the beginning of a new

phase. It is also the long period of tension between the ‘press lords’ and the

Conservative leadership, which peaked in 1929-1931.

' See Koss, Rise and Fall, ii, p. 52.

'' See Philip M. Taylor, British Propaganda in the 20th Century. Selling Democracy (Edinburgh, 1999),
pp. 5-6, and Mariel Grant, Propaganda and the Role of the State in inter-war Britain (Oxford, 1994). pp.
28-9.




From the mid 1920s ‘managing’ the broadly Conservative press was treated as a
leading issue by Conservative party organisers and leaders.'* J.C.C. Davidson, the party
chairman from 1926 to 1930, put considerable effort into trying both to conciliate
Beaverbrook and Rothermere, and to assist the Berry brothers in developing their
newspaper empire as a counterweight to the Beaverbrook and Rothermere press.'” There
was a larger concern too — a recognition of how important friendly mass circulation
newspapers were in reaching the much enlarged electorate of the 1920s, and 1n resisting
the potential attraction of the Labour party and socialism to new, young and female
voters. As a Conservative Central Office memorandum noted: ‘The possibilities of
using the Press are practically unlimited and conditioned only by the amount of money
that Party organisations are prepared to spend on statf and writers.”'* Davidson found
the money and recruited the personnel for very active and innovative party publicity and
press departments. Davidson’s most important recruit was Joseph Ball, a former
member of the intelligence service, who was appointed Director of Publicity in 1927."

Ball then became the first director of the new Conservative Research Department (CRD)

in 1930, and remained active in the party’s propaganda throughout the 193 0s.'®

"> Timothy Hollins, ‘The Presentation of Politics: The Place of Party Publicity, Broadcasting and Film

in British Politics, 1918-1939’ (PhD thesis University of Leeds, 1981), p. 29.

3 See J.C.C. Davidson, Memoirs of a Conservative, ed. R.R. James (London, 1969), pp. 294-5; Thomas
Jones, Whitehall Diary, ed. Keith Middlemas (3 vols., Oxford, 1969) II, p. 181 (14 April 1929); Hartwell,
William Camrose, pp. 187-8; and Richard Cockett, ‘The party, publicity, and the media’, in Anthony
Seldon and Stuart Ball (eds.), Conservative Century. The Conservative Party since 1900 (Oxford, 1994),

pp. 547-577, here pp. 545-535.
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In the winter of 1929-30, however, when the Conservative party was in
opposition, its efforts to restrain the ‘press lords’ broke down, as Beaverbrook first
launched his ‘Empire Free Trade’ campaign and Rothermere then began his ‘United
Empire Party’.'” Both aimed to force changes in the party’s policy, and both sought to
remove Baldwin from the party leadership. Davidson was a casualty of this campaign,
and was forced to resign in May 1930. His replacement as party chairman, Neville
Chamberlain, was as chairman of the CRD already establishing a close alliance with
Ball, and he now became directly involved in negotiations with Beaverbrook and
Rothermere, and in dealings with the Berrys and with various journalists. Chamberlain,
in other words, had a long experience of relations with newspapers controllers before he
became prime minister in 1937.

This 1nitial experience, in 1930-31, was very painful, as the hostile newspaper
campaigns added to considerable party discontent over European and imperial policies,
produced repeated crises within the party and nearly forced Baldwin’s resignation.
Baldwin famously fought back. His oratorical onslaught on the ‘press lords’’ attempt to
exercise ‘power without responsibility’ — defending himself on the high ground of
political and constitutional principle, and the putative limits of legitimate newspaper
political influence — punctured their campaign. Chamberlain was able in March 1931 to
conclude an agreement with Beaverbrook and to neutralise Rothermere. But the
struggles of 1929-31 had emphasised just how independent supposedly ‘Conservative’
newspapers could be, and how dangerous their activities could be to the Conservative
leadership and its capacity to develop and sustain its own policies. Even after the
formation of the Conservative-dominated National coalition government and its huge
general election victory in October 1931, Conservative party managers remained

nervous about the extent of support from ostensibly Conservative newspapers. Ball and

'’ See e.g. John Ramsden, The Age of Balfour and Baldwin, 1902-1940 (London, 1978), pp. 297-8, 306-
14.
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Chamberlain — though Chancellor of the Exchequer 1931-37, and no longer party
chairman — continued to be much involved in managing relations with the press. During
1934, 1n anticipation of the next general election, Ball proposed to Chamberlain
measures for securing a more favourable press comment, by establishing close contact
with those 1n control of broadly sympathetic newspapers. He was. however, realistic
enough to conclude: *Some attempts will fail, but many might succeed. if properly
planned.”'® In the following year the National Publicity Bureau (NPB.) was formed."
Although created to coordinate propaganda for all the partners in the National coalition
sovernment, this was clearly Conservative orientated.”” Ball was its first director, and
Kingsley Wood, Postmaster-General and a close Chamberlain ally, was chairman.

Even though the National government retained a large majority at the November
1935 election, Ball remained dissatisfied with the level of support for the government 1n
the newspapers. As he put the case to Baldwin, the prime minister, in December:

the Daily Mail and the Daily Express attack us more frequently than they

support us, while, although The Times and the Daily Telegraph are admirable
newspapers and give us their full support, their circulations are so small ... that

their influence among the masses is almost negligible.

4

To improve this fragile position Ball proposed to take over ‘a suitable weekly

publication, and ... to build up a staff of really good writers capable of exposing
effectively the fallacies upon which the public 1s being fed’.*' It is probable that the
widespread and sharp newspaper and popular reaction to the Hoare-Laval pact during
that month, when even The Times became critical, emphasised the point. The paper that

Ball eventually acquired, without publicity, was Truth, which over the next two years he

'® Ball notes about propaganda, 14 April 1934, NC 8/21/9. .
' Ball to Chamberlain, 14 April 1934, NC 8/21/9. See Ralph D. Casey, ‘The National Publicity Bureau

and British Party Propaganda’ The Public Opinion Quarterly, October 1939, p. 624; also Taylor, British
Propaganda, p. 93.

*% See Hollins, "Presentation’, p. 83; also Cockett, ‘Ball, Chamberlain’, pp. 131-42.
2! Quoted in Koss, Rise and Fall, ii, p. 551. For newspaper support at the election, see Tom Stannage.

Baldwin Thwarts the Opposition. The British General Election of 1935 (London, 1980), pp. 190-210.




increasingly used as an instrument to support Chamberlain and his policy of
appeasement. Although Truth has recently acquired notoriety. it is Important to note
that this idea of reviving the pre-1914 arrangement of a politically-controlled newspaper
was not new. Apart from the cases of Lloyd George’s majority share-holding in the
Daily Chronicle from 1918 to 1927 and the Labour movement's purchase of the Daily
Herald 1n 1922, Baldwin and Davidson had entered into negotiations — later made
unnecessary by Baldwin’s victory — with the Berrys in early 1931 for the creation of a
London-based evening paper to counteract the Rothermere and Beaverbrook press.

In the mid 1930s, then, the press in general was regarded within government as
vigorously independent, to such a degree that renewed efforts were being made in press
‘management’. Where does the notorious silence of the British newspapers over King
Edward VIII’s affair fit into these conditions? For Cockett, this ‘can be seen as a
precursor for the ... damaging and long-term control of the press that was to occur
between 1937 and 1940°. ‘The King and the government’, he writes, ‘had effectively
preserved a blanket censorship on the press’.”* Examination of the evidence, however,
produces a different interpretation, one which indicates another important feature
common to the press during the 1930s and another leading theme 1n this thesis — its

capacity, where important issues of national interests were at stake, to exercise
voluntary restraint from a sense of public responsibility.

The avoidance of British newspaper reports on the King's relationship with Mrs
Simpson — especially the failure to comment on their summer 1936 holiday cruise on
the Nahlin, extensively reported and photographed in European and North American

newspapers — began well before any involvement by the King or the government. The

** For details see ‘Control of Newspaper “Truth™, Vansittart papers, VNST 11 2/31, and Cockett, “Ball,
Chamberlain and Truth’, p. 131-42. Chamberlain to Ida Chamberlain, 23 July 1939, NC 18/1/1108, noted
that the paper was “secretly controlled by Sir Joseph Ball’.

** See Jones diary, 11 March 1931; Davidson Memoirs, pp. 359-60; Hartwell, Camrose, p. 170.

4 Cockett, Twilight, pp. 14, 2.
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press silence was the spontaneous decision of the various newspaper owners and editors
themselves. Baldwin as prime minister only became aware of the foreign press coverage
in mid October, and was evidently surprised at the continuing British newspaper
silence.” There is no evidence of him speaking with any newspaper controller before
Dawson asked to see him on 25 October.*® The King only became involved on 27
October, when he asked Beaverbrook whether it would be possible to *limit publicity’
about Mrs Simpson’s imminent divorce case.’’ Beaverbrook agreed to help, and with
Esmond Harmsworth, Rothermere’s son and chairman of the newspaper proprietors’
association, met other London and provincial newspaper owners,® and convinced them
to continue their silence about this matter.” Significantly, they did not feel a need to
influence the London quality newspapers, like The Times, Morning Post and Daily
Telegraph because these could be relied upon to exercise self-restraint for their own
reasons: ‘their discretion was not in question’.”’ There was, indeed, nothing remarkable
about this: newspaper discretion about the private (and sexual) affairs of public figures
was still routine.”’ To take a specific example: many in the newspaper world knew that
Lloyd George lived with his mistress, Frances Stevenson, but this was never mentioned
in the press, not even by his most bitter political opponents.

So the King and ministers only encouraged the maintenance of an existing

newspaper restraint, one which had not been originated by government intluence or

control. At one point Cockett concedes this, contradicting his main assertions: ‘this

* See Keith Middlemas and John Barnes, Baldwin. A Biography (London, 1969), p. 985.

*® The same day Dawson received a letter from a British citizen living in the US, summarising public
opinion, which he forwarded to Baldwin: printed in Wrench, Dawson, pp. 339-42, and see History of The
Times, p. 1028.

*’ Lord Beaverbrook, The Abdication of King Edward VIII, ed. A.J.P. Taylor (London, 1966), p. 30.

% See History of The Times, p. 1027; Beaverbrook, Abdication, p. 31.

*In A King’s Story (New York, 1947), p. 317, the Duke of Windsor states: ‘With the co-operation of
Esmond Harmsworth and several others he [Beaverbrook] achieved the miracle I desired — a
“gentlemen’s agreement” among newspaper editors to report the case without sensation’.

% History of The Times, p. 1027.

*! Jones, Diary, p. 286 (13 November 1936), supports this assumption: ‘The silence of our press is
extraordinary and is not enforced by the government but by a sense of shame.” See Chisholm and Davie,
Beaverbrook, p. 335 for Beaverbrook’s handling of requests from women not to make their divorces

public.



unity of silence was volunteered by the press to the government’ > Moreover, the end of
the press silence and its aftermath — not considered by Cockett — provides further
evidence of newspaper independence. Baldwin and the Cabinet feared newspaper
revelations as likely to provoke public divisions and precipitate a constitutional and
political crisis. But they did not feel able to achieve an indefinite press silence. The
King himself urged Baldwin on 16 November to protect Mrs Simpson from newspaper
criticism but Baldwin ‘told him that he couldn’t control the British Press (who have
behaved admirably in not mentioning the subject) & they are clamouring to air the
subject but out of respect for the throne had refrained’.”” Once it became apparent on 2
December that the press silence was about to end, the King asked Baldwin to stop what
he expected to be a critical Times editorial, but without success. As Dawson noted, "In
vain S.B. had explained that the press in England was free. and that he had no control
over The Times or over any other newspaper’.”’

It was not only the King who could not ultimately ‘control” the press; the same
was true of the Cabinet. Indeed, a newspaper controller caused much of the ditficulties
for ministers — when Harmsworth proposed the idea of a ‘morganatic’ marriage, with
Mrs Simpson not becoming queen. Once the issue was 1n the open, neither the King nor
the ministers could command unified press support, as the newspapers divided
according to proprietor’s or editor’s preferences between a ‘King’s Party’ (Daily Mail.

