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      Carl Burckhardt and Hitler

The first part of this paper will analyse the method that was used to complete the research.  I was given two names as a starting point: Carl Burckhardt and Hitler. I had limited knowledge on the former and a vague idea of the link or relation between the two men. Thus, it seemed appropriate to start with a general search on the Internet, which is a quick and easy way to access information. I found various websites and filtered and concentrated on the official ones. This enabled me to collect relevant facts and eventually I was able to draw a connection between the two men. I successfully browsed databases such as Jstore and Historical Abstract, looked through newspaper indices to find relevant articles and found many books and documents through the library catalogues at the IUHEI library and the Bibliothèque Publique et Universitaire.     

This method proved to be very efficient as I found a myriad of information on the situation in Danzig, Hitler and Burckhardt and the link between them. However, for the purposes of this paper and a successful analysis, I had to limit myself as the subject was too broad. I decided to focus on the conversation that Adolf Hitler and Carl Burckhardt had at the Berghof on the 11th of August 19391 making reference to the situation in Danzig, which is significant. For this, my main sources were C. Burckhardt’s Meine Danziger Mission, a report of the conversation and Das Danzig-Problem, a book by L. Denne.

I will now analyse the significance of the conversation that Hitler and Burckhardt had on the 11th of august 1939. Under the Versailles Treaty, the ‘Free City’ of Danzing was set up, separating East Prussia from the rest of the Reich.2 Its external relations were placed under a League of Nations Commissioner and Poland was given some economic and transportation privileges. For Germany, Danzig was a great source of grief. The city’s population was exclusively German and wanted to return to the Reich.3 This created an important source of conflict in the German-Polish relations and one can say that it “helped cause”4 the Second World War. Lester was the high commissioner but resigned in 1937 as there was a crisis and the powers in Geneva paid no attention to the developments in the Free City. The Nationalist Socialist party in Danzig was moving against the opposition (it almost entirely ceased to exist by 1938). Germany had a ‘free hand’ in Danzig, but the League (urged by Poland) did not want to abandon its formal presence and theoretical rights.5 Thus, Carl J. Burckhardt was designated as high commissioner in February 1937. He was not a strong “anti-Hitlerite”6; he was a conservative, a believer in authoritative government7 He encouraged co-operation with the Reich. Already then, he knew that his role was limited; “it was a question of saving what could still be saved”.8 The post of high commissioner was "a slowly dying organ of a decadent institution".9 He was there as a ‘messenger'. Personal relations were important and he also tried to reduce the mistrust the Socialist-Nationalist had in the League of Nations. Burckhardt was in a weak position, even more so, as the League was prepared to terminate its guarantee of the Free City if he were to resign.

Since the end of July, Hitler had wanted Burckhardt to visit him, but Ribbentrop had been working against it. General Ludwig Beck also wanted a meeting between the two but feared that Hitler just saw Burckhardt as a British agent and was playing a little ‘French/British game’.10 On the 10th of August around 11am, Burckhardt received a phone call from Forster telling him that Hitler wanted to meet him the next day at 4 pm. Hitler wanted to talk about the situation in the Free City and asked for it all to be kept a secret. He had arranged everything; blocked the airport and sent a private plane 

According to Burckhardt, Hitler was very different from the first time he had met him, in September 193711. “He (Hitler) gave the impression of fear, and seemed nervous, pathetic, and almost shaken at times.”12 His concern can be explained by the fact that he feared going to war not just with Poland but that England and France might get involved. When talking to Burckhardt he made sure not to reveal any signs of insecurities: “ I can hold in the west with 74 divisions. The rest will be thrown against Poland, which will be overthrown in three weeks.”13 It was quite clear that the Führer was determined to go to war. Another point worth noting is that, the following day, when Hitler met Graf Ciano14, he was “absolutely convinced that neither England nor France would enter a general war”15 The conversation with Burckhardt and its confidentiality was all aimed at preventing England from entering the war alongside Poland, keeping the conflict local. 

When asked whether a solution was still possible, Hitler said that he had tried (made the suggestion of an extraterritorial highway) but that it had “finally been set aside by the Poles”.16 Hitler blames the 'polish ultimatum' for preventing a solution and acts regretful. However, he had already set aside the possibility of co-operation a few months back. In his Reichstag's-speech in April 1939 he cancelled the pact of non-aggression that had been signed with Poland. Also, while the two were having the conversation, German diplomats were already working on a project between Germany and the Soviet Union. This was confirmed twelve days later in the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact. 

