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CHAPTER I

LEARillNG THE SYSTEM (1929~1931)

Sean Lester (1889-1959) came from a background which was unusual 

among Irish diplomats, and even more so in the world of Geneva delegates 

and officials. His father owned a small grocery shop in Belfast and 

Lester's formal education ended when he was fourteen. His first job was 

as a railway clerk but a meeting with another young Ulsterman, Ernest 

Blythe (later Minister of Finance in the Irish Free State) convinced him 

that the world had more to offer than the Co. Down Rail^jay Com.pany; he 

gave up his job and went into journalism. In 1908 he joined the Irish 

Republican Brotherhood and thus became one of the small group of Ulster 

Protestants who, following the 18th century tradition, looked for an 

independent Irish State. Perhaps connected x̂ ith this, Lester, who had 

already worked on three Ulster papers, moved South and worked in Dublin 

for the Daily Express, in Calvay for the Connaught Tribune, and in Dublin 

again for the Evening Mail for whom he became chief reporter in 1915.

His last journalistic post was as news editor of the Freeman's Journal 

between 1916 and 1922.

In 1916 Lester was one of those who, through the confusion over 

instructions, did not come out in rebellion.^ He was detained briefly 

as a Republican suspect but otherwise continued working norpially.

Working normally, however, became increasingly difficult. The Freeman's 

Journal (the organ of the old Irish Nationalist Party) was raided

^He was a close associate of Macl'leill  and Sulmer Hobson, Volunteer 
Leaders who opposed the rising.



repeatedly, by tlie British Army, by the Black-and-Tans and, later, by 

Sinn Fein. In 1922 the premises were blov/n up by the I.R.A. Lester, 

who had married in 1920,^ was in need of a job and, after fifteen years 

of journalism may have wanted a change. Through his friendship with 

Ernest Blythe he v/as offered the post of Government Press Officer and 

was attached to the Department of External Affairs when the latter was 

set up in 1923, with another former journalist,-^. Desmond Fitzgerald, 

as Minister.

This position had been envisaged by Mr. Charles Gavan Duffy, the

Irish Free State's first Foreign Minister, as providing liaison between

the Government's Publicity Department and the Department of External

Affairs. It was to be a means of supplying Irish representatives abroad

with reliable information to counteract anti-Irish propaganda inspired 

2 .
by Britain. As things turned out, however, the Publicity Department 

was to be more concerned with counteracting propaganda by Mr. de Valera 

and others opposed to the Cosgrave government. It was looked on with 

considerable suspicion: in a Dail debate in late 1923 Captain Redmond 

called it a "Departm.ent of hush" and proposed it be abolished as "dangerous 

and unconstitutional". In the same debate Mr. Darrell Figgis expressed

the view that the Department of External Affairs was itself mainly

. . 3
devoted to publicity.

Lester was made Director of Publicity in 1925 and continued in this 

work until 1929. Much of it was routine forwarding of information from 

representatives abroad to the relevant home departments; he was also con

cerned with passports and other more formal diplomatic matters.'^

^Elizabeth Tyrrell, daughter of Alderman J. Tyrrell of Belfast.
2 . .
Confidential memo, 20.6.22. Fitzgerald Papers.

^Dail Debates V 19.9.23 - 14.12.23, cols. 952, 931.
4 .
Fitzgerald Papers.
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'In 1929 thare was an econoiay drive affecting several Government 

departments and External Affairs - the value of whose whole existence 

had often been challenged - came under examination. Lester's position 

was an anomalous one, in that he had entered the Department in his

mid-30's in an essentially non-diplomatic capacity, and was not an

1 " . . . .
"established" Civil Servant. Mr. McGilligan, then Minister-of both

Poreign Affairs and Industry & Commerce liked and respected Lester,

however, and was reluctant to push him out. The Irish Free State's

Permanent Representative at Geneva, -i!r.  M. Mact-Jhite, had been there

six years and it was decided to replace him with Lester who, by going

abroad and learning languages could thus liecome an established laember

of his Department.

Lester was at first reluctant to go. Neither he nor his wife had

been outside the British Isles before; neither spoke any Continental

languages. His experience may well have seeir.ed  irrelevant to the sort

of work involved and at forty the upheaval would be considerable.

Nevertheless he accepted the offer and in April 1929 arrived in Geneva,

2
accredited to Sir Eric Drummond, the Secretary-General.

Three aspects of Lester's background and early career demand further 

consideration. His lack of formal education and of diplomatic training 

might have been a great disadvantage in a setting where most of his col

leagues were university graduates and where proceedings were conducted 

jointly in English and Frenct. Languages could be and ware learnt 

(Lester's French accent sometimes caused amusament but he was soon able 

to speak it, and ha acquired a v/orking knowledge of German after going 

to Danzig) but his lack of basic diplomatic experience may account for

Ĥe was not, however, unique in this since the Department's recruitment 
policy at this early time was unorthodox.
2 .
I am indebted to Mr. E. Blythe and-J®. P. McGilligan, contemporaries 

and friends of Lester's, for m.uch  of the information on his career to 
1929.
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the relatively modest scale of hio activities in his first year at 

Geneva. Lack of formal education, on the other hand, was something 

v;hich Lester had more than compensated for by being self-educated in 

the best sense of the word.^

Secondly there is Lester's political involvement. He had close

' • • • 
associations with the Cosgrave administration, had been an official 

spokesman for them and had entered the Department of External Affairs 

by the back door through his acquaintance with the leading figures. He 

was thus more directly linked with a political party than many permanent 

representatives at the League of Nations, though not of course the 

great Power representatives who often changed as their home governments 

changed. Lester, however, obviously considered himself a civil servant 

and was to serve both the Cosgrave and de Valera administrations with 

equal loyalty. He perhaps saw one of his new functions as being to 

publicise the League of Nations and its activities to Ireland as formerly 

he had publicised Ireland and the Cosgrave government to the world. The 

only indication that his political allegiance may have affected his 

League of Nations career was when, after serving in Danzig on secondment, 

he found no encouragement to return to work for his Department, and thus 

became a permanent League Secretariat official. Interestingly it was soon 

after this that rumours suggested that he might become Ireland's first President.

Thirdly, we may note Lester's wide general, as opposed to diplomatic 

experience. He knew both pacts of his own country well, he had worked 

for newspapers of greatly differing viewpoints, he had participated in a 

national movement. He himself believed that to be a good internationalist 

one must first be a good nationalist. Certainly his political background

^See his obituary by A.W. Cotton in "Focus", July 1959: "He was one of 
those who did not merely read history but who looked for the cause 
underlying the events recorded."

D. 2S.4.38, pp* 245-246, and see below, pp. 228^29.
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helped him to appreciate the outlook of the numerous' newly-established 

small states created by the Versailles settlement, which in some v;ays 

were to the League of Nations what the new African and Asian states are 

today. His personal background, by contrast, gave him an understanding 

of being in a minority and of holding minority views - problems x-zith 

which Lester later had to deal.

Lester himself in retrospect reflected on what now lay ahead.

I left Ireland . . . about the middle of April 1929. I 
had never before been in Paris or Geneva. In four and half 
years I had attended scores of conferences, been a member of 
the Council for three years, presided over it on one or two 
occasions and over several of its committees . . . and been 
asked to go to Danzig as High Coiranissioner - I sometimes
wonder what on earth I'm doing here, being a man without
ambition.1

At the time of Lester's arrival and for a little while longer, the

League of Nations was at its summit. Early storms had been weathered,

minor political emergencies successfully handled and technical services

expanded. Danger signs could be seen by those who looked for them - the

increasingly isolationist policies of the Great Powers, the increasing

reluctance to grant adequate funds to the Secretariat, especially as the

effects of the Wall Street crash became general. In spite of these, even

in 1930 it could be said that the League "stood at the zenith of its

prestige" and that "Geneva was the world's foremost observation centre

2
for international affairs."

It is not surprising, therefore, that from the beginning Lester was

a believer in the value and necessity of the League of Nations, and in

3
the efficacy of its procedures if properly applied. Very soon after he

^D. 18.2.37, pp. 140-lAl
2
E. Ranshof en-Wertheimer, "The International S e c r e t a r i a t ," WashingtonD.C., Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace, 1945, pp. XI-XIII, 211.
3
"Sean was more optimistic than anybody that the League could do well 

if only it exercised its already existing powers." F.T. Cremins, 
letter to the writer, 10.9.71.
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arrived in Geneva he sent back a letter which reached McGilligan,

pointing out the value of a platform for publicity, and urging that

Minister and Government should read his reports and take a more active

part.^ Lester's favourable attitude to the League was not always

shared. He later commented that the Secretary of the Department of

External Affairs, Mr. J. Walshe, was "not interested in the League,"

that the Department was "indifferent," and hov; instructions from the

2
Government were infrequent and inadequate. His successor as Permanent 

Delegate at Geneva, Mr. F.T. Cremins (who held the post until its aboli

tion in 1940) confided to Lester many years later that he thought the

3
League of Nations "a lot of cod" and had thought this since 1932.'

Lester himself, however, throughout his career retained faith in the 

League's Covenant and machinery, correctly distinguishing these from 

the short-comings of its members.

Granted Lester's personal commitment to the League, his position on 

arrival in Geneva was not a strong one. He was representing a small 

state whose relationship with Great Britain was still in process of defini

tion and not widely understood. Given this and the governmental indiffer

ence referred to, it would not have been surprising if Lester had, like 

many small power representatives, interpreted his responsibilities along 

unenterprising lines.

Representatives of smaller states did, however, have one useful 

advantage. The Great Powers follox^ed a system of sending out delegations 

vrhen necessary, otherv;ise relying for information on their Consul in 

Geneva, or, less officially, on their nationals in the League Secretariat.

^Conversation with fe. P. McGilligan, 15.10.70. The suggestions seem to 
have had nore effect than similar recommendations made by Ernest Blythe 
in 1926. Fitzgerald Papers.

D̂. 20,5.37, n.d, 20.11.35, 18.2.36, pp. 162-3, 145, 28, 84.

D̂. 1.1.41, p. 674.



The ^mailer states for reasons of economy and being less vzell represented 

in the Secretariat, maintained a Permanent Delegate who attended a wide 

range of meetings, sometimes alone, sometimes helping to brief a small 

governmental delegation sent out for the major meetings of the year.