Daily Express, News Chronicle), and the ‘Baldwin Press’ (1 he Times, Morning Post,

Daily Telegraph, and even the Daily Herald, as well as most of the provincial

5
newspapers).3

32 Cockett, Twilight, p. 2. (italics inserted)

3 See Lucy Baldwin memo, 17 November 1936, in The Baldwin Papers. A C onservative Statesman
1908-19+47, ed. Philip Williamson and Edward Baldwin (Cambridge, 2004), p. 390.

* Dawson memo, 2 December 1936, quoted in Wrench, Dawson, p. 349.

35 For discussion among the press see ‘Constitutional crisis, attitude of the British press’, no date, PREM
1/446: Beaverbrook, The Abdication, pp. 78-9; Channon diary, p. 87 (30 November 1936).
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A comment by Simon, the Home Secretary and a member of the inner group of

ministers consulted throughout the episode, is noteworthy:

It was indeed a most extraordinary fact that in a country where there is no

censorship of news, ... and where any attempt by Government to control topics
ot discussion would have been fiercely resisted and disregarded, the British

Press by a voluntary ordinance ...had maintained complete silence for six

months on a subject which would otherwise have been largely canvassed in
every household in the land.”®

The concern of some politicians and party managers over the excessive
independence, or ‘unreliable’ nature, of many newspapers increased as the European
situation deteriorated. A new element developed: German complaints about British
newspaper criticism of German government leaders. The Nazis had been quick to
realise the importance of a good relationship with foreign observers for advancing their
political and international aims, and made the cultivation of such relations part of the
propaganda aims of the Third Reich.”’ This is exemplified by the numerous party and
government offices dedicated to this end. As early as 1 April 1933 Hitler had
established the AufBenpolitisches Amt (APA), headed by Rosenberg, to persuade

foreigners that his movement was peaceful in character. Attempts were made to

. . . . . - 38
improve the relationship with foreign newspaper reporters through receptions.

39

arranged interviews with leading Nazis,” or organised trips for English and American

journalists, showing them the German countryside, the aim being to strengthening

connections and influence through this social activity.*” On the other hand, officials

*® Simon diary, no date, MSS Simon 8:1936. |
Y For an example of an organisation to improve Anglo-German relationship, see G.T. Waddington,

“’An idyllic and unruffled atmosphere of complete Anglo-German misunderstanding™ aspects of the
operations of the Dienststelle Ribbentrop in Great Britain, 1934-1938", History 82 (1997). 44-72.

38 E.g. guest list for a speech of Ernst R6hm, 7 December 1933, Bundesarchiv NS43/155.

39 E.g [?] to Wiedemann, 3 May 1937, Bundesarchiv NS43/158, B1.7+9.

*? See Karl Falk to Bomer, 22 October 1936, Bundesarchiv NS43/158, Bl.15.
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criticised foreign reporters who did not report events in the way the Nazis wished to see
them reported. The German press chief, Otto Dietrich. characterised the newspaper
commentaries of the democracies as a ‘problem of high political consequences for
world politics’. The weakness of the ‘governments of democracy’ enables the press to

operate as the ‘greatest and most dangerous war-monger’, because it generated ill-

feelings between Germany and other nations.*’

German complaints about alleged British ‘Pressehetze’ (smear campaigns in
newspapers) were a regular topic in diplomatic circles. The German ambassador in
London, Hoesch, told the Foreign Secretary as early as the end of March 1933 “*how

unfortunate the British coverage was in respect to the good relationship between

Britain and Germany’.** Hitler himself had declared on 2 March 1933 that he regarded
the ‘press-agitation in the world against the German government as very dangerous’."
In the official press statements on this meeting, the German Cabinet discussion was
presented as an unmistakable warning to ‘representatives of the foreign press’ that the
government had decided to take action against correspondents who “in a malicious
way agitate against the Reich governrnent".’:"4 Such warnings remained part of Nazi
rhetoric throughout the 1930s. Hitler, in his speech of 20 February 1938, announced
that he would no longer tolerate the abuse of Germany in other countries. He even
declared that the behaviour of newspapers was more dangerous than bombs to the

relationships between states.” Hitler’s rhetoric, in which an alleged smear campaign

in foreign newspapers was implicitly linked with the unstable state of international

*! Quoted in Huttner, Britische Presse, p. 86.

** Bernstorff memo to German Foreign Office, 6 April 1933: PA, Presse, England 4, Bd.1.

*> German Cabinet minutes, 2 March 1933, printed in K.-H. Minuth (ed.), Akten der Reichskanzlei.
Regierung Hitler, 1933-1938,1/1 (Boppard, 1983), pp. 146-56, here p. 147-8.

* Vélkischer Beobachter, 3 March 1933, p. 1, quoted in Huttner, Britische Presse, p. 100.

** Printed in Max Domarus (ed.), Hitler. Reden und Proklamationen 1932-1945, vol. I: Triumph (193.-

38) (Munich, 1962), pp. 792-804, here pp. 798-800.
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relations, clearly emanated from a Nazi belief in the nearly unlimited effectiveness of

: : : 4
media manipulation.*

These would seem to provide ground for a more detailed exploration of the
connections between the German government and not just British ministers and officials
— the standard subjects in studies of Anglo-German relations — but also newspaper
owners, editors and journalists. That some contact did occur is certain. It is well known
that Rothermere, owner of the Daily Mail group. met Hitler and other German leaders in
mid-1930s, as did Kemsley, owner of the Sunday Times in July 1939. But there is very
little evidence for any further contacts in the German archives. Nor does this appear to
be an effect of the potential destruction of these records, since the private papers of
British newspapermen and British government files similarly give few indications of
direct German government attempts to influence the British press.

Instead, it was British ministers, especially Chamberlain and Halifax, who did
most to try and influence the attitude of British newspapers towards the Nazi regime.
They did so because they were impressed by the obsessional force of the Nazi leaders’
criticism of British press reports on their policies, and speculation about their ambitions
and objectives. Chamberlain and Halifax feared that these Nazi criticisms aggravated
Anglo-German tension, and that the German leaders might over-react — helping to
trigger a diplomatic breach, and increasing the likelihood of war. After Halifax’s visit to
Germany in November 1937, when Nazi complaints were forcetully expressed, British

government interest in newspaper commentaries on Anglo-German relations noticeably

Increased.

' A characterisation of National Socialism as a propaganda movement in Norbert Frel, |
‘Nationalsozialistische Presse und Propaganda’, in Martin Broszat and Horst Moller (eds.), Das Dritt¢

Reich (Munich, 1986), pp.152-75, here pp. 152-61.



T'he British government’s efforts to influence British newspapers were based
around the Press Oftice of 10 Downing Street and the Foreign Office News Department.
The 10 Downing Street Press Office had been established in 1929 by the Labour prime
minister Ramsay MacDonald, who feared that the predominantly Conservative-
orientated press might prove problematical for a Labour government.®’ The Press
Office’s establishment of a close relationship with the Lobby — the body of accredited
parliamentary correspondents, from leading national and provincial newspapers — was
an attempt to make sure that the government’s point of view was frequently and reliably
reported 1n the newspapers.

Cockett criticises the Lobby system for the power it gave politicians and
ministers to give non-attributable press briefings, to have a secret influence over
newspaper reportage, and so to wield ‘power without responsibility’. As he himself
wrote, the Lobby had existed since 1885 — yet he says nothing about how this had
operated before 1937, so again claims about changes in 1937-40 are dependent upon
silence about earlier history.*® It is not surprising that ministers and party leaders should
seek anonymity when briefing the press: this had always been the case, even predating
the creation of the Lobby, and reaching back to the origin of newspapers in the
cighteenth century. The reasons are obvious — to influence debate in ways and 1n
directions which it might be embarrassing to acknowledge publicly. It 1s also
understandable that newspapers accepted these unattributable sources, because it gave

them an ‘inner’ access to news and opinion which would otherwise be unthinkable. An

il I

Y7 See Jeremy Tunstall, The Westminster Lobby Correspondents: A Sociological Study of National
Political Journalism (London, 1970), p. 94; see also Michael Cockerell, Peter Hennessy,'and David
Walker, Sources Close to the Prime Minister. Inside the Hidden World of the News Manipulators

(London, 1984), p. 37.
*® Cf. Cockett, Twilight, p. S.
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even more remarkable instance of this relationship was the activity of the Conservative

Central otfice 1n the late 1920s and early 1930s, when it was anonymously feeding

reports and editorial comment to some 200 local and regional newspapers.*’

The Lobby system was so well established by 1937 that it seems unlikely that
there was much change in the essence of government-newspaper relations. Nevertheless
there was some change, because in Neville Chamberlain there was a prime minister with
greater interest, more experience and closer contacts with newspapers than his closest
predecessors, MacDonald and Baldwin — though these were not, it should be
emphasised, on a markedly different scale to Lloyd George’s involvement with
newspaper controllers from 1916 to 1922. Not only had he dealt directly with the
troublesome ‘press lords’ in 1930-31; as Chancellor of the Exchequer since then he had
personally briefed editors and Lobby journalists on important issues.”’ He has been
described as the ‘first prime minister to employ news management on a grand scale’ —
though Lloyd George has a very strong rival claim.”’ Chamberlain not only had the
assistance of Ball, with his similarly long experience of newspaper manipulation and
control of Truth, but also the loyal support of George Steward, director of the No. 10
Press Office with some ten years familiarity with the Lobby.”

Chamberlain’s habit of personal attention to the newspapers was given renewed
impetus by his determination to reduce Anglo-German tension. There was not just the
foreign policy concern of German government complaints about British newspaper

commentaries on its policies. Some newspapers were ambivalent or critical about his

own policy of appeasement, and gave space to Labour and Liberal opposition and to his

** See Cockett, ‘The Party, Publicity, and the Media’, pp. 551-2. o |
>° Hollins, ‘Presentation’, p. 83. Both Chamberlain’s diaries and his letters to his sisters show a continual

and early attention to press relations: see Chamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain, 13 October 1930, 26
September 1931, 12 January 1932, NC 18/1/713, 756, 767. | .

> Margach, Abuse, p. 50. It should be noted that Margach’s personal experience of prime ministers and
the Lobby system did not extend back to the period of Lloyd George’s government.

>? See Cockett, Twilight, pp. 4-9.
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critics among Conservative backbench MPs. He was also conscious of resistance among
some Foreign Office officials, who were suspicious or hostile towards Germany and
who had their own access to newspapers. In his view, the Foreign Office seemed to
have ‘no 1magination and no courage to pursue a settlement with Germany’.>> His

proposed policy of “double policy of rearmament and better relations with Germany and

[taly which will carry us safely through’, depended to a large degree on the Foreign

Office, which he feared ‘would not play up’.””

Chamberlain’s efforts to influence opinion were not just confined to the
newspaper media. He also gave his support to efforts to counter the influence of the Left
Book Club, which published not only a series of books but also a regular newsletter,
The Left Book News.” So successful was this movement in disseminating radical Left,

including Communist, ideas that 1t prompted the formation of other political book

‘clubs’ — the Right Book Club, Liberal Book Club, and Labour Book Service.”® To these
was added the National Book Association, with Baldwin as president and with hidden
support from Chamberlain and Conservative Central Office, in an attempt to appeal on a

wide basis to readers of many political persuasions, and so to consolidate (and create)

opinion behind the National government.”’

Another initiative is still more significant. After the 1938 Czechoslovakian crisis
Chamberlain and Ball remained concerned about the extent of sympathy for
appeasement in the media — which surely raises doubts about how far they had been
successful in influencing and manipulating, still less ‘controlling’ the newspapers. In

December 1938 Chamberlain proposed the ‘immediate formation of an organisation

>> Chamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain, 12 September 1937, NC 18/1/1020.

>* Chamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain, 1 August 1937, NC 18/1/1014 |
>> See Stuart Samuels, ‘The Left Book Club’, JCH 1 (1966), pp. 65-86, Paul Laity (ed.). The Left Book

Anthology (London, 2001), p. ix, and Bussfeld, , Democracy versus Dictatorship’, pp. 124-3..

>® See Samuels, ‘Left Book Club’, p. 77; Laity, Left Book Anthology, p. X1I. |

>’ See E.H.H. Green, Ideologies of Conservatism. Conservative Political Ideas in the Twentieth C entury
(Oxford, 2002), p. 144. Also Clarisse Berthezene, ‘Creating Conservative Fabians: the Conservat::’e
party, political education and the founding of Ashridge College’, Past and Present 182 (2004), 255~
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whose objectives would be to provide accurate and unbiased information about fore; gn
affairs’. Baldwin was to become president of the British Association for International
Understanding. °8 Ball, probably the mastermind behind the organisation, saw the
Association ‘to be the best way of diverting the central body of British opinion from the
special pleading of Left-Wing propaganda with which the |[League of Nations] Union,

among other groups, has become infected’.”” The creation of this body indicates a

defensive, even beleaguered, attitude: they felt they were losing, not winning, the

propaganda battle.

The Foreign Office had a still longer-established system for dealing with the
press. With the creation of 1ts own News Department in August 1914, the relationship
between the Foreign Office and the newspapers became institutionalised.®” After the
Great War it became the principal recipient of any foreign government’s criticisms of

British newspapers. If a complaint was received, Willert, the head of the News

Department until 1934, would reply:

We always explain to them (I) that HMG have no power of censorship over the
press; (II) that if a foreign government wants to approach the British press, it
must do so itself. The only concession which we ever make is to promise to try
unofficially, as occasions offers, to prevail upon our press to use the right

61
spectacles.

The existence — and the briefings — of the Foreign Office News Department complicated

the attempts of Steward, Ball and Chamberlain to control the dissemination of

> Chamberlain to Baldwin, 7 December 1938, Baldwin papers 174/19-21.

>> Joseph Ball memo B, Baldwin papers 174/24-27.

° The origin of the News Department has been described by Taylor, Projection. ch. 1. and Taylor.
‘Publicity’, p. 48. . -
°l'Willert minute, 11 June 1929, FO 395/436, P703/703/150. For a similar attitude from a prime minister.
see transcript of Poincare-Baldwin conversation, 19 September 1923, in Baldwin Papers, p. 107.
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government opinion and news. Sometimes it appeared that on important foreign issues.
Whitehall was speaking with two different voices.®? This was especially so because of
the attitude of Rex Leeper, who had succeeded Willert as director of the News
Department in January 1935.° Leeper became closely associated with the views of
Vansittart, the Permanent Under Secretary at the Foreign Office. In contrast to
Chamberlain’s ambition of appeasing the German government, Vansittart supported a
policy ot reconciliation with Mussolini’s Italy, to create a counterweight to what he and
other Foreign Office officials considered to be an aggressive and impossibly hostile

Nazi regime.®* This was the policy which both Leeper and Vansittart wished to be

‘soundly interpreted’ by the press. ©

But while Vansittart advocated military
rearmament as the main means of strengthening Britain’s bargaining position in the
covernment’s dealings with Hitler, Leeper urged greater official commitment to the use
of propaganda abroad in order to increase British influence in areas vulnerable to
German political and economic penetration. This he termed ‘psychological rearmament’.

By this he meant preparing the public, both at home and abroad, for the issues which he

believed lay ahead. He stressed that there were methods available to counter the
campaign of the dictatorships, but ‘at present there is a great deal of news available on
foreign affairs, but insufficient guidance; while visibility increases. vision lags
behind”.**

Leeper had a critical view of the British press, arguing that 1t was ‘showing 1itselt

quite incompetent to deal with foreign affairs’, and was not exercising its proper degree

of influence. The failure of newspapers to guide public opinion, was, in his view.

because it ‘was owned by men whose main interest is not journalism. but business and

° Cf. Shepherd, Class Divided, p.111, who claimed that both worked together.

63 Taylor, Projection, p. 28. | | 1058
5 For his assessment of the dictators, see Lord Vansittart, The Mist Procession (London, 19538).

%5 Eden described Leeper in his memoirs as ‘an early prophet of the Nazi menace’: Anthony Eden, Facing

The Dictators (London, 1962), p.182. | o
% Leeper memo, 27 January 1936, FO 395/541, P332/332/150, quoted In Taylor, Projection.

p. 187.
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finance’. He obviously had in mind the “press lords’, who had been involved in a flerce
circulation war since the beginning of the 1930s. Leeper therefore saw it as his task to

guide the press ‘so that an intelligent public opinion may be formed on forecien

. 67 . .
affairs.” °* For that reason he formed his own coterie of speclalist reporters. the

diplomatic correspondents.®®

Establishing such a group was not an easy task, because journalists and the
Foreign Office normally regarded each other with suspicion.®” Leeper tried to promote
his own approach within the diplomatic service, advising British missions abroad that it
was ‘a highly 1mportant duty of His Majesty’s missions to assist British
correspondents’.”” Apparently he did not succeed in fulfilling this aim, and he also
became teartul of the effect of anti-British propaganda across continental Europe. His
thoughts resulted in a lengthy memorandum dated 2 January 1938, where he claimed
that Britain had lost its prestige ‘while we have done far too little to counteract the
efforts of this hostile propaganda’. He saw a growing ‘deterioration’ in the quality of
British journalistic standards, due to the continuing commercial preoccupation of “press
dictators’ with circulation and advertising income. Editors and proprietors ‘must be

made to realise that this country cannot afford to let foreign affairs be treated with the

same irresponsible freedom as home affairs.” Leeper proposed a change in a way
government relations with the press had worked so far. Instead of merely continuing the
existing system, where ministers confined their contacts to journalists individually n

the parliamentary Lobby, he wished to see increased ministerial contact with leading

editors and with the Newspaper Proprietors’ Association.

°" Leeper memo, 12 October 1932, FO 395/458, P2143/2/150. | .
*® Part of this group were F.A. Voigt of the Manchester Guardian, Victor Gordon-Lennox of the Daify

Telegraph, Norman Ewer of the Daily Herald, Charles Tower of the Yorkshire Post, and Vernon
Bartlett of the News Chronicle. See Detlev Clemens, Herr Hitler in Germany: Wahrnehmungen und
Deutungen des Nationalsozialismus in Grofbritannien 1920 bis 1939 (Gottingen, 1996). p. 402. —,

°7 E.o. Andrew Crozier, Appeasement and Germany’s Last Bid for Colonies (London. 1988). p. 226.
" Quoted in Cockett, Twilight,p. 17.
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We‘ can only I}Ope to induce the press to exercise restraint in foreign affairs by
taking those irresponsible persons into our confidence. A free press 1S an
enormous asset to the country provided that freedom does not degenerate into
irresponsible licence. At present we are not tackling the heart of the problem.”
Leeper’s proposals found support from Vansittart and from Eden, who was “in full
agreement with this excellent paper’.’” Nevertheless. for all his efforts to improve the
quality ot newspaper coverage — and, indeed, despite the largely independent efforts of

Downing Street — Leeper remained disappointed. After Munich he commented that *the

amount of stupid or dishonest articles that I read in the English press is almost
incredible’; and again ‘the press are so horribly cautious when they are not wilfully
misleading’. > The Foreign Office news experts, at least, did not consider British

newspapers to be ‘controlled’; rather they considered them to be too independent.

The attempts by the prime minister’s press office and the Foreign Otfice News
Department to influence the newspapers are best assessed by examination of a series of
incidents from 1937 to 1939. Shortly after Chamberlain’s accession to the premiership.
Ribbentrop, Hitler’s principal representation in Britain, started a more positive approach
to improving Anglo-German relations with the intention of neutralising British
influence in Europe, and therefore increasing the Nazi freedom of manoeuvre. He
wanted to invite to Germany such influential politicians as Halifax. Baldwin and even

. . s 74
Churchill - ‘whose transition into a German-friend still seems to be possible”. The

" Leeper memo, ‘Co-ordination of British publicity abroad’, 2 January 1938, FO 395/596, P

359/359/150. . <506
’> Vansittart note, 19 January 1938, and Eden note, 8 Januarv 1938, both In FO 395596,

see Taylor, Projection, pp. 33-4.
" Leeper to his sister, quoted in Taylor, Projection,

Lady Milner papers, C410/3. | 1 <06
" Ribbentrop to Auswirtige Amt, 18 May 1937, Auswirtige Amt R102773.Pol.111506.

P 359'3597150:

p. 38, and Leeper to Lady Milner, 13 October 1938,



initial invitation to Halifax appeared a good start, since Chamberlain gave his approval

and strongly supported a new initiative. Foreign Office officials were more reserved
about the plan, because Halifax was ‘not one of them: he was too close to the Prime
Minister and could not be relied upon to put over a Foreign Office rather than a No.10

line’.”” This negative Foreign Office attitude made Chamberlain furious, because he saw

‘another opportunity to be thrown away’.’

To assist in the preparation for Halifax’s visit, which was intended to be
unpublicised, Chamberlain could rely on Nevile Henderson, British Ambassador in
Berlin. Henderson was usually the first to receive German complaints about British
newspapers, and frequently had to point out that in Britain newspapers were "not
controlled’.”’” His views about what he considered to be newspaper irresponsibility were
soon confirmed when news of Halifax’s visit was leaked in the Evening Standard
Hitler was furious, and so too was Henderson, who described the paper’s step as ‘the
height of sensation mongering and of tendentious poisoning of the atmosphere’. Lor a
time he even wanted the visit postponed until ‘the Press in Great Britain ... evinces that
calm which is usually called decency and truthfulness in other countries’ e

Chamberlain, however, was able to use his personal contacts with the
newspapers to turn the situation to his advantage. 1 he Times and the Daily Telegraph
published almost identical favourable stories about the visit, and commented upon the
prospects for an improvement in Anglo-German relations. These obviously
‘authoritative’ reports, particularly that in The Times, had a positive effect in Berlin.”

Henderson was able to say that ‘the attitude this morning of the British press.

'S Andrew Roberts, The Holy Fox. The Life of Lord Halifax (London, 1991), p. 66. S
76 Chamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain, 24 October 1937, NC 18/1/1025. For the Foreign Office’s critica

attitude see also Chamberlain to Ida Chamberlain, 14 November 1957, NC 18/1/1028.- |
" Henderson to the FO, 13 November 1937, FO 371/20763, C7799/270/18:; Peter Neville. Appeasing

Hitler. The Diplomacy of Sir Nevile Henderson, 1937-39 (Houndmills, 2000), p. +1. lq hlls memolrs
Henderson was still critical of the British press: see Nevile Henderson, Failure of a Mission (London.
1940), pp. 635, 135. |

"8 Henderson to Foreign Office, 14 November 1937, FO 371/20751, 7798/7324'18.
" Neville Chamberlain to Ida Chamberlain, 14 November 1937, NC 18:1/1028; Ro

berts, Holy Fox, p. 66.
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particularly The Times and the Daily T elegraph are regarded here as verv satisfactory

and the moderates hope that the Chancellor having ventilated his annoyance will take a

calmer view’.%"

When Halifax’s visit finally went ahead, he found in his first talk with Hitler that
it was British newspaper comments which annoyed him most in Anglo-German
relations. Halifax described him as usually ‘quiet and restrained’, but he did ‘get excited
now and again over Russia and the Press’. For Hitler the degeneracy of democracy was
manifested in the fact that it ‘paralysed the capacity to face the facts by its love of talk’,
and only existed on a ‘distorted view of facts presented to it by a licentious Press’.?! He
further claimed that ‘nine-tenths of all tension was produced simply and solely’ by the
newspapers.® Halifax’s own sceptical view about ‘press freedom’ had originated some
years previously, when as Viceroy of India in April 1930 he stated how ‘few things
have given me greater pleasure than shoving out the press ordinance ... and I look
forward with sober optimism to real improvements in consequence of again bringing the
[ 83

press under contro Obviously he was writing about the Indian rather than the British

press; nevertheless a critical attitude towards the more popular newspapers predisposed
Halifax towards a sympathetic response to German complaints. He ‘alluded to the need

for the Press to create the right atmosphere if any real advance were to be made towards

a better understanding’.®”

An underlying purpose of the German invitation became clear when Halitax met

Goebbels the next day and press freedom was the only topic discussed. The Propaganda

Minister claimed that

* Henderson to Foreign Office, 15 November 1937, Halifax Papers A4.410.3 3 (ii); see Cockett. Dwilight,

pp. 34-3. |

"' Halifax’s diary, 19 November 1937, Halifax papers A4.410.3.3 (vi). | 10
%2 Record of Hitler—Halifax conversation, 19 November 1937, enclosed in Neurath to Henderson, -
November, Documents on German Foreign Policy, 1918-45, Series D, vol. I, p. 67.