Hitler had already told Burckhardt, through Forster, that he wished to see an Englishman who could speak fluent German (and not to tell the French). He suggested General Ironside.17 Hitler’s wish to speak with Ironside was not just related to the fact that no translator was needed. Hitler wanted someone who had direct influence in England. Ironside had also fought in Warsaw and had written a relatively negative report on the polish army. Hitler thought he could use this to his advantage. Burckhardt thought that this proposal would be very welcome and directly passed on the Führer’s request to the British. A decision, however, was not reached very quickly. By the time the British decided to send Henderson, the ambassador in Germany, with a personal letter from Chamberlain, a non-aggression pact between Germany and the Soviet Union had already been signed. This, obviously, decreased the likelihood of a fruitful dialogue between London and Berlin. 

Also, Hitler wanted Burckhardt to immediately contact the british government after their talk. Burckhardt had organised a meeting, also secret, in his home in Basel with representatives from England (Roger Makins) and France (Pierre Arnal) to report on the conversation. It is during this meeting that Arnal received a phone call informing them of the article in Paris Soir in which the reality of the events was highly distorted.18

It is interesting to take a closer look at Hitler's intentions. The Führer was interested in an alliance with the British. This is main reason for which he invited Burckhardt to the Obersalzberg. The conversation was “designed for British and French ears but with a special appeal to the English”.19 There were no concrete results, but there definitely was more distrust between Poland and Britain.20 Two weeks later Hitler offered England an alliance to be worked out after the settlement of the German-Polish dispute as by then he had already made an agreement with the Soviet Union. He was hoping to move forward without a general war. 

A.J.P. Taylor’s believes that Hitler had wanted to come to a pacific solution concerning the question of Danzig and that the total destruction of Poland was not the original project. Unlike many historians, he sees Hitler as a relatively traditional German statesman who simply wanted to restore the status of great power to the Reich. According to Taylor “Hitler blundered into the Second World War, but this does not mean that planned it.”21 and “The state of German armament in 1939 gives the decisive proof that Hitler was not contemplating general war.”22 Hitler directed his generals for war but so did all the other countries. 

Burckhardt was convinced that the last chance to prevent a general war was ruined by the indiscretion of the French press. He saw in Hitler a man who was trying to avoid the worst and no intentions of going to war with the ‘west’ (especially not Switzerland).23 Even after the war, Burckhardt reaffirms that Hitler’s objective was just to beat the Soviet Union and that the ‘west’ could have stayed out of it all.24 It is hard to believe that this conversation may have had a beneficial impact if it had not leaked to the press.25 One could say that the conversation was a slight success as it encouraged co-operation on the question of Danzig and the French and British governments made efforts to provide a favourable environment for these discussions. 

The events in Danzig played a little part in the diplomatic negotiations that preceded the outbreak of the Second World War. The city waited for others to decide its fate. It was on the 1st of September 1939 that Forster came to the League High Commission and ordered Burckhardt to leave.

In conclusion, I would like to to make a few comments on this heuristique exercise. At first, I found it relatively easy to access basic information. However, when I decided to concentrate on the conversation Burckhardt and Hitler had in 1939, it became much harder to identify and find relevant facts. When dealing with so much information, it is very easy to omit or oversee crucial details. I therefore had to be very vigilant in my research to try and provide as accurate a representation as possible. Through this exercise, I was confronted with events unknown to the general public and extended my knowledge about the pre-WWII events which I would otherwise not have been familiar with. It is also important to note that with more time one could have obtained a more exhaustive result owing to an increased familiarity with the different search engines and databases. For example, I would have liked to refer to the official archives of the League of Nations. Also, I am now more familiar with the various search engines. This will definitely be useful when doing similar researches in the future.
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21 Taylor, A.J.P., The origin of the Second World War, cited in: Herzstein, R., Adolf Hitler and the Third Reich 1933-1945, p.174.


22 Ibid, p.178.


23 Kaestli, Tobias, “Le Diplomate qui s’est trompé sur Hitler” in La Suisse et le Monde 2/2003


24 Paul Stauffer thinks that Burckhardt made Hitler say such things (in reference to what Hitler said and that Burckhardt did not report in the meeting with Makins and Arnarl, p.7 of Annex 1. Others believe that Burckhardt reported everything accurately.


25 Eg. Birger Dahlerus, Der Letzte Versuch, cited in Levine, Herbert, S., “The Mediator: Carl J. Burckhardt’s Efforts to Avert a Second World War”, p.454.






















































































Bibliography





PRIMARY SOURCES


Official Documents


Published Documents


“Adolf Hitler: Germany’s Foreign Policy as stated in Mein Kampf”, London,


‘Friend’s of Europe’ Publications, No. 38, 1936.





Makowski, Waclaw; Crusen, George; Tibal, André, “La Question de Dantzig”, Paris


Centre européen de la dotation carnegie, bulletin n°5, 1933.