This greater continuity of personnel enabled the Permanent Delegates 

(there were 32 in 1929 out of 54 League members) to get a grasp of the 

structure of League committees and their procedure, and to make useful 

contacts with members of the different branches of the Secretariat also 

permanently resident in Geneva. It is fair to say that an understanding 

of international work was more likely to be found among the Permanent 

Delegates with their continuous contacts v/ith all aspects of the League's 

work than among the Great Power representatives.^

Lester’s journalistic background helped him in making these contacts

2
in his early years at Geneva. He had an entertainment allowance and 

made positive efforts to get to know other Permanent Delegates and Secre

tariat officials. From 1929 to 1931 partly through circumstances and 

partly through personal initiative he became familiar with most aspects 

of the League system. The Secretary-General was formally notified of 

Lester's appointment in a note from the Department of External Affairs 

on April 9th, 1929. In his early nionths Lester occupied himself getting 

various League of Nations documents and information. A seemingly simple 

request for a list of Representatives accredited to the League caused 

some minor stir in the Secre'-.ariat, reflecting the Secretary-General' s 

krovm unfavourable attitude towards Permanent Delegates; eventually Lester

^This subject is well covered in V-Y Ghebali, "Les delegations permanentes 
aupres de la Societe des Nations", in "Les Missions permanentes aupres 
des organisations international^", Bruxelles, Bruylant, 1971.
2
"The high percentage of former journalists was a special feature of the 

Secretariat." Ranshofen-Wertheimer, op. cit., p. 405.



received an "unofficial" list of Representatives living in Geneva.^

Until Ireland was elected to the Council in September 1930, the

League's annual Assembly, held in the autumn and lasting three to four

weeks, was the period of greatest activity for the Permanent Delegate.

The Plenary meetings were usually dominated by a formal debate on the

work of the previous year and on possibilities for the future, in which

it V7as normal for heads of delegations to contribute one long speech.

A.t the 10th Assembly in 1929 the Irish Free State Minister for External

Affairs, Mr. McGilligan, headed a delegation of seven - three delegates,

two substitutes including Lester, and two secretaries. He spoke about

the delay in holding the Disarmament Conference and the danger of the

League's work for disarmament becoming regarded as futile. He mentioned

the Irish Free State's support for the forthcoming Conference on Inter-

2national Law, and intention of accepting the Optional clause, and her

fears that the League's Economic Conference in its zeal to reduce tariffs

might not sufficiently take into consideration the needs of industrially

backward countries. He asked whether free movement of people would follow

the movement of industry and commerce, a question which may have been

linked with the Free State's current concern over the position of her

3
workers in Northern Ireland. Mr. McGilligan also spoke about League 

Conventions, maintaining these should be ratified even if not of direct 

concern to the signatory, and ratified without nullifying reservations, 

and declared the Free State's intention of showing interest in all League 

activities. He touched on the question of Minorities, approving the new 

provisions for ensuring their better protection, and on the proposed

^A. 50/11611/488: "(Drummond) never really reconciled himself to the 
existence of these representatives to the League ... to him... something 
hybrid." Ranshofen-Wertheimer, op. cit., p. 193.
2
See D.W. Harkness, "The Restless Dominion" London, Macmillan, 1969, p. 141, 
for a picture of McGilligan signing it x̂ ith Lester looking on..

^See below PP- 20-21.
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reorganisation of the Secretariat. It was essential he said, that the

League of Nations

... should take definite and early steps to ensure,that the 
Secretariat will be a body of international civil servants 
who will have proper security of tenure and whose advancement
in the League's service will, in all cases, depend on
individual merit rather than on the incident of nationality.

IIcGilligan's speech - a good one in itself and whose effectiveness

may have been increased by its coming lajt in the general discussion -

is a useful guide to Irish Free State interests at the time and to

Sean Lester's subsequent activity, in which, for example, Secretariat

organisation and Minorities featured prominently. The reference to

ratifying conventions and the Free State's future intentions perhaps

. . . .  2
came as a result of Lester's early initiative.

It was in the Assembly Committees, however, that most practical 

work was done. There were in 1922 six Coiimiittees, dealing respectively 

with legal and constitutional questions, with technical organisations, 

with disarmament (subsequently abolished), with budget and finance, with 

social and general questions, and with political questions. At the 1929 

Assembly Lester represented the Irish Free State on the 4th (Budget and 

Finance) Committee and was a substitute delegate on the 2nd (Technical 

Organisations) Committee.

The 4th Committee held twelve meetings but Lester, obviously still 

feeling his way and unknown to his colleagues, neither spoke nor found 

himself on any of the sub-co.:miictees set up to deal with specific points. 

In the 2nd Committee the Free State delegate (Professor J.M. O'Sullivan) 

put forward the case of the undeveloped countries, saying that the report

\ nAR 1929, Plenary, pp. 109-112.
2
See below, p. 11 for results of the new policy. It may also have 

been undertaken v/ith a view to Council m.embership. After 1931 the
de Valera Government tended to revert to the policy of delaying
ratification.



of tl>e Economic Conference did not sufficiently take into account their

objections, and proposing two amendments. These were sent to a draftin

committee where Lester stood in for O'Sullivan (who was,also serving as

Chairman of the 5th Cocmiittee). The final drafts satisfied O'Sullivan

that "no group of states, however powerful, should be allowed to decide

the economic policy of the League."^

Outside this problem the Irish Free State contribution to the 1929

Committee was slight. The 2nd Committee dealt with Health questions and

O'Sullivan stressed his country's interest in rural health and supported

expenditure on the Health Organisation's xrork, particularly in the Far

East. In this context it is interesting to note that Lester acted as

Council Rapporteur for Health from 1931 to 1933, and from 1937 to 1940

had special responsibility for epidemic relief work in China. I-71ien the

5th Committee discussed the drug problem O'Sullivan said the Irish Free

State, though it had no drug problem, now intended to ratify the 1925

Convention in view of the necessity for all members to ratify the League

Conventions and to avoid any confusion as to whether the Free State had

2
"no interest or a very great interest."

Ĵith the possibility of e'.ection to the Council in m.ind, the Irish

delegation to the 11th Assembly in September 1930 was increased to ten

with Lester serving as substitute delegate, and delegate to the 4th

Committee as before. The delegation was headed by Ernest Blythe, Vice-

President of the Executive Council and Minister of Finance, and included

as substitute delegates the Irish Ministers at Berlin and Paris. The

3
Free State now had a Press Representative, from the Irish Independent

^LNAR 1929, 2nd Conmiittee, pp. 27, 53-54, 57-58.

^LNAR 1929, 5th Committee, p. 45.
3
The fact that until now the Free State had been one of the very few 
countries without any Press Representative at Geneva reflects public, 
if not governmental, indifference to the League's activities.



(the>paper which had absorbed Lester's old employer, the Freeman's 

Journal). In his speech in the Plenary Assembly Blythe gave the Irish 

Free State line on a number of subjects, some reflecting McGilligan's 

speech at the previous Assembly. He mentioned that the Free State's 

ratification of the Optional Clause had been deposited with the 

Secretary-General, and he stressed the danger of continued delay over 

disarmament.

The League has not yet become a part of the daily political 
thought of our time. Throughout the world in the mind of the 
masses it is still untried and a feeling of disillusionment 
towards it may grow up if, vzithin a short time, much more 
cannot be dona towards limiting preparations for \7ar.

Talking about the proposed re-organisation of the Secretariat, Blythe 

thought the new recommendations not ideal but an improvement. In national 

civil services appointments could be made entirely on merit, an inter

national civil service needed a distribution among nationalities: 

compromise between the two principles v;as the best. He recalled an 

Irish Free State suggestion in 1928 that a higher official should always 

be replaced by a national from another country; this would prevent the 

growth of prescriptive rights, even if it v/as accepted that the Great 

Powers should always be represented in the higher posts. Referring to 

ratification of League Conventions, Blythe mentioned that in the last 

year the Irish Free State had ratified seven, with another pending, and 

a further eleven I.L.O. conventions. Other subjects touched upon were 

the need to bring the League Covenant into harmony with th>i Paris 

(Kellogg) Pact, the lack of success of the Conference for modifying 

International Law, and Briand's plan for a European Federal Union ~ here 

pointing out the Free State's close links with extra-European states.^

Two days later, on 17.9.30, the Irish Free State was elected a non-

^LNAR 1930, Plenary, pp. 95-97.



Permaiient member cf the Council for three years, receiving 36 votes as 

opposed to 41 for Guatemala, 38 for Norvzay aad 30 for Portugal. This was 

a second attempt, the Free State having stood (at short notice and 

without canvassing) in 1926 as a protest against the unofficial under

standing that each 'bloc' - Commonwealth, Latin America, etc. - should 

be represented on the Council.̂  At a meeting of Dominions delegates at 

the 1929 Assembly the Free State announced its intention of standing for 

Council membership with or without Commonwealth backing. After Australia 

who was considered to have first claim, had withdratim as a result of a 

change of governm.ent, this backing was in fact given so that the Free

State, whatever its views on the 'bloc' system or Commonwealth 'seniority

2
would "(keep) a Dominion seat warm."

VJhether the Free State's election came through pre-arrangement or

3 .
as a recognition of the quality of their representatives, it vias of the

I « , , ,

greatest importance, affecting future Irish participation in the League 

and Sean Lester's career as an international representative. Membership 

gave an opportunity to take part in the Council sessions which by reason 

of greater frequency (the Council normally met four times a year) were 

nore in touch with League activities than the annual Assembly. It gave 

the Irish Free State a place on Council Committees discussing important 

political questions during what was to be a decisive period in the

^See D.W. Harkness, op. cit., pp- 74-79.

^P.R.O. 14133 9479, 10830/4992/98.
3 . . .
A year later the Irish delegate, J.J. Hearne, speaking on elections to
the Council, said: "The Irish Free State had made it perfectly clear, 
both before and at the time of its election to the Council that it 
sought election as a member of the Assembly and that it did not seek 
election on the grounds that it had associations with other states."
LNAR, 1931, 1st Committee, pp. 16-17.
For the other viev; see A.C. Temperly, "The Whispering Gallery of Europe", 
London, Collins, 1938, p. 359, who refers to_'The^^Irish tenure of the 
seat (on the Council) reserved for the Dominions."



League's history, and a place on the Disarmament Preparatory Commission.