** Quoted in Roberts, Holy Fox, p. 79.
** Henderson memo, 21 November 1937, FO 371/20736,C8094/270/18.
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the influence of the Press was under rather than over-rated. Its power to mould

public opinion was greater even than was realised, and if public opinion was
moulded wrongly, incalculable harm could be done since, in the end .

public opinion ... which directed policy. 1twas

To improve the situation he asked whether ‘something could be done to put a stop in the
British Press to personal criticism of Hitler. Nothing caused more bitter resentment than
that’. In his reply, Halifax reminded Goebbels that because of the ‘complete
independence of the British Press’, he could not promise a positive outcome.
Nevertheless, he promised to ‘represent to the P.M. and his colleagues the views which
Dr Goebbels had expressed’.® During his talks with leading German politicians Halifax.
In contrast with earlier diplomatic statements, repeatedly denied that the government
had no means at all for stopping criticism of foreign regimes.*® After returning to
England Halifax wrote hopefully to Henderson that the past developments had been

‘good’. But he ended with the condition, ‘if only we can get the press in both countries

tame”>.%’

As a way to influence newspapers, and improve government—press relations,
Halifax could build on the fact that he knew some of the major newspaper owners and
editors personally. As well as speaking with them, he approached others he knew less
well, if at all, including the controllers of the Daily Herald and News Chronicle and also
the Evening Standard’s cartoonist, David Low. These conversations. and their effects,
will be considered in later chapters. But it should be noted that Henderson, knowing the
sensitivity of British newspapers towards any official attempt to influence them.
regarded it as dangerous to make any ‘formal arrangement” through the Foreign Office

to deal with correspondents: this would easily look like “an attempt at censorship and

%> Henderson memo of conversation between Halifax and Goebbels,
A4.410.3.3 and FO 371/20736,C8094/270/18.
* E.g. Woermann to German Foreign Office, 29 January 1937, R102772.Pol.Il 340

Beziehungen England zu Deutschland]. ) NP
8 Halifax to Henderson, 24 November 1937, Halifax papers A4.410.3.2 (ii); also Cockett, Twilight, p. = {.

71 November 1937, Halifax papers

[Politische
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control”.”™ One can therefore agree with Roberts that the last word In this process of

ministerial-newspaper contacts lay with the newspaper: “If they responded and engaced

In a self-censorship helpful to British diplomacy, it can hardly be blamed on Halifax

When 1n early February 1938 the Daily Mail printed a story about a possible
agreement with Italy, the Foreign Secretary, Eden was ‘very annoved’, because he
thought this news might raise Italian government hopes of an easy settlement and
weaken his own diplomatic efforts.”’ When Oliver Harvey, Eden’s private secretary.
tried to discover where these stories had come from, he was told by the Foreign Office
News Department that they could ‘only have come from No. 10°. Although this was
denied by Horace Wilson, Chamberlain’s chief industrial adviser, Leeper remained
convinced that he had ‘very circumstantial evidence from journalists that they did come
from No. 10>.”! As it turned out, technically speaking Chamberlain had told the truth.
Harvey found out a few days later that the ‘press campaign about Italy was given out by
Sir Joseph Ball at Conservative Head Office, not from Number 10°.7

Nevertheless, through whatever channel, it was evident that Chamberlain was
using his own means to brief the press, and this clearly weakened the Foreign
Secretary’s position. The final factors in Eden’s resignation a few days later were not

just Chamberlain’s rejection of the Roosevelt offer; it was also the simultaneous launch

** Henderson to Halifax, 2 December 1937, Halifax papers A4.410.3.2 (i1). Halifgx agreed to thig and
hoped for “a fuller realisation of the difficulties caused by the papers’ by the Foreign Office: Halitax to

Henderson, 3 December 1937, Halifax papers A4.410.3.2 (1n).

*” Roberts, Holy Fox, p. 79. _ _

*° The Diplomatic Diaries of Oliver Harvey, 1937-1940, ed. John Harvey (London, 1970). p. 87 (9
February 1938) [hereafter: Harvey diaries|.

! Ibid., p. 88 (12 February 1938).

s [bid., pp. 89-90 (13 February 1938).
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of his campaign to influence the press.” Subsequently, Chamberlain, with the help ot

Ball, made sure that it was widely reported in the newspapers that the Foreign Secretary

had resigned over minor differences, not major foreign policy issues. As Ball explained
it, he had taken “certain steps privately’ to destroy ‘the cases of Eden and Cranborne" in
the Conservative press.”” It is difficult to assess what these measures were. but they
were evidently successful: Harvey remarked on the morning after Eden's resignation
that ‘the government took every possible step to secure the London papers".95 Eden’s
resignation and Vansittart’s ostensible ‘promotion’ to ‘Diplomatic Adviser’ — in
practice sidelining him — increased Chamberlain’s influence over foreign policy. It also
left Leeper, as a critic of Chamberlain’s style of appeasement, in a vulnerable position.”

Despite Halifax’s and Chamberlain’s efforts in early 1938, elements of the press
continued to write critical commentaries on the German government and British foreign
policy. Consequently, Halifax, as the new Foreign Secretary, approached the leading
newspapers again, to ask for moderate and fair coverage of German affairs. He
discussed with Leeper ‘the steps which might be taken to moderate the tone ot the BBC
and the Press’. Leeper urged Halifax to meet with both newspaper representatives and
Reith of the BBC, and to try and persuade them ‘to avoid provocation against Germany
and Italy ... and to have a sense of national responsibility’. But he also urged that 1t
should be made clear that ‘no attempt was being made ... to control the press. It was

merely an appeal to help the national interest while a sincere effort was being

. . 297 .
undertaken to search a settlement with these two countries™.”’ Leeper was fully aware

3 For the events and circumstances of Eden’s resignation see N. Rose, “The resignaFion ofAntho?;'w)
Eden’, HJ 25 (1982), pp. 911-31; David Dutton, Anthony Eden. 4 Life and Reputation (London, 1557).

pp. 82-111° .
’* Ball to Neville Chamberlain, 21 February 1938, NC 7/11/31/10.

> Harvey Diaries, p. 102 (27 February 1938). N -
7% See Adamthwaite, ‘British Government’, p. 289, and Cockett, Twilight, p. D2.

”? Leeper minute, 28 February 1938, FO 371/21709,C1431/1261/13.
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that British newspapers would react sharply if they suspected any kind of official

exertion of influence.

This growing government ‘interest’ in newspaper reports was noted bv the

newspapers themselves. Already during January and February articles began to appear

which commented on the freedom of the press and purpose of newspapers in a
democracy: but these themes became more noticeable at the start of March 1938 %
Halifax brieted the press on 8 March to remind them that “unguarded criticism of other
countries, especially ... the Heads of States’ would only make international relations
‘worse by needless provocation’.”” Nevertheless, at a Press Gallery dinner Chamberlain
dismissed rumours of government attempts to exert tighter control over newspapers. A
remark he made in favour of press freedom was well received in the newspapers.
According to the News Chronicle this response was a sign of the “widespread hostility’
with which the press regarded the government’s recent attempts to influence newspaper
opinion.'” It is therefore no wonder that the ‘rumours’ about government interference
with the newspapers were raised in the House of Commons, where the prime minister
was asked whether ‘any instruction, request or suggestion, direct or indirect, has been
made since 21 February 1938, to British newspapers to suppress or modity news or

comment on the Government’s foreign policy’. He denied this categorically: "no

attempt has been made by instruction, request or suggestion to prevent newspapers from

. . . . 101
expressing their considered views.’

—— s e ——— L —

® Henderson saw Hitler on 5 March 1938, and heavily criticised the British press: see lan Colvin. T he
Chamberlain Cabinet (London, 1971), p. 101.

” Leeper draft in FO 371/21709.1431, quoted in Cockett, Twilight. p- 53. See also A
(8 March 1938): ‘A difficult business, as he appealed to them to refrain as far as possible
“rumours” which might embitter relations with Germany and Italy.’

100 E.g. News Chronicle, 22 March 1938, p. 10. N
' HCDeb 333, col. 1171 (23 March 1938); also Cockett, Twilight, p. 65.

Harvey diaries. p. 111
from reporting
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The Halifax visit to Germany in November 1937 had made 1t clear that British
newspapers had an important role to play in the wider context of Anglo-German
relations. Consequently the British government did what it could to influence the nature
of press coverage. It had only relative success — but this was in accordance with 1ts own
limited expectations. Two incidents in May 1938 are indicative. After the weekend
‘crisis’ over rumoured German troop movements against Czechoslovakia. according to
Chamberlain ‘the press had been told “not to overdo it™. Then, after German
complaints of a Times article criticising the German press. Halifax saw British
newspaper representatives and ‘exhorted them to adopt a moderate tone’.'” Yet the
decision on how to respond to such an ‘appeal’ lay ultimately with the person who ran
the policy of a particular newspaper. All ministers hoped for was that newspapers would
be more restrained, not to ‘overdo’ or else to ‘moderate” their comments — not that they
would accept government instructions on what news and views they should publish. A
few days later, Chamberlain again commented that ‘we have done our best to damp
down the enthusiasm of the press here and in France.”'” But this was all he could do.
The visit of Wiedemann, another emissary from Hitler, during summer 1938 produced
another example of the limited influence which could be brought to bear on the press.
Wiedemann’s discussions were supposed to be secret, but Cadogan — Vansittart's
replacement as permanent secretary — could only give an assurance that ‘they would ...
do their best to induce moderation in the Press.”'** In other words, the government was

far from sure that it could control newspaper comment. Cadogan's fears about the

unreliability of certain sections of the British press proved to be correct, for on the next

'92 Chamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain, 22 May 1938, NC 18/1/1053; Halifax to Henderson, 24 May

1938, DBFP, 111, vol.1, no0.305, pp. 369-71.

'%> Chamberlain to Ida Chamberlain, 28 May 1938, NC 18/1/1054.

104 ' BFP, 111, vol.1, no.511, pp. 589-90.
Cadogan to Wiedemann, 18 July 1938, DBF P, 111, , :
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day the Daily Herald leaked the news of the visit. As C hamberlain remarked: ‘[t was
annoying that the press discovered the Wiedemann visit... Thev

are pertectly

intolerable 1n their comments on delicate matters ’>!?

Ball, who was already beginning to prepare for the next general election. was
certainly very conscious of the continuing independence of the press. His pessimistic
assessment of newspaper support for the National government in June 1938 reveals a
more accurate assessment of the realities of government-newspaper relations than is
found in some later historical studies. The Labour Daily Herald was ‘working the whole
time against us’, while the criticisms of the opposition Liberals were published in the
News Chronicle, Star, and the Manchester Guardian. His account of the Conservative
press was very accurate, reflecting its different shades:

although a number of the national dailies (e.g. “The Times”. “Telegraph™,

“Daily Mail”, “Daily Express”, “Evening News”, “Evening Standard”,

“Yorkshire Post”, etc.) are nominally supporters of the Government, none of

them can be relied upon for full, continuous, and deliberately planned

support... Indeed, some of them deliberately adopt, from time to time, the role
of “candid friend” (e.g. “The Daily Mail”, “Evening News”. “Daily Express™
and “Evening Standard”, and even “The Daily Telegraph™), while the

“Yorkshire Post™, since the Eden crisis, has adopted a distinctly hostile attitude.
The situation was exacerbated by the attitude of the BBC, described by Ball as ‘one of
our great handicaps’.'’® Chamberlain therefore, had good reason to worry about the
level of support for appeasement in the press.