“Poland: British and German Foreign Policy; speeches by Adolf Hitler and Lord 


Halifax”, London, ‘Friend’s of Europe’ Publications, No. 74, 1939.





Potter, Pitman B., “The League of Nations and other international organisations”, 


Geneva Special Studies, Vol. V, No. 6. 





Unpublished Documents





A report from Carl J. Burckhardt on a conversation he held with Adolf Hitler on	


august 11, 1929 at the Berghof


�HYPERLINK "http://www.worldfuturefund.org/"��www.worldfuturefund.org� consulted on the 13.12.2003





Articles





von Wegerer, Alfred, “The origin of this war: a german view”, Foreign Affairs,


Vol.18, 1939-40, 701-705.

















SECONDARY SOURCES


Books





Burckhardt, Carl J., Gesammelte Werke; Briefe 1919-1969, Bern, Scherz Verlag,


1971. 





Burckhardt, Carl J., Meine Danziger Mission: 1937-1939, Zürich: Fretz & Wasmuth; 


München: G.D.W. Callwey cop., 1960. 





Burckhardt, Carl J., Ma Mission à Dantzig: 1937-1939 trad. de l’allemand par Louise 


Servicen et Blaise Briod, Paris, Librairie Arthème Fayard, 1961.





David, Claude, Que-sais-je? Hitler et le Nazisme, Paris, Presses Universitaires de


France, 1979. 





Denne, Ludwig, Das Danzig-Problem in der deutschen Aussenpolitik 1934-39, Bonn, 	Ludwig Röhrscheid Verlag, 1959.





Deutsch, Harold C., The Conspiracy against Hitler in the twilight war, Minneapolis,


The University of Minnesota Press, 1968. 





Herzstein, Robert E., Adolf Hitler and the Third Reich 1933-1945, Boston, Houghton


Mifflin Company, 1971. 


 


Hitler, Adolf, Ma Doctrine, Paris, Librairie Arthème Fayard, 1938.





Levine, Herbert S., Hitler’s Free City, Chicago and London, The University of 


Chicago Press, 1973.





Stauffer, Paul, Zwischen Hofmannsthal und Hitler: Carl J. Burckhardt Facetten einer 


aussergewöhnlichen Exostenz, Zürich, Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 1991.





Stauffer, Paul, “Sechs furchtbare Jahre…” Auf den Spuren Carl J. Burckhardts durch


den Zweiten Weltkrieg, Zürich, Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 1998.





Weinberg, Gerhard L., The foreign policy of Hitler’s Germany, Chicago and London, The University of Chicago Press, 1970.





Weinberg, Gerhard L., The foreign policy of Hitler’s Germany: Starting World War II 


1937-1939, Chicago and London, The University of Chicago Press, 1980.








Magazine or Newspaper Articles





Hillgruber, Andreas, “England’s Place in Hitler’s Plans for World Dominion”, Journal 


of Contemporary History, Vol. 9, No.1 (Jan.,1974), 5-22.





Kaestli, Tobias, “Le diplomate qui s’est trompé sur Hitler”, La Suisse et le monde,


2/2003, 28-29.


	�HYPERLINK "http://www.eda.admin.ch/"��www.eda.admin.ch�, consulted on the 11.12.2003 





Levine, Herbert S., “The Mediator: Carl J. Burckhardt’s Efforts to Avert a Second 


World War”, in The Journal of Modern History, Vol. 45, No.3 (Sep., 1973), 


439-455.





Meir, Michaelis, “World power status or world dominion?”, The Historical Journal,


Vol. 15, No. 2 (Jun., 1972), 331-36.





Wilkins, Burleigh T., “Some notes on Burckhardt”, Journal of the History of Ideas, 


Vol. 20, No.1 (Jan. 1959), 123-137.














Websites





�HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/war/wwtwo/"��www.bbc.co.uk/history/war/wwtwo/� consulted on the 11.12.2003





www.edencamp.co.uk/ consulted on the 15.12.2003


























ANNEXES 





Annex 1:


Report of the conversation  between Burckhardt and Hitler on August 11 1939


Burckhardt, Carl J., Ma Mission à Dantzig: 1937-1939, Zürich: Fretz & Wasmuth; 


München: G.D.W. Callwey cop., 1980, pp.339-346.








Annex 2:


Map of the region of Danzig


Burckhardt, Carl J., Ma Mission à Dantzig: 1937-1939, Zürich: Fretz & Wasmuth; 


München: G.D.W. Callwey cop., 1960, p.4.








Annex 3:


Article in Paris Soir, Sunday 13th of August 1939, cited in Denne, Ludwig, Das Danzig-Problem in der deutschen Aussenpolitik 1934-39, pp. 245-246.