For Lester, greatly increased Irish participation in Geneva with meetings 

throughout the year meant that he was Irish representative on more 

occasions^ and - since a far greater variety of topics arose - increasingly 

had to make his o\jn instructions in the absence of instructions from his 

Department, and brief the Irish delegates to Assembly and Council. This 

he could do with the greater authority as the only Irish official fully 

acquainted with all aspects of League activity and procedures. Many 

Council members had a sense of obligation to the League as such and to 

their fellow-members not represented on the Council. They had more 

dealings Xi/ith Secretariat and in Council debates were less confined to 

expressing purely national viewpoints. All this accorded with Lester's 

o w  vision of the League of Nations.

Revertingto the work of the Assembly, it can be noticed that Lester 

took a greater part in the work of its Committees in 1930 than in the 

previous year. At the 4th Committee's second meeting he was appointed 

to a sub-committee of five set up to study the question of contributions 

in arrears. At the fourth meeting Lester spoke on the question of 

appointing a Rapporteur on the organisation cf the Secretariat, the 

International Labour Organisation and the Permanent Court of International 

Justice. Names had been put for̂ .jard  without much vzarning; Lester favoured 

an immediate appointment and supported the Portuguese Delegate. On the 

question of impartiality ~ discussion had revealed two distinct schools 

of thought - Lester believed that "to look for impartiality in the Rap

porteur is to look for something x^hich does not exist, for we cannot 

expect to find anyone who has not strong views on the question. If we 

did it would mean either that he did not take much interest in the League

■'■"Some governments in fact over-used Permanent Delegates to save the 
expense of sending special delegations to Geneva." Ranshofen-Wertheimer, op. 
cit., p. 193.
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or that he had not read the papers. “I do not think it is a question of 

impartiality but of having a Rapporteur who vjill give us a clear report 

which will reflect the views of the Coriimittee. Later in the same 

meeting, discussing a report on Secretariat organisation, Lester made 

a speech which is interesting as showing Irish involvement in this

'  • « • a • •

question and perhaps some of his own views on an international civil 

service.

The Irish Government has always taken . . .  a very deep . 
interest in the question of maintaining the efficiency and 
international spirit of the Secretariat and . . . has been 
most anxious that the staff should . . .  be based on a basis 
comparable with that of a well-organised civil service with 
regard to pay, promotion, pensions and permanence.

Irish delegations had been bringing up this question over the previous

three years, had welcomed the appointment of the Committee of Thirteen

and supported the majority report of this Committee as a reasonable

compromise between promotion by merit alone and promotion taking

nationality into account. Lester claimed that there should be rotation

of nationality among higher officials as suggested several times by

Irish delegates.

Lester then raised a point which, though in itself trivial, was a 

good example of the Irish policy of using League discussions to demon

strate national independence. On a list of Secretariat officials by 

nationality all Dominion officials had been grouped together,

an entirely arbitrary (grouping) and contrary to the basis of 
membership of the Leagut. . . . presumably intended to indicate 
that Ireland, Canada (etc.), although separate members of the 
League, must be grouped together v;hen it comes to . . . 
nationals in the Secretariat. My Government repudiates this 
principle . . . Ireland, as an independant member of the League 
has full control of its foreign and internal policy^ and has 
undertaken the full responsibilities and duties of membership 
of the League . . . vjill insist on the fullest equality in the 
privileges of membership.

^LNAR 1930, 4th Committee, p. 50. See also below, p. 18.

Not in fact entirely correct; Irish Ambassadors still had their 
Letter of Credence signed by the King.)
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'Lester went on to refer to the importance of higher Secretariat

officials not becoming involved in national policies.

My Government feels that the future success of the League 
depends in a high degree upon the extent to which officials 
may become internationally minded . . . (in the report) it 
is stated that, for the purpose of ascertaining the general 
opinion of the various countries, the Secretary-Gencral will 
naturally rely upon the members of the staff who come from the 
countries in question. I do not think the position is safe
guarded by the statement that the official v;ho transmits 
information about his ovm country must be careful not to 
become an advocate of its policy. I think this is putting  ̂
too great a strain upon the impartiality of those officials.

Lester thought that national interests must be defended only by national

delegates and he believed: "We shall ultimately reach the position

where the liaison between Governments and Secretariat will take place

strictly within . . . legitimate channels." Though Lester insisted

that this was not to be taken as reflecting on any present member of the

Secretariat he must have had in mind the different methods of the

2
small and great powers in this respect.

The Irish Government, Lester continued, believed it was important

to

maintain the complete responsibility and authority of the 
Secretary-General and is opposed to any proposal that he 
should share this with a committee of higher officials.
The Secretary-General is responsible to the Assembly and 
Council for the executive work of the League. If things 
go well he may get a little praise, if things go badly it 
is easier to deal with one official than v;ith a hydra
headed committee.

A report on the future of the League vjritten just after the outbreak 
of war refers to this. "When this principle of national liaison was 
... introduced, like the Wooden Horse, into the League citadel, the 
portent excited little remark among the Assembly delegates, except the 
Irish representative." A. S 559/3
2 ✓ .
Confirmed in a conversation 3.8.70 with Mr. B. Lucac, a Secretariat

official at the time, who reriiarked that some of the officials from big 
powers were "very political" while those from small powers had little 
or no contacts with their Perm.anent Delegates.



Lestpr ended by supporting the proposed Pensions Scheme (two weeks later 

the General Committee of the Assem-bly nominated him a substitute member 

of the Staff Pensions Administration Board) and recommended that recruit

ment be as little as possible from national administrations, that 

officials be moved around in their early years to gain experience and 

that the salary scale should be geared to encourage initiative. His 

Government would back any reasonable expenditure to ensure a secure 

well-paid staff machine.^

In two further meetings of the 4th Committee Lester was involved 

in discussions on this topic. On September 27th he made a formal pro

posal that there should be no more than one national from any country

among the officials from "Director of Section" upwards; on October 1st

2
he agreed to this proposal being referred to a Committee.

Other Irish Committee activity at the 11th Session can be quickly

summarised. In the 2nd Committee O'Sullivan continued to emphasise the

economic position of the smaller states and point out the inconsistencies

of a League economic policy which supported free trade one year and

3
protection the next. J.A. Costello contributed to a 1st Cororaittee dis

cussion on the disappointing results of the recent Hague conference, 

and as Rapporteur to the A.ssembly of the 5th Committee presented a 

report on penal administration to a Plenary Meeting.

The Irish Free State delegation to the 12th Assembly in 1931 was 

led by McGilligan and numloered eleven. For the first time Lester 

appears as one of the three principle delegates and for the third year 

running he was delegate to the 4th Coriimittee. Iii the general discussion 

on the v7ork of the League D.A. Binchy (then Minister at Berlin) speaking 

in place of McGilligan, wound up with a speech criticising the development

^LNAR 1930, 4th Committee, p. 60

^Ibid, pp. 148-149, 236.
3 .
'For an article by O'Sullivan on this theme see The Star 30.10.30, pp. 34-35.



of regional patterns v/hich were affecting both the League's economic work

and preparations for the Disarmament Conference. It v?as important, he

saidj for the League - already facing loss of support through pessimistic

public opinion - to direct and harmonise these groupings which were an

established fact and not per se incompatible with the League Covenant.^

In the 4th Committee Lester contributed to discussions on the League

budget and Secretariat reorganisation. At the 4th meeting, correctly-

estimating where the League's strength lay, he said that while he had

been instructed to support any reasonable economy it was a false economy

to hamper League activities which might help in the world economic crisis

He hoped all who advocated economies would make concrete suggestions; he

for his part suggested limiting the time and scope of conferences, post-

2
poning some conferences, and holding all meetings la Geneva. At the 

12th meeting Lester expressed the hope that League expenses could be 

allocated scientifically, adding that the fact that some states had not 

complained of the present scale did not mean they were satisfied with it. 

The suggestion that Lester had raised the previous year concerning 

alternating the nationality of higher officials cam.e up and attracted 

seme opposition, Lester expressing surprise at this as his proposal had 

been made with efficiency in mind and was not directed against the great 

powers. He was in any case, he said, satisfied with the recommepdations 

of the Committee of Thirteen, though he reserved the right to put forward 

his owa proposals again.

In the 1st Committee the Irish delegate, as we have seen, clarified 

the basis for Council membership,^ and made some brief contributions on 

constitutional questions. On the remaining four Committees Irish

^LNAR 1931, Plenary, pp. 95-97.
2
Ibid 4th Committee, p. 18.

^Ibid, p. 61 

‘̂ibid. pp. 23-24, 26.

^See above, p. 12, note 3.



repr̂ sentati.v>'e.s were silent. It is probable that preoccupation with 

the forthcoming elections (January 1932) was already reducing Irish 

Governmental interest in Geneva; this tendency was also noticeable in 

the Council meetings of September 1931.

Even before this the Irish Free State, though usually represented 

by a Minister, had made relatively little use of its Council membership. 

At the 61st Session's opening meeting when it was welcom.ed as a new 

member Blythe made a short speech of thanks, hoping that in the coming 

three years the Irish representative would be able to give useful help 

in the work of the League. The Free State greatly appreciated the con

fidence which the League had shown in it and this mark of its confidence 

would be appreciated both in the country itself and by Irish people 

throughout the world.^ The following day the Irish delegate was elected 

Rapporteur to the Council for Health (including the drug problem) and 

Child Welfare and until the second part of the 65th Council Session the 

Irish Free State's contribution to Council proceedings was almost 

entirely limited to fulfilling this responsibility. It involved pre

senting the Council with the Health and Child Welfare Committees' reports 

on their work, sometimes adding a few explanatory observations, and 

bringing to their attention various projects - a European Conference on 

Rural Hygiene, a School of Advanced Health Studies in Paris, a Leprosy 

Centre in Brazil, etc. A Rapporteur's role in this instance was essenti

ally to act as liaison between technical organisations of the Secretariat

2 . . .
and the Council. From this point of view a Permanent Delegate was more

likely to be effective in view of his closer knowledge of the work and 

^LNOS 1930, p. 1493.
n

Rapporteurs on political questions were in a more controversial position 
In 1936 the British Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, then Rapporteur for 
Danzig, remarked to Lester "... people don't distinguish between a 
Council Rapporteur and one's representative duties. My Cabinet colleague 
may well ask me v/hat I have been doing." D. 25.1.56, p. 77.
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persdnnel of these organisations. Lester may very likely have helped 

to prepare these reports where necessary (and Xv"e know that he was later on 

friendly terms with Dr. Rajchman who headed the Health Organisation, 

perhaps the Leagus's most effective technical branch),^ but he attended 

few Council meetings until September 1931 and contributed nothing other 

than the reports. It is reasonable to imagine him being overawed by 

the Council at this stage, sitting at the famous horseshoe table for 

meetings with world political figures.