His concern increased further over the relatively quiet few weeks in international
affairs during the early summer, when Halifax began to develop his own doubts about

German intentions, although this was a matter of tone and emphasis and not strictly a

different policy. In Halifax’s eyes there was the danger of Germany dominating Central

and South-Eastern Europe. To avoid this ‘an attempt should be made to check this

e ——

105 ~hamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain, 24 July 1938, NC 18/1/1060A; on the visit see Cockett, Twilight.

D. 66. | |
% Ball memo, enclosed in Ball to Chamberlain, 1 June 1938, NC 8 21/1-8.
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process before it 1s too late’.””" This was not Chamberlain’s view of how 1o make

progress with the German government, as he was more prepared to concede in the face
of Hitler’s demands. In these circumstances The Times at the beginning of September
1938 published an awkward leading article for Halifax, arguing the case for allowing
‘the Germans of Czechoslovakia — by plebiscite or otherwise — to decide their own
future, even if this should mean secession to the Reich’.'”® Halifax feared that the article
might be interpreted by the Czech and German governments as evidence of a change in
British foreign policy, and i1ssued an official denial that it represented the government’s
attitude.'”” Nevertheless, Hesse, the press attaché at the German embassy, reported to
Berlin that the article was the result of a meeting between Chamberlain and newspaper
representatives, and that ‘no part of the article has been disavowed’ by Chamberlain
himself,' "’

With tension emerging between prime minister and foreign secretary, Henderson,
from Berlin, came out strongly in favour of Chamberlain’s line. He argued once again
the importance of not upsetting Hitler by the issue of diplomatic warnings as was being
proposed by the Foreign Office.!!! Rather, he advised, the British press should be asked
‘to write up Hitler as the apostle of Peace. We make a great mistake when our Press
persists in abusing him’. 112 The comment was a reaction to a complaint about
newspaper comment on the Runciman mission from Ribbentrop in late August 1938.
Ribbentrop requested ‘a complete change 1n the attitude of the English press towards
Germany’, 113 but Foreign Office officials had little confidence that this could be

achieved. Roberts minuted that ‘It would be difficult to get the British press to take the

107 ~AB 27/623 30th. | June 1938. See Roberts, Holy Fox, pp. 105-6.

108 .
The Times, 7 September 1938, p. 13. o |
109 t1alifax to Newton (Prague), 4 June 1938, DBFP, 111, vol.1, no.374. p. 444: see also Newton to

Halifax, 12 June 1938, ibid.. no. 401, p. 472. o | o
19 Account by Dr Hesse, ‘On probable genesis of the oft-quoted Article In The Times of June 3rd .

DGFP, vol. 11. Series D, p. 399; see Cockett, Twilight, p. 68. o | 1 .
"1 See May Crisis, and the consequence for Hitler's further determination to destroy Czechoslovakia

"2 Henderson to Cadogan, 6 September 1938, DBFP [11, vol.2. no.793, p.’;’.?.SZ.Q
113 Ribbentrop to Halifax, 21 August 1938, DBFP, 111, vol.2, n0.661, pp.1.27-27.
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line suggested’.114 Strang, supported by Leeper. suggested "I doubt whether we could
influence the press in this sense. The best we can do is to instil the need for cautioned
moderation, — so frequently [?] disregarded by the “Times" this morning’.' "

Although Chamberlain’s attitude towards the Czechoslovakian problem had
been supported by The Times leader of 7 September, with its proposal for a secession of
Sudeten areas, he thought that other ‘papers do their best to ruin all one’s efforts”
Indeed Rothermere’s Daily Mail, normally a firm supporter of Chamberlain’s
government, came out with the proposal on 10 September that if Hitler used force. the
British government would declare war.''® Nor could Chamberlain now rely on his
Foreign Secretary. Halifax was appalled by German activities, and instructed the British
minister in Prague to inform the Czech government that the French and British
governments could not continue to advise it against military mobilisation.''’ Later on
the same day he advised Chamberlain that public opinion was changing and that
German aggression would be regarded as ‘an unpardonable crime against humanity’.'"*

On 26 September, the Foreign Office released a press communiqué pledging that
Britain and the Soviet Union would ‘certainly stand by France’ if there was a German
attack on Czechoslovakia.''” This can be regarded as an attempt by the Foreign Office —

Halifax, now in cooperation with Leeper — to force Chamberlain’s hand and establish a

firm British stance, not least because neither the French nor Russian governments were

""" Roberts minute, 7 September 1938, FO 371/21764.C9290/4470/18.

"1 Strang minute, 7 September and Leeper minute, 8 September 1938, ibid.. | |
116 chamberlain to Ida Chamberlain, 11 September 1938, NC 18/1/1068. The Nazis explained the change

of heart of the Daily Mail on Jewish influence on advertising: see Dirksen minute, 10 December 1938,

Auswirtice Amt, R122499.A 4761; on Daily Mail, see T. Jetirey and K. McCleIIgnd, ‘A wor_ld fit to live
in: the Daily Mail and the middle classes 1918-39’, in James Curran, Anthony Smith and Pauline Wingate

(eds.), Impacts and Influences. Essays on Media Power in the Twentieth Century (London, 1987). pp. 27-

52.
''7 Halifax to British Embassy, 23 September 1938, DBFP, 111, vol.2, no.1049.

'8 Halifax to British Delegation (Godesberg), 23 September 1938. DBFP, 11, vol.2. no.1058, p. 490: see

CAB 23/95 43(38), 25 September 1938.
119 Halifax to Henderson, 26 September 1938, DBFP, 111, vol.2, no.11

is wrong to deny the publication of the communique: see Times. 27 September
publication.
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given advance information about this statement.'?® At this point, one of Chamberlain’s

Cabinet allies, Hoare, started to see newspaper representatives frequently. He recalled

that “the incident warned us of the need for improving relations with the press, and it

was for this purpose that I held daily meetings with the representatives of the leading
papers’.'*' So as late as 26 September 1938, Chamberlainites were not confident about
how newspapers would react to developments in the Czechoslovakian crisis. Even
during the critical Munich period, the government had contact — but not control — over
the press.

The 1mmediate consequence was felt by Leeper. who (inaccurately) was
regarded as responsible for the communiqué. Cadogan reported that 10 Downing Street
was not happy with the way the Foreign Office News Department dealt with the press.
indicating that there were two markedly different sources of government media
management. In particular, ‘blame has been particularly attached to Leeper’.'** Other

Cabinet ministers also expressed doubts about the News Department, because its

newspaper guidance 1n the past ‘had not always been in complete harmony with

Government policy’.'*

Towards the end of the year ‘public opinion’, as expressed in parliamentary by-
elections from October to December 1938, reflected the critical attitude that many now

took towards Chamberlain’s foreign policy.124 At the end of November a member of the

Conservative Research Department sent its director, Ball, an urgent message: “The

20 1n 1947 Halifax took full responsibility for sending the message: see Roberts, Holy Fox, p. 119: ct.

Taylor, Projection, p. 36, who claims that it originated with Leeper. B
! Templewood, Nine Troubled Years, p. 318; see also Nicholas J. Cull, ‘The Munich crisis and British
propaganda policy in the United States’, in The Munich Crisis, 1938 Prelude to World War I1, ed. 1gor
Lukes and Erik Goldstein (London, 1999), p. 224.

'* Cadogan minute to Halifax, 28 November 1938, quoted in The Diaries of Sir Alexander Cadogan
1938-45, ed. David Dilks (London, 1971), p. 99 (16 September 1938): hereafter: Cadogan Diaries. tor
the German reaction see Dirksen to German Foreign Office, 8 December 1938, Auswartige Amt.

R.122499.P11261.

' CAB 23/96, 59 (38) 5, 14 December 1938. s
> See Roger Eatwell, ‘Munich, public opinion, and popular front’. JCH 6 (1971), pp. 122-39, here p.

138: also R. A. C. Parker, Chamberlain and Appeasement. British Policy and the Coming of the Second
IWorld War (London, 1993), p. 188.
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outlook 1s far less promising than it was a few months ago. and there are a large number

of seats held by only small majorities. so that only a small turnover of votes would

125

deteat the Government’. ™ He advised that any idea of holding an early general clection

should be abandoned — which hardly indicates that the government was successfully

manipulating opinion through the newspapers. Consequently, further efforts were made
to obtain more favourable media coverage. The British Association for International
Understanding was one of these initiatives.

These renewed attempts to influence opinion again attracted comment. As in
March 1938, the 1ssue was raised in the House of Commons in late November. Geoffrey
Mander, a Liberal MP, asked ‘to what extent recent advice has been officially tended by
members of the Government towards owners of newspapers as to what attitude they
should take up on the subject of foreign policy’. Chamberlain denied that such advice
had been given. When Mander rephrased his question and asked if any advice had been
oiven ‘unofficially’, Chamberlain said ‘no such advice had been tendered ... neither
officially or unofficially’.'*® Given the government efforts over the past few months,
Cockett was certainly right to state that Chamberlain "was now telling an outright
lie*."’

Chamberlain’s doubts about the extent of support for his foreign policy were
evident at the end of 1938 when he again complained about newspaper criticism. He
even commented on the ‘advantages’ of dictatorships in dealing with public opinion: ‘If

only we could exclude from our own papers quotations from the foreign press except

. 128
such as were agreeable — the world would go round a great deal faster.” = From
Chamberlain’s private papers one never gets the impression that he was satisfied with

British newspaper coverage of his policy. In February 1939 he “wish{ed] the Press could

'>> Quoted in ibid., p. 188.
'** HCDeb 341, col. 1528, 22 November 1938.

27 See Cockett, Twilight, p. 87.
128 Chamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain, 11 December 1938, NC 18/1/1079.
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be controlled a bit better’; now he was not happy with The Times and the Daily

Telegraph, newspapers which were supposed to back him.'?’

At the beginning of March 1939, Chamberlain, under the influence of optimistic

130 31

reports from Henderson ™ and encouraging intelligence reports,

used his private
contacts with newspapers to brief them in a highly positive way. speaking of the coming
of a ‘Golden Age’ in Anglo-German relations.'>* Several newspapers of 10 March 1939
displayed this optimism. The Foreign Office was startled: the "ridiculous rainbow story’

was ‘much too optimistic’.'>? Vansittart described its assessment of the international

situation as an ‘entirely misleading estimate’.'”” Initially 1t was assumed that the story
had come from a Foreign Office briefing, but it soon became evident that Chamberlain
had ‘received all Lobby correspondents’.'”> Halifax questioned Chamberlain about the
incident, °° and Chamberlain defended himself by claiming that he was surprised that
‘my talk with the Press which was intended only as general background but was
transcribed by them verbatim’ — a remarkable and revealing statement in itself — and
saying that he was contradicting the pessimistic general view, by which he certainly
meant to include the Foreign Office attitude. Chamberlain assured Halitax that the press

briefing would not be repeated.’”’ Halifax and his officials were sceptical: they were

now well aware that Chamberlain was independently seeking to influence public

: : : : 138
discussion of foreign policy. "

"% Chamberlain to Ida Chamberlain, 12 February 1939, NC 18/1/1085.
%% See Vansittart minute, 17 February 1939, FO 800/315, commenting on Henderson to Halifax, 15

February 1939, DBFP, series 111, vol. iv, Ap.1, 1.
! For an example see DBFP, series 111, vol. iv, 160-1.
>~ See Gannon, British Press, p. 248.