Outside routine Health and Child Welfare Work two topics of interest 

were touched upon by McGilligan at Council meetings. At the second 

meeting of the 64th Session he referred to the problem of the future 

ending of the British Mandate in Iraq. Racial and religious minorities 

there were uneasy; it was the Council's business to look after them, and 

additional guarantees should be considered. These fears were later proved 

well-fomided and the persecuted Assyrians were Lester's introduction to 

minority problems. McGilligan also spoke twice on Disarmament. The 

Preparatory Coinniission had finished its work in December 1930 and pre

sented a draft Convention, though the Conference itself was not to open 

until February 1932. McGilligan in January 1931 spoke of how the whole 

purpose of the League of Nations was to avoid war; other activities, 

however admirable, might screen war preparations if disarmament were not 

vigorously pursued. After ten years the real task was beginning, the 

Craft Convention was only a first step. At a meeting in May, McGilligan, 

while accepting a British report on methods of disarming, emphasised

that he did not consider the German proposals as in any way too idealis- 

2
tic. (These proposals had been rejected and the German delegate had 

abstained from voting.) This attitude of moderation towards Germany up

^D. December '35, p. 43,

^LNOJ 1931, pp. 165, 1143.



to the early months of Hitler's rule was later a feature of Lester’s 

approach in both Disarmament and Minorities questions.^

Prior to this Lester had represented the Irish Free State on the 

Disarmament Preparatory Commission, on which through Council membership 

they v;ere now entitled to sit. (Canada was the only other Dominion 

%

present, the others being jointly represented by the British delegate.)

This body had been meeting since 1926 so Lester came in only near the end 

of a long road. At the seventh meeting of the last session he e:;pressed 

the view that a combination of budgetary and direct limitation uas pos

sible, the latter strengthening the former. If this was not acceptable 

to a majority in the Commission he would support budgetary limitations 

as the more effective method. At a later meeting he intervened briefly 

to support the British interpretation of any article relating to poison 

gas. In 1931 Lester, as did many other delegates, forwarded to the 

Secretary-General details of Irish armaments as requested by the Council 

and his country's acceptance of any armistice truce proposed by the 

Assembly.^

One other aspect of Lester's activity between 1929 and 1931 was the

International Labour Organisation. The I.L.O. normally held a conference

once a year, each member state being represented by governmental, employees'

3
and workers' delegates. At the conference of A.pril-May 1929 (in what 

must have been his first official appearance) Lester headed the Irish de

legation but took no part in the discussions. R.C. Ferguson (the other 

gox/ernment delegate) took up a recent Act in Northern Ireland by which 

unemployment benefits were not to be paid to anĵ ’one without three years'' 

residence, though contributions had to be paid from the start. To this

^Sea below, pp. 70. 89-91.

\ n IX 1931, Sec. X, Minutes and 7-42, Nos. 26, 40.
3 .
An advisor to the workers' delegate in 1929, R.J.P. Mortished, antici

pated Lester by joining the I.L.O. Secretariat in 1933.
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charge of discrimination against foreign workers the British delegate

replied that though there was no breach of the ILO convention, the

question would be investigated.

In October 1929 the ILO contrary to its usual practice, held a

second conference and Lester headed a delegation of x̂ hich only he had

Been at the previous conference. This pattern was repeated in 1930

when only Lester and one other delegate had previous experience. At

this meeting Lester spoke on the importance of the work of the Committee

on Article 408 (what might be described as the 'follow-up* clause) which

will increase in importance as the number of Conventions and 
ratifications increases^. . . might be described as supervisory 
and, in proportion as it has the effect of satisfying all 
sections of the Conference that Members are fulfilling their 
obligations, it is one of the principle sources of the strength 
and health of the I.L.O. . . .we recall that this Committee was 
originally appointed on the suggestion of an Irish delegate.2

ŝ'hen differences arose between ratifying states, he said, it was better

to have soraething less formal than the Permanent Court of International

Justice to refer to. Lester also returned to the question of Free State

workers in Northern Ireland, "unfortunately circumstances remain exactly

as they were . . . hope the spirit of the convention will find open and

generous application, thus renoving a complaint which we feel our workers

have justly made." The British delegate again denied any breach of the 

3
Convention.

Though Lester again headed the delegation to the ILO in 1931 he 

attended only one meeting and in 1932 T.J. Coyne (appointed Secretary to 

Lester in August 1931) took Lester's place, though under O'Rahilly's 

_

^This was the year in which the Irish Free State had ratified eleven 
ILO Conventions.
2
Professor A. O'Rahilly in 1925. O'Rahilly also took a major part in 
the 1932 Conference. See below, p. 71, note 2.

^ILO, LC 14 1930, pp. 513-514.
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leadership. Thereafter Lester's relationship to the I.L.O. delegation 

was similar in some degree to de Valera's relationship to Lester himself 

as Permanent Delegate ~ a supervisory interest, giving considerable 

scope for initiative.

It is now possible to summarise Lester's achievem.ents in his early 

years in Geneva and to show how his career there began to widen its 

scope from late 1931. In his first two and a half years Lester had 

gained experience of the Assembly and its Coimnittees (and the 4th 

Committee was often considered the most important '), of the Council 

and of the I.L.O. By reason of his permanence he had become well-kno\-m 

both to national delegates and to Secretariat officials. Through 

numerous reports^ he had helped to arouse some Irish governmental interest 

in the League, and the Irish Free State had, by ratifying conventions and 

by joining the Council become much bettar-known in Geneva. Though her 

precise degree of independence from Great Britain was, “ perhaps not 

surprisingly - never fully understood, both the Imperial Conference 

of 1930 (resulting in the 1931 Statute of Westminster) and her o^m policies 

at Geneva had made it clear that the Irish Free State was prepared to 

emphasise its independence to a degree that, for examplej Australia and 

New Zealand were not. At the same time, of course, she benefited from 

the positive aspects of Britain's group policy - the extra weight it 

could give to otherwise isolated states, the advantages of inter-Dom.inion 

discussions at Geneva before important issues came up and so on.

As we have seen, the approach of elections began to affect Irish 

participation and Lester's position at the League. At the September 1931

These, according to Mr. McGilligan, were often in the form of personal 
-j c. letters to the -head of the Department of External Affairs (Mr. J. V’alshe) . 

In any event they share the general unavailability of the Department's 
Archives.
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Plenary Assembly the Irish second delegate spoke rather than the Minister 

of Foreign Affairs as was customary. Prior to the 65th Council session 

Lester was called on to attend no more than a third of Council meetings, 

but at all such meetings after September 22nd Lester substituted for 

McGilligan, who on 14.11.31 formally explained the position in a telegram 

to the Secretary-General saying that "extreme pressure of Parliamentary 

work" made it impossible for him to attend.^ In these last months of 

1931 there were num.erous public and secret meetings, dominated by the 

Manchurian question.

If Lester thus found himself increasingly having to act as Government 

spokesman, it is unlikely that he received increased guidance in doing 

so. In a secret Council Meeting in July 1933 Lester mentions not having

instructions from his government but thinking they would support the

2 . . .  . .
British solution. A propos of a Minorities question in 1933 Lester

later wrote, "Naturally I had no kind of instructions from the Government

(such instructions were very, very rare and on League matters were usually 

” 3
bad). Later again, after waiting five weeks without a reply from the

Department of External Affairs, Lester remarked "Quite like Geneva 

-.4
experiences.

The Fianna Fail election victory confirmed these tendencies. A 

change of government and some re~posting in the Department of External 

Affairs was later reflected in the personnel of delegations to Geneva and 

Lester, even more than before, was the one constant elemen.':. De Valera 

was his own Foreign Minister, and internal problems and Anglo-Irish 

relations were often to monopolise his attention. A. Secretariat colleague

^LNOJ 1931, p. 2352.

^A. 14/9887/2385.

20.11.35, p. 28.

‘̂D. 18.2.36, p. 84.



of Lester's thought that while de Valera had his own ideas on big questions

(for example on the admission of the U.S.S.R.) he was often dependent on

Lester, "his right-hand."^ In later comments in his diary Lester admits

de Valera's initial handicaps - "his inexperience in international affairs,

2
his slight acquaintance with other European Statesmen and his short sight'“ 

and that he (Lester) "had a relatively free hand," but thought that this 

\-7as "partly because of the indifference of the Department (of External 

Affairs)

Lack of instructions, freedom from interference - a national repre

sentative would probably stress the former, an international civil 

servant the latter. Lester, a civil servant representing his country, 

could see both sides to this. On the one hand he appreciated how a 

representative needed backing and encouragement from his home government. 

Referring to Salvador de Madariaga, a disti’iguished representative of 

Spain, he wrote

...(de Madriaga) complaincd bitterly to me that in recent years 
he had not received the backing he expected from the Government 
in Madrid, and I certainly had noticed a . . . considerable 
falling off in his activity and leadership as one of t^e almost 
free-lance diplomats, ardent supporters of the League.

On the other hand, another source indicates that Lester also appreciated

his own relative independence. F.P. Walters (a former Deputy Secretary-

General and author of the standard history of the League) thinks:

As a liberal-minded and highly intelligent representative of 
a Government whose attitude on international affairs was almost 
entirely free from national prejudices and ambitions, Lester's 
activities as Permanent Delegate might resemble those which an 
international civil servant of similar views would have liked 
to follow, had he been a free agent. And of this he was in 
fact fully conscious.5

^Conversation with Mr. B. Lukac, 3.8.70. 

“D. 28.12.35^. 49.
3
D. undated entry, p. 145.

21.7.37, p. 176.

^In a letter to the author, 16.1.69.
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, ]'n August 1931 Lester had been given an assistant which presumably 

relieved hira of some of the wore routine Permanent Delegate's work. In 

September the Japanese invasion of Manchuria brought the League face to 

face with its first great challenge, on an issue fundamental to the 

whole purpose of the organisation. Usually unsupported - but equally, 

unhampered - by instructions, and only occasionally overshadowed by 

delegations of politicians from home, Lester was now able, through his 

enterprise and freedom of action to take a significant part in League 

affairs.