33 Cadogan Diaries, p. 155, (10 March 1939).
134 Crozier interview with Vansittart, p. 143 (28 March 1940) in W.P. Crozier. Off the Record. Political

Interviews, 1933-1943. ed. A.J.P. Taylor (London, 1973).

"> Harvey diaries, p. 260 (10 March 1939).
136 See Halifax to Chamberlain, 10 March 1939, NC 7/11/32/111.
137 chamberlain to Halifax, 11 March 1939, Halifax papers, A4.410.17.1, and NC 7/11/32/11.2. In a letter

to his sister Chamberlain stated about the Lobby journalists that ‘[t]hey were pretty clum;y In repeating
what I said verbatim instead of using it as a background’: Chamberlain to Ida Chamberlan, 12 March

1939, NC 18/1/1089.
38 See Harvey diaries, p. 261 (13 March 1939).




Close examination of British government relations with the newspapers in 1938-
39 reveals that Chamberlain’s increased involvement was partly — and significantly — an
aspect of a disagreement between himself and leading figures in the Foreign Office.
Chamberlain had been used to briefing newspapers himself on important issues. at the
Treasury and also during the abdication crisis. Once he became prime minister, he had
at his disposal the No. 10 Press Office as well as the assistance of Ball. But on foreign-
policy 1ssues there was already a well-established system of news "management’ and
newspaper briefings — and senior Foreign Office officials, and in time Halifax too, had
attitudes towards Germany different from these which Chamberlain wanted to promote.

In attempting to counteract Foreign Office views — as well as these of Labour, Liberal

and Conservative anti-appeasement critics — Chamberlain, Steward and Ball revealed

these differences in government views, and so drew increased attention to government

news management.

Consequently, 1t is arguable that the greater evidence of government attempts to
manipulate the newspapers can be interpreted in other ways to these emphasised by
Cockett. There is no doubt that Chamberlain did want greater government intluence
over the press; but it may be that the evidence reveals not an entirely new level of
manipulation as a new degree of disagreement among government news managers — a

disagreement which made the normally discreet process of press briefings more obvious.

Indeed, the evidence may even be an indication of Chamberlain’s failure to achieve

greater press control.

What can confidently be stated is that during the 1930s Conservative party
managers and government officials shared considerable sensitivity towards the

newspapers, and that Chamberlain took a leading part in efforts to influence newspaper
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comment. In this sense, Cockett’s argument is justified. Nevertheless, his study does not
take adequate account of the complexities of the relations between on the one hand the
government and the rival political parties, and on the other newspapers of quite different
political opinion. It was not just that on occasion ‘government’ spoke with two voices.
Further questions should be asked. If particular newspapers supported government
policy, perhaps they did so for their own reasons? How did the newspapers react to
attempted government intluence? How far were critics of appeasement in all parties free
to express their views? Did the Labour, Liberal and Conservative anti-appeasers feel

that their opinions were being suppressed or 1ignored? Was a “free press’ — or ‘truth’ —

really in ‘twilight’?



CHAPTER I1
THE TIMES: OFFICIAL MOUTHPIECE OR

INDEPENDENT VOICE?

I'ne Times has often been regarded both abroad and at home as the “semi-
official’ newspaper of the British government,' and consequently historians have tended
to regard it as the paper most susceptible to government influence. Cockett, for instance,
argued that Chamberlain made use of The Times to promote a divergent point of view
from that of the Foreign Office while maintaining his anonymity.” For him, accordingly.
The Times was one of the newspapers which ‘became mere ciphers for Chamberlain’s
policies, whilst camouflaging their partisanship in the guise of a democratic “free
press""'f.3

The paper’s high reputation was due to its long-established readership in official
circles and among politicians and leaders in many professions, as well as the close
connection that usually existed between the government and the paper’s editor. Quite
often editorials in The Times were regarded in Britain and Germany as an early
indication of government thinking. Although it supported the National government
throughout the 1930s and became one of the strongest supporters of Chamberlain’s
appeasement policy, it was actually an independent Conservative newspaper and 1ts

deputy editor was surprised in 1938 to learn that it was regarded as "an organ of High

Tory Opinion’.4 It has indeed too easily been assumed that the British government used

' See e.g. Cockett, Thvilight, pp. 12-3; Seymour-Ure, Political Impact, p. 77. For a more critical judgment.

see Koss, Rise and Fall, vol. i, pp. 531-2.
* See Cockett, Tywilight, pp. 73, 108.

3 :
Ibid., p. 65.
* Barrington-Ward to G.V. Ferguson, 27 July 1938, quoted in Gannon, British Press, p. 60,
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the paper, and that 1t promoted a strongly pro-German and pro-appeasement line
throughout 1ts pages.

This chapter will concentrate on editorial policy, and argue that what has been
seen as The Times’ particularly Germanophile course during the late 1930s was, in fact.
a long-established policy of the paper. The Times had its own understanding of British
foreign policy and Britain’s need to pursue better relations with Germany. which was to
some extent due to outside influence — an aspect of its status as an ‘establishment’ paper.
in close touch with ofticial and ministerial opinions — but which is more fully explained
by other, internal, reasons. As the newspaper had by 1937 long been committed to
Anglo-German understanding, it may well be wondered why 1t has been argued that
from 1937 the government felt it needed to ‘inspire’ or even ‘control” 1t. All that
changed in 1937 was that Chamberlain’s new positive attitudes on foreign policy were
more in line with its editorial views than these of his predecessor, Baldwin, had been.
and that accordingly the newspaper was encouraged to press more vigorously for

Anglo-German reconciliation.

What, then, was the political stance and conception of the editor, Geottrey
Dawson? He has been criticised on several grounds. One group of critics have claimed
that although Dawson was not a politician, he used his position as 1f he were a politician.
an eminence grz'se.5 Williams in particular argued that he was socially too closely
connected with responsible people in the government, and therefore lacked the
necessary quality of detachment.® Some have described the editor as an autocrat who
accepted no advice on the paper’s policy. This, it has been argued. was shown
particularly by his failure to find a new foreign editor after 1928. Tne History of The

Times is strongly critical of this arrangement, calling it ‘the most important decision of

5 See Gannon, British Press, p. 57, and A.L. Rowse, 41l Souls and Appeasement (London, 1961), p. 9.
° Williams, Dangerous, p. 275.
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Dawson’s second innings’,,7 and 1mplies that a foreign editor could have prevented
Dawson from supporting the Munich policy. Others have Judged Dawson to have been 3
man with limited intellectual background, especially on European issues.® It may be true
that Dawson possessed no specialised European knowledge, but it is important to keep
in mind that conducting a paper’s foreign policy did not rely solely on detailed
knowledge ot European affairs. Equally important were ‘political facts at home, the
views of the Government and Opposition leaders, the state of finances and armaments,
the relative importance of European and imperial commitments’.” Who could claim to
be an expert on them all? A further group have criticised the editor for using his power
irresponsibly. Did Dawson cut or alter news from the paper’s correspondents in order to

tone down reports and opinions which were at odds with his own views?

Support for ‘appeasement’ was not a new policy adopted by The Times when
faced with the threat of Hitler. It had in fact developed during Dawson’s first period as
editor (1912-1919), in the aftermath of the First World War. This stance derived from a
sense that the Treaty of Versailles had not been ‘just’ towards Germany, and also from a
concern about the unprepared condition of Britain’s defence should hostilities break out
again. It argued that the Treaty had been concluded in defiance of the principle of self-
determination. and improperly left a big minority of Sudeten Germans under control of

the Czechoslovakian government. Revision of the Treaty and collective security through

" See History of The Times, p. 815, and Woods and Bishop, Story, p. 266.
® See Gannon, British Press, p. 58, and Woods and Bishop. Story, p. 208.

” McLachlan, Chair, p. 169.
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the League of Nations became ‘the twin pillars of Times policy” during the inter-war

. 110
period.

Dawson’s conduct as editor was also influenced by his post-war disagreement
with 1ts proprietor at that time, Northcliffe, which ultimately led to his resignation. Even
though ownership of the paper changed after Northcliffe's death in 1922. Dawson learnt
from the experience and when he returned as editor, he accepted the advice of Lord
Milner (with whom he had been closely connected during his time in South Africa) and
insisted upon firm and explicit conditions before taking the post.'' He was to have a
‘free hand’ 1n directing the paper’s policy, though this led to occasional disagreements
with the paper’s staff.'* The strength of his position became clear in instances when he
would write leaders against the advice of the paper’s specialists, notably during the
Munich crisis, when he ignored the advice of his military correspondent.'

Dawson’s political stance was founded upon belief in the British Empire. This
was especially due to the influence of Milner, and for Dawson 1t meant two things: on
the one hand the expression of values such as order and decency; on the other hand a
defensive role for Britain. ‘The maintenance of the strength, the preservation of a unity
of the Empire is not the only contribution, but is by far the greatest and most practical
contribution, which British statesmanship can make to the weltare of mankind.”'* As
Seymour-Ure argued this was ‘intellectually the key to his commitment to

appeasement’.’> Even so, Dawson’s interest in continental European affairs should not

be under-estimated. His diary is full of references to meetings with diplomats and

' Woods and Bishop, Story, p. 291
'! Milner’s Diary, 31 October 1922, quoted in History, p. 774; see Dawson memo, 138 November 1922,

and for Astor’s approval of terms: J.J. Astor to Dawson, 2 December 1922, The Times Archive [hereafter

TTA] GGD/I.
' See Woods and Bishop, Story, pp. 248-50, for his return; also Jeremy Tunstall, Newspaper Power

The New National Press in Britain (Oxford, 1996), p. 101.
3 See Basil H. Liddell Hart, The Memoires of Captain Liddell Hart, vol. ii (London, 1965), p. 149.

'Y Times, 24 May 1934, p. 13. _‘
"> Seymour-Ure, Impact, p. 71; see also Gannon, British Press, pp. 29. 58: Wrench, Dawson, pp. 374.

376.
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politicians from continental Europe. He was certainly worried about developments there,
especially in Germany. But as Rose has convincingly shown, these only interfered with
his policy “insofar as they touched upon the more vital interests of the Empire". '8
Through his frequent consultations with representatives from the Dominions. he was
well aware that they were not prepared to enter a war in Central Europe. Further. his
contempt for Bolshevism, and linked with this, his view that Germany should stand as a
bulwark against Russia, played a large part in shaping his outlook.

Dawson’s mmportance, which Williams described as ‘certainly far larger than

17

that of any other newspaper editor, or proprietor of modern times’, ' arose out of the

right of access he enjoyed to 10 Downing Street, frequently calling there to speak with
the prime minister’s secretaries, and when he wished normally being given an interview
with the prime minister himself. Such a right of access was not allowed to editors of
(say) the Beaverbrook and Rothermere papers, let alone the Liberal and Labour papers.
Not even the Camrose and Kemsley editors had this right, despite the fact that they
represented quality Conservative newspapers. Baldwin and Chamberlain frequently
consulted Dawson, and valued his opinions.'® Baldwin discussed major policy issues
with him, and even Cabinet appointments.'~ He was trusted so much that he was even
shown diplomatic correspondence.20 He was also a life-long friend and neighbour of

Halifax, with whom he often had long conversations.”'

The relationship with Baldwin is well indicated by Davidson’s comment on the

height of the abdication crisis: ‘SB believed very strongly 1n the freedom of the press’,

16 Norman Rose, The Cliveden Set. Portrait of an Exclusive Fraternity (London, 2000). p. 80.

"’ Williams, Dangerous, p. 271.

'® See Wrench, Dawson, p. 373.
'Y Examples are in History of The Times, pp. 892-3, and The I'imes and Appeasement. The Journals of

A.L. Kennedy, 1932-39, ed. Gordon Martel (Cambridge, 2000), p. 125 (27 March 1934): hereafter
Kennedy Journal

¥ See Gannon, British Press, p. 59.

-! See Cockett, Twilight, p. 12.



and abstained from using any pressure, especially with the trusted editor of T he Times

Baldwin only wished to be informed: ‘all he did was to telephone Dawson and ask him
what line he proposed to take’.*’ Chamberlain, for his part, was ‘strengthened in his
own views by the knowledge that Geoffrey agreed with his policy and would support it
in The Times’.” Through his contacts Dawson was extremely well-informed about
ministerial opinions on the details of leading issues. His range of contacts allowed him.
on occasion, to stimulate or even originate the flow of ministerial ideas: he was not
automatically just the receiver of the prime minister’s ideas.”* In October 1937 the
editor wrote an influential leader on German policy which was mantfestly compatible
with the government’s view.*> Yet the circumstances, as recorded in Dawson’s diary.
hardly support a conclusion that he was ‘in Chamberlain’s pocket’:

My leader produced a good deal of attention and approval. One sentence in it

suggesting that public opinion was ahead of the Government in seeing the

urgency and importance of a settlement with Berlin caused the P.M. to ask me to
come and see him ... so that he might tell me what he at any rate had been trving

to do.*
The Times shared the very widespread public reasons for supporting a conciliatory
policy towards Germany. Dislike of conflict was strengthened by memories of the
horror of the still recent First World War. This was particularly true for the paper's
deputy editor, Barrington-Ward.”’ According to McLachlan, ‘the conviction in later
years that the fighting had not been worthwhile because the peace had been bungled was

burnt deep into him. It was at the root of his determination that war between the same

** Davidson’s Memoirs, pp. 414-15; see Koss, Rise and Fall, ii, p. 566.

* Wrench, Dawson, p. 373. | -
* See D.C. Watt, Personalities and Policies. Studies in the Formulation of British Foreign Policy in the

Twentieth Century (London, 1965), p. 12, and Iverach McDonald, The History of The Times. vol. v,

Struggles in War and Peace 1939-1966 (London, 1986), p. 11.

- See The Times, 28 October 1937, p. 17.
*® Dawson diary, 28 October 1937, MS Dawson 41.

*’ See Seymour-Ure, /mpact, p. 69.
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contestants — the return match that some Germans dreamed of — must be avoided” !

Accordingly, Barrington-Ward argued consistently for Anglo-German reconciliation 2°
In a 1936 letter to Churchill, which can be read as 1 summary of The Times’

appeasement policy, Barrington-Ward argued for understanding with the European

dictators:

We should, ... certainly be against premature abandonment of the hope.
supported‘by many authoritative pronouncements on the German side. that
Ge'rr'nany 1S prepared to reach a general understanding and settlement with the
British Empire. The Times has consistently endeavoured to argue - and [ well
remember your stating the same case in several speeches some years ago - that
there 1s no other ultimate basis for stability in Europe but an understanding
between France, Germany and Britain on lines designed eventually to embrace
Europe generally.”
Barrington-Ward’s influence on the conduct of the paper grew considerably when he
became more and more responsible for editing The Times in the later 1930s.’" acting as
‘the virtual “Foreign Editor’”,”* and often supervising the last stages of the papers’
preparation, late in the evening. In contrast to Dawson, Barrington-Ward was strongly
interested in the European situation. The main pillar of his approach to continental
affairs was revision of the Treaty of Versailles. He came to this conclusion quite early
atter the war, and Hitler’s appearance did not change it. Gannon summarised his view as

being that ‘justice did not become injustice because a dictator demanded it

It was from this perspective that The Times accepted the German occupation of
the Rhineland in 1936: ‘It is no condonation of the method by which the first of these
moves was effected to say that they were inevitable sooner or later.””* As Gannon

argues ‘to understand everything was to forgive a good deal’, and "what British opinion

** McLachlan, Chair, p. 50.
** See ibid., p. 99. |
% Barrington-Ward to Churchill, 22 September 1936, quoted in McLachlan, Chair, p. 107.

* See McLachlan, Chair, p. 99.
'“ Koss, Rise and Fall, ii, p. 506.
3 Gannon, British Press, p. 64.
" Times, 3 April 1936, p. 17.
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seized upon was the opportunity of wresting good out of evil. of proceeding 1o a
comprehensive liquidation of all reasonable German claims’.>>

[t 1s important to note a distinction between the editor’s private opinions and the
newspaper’s published statements. Privately Dawson had doubts about the nature of
Hitler’s government; but for the purpose of encouraging the preservation of peace. he
thought i1t important to put the best emphasis on any conciliatory statements coming out
of Berlin. As Dawson wrote to Kennedy, his diplomatic correspondent, on 16 March:

I should be very sorry myself to place any confidence in the present regime in

Germany. Their occupation of the demilitarised zone was a characteristically

stupid blunder, as a great many Germans seem to have realised. At the same

time I think i1t sheer folly to refuse to get the utmost out of the professions which

accompanied 1t, whether they are sincere or not.®
What Dawson had in mind — a search for reconciliation, yet an underlying suspicion and
caution — becomes clearer when The Times’s attitude towards armaments 1 considered.
The paper held that a demonstration of British strength and resolve, in the form of
continued rearmament, was vital in order to bring the German government to serious
negotiations. In mid-1936 it stated that the best way of keeping the peace "1s the
speediest possible completion of our defence arrangements, ... in present circumstances,
an adequate level of British armament is paradoxically indispensable if the advance to
agreement and disarmament 1s to be resumed’.>’ A month later The Times again pointed

out in these days that ‘British foreign policy must have the backing of far greater

strength to enforce it’.>® During the late 1930s rearmament became the newspaper's

second pillar, next to treaty revision.

35 Gannon, British Press, p. 98; Times, 21 April 1936, p. 13.
% Dawson to Kennedy, 16 March 1936, TTA, GGD/1.

7 Times, 4 June 1936, p. 13.
B 1bid., 6 July 1936, p. 15.
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Most studies of The Times’ stance on the appeasement issue draw attention to
claims of a systematic censorship of articles written by the paper’s own correspondents.
most notably Norman Ebbutt, based in Berlinﬂ39 and a well-known correspondence
between Dawson and H.G. Daniels, The Times’ special correspondent.”’ The claim of
improper manipulation was dismissed by Gannon on the grounds of the editor’s
integrity. Moreover, he argues, a highly-educated readership would have detected such
censorship, with serious effects upon the paper’s reputation that Dawson could not have

wished.*! Nevertheless, Margach, one of the strongest critics of Dawson, made a still

stronger accusation:

Not only did Dawson excise vital pieces from foreign correspondents’
despatches, ... he even slipped in comments of his own, completely distorting
the balance of the reports in the hope of comforting and currying favour with the

Nazi leaders.*
Koss merely stated that The Times was doing what its competitors also did, but that this
attracted more attention on account of its high repu‘tation.'43 The accusations were denied
in the biographies of Dawson and Barrington-Ward, and in the memoirs of former
journalists who pointed out that while articles were cut, this was not for the purpose of
suiting a certain policy.** More recently, McDonough, in his examination of Ebbutt,

casts doubt on these studies and renews the claim that they were indeed politically

motivated.*

3 Norman Ebbutt (1894-1968). Joined foreign department of The Times in 1919, and became the paper’s

chief correspondent in Berlin, 1926-1937.

** See McDonough, ‘The Times’, p. 407.

*I' Gannon, British Press, p. 70.

** Margach, Abuse, p. 54. See also Colin Coote, Editoria

Dawson made his own insertions.

3 Koss, Rise and Fall, ii, p. 544.
“ Gannon, British Press, pp. 118-24; McLachlan, Chair, pp. 131-8.

*> §ee McDonough, ‘The Times’, p. 407.

/ (London, 1964), p. 169. who also claimed that



67

The allegation of manipulation and suppression of news relates most strongly to

the correspondence between Dawson and Daniels in May 1937. On 11 May Dawson

declared that °I am and always have been, most anxious that we shall “explore every

avenue” 1n the search for a reasonable understanding with Germany’.*® Dawson felt that

Britain had never truly sought friendship with Germany, particularly in assuaging the

German sense that they had been unfairly treated at Versailles. So he himself tried to do

his best: “for my own part, I lose no opportunity. when I see it, of trying to mitigate this

sort of grievance, which is mainly psychological’.*’ Only two weeks later Dawson
reacted in a surprised manner to German criticisms of reports in The Times:

But 1t really interests me to know precisely what it i1s in The Times that has

produced this antagonism in Germany. I did my utmost, night after night, to

keep out of the paper anything that might hurt their susceptibilities. I can really

think of nothing that has been printed now for many months past which they
could possibly take exception to as unfair comment."’

Critics of Dawson and appeasement see here evidence that the paper would stop at
nothing — even suppression of news — to appease the Nazis.”” They too easily disregard
the context and Dawson’s justification: ‘No doubt [the Nazis] were annoyed by (a report
on the bombing of Guernica], but its essential accuracy has never been disputed, and
there has not been any attempt here to rub it in or to harp upon it.”> The bombing was
widely reported in the British press, but where other newspapers left the question of
responsibility unspoken, The Times had directly charged Germany with the outrage.’’
Dawson did, then, allow criticism of Germany, where 1t was true and fair.>’

Critics are usually concerned with editorial comment or journalists™ articles. 1gnoring

*® Dawson to Daniels, 11 May 1937, MS Dawson 79.

' Ibid.

** Dawson to Daniels, 23 May 1937, MS Dawson 79.

* See Margach, Abuse, p. 163; Coote, Editorial. p. 169.
% Dawson to Daniels, 23 May 1937, MS Dawson 79.

>l See Gannon, British Press, p. 113.

>2 See McLachlan, Chair, p. 133.
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the way in which The Times was committed to accurate factual reports. In anv case

‘facts” were "not left out because no newspaper can suppress important news".>> [verach
McDonald, who worked for the newspaper in these years, gave an important insight into
how Dawson edited it: ‘He held to the old (and never entirely workable) convention that
the news column should be reserved for news and that all comment should be confined
to the leader columns’. It follows that in the Dawson—Daniels correspondence, *Dawson
was referring not to news despatches at all but to contributed articles to the editor which
he selected or turned down, as was his right’.”* Even when The Times was regarded as a
mouthpiece of appeasement in the minds of British public. the paper did not shrink from
expressing strong judgements on German domestic affairs. Thus, only a few weeks after
1t had supported the Anglo-German naval agreement, the newspaper pointed to the
striking structural similarities between the National Socialist and the Bolshevist
dictatorship.”” In Berlin, the Nazi government reacted with considerable annoyance to
this sharp analysis.”® Furthermore, the paper criticised and exposed the darker side of

National Socialism, like the treatment of the churches and persecution of the Jews. As

Martin Gilbert admits, ‘Even The Times gave prominence to stories of religious

: .. 57
persecution inside Germany'’.

Not only was analysis critical of German internal policy published in the paper:
articles critical of British foreign policy appeared if it ran counter to the editor’s views.
The paper’s stance during the Abyssinian crisis illustrates this very clearly. In 1935 the

British government pledged its support for collective security and the [Leaguc of

> 1bid., p. 134.
> McDonald, Man, p. 53; see also McLachlan, Chair, pp. 131-137, 282, 283.