CliiVPTER 2

THE MAKCHURIAI-I QUESTION (1931 “ 1933)

The dispute between China and Japan over Manchuria, 1931-1933^ was 

the first time the League had been called upon to deal with a state of 

near-war between a major power and a state large enough to merit inter

national interest, both of them Council members (one permanent), and 

involving a large disputed territory. Its slovmess in dealing with the 

dispute and ultimate failure to take effective action exposed funda

mental weaknesses in the League and was the first stage in its 

progressive political eclipse in the 1930's. For Lester the Manchurian 

crisis was an opportunity to put into practice some of what he had 

learned since going to Geneva - the need for prompt action, for small 

pov/er initiative where great power initiative was lacking, for scrupulous 

adherence to the Covenant when invoked. Much of his action must have 

baen on his own initiative; elections with accompanying unrest and fear 

of violence aud a change of governm^ent make it unlikely that he received 

any very detailed instructions from home in late 1931 and early 1932,^ 

and until September 1932 he was the Irish ?ree State's first (and usually 

only) delegate both to the Council and to the Special Assembly. An indica

tion of the importance Lester attached to Manchuria is the frequency with 

which he refers back to the subject in his Diary of 1935-19A2. Finally, 

if Lester saw the Manchurian crisis as important, there were others who

^Cf. above, p.23. The new Dail first met 9.3.32. An element of doubt 
remains, however, through the unavailability of the Department of 
External Affairs Archives.
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considered his part in that crisis also to have been important. He was

invited to lecture on the subject at the Royal Institute of International

Affairs in 1933,^ and a number of writers at or near the time single him

2
out as having taken a major part in the debates.

The provinces collectively known as Manchuria occupied an area as 

large as France and Germany combined, and in that area both China and 

Japan had claims. Manchuria ;̂ as essentially a part of China, but through 

remoteness (it was the "land beyond the wall") and, in the years before 

the clash, the increasing weakness of the central government, it had 

become semi--autonomous and had in fact been carrying on direct negotiations 

with Japan. The latter by treaty controlled a railway and a strip of 

territory running from the sea far into the interior and had 10,000 

soldiers stationed to protect this, as well as "consular police" through 

whom Japan exercised jurisdiction over her nationals settled in Manchuria. 

Though Japanese settlers had for a long time been moving into Manchuria, 

in recent years their proportion of the population had dropped to less 

than one percent as a result of large-scale Chinese emigration encouraged 

by the Nanking Government. Japan had also substantial investments in the 

i.rea.

At this time China was, through feuds within Chiang Kai Shek's 

Nationalist Party, in a state of almost continuous disorder and civil war, 

to V7hich the disastrous floods of 1931 merely gave added publicity. The 

Government vras unable to check and may even have welcomed popular hostility 

towards the Japanese which manifested itself in attacks on individual 

Japanese and in boycotts and destruction of Japanese goods, Japan, on the

■̂"The Far-Eastern Dispute from the point of view of the small states" in 
Problems of Peace 8th series, Allen and Unwin 1933, pp. 120-135. Re
printed with omissions in Larus "From Collective Security to Preventative 
Diplomacy", Wiley, 1965.
2
See below, p. 43,
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other hand, overpopulated, pov/erful and united, was increasingly falling 

under the control of militaristic politicians and industrialists anxious 

to take advantage of their neighbour's weakness and clarify the ambigui

ties of Manchurxa once and for all.^

League of Nations discussions on the Manchurian dispute fall into 

three phases, each of Xv'hich was marked by an important Irish initiative 

and by active Irish participation in v/orking out details. The first runs 

from September 18, 1931 when the Japanese seized Mukden, capital of 

Manchuria, an action followed by China's appeal to the League under

Article 11 of the Covenant, until China's later appeal under Article 15

and the subsequent special session of the Assembly in March 1932.

Their first appeal obliged the Secretary-General to notify the 

Council (already informed by Japan of the Mukden incident) which discussed 

the matter in its September meetings; the Assembly, after a brief dis

cussion, ended on September 30 as arranged. Appealing under Article 11 

of the Covenant had certain built-in limitations.

For about four or five months the Council considered this dispute 
under Article 11 of the Covenant under vrhich the action of the 
Council is restricted, as it can propose no solution, according 
to a widely-accepted legal theory, unless the Council, including 
both parties to the dispute, are unanimous. The power of Veto 
was thus given to either of the disputants. . . 2

The Council met formally only thirteen times between October 13 and

December 10 but "laboured continually in private conversations to arrive

3at a formula which would gain the consent of both China and Japan."

Meanwhile Japan consolidated her hold on Manchuria and the Chinese 

Government came under increasing internal pressure to retaliate rather

F̂or this general background I have used the articles in Larus, op. cit., 
and W.W. Willoughby. "The Sino-Japanese controversy and the League of 
Nations", Baltimore, John Hopkins Press, 1935.
2 -,
bean Lester - in Larus, op. cit.,p. 123.

Quincy Wright "The Manchurian Crisis" in Larus, op. cit., p. 91.



than'rely on the League.

Lester’s only previous experience of Chinese affairs was through 

his position as Rapporteur for Health, though his latest report on relief 

measures and epidemic control in the recently flooded areas must have

ta ken on a new significance when presented just over a wee k after China's

2 . . .
initial appeal. His first political intervention was on Octo ber 16

when he associated the Irish Free State in welcoming a United States  

special delegate, Prentiss Gilbert, to the Council Ta ble as "representing  

a great moral force . . .his presence (is) another sign and sjniibol of the

3
interest which the U.S. Government attaches to the maintenance of peace .."

In this first phase of the Manchurian dispute the real wor k was done

4 . . . .
at the secret meetings, presided over by Briand and held first in Geneva

and then (from mid-Novem ber) in Paris. Lester referred on Octo ber 17 to  

a procedural point. It had been proposed tliat the mem bers of the Council  

should send telegrams to To kyo and Nanking; this, he said, was easy  

enough for the four governments represented by their Ministers of Foreign  

Affairs, but not for the others who had to await government instructions.  

Could they be more conveniently sent from the capitals concerned ? The  

British delegate, then Lord Reading,^ thought it better to wait until the  

necessary powers had been received and that the message should come from  

Geneva. Two days later Lester was as king whether the Japanese demand that  

security of their nationals and property be guaranteed by neutral powers

^This pressure came from students who beat up the Minister of Foreign
Affairs so badly that he had to retire. In early Decem ber both the new
Minister and Geneva /Representative resigned under pressure of letters and
telegrams. 
o
^LNO J, 1931, pp. 2301- 2, As Deputy Secretary-General Lester later reverted  

to a non-political interest in China. See below, pp. 2 15-2 23.

\ n OJ, 1931, p. 2338.
4 . .
These secret council meetings (referred to below, pp. 29-34) .are availa ble

printed in French, in A 14 /9887 / 2385 Jac ket No. 3, Series 19 28- 193 2.
5
Lester admired Reading and thought "it was a sad day for England when 

he gave way to Sir J. Simon", D. 30.1 2.35, p. 50.



coul'd be altered so that the Japanese themselves guaranteed a control 

exercised by representatives of neutral powers. The suggestion evoked 

little response.

Trivial in themselves, these two contributions give an indication of

Lester's later preoccupations, the position of the small states and the

need for effective pacifying action. But it was iii one of the last

October meetings in Geneva that Lester first became a spokesman for the

.;mall powers and their increasing exclusion from important discussions.

It took some courage to make the stand: some years later Lester, reflecting

on Briand, wrote

I suppose he had scarcely ever noticed me until one secret 
meeting of the League Council in 1931 when I with much 
trepidation raised a voice against procedure v;hich had been 
followed by the Great Powers. . .1

This was the October 22 meeting where Lester felt he must take the oppor

tunity of

referring to the development of the process inaugurated when 
our distinguished President in September (Lerroux of Spain) 
proposed, with the assent of the Council, to consult several 
of his colleagues.

Stressing that he did not intend any personal criticism of the past or

present President and that he spoke objectively and in the conviction

he was serving the League, Lester went on

Mr. President, cominent has been made on the fact that the 
representatives first consulted were exclusively those re
presenting permanent members. The result was that during 
a very critical period of the dispute the non-permanent 
members participated only in the public meetings of the 
Council. I am not to be understood as raising any question 
as to the desirability or otherwise of a Council Committce^- 
in certain circumstances but a committee which includes all 
the permanent and excludes representatives of the non
permanent members creates a breach in the Council which is

^D. 17.11.35, p. 21.

^It is interesting to compare the Council Committee of Three set up a 
year later to deal with the Chaco dispute. This had one serai-permanent 
(Spain) and two non-permanent (Irish Free State, Guatemala) members but 
kept the Council fully informed at all stages. See below, p. 46.
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-not in accord with the spirit of equality in this great inter
national organisation. It is not a question, Mr. President, of 
xjhat the committee would have gained or lost by having been made 
a mixed coirimittee. The permanent members have world-wide national 
interests and are sometimes better informed than some of the non
permanent members. But even that might be regarded as another 
argument against this division of the Council into two classes of 
members. And moreover, the mem^bers elected by the Assembly have,
I think, a special mandate from the Assembly.

Lester added that no comment had been made on this issue until now, to 

avoid disagreement while great issues were at stake, and concluded by 

asking that the procedure complained of should not be taken as constitut

ing a precedent.

Lester got cautious support from de Madariaga and whole-hearted

assent from Briand who

v;as more than gracious . . . accepted my suggestion, accepted 
the claim of equality at once, and it was in consequence of 
this that discussions subsequently took place in secret meetings 
attended by all except the parties to the dispute.^

From November 16 to December 10 the Council met at the Foreign Minis

try in Paris in deference to the failing health of Briand. These meetings 

culminated in China and Japan reluctantly accepting a mild resolution 

providing for Japan's withdrawal of troops "as soon as possible", for a 

neutral effort to "adopt measures necessary to avoid any further aggrava

tion of the situation" and for a five-man Commission to go to Manchuria 

and report on the situation. The League 'jas trying to end hostilities and 

take the first steps towards ending the dispute; a third possible type of 

procedure, that of applying sanctions, was not considered at this stage.

It could be argued that the first part of the Council's resolution did

not sufficiently clear the ground for effective functioning of the second,

2
though in any case the Commission did not reach Manchuria until April 2, 

Since it vzas he who had established the sm.all powers right to take

^D. 17.11.35, p. 22.
2 . . .
Quincy Wright in Larus, op. cit., pp. 95, 106.



a fuVl part, v;hat did Lester contribute to these discussions? On 

November 24 in a discussion on the wording of the proposed resolution 

he told the Council that the Japanese delegate had called on him to point 

out that Japan had not demanded that discussion of fundamental points 

must take place before "evacuation'' but before "security", de Madariaga 

thought it better to be precise as the Japanese interpreted security 

freely, but Lord Cecil thought being too precise would annoy them unneces

sarily. On November 29 Lester queried an amendment of Cecil's as "seeming 

to give the moral sanction of the Council to police operations undertaken 

by a power on the Territory of another power". This referred to Japan's 

insistance on the right to undertake expeditions far from the railway 

zone to suppress "banditry".