> See Times, 7 August 1935, p. 11. | .
°® See Huttner, Britische Press, pp. 667-9. For the German reaction se€ Markus Huttner, Totalitarismus

und sdkulare Religionen. Zur Friihgeschichte totalitarismuskritischer Begriffs-und Theoriebildung in

Grofibritannien (Bonn, 1999), p. 91. o _
>T Gilbert, Roots, p. 165. See also Andrew Sharf, The British Press and Jews under Nazi Rule (Oxtord,

1964).
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Nations,,58 and the outcome of the general election indicated that the public supported
this policy. Yet this did not solve the problem of the Italian armies fighting in Abyssinia,
so Hoare as Foreign Secretary was sent to Paris to negotiate a peace plan for
presentation to the Italian and Abyssinian governments. The resulting Hoare-Laval pact
proposed a substantial transfer of land to Italy, leaving Abyssinia with just a narrow
zone for access to the sea — and one in which it would not be allowed to build a rallway
line. After the terms of the pact were leaked in French newspapers, 1t became apparent
that British “public opinion’ was hostile towards it as an excessive concession to [talian
demands. The Times also criticised the plan and the government's apparent willingness
to accept 1t, dismissively dubbing the zone ‘A Corridor for Camels'.>® The Times alone
did not cause the government to change its policy, drop the plan and persuade Hoare to
resign his post, but considering its high reputation ‘its biting criticism was undoubtedly

a significant factor’.*’

Critics further argue that Ebbutt's despatches from Berlin were cut or distorted
to suit the newspaper’s support for Chamberlain’s policy. This argument, however, is
valid only if the cutting of despatches can be shown to have started with the accession
of Chamberlain, and if it was not already common editorial practice at the time.
McDonough had to admit that even ‘before the Nazis came to power, Ebbutt was
already finding his task difficult’.’’ Moreover, while it cannot be denied that Ebbutt’s
despatches were often and substantially cut, the reason for such editorial cuts was not

their content, but their length. As early as 1931 Deakin, the foreign news editor, wrote

to Ebbutt: ‘Your complaint about the lopping off of the last sentence in nearly every

>® See Hoare’s speech on 11 September 1935 in Geneva, in DBFP 2, 14 no. 650.

>’ See Times, 16 December 1935, p. 15. __ -
°0 Seymour-Ure, Impact, p. 76; see Thomas Jones, A Diary with Letters (Oxford, 1954), p.161, claiming

that ‘public opposition has been mounting throughout the Press of the country led by The Time.vi. for |
public opinion during the Abyssinian crisis see D. Waley, British Public Opinion and the Abyssinian W ar

1935-36 (London, 1957), pp. 48-50.
! McDonough, *The Times’, p. 408.
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paragraph 1s all a matter of space’.” Or again a few vyears later: ‘[ sent VOu a request not

to exceed a column on any story. You sent a column and a half of comment for which

»63

we could find no place.””” Ebbutt himself was well aware of the problem. In 1929 he

had written that “Every message one sends is cut and though there may be very good
reasons of space, I find it depressing to see the results of what I do send".®* It seems that
he could not restrain himself, even after warnings in 1933: ‘I fear that, as usual, the
articles will be found too long; and I realise that Barrington-Ward made this point clear
enough 1n a recent letter. Yet I feel incapable of doing anything more about it than I
have done, even if you give me up as a bad job.”® That the problem was a matter of
Ebbutt’s prolixity, rather than the substance of his reports, is confirmed by the fact that
his main dealings on the 1ssue were with a subordinate editor, Deakin, rather than with
Dawson.®® In November 1934, Ebbutt wrote that on twelve occasions his articles had
been cut, and therefore, quite possibly, distorted.®” When, at times, he thought he could
not achieve anything by writing to his responsible sub-editor, he wrote directly to
Dawson. Significantly, again, he often got a supportive answer: ‘I will tell the sub-
editors you are to be the best judge of what you can or cannot say and of how your
messages can be framed most discreetly.”®® In spite of this, the length of Ebbutt’s
articles continued to be cut, and he continued to complain. But Ebbutt never resigned;
so one can assume that whatever happened to his work in London, he was still content

with the outcome published in the paper — that he did not think that the substance and

purpose of his articles was changed.

52 Deakin to Ebbutt, 7 June 1931, TTA, TT/FN/1/RD/1, and also Ebbutt to Deakin, 2 June 1931, TTA.

TT/EN/1/RD/1. See Gannon, British Press, p. 123.

%3 Deakin to Ebbutt, 4 April 1935, TTA, TT/FN/1/RD/1.

5 Ebbutt to Deakin, 29 March 1929, TTA, TT/FN/1/RD/1.

%5 Ebbutt to Deakin, 1 April 1933, TTA, TT/FN/1/RD/1.

°® See McDonald, History, p. 466.

57 Ebbutt to Deakin, 11 November 1934, TTA, TT/FN/1/RD/1.
58 Dawson to Ebbutt, 20 December 1934, TTA, GGD/1.
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In August 1937 Ebbutt was expelled from Germany. Gannon offered as the

reason German government retaliation for the expulsion of three German journalists ®°

while the official History of The Times stressed that the Nazis feared his articles more

than they valued Dawson’s calming editorials.”® McLachlan more or less agreed, that
Ebbutt’s printed articles caused his expulsion.’’ Woods, more specifically, stressed the
importance of his articles on the Church struggle in Germany. ™ This explanation

seemed to be confirmed by a Times leader commenting on German criticisms of Ebbutt.

published three days before his expulsion:

It 1s permissible, perhaps, to remind these well-drilled German newspapers that
I'ne Times has stood rather conspicuously for an attitude towards their country,
which 1s by no means universal in England. The distinction which it has always
drawn between the internal affairs of Germany (which are her own concern) and
those national activities - due to some extent, no doubt, to the character of their
rulers - which may threaten the peace and security of other countries. or strike at
the world-wide freedom of religious belief. There is too much reason to belicve
that Mr Ebbutt’s main offence has been his repeated exposure of these
persecutions of religion which are the worst feature of the Nazi regime and
which are bound to be a permanent stumbling block in the path of international

friendship.
>0 even when Dawson’s staff ‘edited’” Ebbutt’s articles, cutting out or altering sentences
for reasons of length, these articles still remained so critical of the German government
that in the end it expelled him.”” In the face of German complaints. Dawson had been

loyal to Ebbutt and refused to withdraw him. ‘The case against Mr. Ebbutt was frankly

based on dissatisfaction with his published record of atfairs 1n Germany.' " As Woods

° Gannon, British Press, p. 121.

" History, p. 908.

7] McLachlan, Chair, pp. 131-8.

' Woods and Bishop, Story, p. 294.

13
See Seymour-Ure, Impact, p. 93. | | |
™ The Times, 17 August 1937, p. 13; see also Dawson to Daniels, 9 August 1937. MS Dawson 79, where

the editor believed that the reason for the expulsion was ‘that he has not been sufficiently svmpathetic to
the Nazi regime.’




~ ]
N

Justly comments ‘unlike the Government, who replaced an ambassador [Phipps in

1937]... The Times never attempted to shift its representative in Germany* 7>

What none of Dawson’s critics explain is the particular timing of Ebbutt's
expulsion. McDonough explains it by a change in Nazi press policy. dating from
January 1937.”° He denied that the removal was ‘the result of critical articles on
Germany in 1937°." Although this remains a possibility. it seems more likely that
dislike of Ebbutt’s articles was indeed the reason for the German action. Goebbels
seems to have been the force behind it.”® His gloating remark after he got news of
Ebbutt’s physical collapse months after the latter was back in England (* The Times is
now bearable’””) indicates his level of personal satisfaction. Certainly it seems that after
Ebbutt had left, the German news in The Times was less offensive in the Nazis’ eves.
Even Hitler praised the paper: ‘The Times leader had not worried him so much, because
The Times had given ... a fair deal on balance and had often been very kind.”*” When
during the summer of 1939 rumours about a change of the Berlin correspondent became

public, Dirksen let it be known to the Foreign Office that the German government

wanted Ebbutt’s successor, Holburn, to stay in post because of his "general objective

correspondence’.”’

However, Douglas Reed, the Central European correspondent since May 1935,

had a different story. Reed quite quickly became a strong opponent ot The Times pro-

" Woods and Bishop, Story, p. 294; see McDonald, Man, p. 53.

° See McDonough, ‘The Times’, pp. 420-1.
" McDonough, ‘The Times’, p. 421; cf. Huttner, Britische Presse. p. 223. | |
"8 For Ebbutt’s expulsion see Die Tagebiicher von Joseph Goebbels, ed. Elke Frohlich vol. i1t (Munich

1987). p. 229 (8 August 1937), p. 234 (12 August 1937), p. 236 (15 August 1937), p. 239 (18 August

1937), p. 241 (20 August 1937) and p. 262 (11 September 1937).

" 1bid., p. 334 (13 November 1937). _
%0 Reed memo, 19 December 1937, Deakin papers, TTA, TT/FN/I '‘RD/1.

*' Dirksen memo, 16 June 1939, Auswirtige Amt, R.121672.




appeasement stance. > He complained that as the international tension grew. his
warnings were ignored, and he was purposely pushed off the ‘news maps of Europe’.
Instead of being sent to Prague to report on the Sudeten crisis. the paper sent him to
Belgrade. As a consequence Reed left The Times in October 1938. moving to the \ews
Chronicle.® He never alleged that the substance of his articles had been altered. but by
this time he no longer felt he could identify with The Times. Reed was not the only
journalist who was unhappy at The Times in the late 1930s.2* Colin Coote. leader writer
and convinced opponent of appeasement, was moved away from covering events in
Europe, and asked to write on British rearmament instead.® He only remained at The
I'imes because his friend Churchill asked him to do s0.%® There was also the case of
Anthony Winn, who resigned as the paper’s Lobby correspondent after his report on
Dutt Cooper’s October 1938 resignation speech had been altered by Dawson.

Cooper’s version of this episode quickly became part of the criticism of The
limes. According to him, ‘not only did the editor suppress it but he inserted a
concoction of his own in which the speech was described as a “damp squib” and headed
it “from our lobby correspondent”.®” This is completely misleading. In fact, Cooper’s
speech was not suppressed: it was fully reported in two columns on the Parliamentary
pages. Nor was 1t attributed to the ‘Lobby Correspondent” — and the phrase “damp

squib> does not appear in it.*® Certainly there was an argument about the precise

reporting of Cooper’s words, which prompted Winn’s resignation. But the underlying

** See Dawson’s judgement of his Vienna correspondent in a letter to Churchill, 23 March 1938, MS
Dawson, 79/178: ‘an extreme anti-Nazi’. See also Douglas Reed, /nsanity Fair (London, 1938), his
crltlcal judgment of the European situation.

Reed to Dawson, 10 October 1938, quoted in Huttner, Britische Presse, p. 199.

See McDonough, Neville Chamberlain, p. 118.

See Coote, Editorial, p. 169.
* See ibid. pp. 170-1. Churchill told him that he would like to have ‘a friend in the “enemy’s camp

Martin Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill, vol. v (1922-39) (London, 1976), p. 579.
"’ Duff Cooper, Old Men Forget (London, 1954), p. 250; see also 4 Durable Fire. The Letters of Dutt und

D:ana Cooper 1913-1950, ed. Artemis Cooper (London, 1985), p. 292.
* See Times, 3 October 1938, p. 15.
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reason was Winn’s growing disillusionment with the paper’s editorial stance.®’ In his

letter of resignation Winn wrote:

The Duft Cooper episode apart, my distaste for what I frankly regard as a silly
and dangerous policy has been hardening for many weeks. ...Since, rightly or

wrongly, I hold these views it is impracticable for me to be the Parliamentary
Correspondent of a paper which was the first responsible advocate of secession.
and which still has hopes of a genuine friendship with the Nazi regime.”
Dawson took the criticism of his editorial policy very much to heart. His reply
constitutes a reasoned and far from discreditable justification of the papers policy:
[ do not myself believe that the [Nazi] system will last for ever. But in any case |
am convinced that the best way to consolidate and perpetuate it would be by
staging a worldwide war on an issue that would be profoundly misinterpreted,
not only in this country and in Germany, but in the Dominions and in the United
States. Similarly I am convinced that British rearmament and organisation must

g0 forward with redoubled vigour if we are ever to make the German people cry
halt to an insane competition.”'

The Times had long-established views on the German problem. These were not
the product of government influence; rather, the paper’s editorial policies tended to
coincide with Chamberlain’s policies. One of these views was that an Anschluss
between Germany and Austria would be a means of remedying a German grievance. It
therefore argued that the British government could have no interest 1n intervening in a
purely German-Austrian affair. It believed that many Austrians themselves wanted to
become part of the German Reich. For the newspaper the separation of the two

countries had been artificial:

Fundamentally a close understanding between the two German SFates 1s the most
natural thing possible. One of the least rational, most brittle, and most
provocative arti