A similar theme was taken up by Lester on December 1, when he asked 

that the expression "police measure sufficient to secure directly the 

security of its nationals" should be clarified. "In effect, if a single 

Japanese found himself in danger very far from the railway zone it could 

serve on the part of the Japanese as a pretext for undertaking operations." 

Cecil replied that he had told the Japanese representative that, while the 

Cjuncil did not insist on a neutral observer for limited operations,they 

must nevertheless be kept informed, and that military expeditions would 

require such an observer. Later in this meeting Lester gave his support 

to Colban, the Norwegian delegate, who was xrorried about the proposed 

Commission being chosen on a national or "bloc" basis. A discussion 

followed on the relative merits of commissions backed by the weight of a 

country with Far Eastern interests and those who were detached.^ On 

December 10 Lester suggested that Council members safeguard the general 

principles of the League by indicating that they accepted the Japanese

As eventually chosen, the Lytton Commission's members vjere drawn 
exclusively from the Great Powers.



interpretation on the question of measures against bandits (given in the 

Japanese declaration accepting the final Council resolution) "only in so 

far as it is compatible with the Covenant of the League of Nations, the 

Paris Pact and international law." The Japanese had at first wanted the 

Council to accept their declaration without comment, eventually they 

accepted a milder version of Lester's proposed qualification.

On several other occasions Lester raised procedural questions and tpok 

part in drafting discussions^ but the general line of the action he took 

is, I think, clear from the above. He was concerned that the final reso

lution should be as unambiguous as possible, both as regards future Japanese 

action and the terms of reference of the Commission, and that the dignity 

of the League of Nations and of its members large and small should be 

maintained. Regarding the former this involved a constant watchfulness 

over wording by V7hich the Japanese could justify continued aggression. 

Regarding the latter, Lester later emphasised that

the outstanding difference in the Japanese case (as opposed to 
past great power aggressions) was, of course, the existence of 
the Covenant, a solemn contract between Japan and fifty six other 
nations . . . there were not merely two parties to the dispute 
. . . the League of Nations itself was a third party . . .  it was 
not merely a question of establishing the facts or of comparing 
the actions of either party, or of assessing the blame or of 
speaking at Council or Assembly on behalf of one's own state and 
its interests. The League of Nations was as much a party to the 
dispute as either China or Japan. It too was attacked, the League 
had its obligations and rights as well as the two people engaged in 
battle . . . the position of the League as third party was frequently 
raised by the representatives of small states.^

Granted that Lester along with Colban his Norwegian colleague, took

. . . .  3 .
the initiative for the non-permanent members of the Council, that his

These are not always printed in the archives, reference being made simply 
to "an exchange of views".
2
Sean Lester in Larus, op. cit., pp. 118, 122.

3 .
At this stage the Council may be categorised as follows - Permanent members: 

France, Great Britain, Italy, Germany, Japan. Semi-permanent members: Poland, 
Spain, and, marginally, China. Non-permanent members: Irish Free State, 
Guatemala, Norway. The Guatemalan delegate, M. Matos, took little part in 
these discussions.
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interventions were reasonable and based on sound principles, what did 

al.l this amount to? The answer is that it did not amount to much nor 

could it have - nor did, ultimately, the Council's resolution and the Lytton 

Commission. The small powers were in a minority on the Council and the 

great pov/ers most involved in the Far East were uncertain and lukewarm. 

Britain was doubtful about the possibility of coercion against Japan in 

the absence of the United States and without French encouragement. Indeed, 

Lester thought that

Great Britain was at that time (the earliest stage of the dispute) 
the most cautious of the three Powers (Great Britain, the United 
States, France) . . . through all the subsequent discussion one 
clearly got the impression that Britain w^s braking and clogging 
the machinery to prevent or delay action.

Though the U.S. had participated initially with Prentiss Gilbert 

attending the Council and the Government making a declaration about non

recognition of territorial changes brought about by force, Lester noted 

that during the October-December meetings the new U.S. representative 

(General Dawes, then Ambassador to London) remained in his Paris hotel, 

attending no meetings and not often even seeing Council members. When 

it was suggested that he take part he replied "I have no use for a tovm

meeting" implying, Lester thought, that he was only interest*;d in direct

2
dealings with Britain and France.

For France Briand showed independence and courage as President of the

Council, but his health was failing and his death on March 7, 1933 was to

deprive the League of its greatest personality. He was succeeded by

Boncour of whom Lester later wrote " . . .  he does not stand high in my

esteem . . .  a bit too fluent, a suspicion of insincerity . . .  a poor

3 . .
successor to . . . Briand." Since Cecil and Reading were giving way to

^D. 29.10.36, pp. 5-6.
2
D. October '35, p. 4.
3
D. September '38, p. 253.
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Simon before the end of 1931,^ and China's representative Alfred Sze 

resigned under popular pressure from home in December, it can be argued 

that changes of personnel alone did something to rediice the pressure on 

Japan to adhere to League undertakings.

The second phase in the League's handling of the Manchurian dispute 

came when the Chinese Government on 29.1.32 invoked Article 15 "Thus per

mitting the possibility of recommendations vjithout the assent of the 

2
parties". It also involved the possibility of sanctions. The 66th 

Council, at which the Irish delegation consisted of Lester and J.J. Hearne, 

Legal Advisor to the Department of External Affairs, had continued com

municating with the two parties since the December resolution. It now 

passed on the problem to a Special Session of the Assembly which met early 

in March, the Irish Free State again being represented by Lester and 

Hearne. This Assembly held five plenary meetings in March and April and 

subsequently three more in July, its General Commission - where each 

country had only one representative - meeting seven times. At its fourth 

meeting it set up a Special Committee of Nineteen including China c>nd

Japan; the Irish Free State had a seat as a member of the Council. This

3
Committee, meeting at intervals until the League's final report in 1933 

"continued the watching and exhortation which had been the duty of the 

Council".^

At the fifth meeting of the General Coimission on March 8 "the general 

discussion was continued and was marked only by the vigorous statement of 

Mr. Lester. . Lester started by saying he had thought it best for non-

^Cecil, V7ho attended as a special British delegate may have resigned on 
account of the policy he was asked to follow.
2
Sean Lester in Larus, op. cit., p. 123.

3 . . . . .
Unfortunately only the infrequent and relatively uninform.ative public

m.eetings of the Coirxaittee are open to inspection in the League of Nations 
Archives.
A
Sean Lester in Larus, op. cit., p. 123.
5
W.W. Willoughby, op. cit., p. 295.
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Council members to hold the floor until now. He mentioned his people's

friendly feelings for those in China and Japan and his country's freedom

from material interest in the Far East, and its interest, nevertheless,

in maintaining peace and developing the League of Nations. After this

fairly standard League preamble, Lester got quickly to the centre of the

problem, in passing showing very clearly his interpretation of the Council's

responsibility and of Council membership.

The issue . . . before this Assembly . . imposes a duty and a grave 
responsibility upon every member of the League whether representing 
a small or a large state. In the words of the Spanish Foreign 
Minister the issue may xjell be whether or not the basic principles 
of our new international relations will continue to exist. The Coun
cil, which is your executive organ and upon which my country has 
the honour to be one of your elected representatives, has spent 
nearly six months in endeavouring to secure a peaceful settlement 
of the dispute, mainly under the provisions, it must be remem.bered, 
of Article 11.

He went on to say that though the Council had been less successful than 

hoped it was not for lack of effort; direct and indirect appeals of all 

kinds had been made and he thought that in supporting great power initia

tives the small power members of the Council

which . . . represent in a special way tha general body of the 
Assembly, have correctly interpreted your views and indeed have 
done their plain duty in lending their full support to every 
initiative which offered some possibility of successful mediation.

He recalled the Council declaration of December 10 and said that Briand,

"whose death is a persoiial loss to every lover of peace", had emphasised

that Japanese withdrawal of troops to the railway zone (still not effected)

was not dependant on and not to be delayed by the Lytton enquiry. "The

attitude of your Council upon this point admits of no doubt".

The Assembly, he said, was now dealing with the whole dispute and not

just the incidents in it, and two matters of principle stood out from the

mass of facts. Firstly, every signatory of the Covenant had a duty to

avail of League machinery, this duty being reinforced by the Pact of Paris.

Secondly, since the territorial integrity and political independence of



every League menber were guaranteed by Article 10, if they found that this 

article had in fact been violated "it would become our clear duty to de

clare again the solemn principles upon which the public law of the world 

is now based and to require of the party concerned a definite rectifica

tion of the situation." He reminded the Assembly of the Council's note 

to Japan on February 16, which had made suggestions to this effect.

He ended by emphasising that the Assembly had not only to settle a 

dispute between two members but to uphold the Covenant. The first step 

was to end hostilities and restore the status quo.^ The eventual final 

settlement must be on the basis of international agreements.

We must not only settle this dispute, we must settle it right.
It is a hard task, the hardest and most responsible which the 
League has ever been called upon to undertake. But it is a task 
which is a direct expression of the Leaguers fundamental purpose, 
of the very reason for its existence . . .

In the emotional atmosphere of an Assembly meeting the day after 

Briand's death, Lester's speech undoubtedly made an impression by its 

sincerity and forcefulness. Other good speeches were made, for example 

by the Canadian and South African delegates. The former stressed how the 

whole of twelve years work building up the League as a peacekeeping system 

was at stake, the latter thought a prima facie case existed against Japan

3
and said the smaller states looked to the great powers for a lead.' But

4
on that same day the former Manchu Emperor, Henry Pu-Yi arrived in Chan- 

chung and,on March 9, was installed as "Emperor of Manchukuo" by the 

Japanese. The latter, in fact, far from implementing the resolution they

^Kere Lester appears to have been mistaken. See below, pp. 38, 39.

^LNAR, 1932 Special Session, pp. 69-70.
3 . l u , .  I-
Tue Times; 9.3.32., describes the last stages of the long debate as being 

"of peculiar interest". The "Irish Times", 9.3.32, compresses Lester's 
speech into six lines, though reporting the other Dominion delegates short 
speeches at greater length.
4 . . .
Son of Heaven in his early life, Henry Pu-Yi later achieved redemption

as an assistant keeper in a botanic garden under the Chinese Communist 
Government.
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had accepted in December now seemed to be making Manchuria a thinly- 

concealed protectorate and placing their occupation on a permanent footing. 

The Committee of Nineteen continued its ;rork, making proposals and situa

tion reports, but not until the Lytton Commission's report reached Geneva 

in September could more decisive steps be taken.

Two landmarks dominated the third phase of the Manchurian discussions, 

the Lytton report and its consideration, and the Assembly's final report 

which was sufficiently condemnatory to induce Japan to leave the League 

in March 1933.

The Lytton report, while fully acknowledging that a return to the 

status quo ante was pointless and recognising Japan's rights in Manchuria 

and the pressing need for international cooperation in the internal re

construction of China, made it clear that the maintenance of "Manchukuo" 

would be unsatisfactory on several grounds. On 24.9.32 de Valera, newly- 

elected President of the Council, reluctantly accepted Japan's request 

for a six-week delay before the Council formally discussed the report.

This delay seems to have been extended for it was not until 21.11.32 that 

the Council met for this purpose. De Valera remarked that eleven months 

had elapsed since the Commission had been set up and expressed the wish 

that the procedure for setting up such commissions might in future be 

accelerated. Nevertheless, he said, it was a precedent of value. The 

Chinese and Japanese representatives each made tvjo long speeches with few 

indications of compromise. Tventually, after a week's discussion on 

possible modifications of the report the question was again transferred to 

a special session of the Assembly.

At this session which met seven times 6-9.12.32 the Irish delegation 

of five was led first by Senator Connollj^ (who departed after making his

( ■̂ The day before he had made a considerable impact with an opening speech 
V criticising League failures. See below, pp. 73-74. )
/ iJ?
■ Described by the Round Table (1932-1933, p. 374) as 'de Valera's right- 
hand man and believed to share his views.'



speee.h) and then by Lester. It was here that

by happy accident the leader of the Irish delegation made the
first declaration . . • and v;as the first there formally to dcclare that
his Government v7ould refuse to recognise a "state” set up under 
the conditions which had obtained in Manchuria.^

Connolly had opened the debate on the afternoon of 6.12.32, the 

morning having been spent hearing the Chinese and Japanese delegates make 

their case. Stressing the importance of the Lytton Report and action to

be taken on it, he went on to say that he, like many other people in

Ireland had held the vievj that the League was impotent to deal with major 

problems, but now realised, since coming to Geneva, the difficulties in

volved. The League must stand firmly behind the Covenant and its own 

decisions. From the report it was clear that Japan was trying to secure

Xv.lt
her interests by imperial expansion, the status quo^and the present 

regime in Manchuria were equally unsatisfactory and the states in the 

Assembly must refuse to recognise "Manchukuo". The delegates of the 

smaller states V7ere 'vitally concerned to ensure that the principles em

bodied in the League Covenant are steadfastly . . . maintained . . .if 

the moral force of the League is broken on this issue then the League 

as at present . . . constituted cannot survive and the worst cynicism 

of the League's critics v/ill have been justified." Connolly went on to 

stress the opposition of the Irish people to the idea of imperial ex

pansion and the exploitation of peoples. "Even today our most acute 

problems at home are the inheritance of the past and we have nothing to 

learn of the methods both subtle and open that follow either military or 

economic penetration., or a combination of both." He accepted the report

on behalf of his Government which refused to recognise "Kanchukuo" and

2
was willing to make practical proposals later. This was Connolly's 

first and only visit to Geneva and it can reasonably be assumed that the

^Sean Lester in Larus, op. cit., p. 123.
■)
L̂NAR. 1932, Special Supplement III, pp. 32-35.



main content of the speech was of Lester's drofting. The references to 

Ireland's views on the League, her history and problems were possibly the 

speaker's own contribution, and explain a reference in a Dominions Office 

report to "Mr. Connolly's injudicious speech.'' By contrast, this same 

report, referring to the Canadian delegate, Mr. Cahan's strong pro-Japanes 

views, felt nonetheless that "he was on the whole entirely in accord with 

the general attitude outlined by Sir John Simon to the Dominion representa 

tives at the last meeting with them."̂

In spite of Canada's attitude -• which caused much surprise - other 

small states, such as Czechoslovakia, Sweden and Norway spoke along simi

lar lines to Ireland and this ,

Helped to make it clear that the report of the League Commission 
having been received the Assembly was not merely jp a position to 
take action but that many Governments were determined that it would 
do so. This attitude v;as crystallised in a draft resolution 
presented on 8.12.32 by the representatives of Czechoslovakia,
Sweden, Spain and Ireland.2

This resolution, noting the established facts - that it was seizure

of territory and not a spontaneous movement of independence and that vast

operations sustained the present Manchurian regime, recognition of which

was not compatible with existing international obligations - proposed

that the Committee oF Nineteen be authorised

to solicit the cooperation of the Governments of the U.S.A. and 
the U.S.S.R. for the purpose of getting into touch ^̂ ith the parties 
with a view to a settlement of the dispute . . .  on the basis of 
the above findings.

The Japanese objected to the resolution as being one-sided and in an

accusing spirit and it was the much milder Swiss resolution, asking the

Committee of Nineteen to study the report, draw up proposals and submit

3
them to the Assembly, which was adopted on 9.12.32.

^C.R. Price - Dominions Office 5,6.12.32, PRO 16183, F 8577/1/10. Cahan 
was soon replaced by Canada's Permanent Delegate, Dr. Riddell, whom Price 
considered more League m̂ inded. See below, p. 84.
2
Sean Lester in Larus, op. cit., p. 124.

"̂ LNAR 1932, Special Supplement III, p. 167.
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>The final stage occupied the months of January-February 1933, during 

which the Committee of Nineteen hammered out the League's last word on the 

subjcct. Lescer - now once again the only Irish representative, the rest 

of the delegation having gone home - vras not included on the drafting sub

committee but clearly worked with some success to strengthen the League's 

statement by incorporating the Lytton P.eport's main findings. On January 

30 he wrote a long memo to Hymans, the Belgian President of the Committee 

of Nineteen, suggesting amendments to the draft report, reserving his 

right to reconsider the latter when it vzas produced.

I XTOuld like to recall my declaration at the last meeting of the 
Committee of Nineteen.1 I drew attention to some points by 
detail and also the fact that certain articles of the Covenant 
had been invoked and that in my opinion the Assembly in making a 
report on the dispute should take note of this fact and make a 
declaration as to the bearing of the established facts on the 
articles invoked. I suggest that in the cause of our statement 
of the facts we should not hesitate to draw conclusions; if for 
example, the facts show that one of the parties had failed.

Lester then made some more detailed suggestions. It should, he said, 

be shovm that China had invoked Article 10 as well as Article 11. He 

thought a paragraph from, the Lytton Report should be added stating that 

Manchuria was an integral part of China and that to separate it in law or 

in fact "would create a grave irredentist problem, affecting .;he future 

peace of the world." Another paragraph which Lester thought should be 

added was that Chinese civil wars did not indicate that provinces like 

Manchuria v;anted to break away from China, but "v7ere directly or indirectly 

tied to some ambitious project looking to the reunification of the country 

under strong government." He also wanted to see reference to the Commission's 

conclusion that Japan had acquired exceptional rights in Manchuria, re

stricting Chinese sovereignty to such a degree that it was natural a con

flict should arise. Lester thought the illegality of Japan's original

Amiong the archives not open to inspection.
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action, needed stressing. Finally he wanted included the Commission's

firm statement that

the maintenance and recognition of the existing regime in 
Manchuria does not constitute a satisfactory solution and is 
incompatible both with fundamental principles of existing 
international obligations and with good relations between 
China and Japan . . . contrary to the interests of China and ^
. . . doubtful if it serves the long-term interests of Japan.

Most of Lester's suggestions were contained, in one form, or another,

in the final report adopted by the Assembly on 24.2.33 and concurred in

by the U.S.A. The report

(laid) down the principles upon which the settlement must be 
based and (called) upon all members of the League to refuse 
to recognise in any v;ay the existence of the so-called state
of Manchukuo.2

3
Japan gave notice of resignation from the League on March 27.

No amount of reports, however soundly based on original principles 

or established facts, could alter the established fact that, though 

hostilities had stopped, Japan remained in effective occupation of Man

churia and the efforts of Lester and others had produced only a formal 

victory, a saving of the League's self-respect. Without great power 

support, effective sanctions could not be applied against Japan and this 

support was not forthcoming. Lester himself X'jas realistic in this.

Wliile the theory of equality between states is clearly 
accepted, certain and inevitable physical factors must be 
recognised . . .  it must be accepted that in many League 
matters . . . effective decisions can rarely be secured 
against the wishes of the great powers or against the wishes 
of one or more of them.^

Though it is unlikely that Lester would have gone so far as one journalist

who later wrote that "in the last tragic months the Chinese spokesmen and

^This memo is in A 1/2510/630,
2
Sean Lester in Larus, op. cit., p. 124.

^This had a side-effect for Lester him.self. Japan had been Council Rap
porteur for ^b'.norities and this responsibility v;as now passed on to him. 
See belox^, p. 86.
4
Sean Lester in Larus, op. cit.. pp. 119-120.
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the delegates of the small states fought less against Japan than against 

Great Britain,"^ he later referred to the obstructionism of British rep

resentatives at the time, and to the fundamental error of Britain and

France in thinking that the Japanese attack would divert attention from

2
their concessions in China, then under pressvire from the Chinese.

The Free State’s alignment had aroused comment. "Under the present 

regime (the Free State) are tending to take up a more and more 'inter

national' standpoint -- and to join definitely the camp of the 'Small 

3States' . . . "  Two questions remain to be answered. To what extent 

did Lester establish himself as leader of the Small States, and to what 

extent was he making this Irish policy rather than carrying out instruc

tions? Regarding the former several League commentators stress his part. 

Temperly, a British military attache, wrote ". . . a  man of great sincerity 

and moral courage, he did much to shape the course of the Manchurian dis

cussions."^ Whitaker thought". . .as much as any man he was responsible 

for the clear cut condemnation of Japan and the reaffirmation of the 

Stimson Doctrine which were included in the final report of the League 

Assembly."^ Lester himself held that de Madariaga of Spain "was by reason 

of intellect and courage the leader of the group of small povers which 

fought for the Covenant throughout the China-Japan dispute." But Spain 

was not strictly speaking a small power^ and de Madariaga's speeches lack

g
the directness of those of his Irish doppelganger. Regarding the second 

point there seems no reason to doubt that Lester often had to make his own

^J.T. Whitaker, "And fear came". New York, Macmillan, 1936, p. 126.

^D. 29.10.35, p. 6, 27.10.37, pp. 210-211. Cf. below, p. 163.

^C.R. Price - Dominions Office 14.12.32, PRO 16478 W 14158/14158/98 ,cf .below,p. 6 

T̂emperly, op. cit., pp. 113-114. '’\-/hitaker, op. cit., pp. 126-127.

S .  29.10.35, p. 7.

^Lester himself seemed to consider Spain a great pov/er when a dispute arose
over appointing a Deputy Secretary-General. See below, pp. 81-82.
g
"His bald head and bird features are not very dissimilar to my own and we 

have often been taken for each other." D. 21.7.37, p. 179.
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policies, given the obvious lack of specialised knowledge in Dublin and 

the fact that for most of the year he was on his own in Geneva. VJhitaker 

v/rotc that

(Lester's) situation v;as unique in diplomacy • . . de Valera 
gave Lester a free hand. Ivliile other diplomats awaited 
instructions from their Governments or studied League procedure, 
Lester went straight ahead.^

Equally there is no reason to doubt that on broad issues he worked in

harmony with de Valera, and he was obviously considerably aided by having

a President of Council who was also a Head of State to lead for him in

September-November 1932.

Mr. de Valera's League policy, however, was somewhat ambiguous.

Though a supporter of League principles and of an effective League, his

pessimistic view of its prospects had been increased by recent events.

Domestic affairs always took precedence v/ith him and, while continuing to

make contributions on major issues, he was probably glad to have in Lester

a permanent stand-in who was both competent and respected.

^Wnitaker, op. cit., p. 126.
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CHAPTER 3 

LATIN-AMERICAN QUESTIONS (1932-1933)

As the dispute over Manchuria faded into futile discussion and a de 

facto acceptance of a fait accompli, Lester's attention was becoming in

creasingly absorbed by two other questions. These were, firstly, the 

Chaco dispute between Bolivia and Paraguay which had originally come before 

the League in 1929, re-appeared in 1932 and was finally settled - though 

not by the League - in 1938, and secondly the Leticia case between Peru 

and Colombia which arose in 1932 and was in effect ended by May 1933, 

though the final Treaty cane a year later.

Neither of these disputes concerned major states nor indeed, viev;ed 

objectively, major issues. Yet in each case the participants were League 

members (though none were on the Council and three xjere in serious arrears 

with their contributions) and were Xvilling to bring their case before the 

League. In the Chaco a considerable loss of life was involved; the same 

might have been true in Leticia had not the League managed to bring about a 

settlement. In both cases the reputation in Latin i'unerica of the League 

as a peace-making force was involved, more particularly since two other 

such bodies, the U.S. - dominated Pan-American Union and the Committee of 

Neutrals (an association of South America’a States) were involved. The 

Leticia settlement was one of the League's very fexî successes in the 1930's 

and is comparable in importance with such earlier settlements as that 

between Greece and Bulgaria in 1925. The Chaco problem defeated the League's 

efforts as it defeated all others, only the exhaustion of the parties even

tually ending the war.
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vLester's involvement came about by the chance of the Irish Free State

providing the Council President from September 1932 to January 1933. A

Council coipmittee of Three, including the President^ and two others, had

been set up in September to follow the renewed Chaco trouble. Lester was

President-in-Office of the Council when the Leticia affair was first brought

to Geneva and took the initial steps to deal with the situation; in January

the Committee of Three was asked to take responsibility for this too. The

Committee met frequently and, since de Valera obviously could not be present^

Lester was its Chairman. He was also Chairman of a larger Advisory Commit-

2
tee of the Council set up 18.3.33 specially to deal with Leticia. Lester's 

position on these committees was to give him the opportunity to shov/ that 

the League's machinery could be used efficiently and without unnecessary 

delay; it also gave him a standing in the Council independent of his own 

country's chief executive and policies, and contributed to his appointment 

to Danzig late in 1933.

A writer attempting to produce a satire on the futility of inter

national conflict could hardly improve upon the background to the dispute 

over the so-called Leticia Trapezium. In area mid-way in size between 

Belgium and Greece, its population v;as variously estimated at between 3,000 

and 17,000, The chief centre was the village of Leticia, a fetv hundred 

people living in a collection of dismal hutments on the Futamayo River, a 

tributary of the Amazon. It had been thus named at its foundation in 1868 

by a Peruvian engineer who had been jilted by a Miss Leticia Smith,

^For de Valera's interpretation of this Committee's function see below, p. 59. 
The Committee included the representatives of the Irish Free State, Spain 
and Guatemala.
2 ,
I have been able to see the Advisory Committee's proceedings iii the League's 

Archives. Unfortunately, the Committee of Three's proceedings are sti 11 
closed and their content can only be deduced from Lester's periodic reports 
to the Council.
3
The area overlapped with that made infamous by Lester's fellovj-Antrim man.
Sir Fv.oger Casement, who had publicised the atrocities of the planters there 
a few years before World War I.
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(daughter of an Englishman improbably settled in Iquitos, the nearest town

of any size), and a later Government attempt to chaage the name to Fort

Gran Mariscal Ramon Castilla soon lapsed. The village had enjoyed a brief

prosperity during the rubber boom but since 1910 had been in steady

decline.^ At the time of the Peruvian occupation Leticia "had no roads,

2
no churches, no schools and therefore a very limited cultural life."

There was a long history of disputes in this area, "the empty heart of

America". The Salomon - Lazono Treaty of 1922 was, after nu^.h mutual

suspicion and U.S. intervention, finally ratified in 1928, and the boundary

commission it set up established the southern and western lim.its of the area,

the eastern being defined after a separate treaty with Brazil. Details of

these arrangements were registered with the League Secretariat in 1930.

In so far as anyone had previously owned Leticia it was the Peruvians;

effective Colombian occupation dated only from 1930. A few days after

the hand-over the then President of Peru had been overthrovm and Peruvian

opinion, particularly in the Loreto province of which Leticia had been

part, had never become reconciled to the Colombian provinces. To Colombia

the village of Leticia (as opposed to its hinterland) was important as it

3
gave her a potential outlet to the Amazon.

On the night of August 31, 1932 a group of Peruvians entered the

village^ and occupied it without bloodshed, imprisoning a Columbian

. 4
official and running up the Peruvian flag. They were supported by the 

town council of Iquitos which petitioned the Government for treaty

^The New West Coast Leader (Special Peruvian Orient No.) BM. pp. 4105 mb.
2
M.O. Hudson, "The Verdict of the League", Boston, World Peace Foundation, 
1933, p. 5. It should be noted that this bock covers only up to IS.3.33.
3
Hudson, op. cit., pp. 415.
4 . .
Disappointed love continued to affect Leticia's destiny; a Marconi engi

neer told the nearest British Consul that the immediate reason for the 
attack was that the Colombian Consul in Iquitos had jilted a local 
Peruvian lady, provoking thereby a family feud. PRO. 15589, A 1548/2/35.



revision and military help, and though the Peruvian Government disavowed 

them it did not interfere. There matters rested for several months while 

the Peruvians began to talk of a "patriotic movement" and the Colombians 

to prepare a military expedition. With two neighbouring states, Ecuador 

and Brazil, in a state of revolution in early September, and the Chaco 

conflict re-opening, Leticia attracted little outside attention until on 

4.1.33 Columbia notified the Secretary-General of the events, enclosing 

r-opies of former treaties. Lester, President-in-Office of the Council 

until their session at the end of the month, thus became involved.

Three potential obstacles to effective League intervention can at 

this stage be mentioned. Faen the Committee of Three had originally been 

set up the Paraguayans had apparently been disappointed at its membership, 

"Mr. de Valera having very little prestige outside Ireland."^ Similar 

reservations may well have existed in Peru and Colombia with regard to 

his deputy Lester. Tlien there was "the shadox^ of the Monroe Doctrine", 

the American tendency to resent outside interference in Latin-America - 

especially from a European-dominated body like the League in which she 

was not represented. The British Legation in Bogota reported that the 

^vmericans were very cool towards any British or League intervention; the 

U.S. Ambassador there felt Leticia was his affair. Peru had behaved badly 

towards Colombia and towards the U.S. who had helped to arrange the pre

vious treaties; the Ambassador thought she should be taught a lesson and 

far from encouraging a peaceful settlement, encouraged Colombia's naval 

expedition in February. He wanted to maintain the President of Colombia 

for another term and thought a military success would help. Foreign Office 

attitudes can be seen in the notes added to the report. America was "a

^PRO 15789 A 8039/423/51. This information was received by the British 
Charge d'Affairs in Paraguay from his American opposite number and 
eventually reached the Foreign Office. There is a note that the reference 
vjas to be omitted in copies circulated to the Dominions. See also below, 

p.59.
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poor guide and mentior for South America'' and the A.tnbassador v/as a "C3 

person".^ A third possible obstacle was the fact that Britain had 

substantial financial investments in Peru and was perhaps not anxious 

to take the lead in condemning her aggression.

Though the Colombian communication of 4.1.33 was not a formal appeal 

to the League, Lester took action on his ov?n initiative, sending tele

grams to both Governments, urging moderation, and gathering inform^ation.

Cn January 24, he reported to the Council, warning of press reports that 

war was imminent; his actions were approved and the Committee of Three

was asked to follow the dispute and report back. This committee, set up

2
in 1932, consisted of Lester (Chairmian) , de Madariaga of Spain and Matos

of Guatemala (a state elected to the Council at the sam.e time as the

Irish Free State). Two days later Lester reported that the Committee

had met, had considered the "already somewhat extensive documentation"

and had drafted two telegrams. He added that war need not be inevitable,

nor would the proposed action clash with current Brazilian peacemaking

efforts (later supported by Argentina and Chile). On February 3rd he

reported on the replies received and proposed a further telegram to Peru,

3
tae less co-operative of.the tv/o states. He emphasised the need to

avoid a clash and urged both Governments to keep their forces within the

4
frontiers establis'.hed by Treaty.

Clash, hov/ever, there was. A Colombian expeditionary force of six 

ships and 1,500 men set off up the Amazon early in February and on the 

15th reports cam.e in of an exchange of fire with Peruvian seaplanes at

^PRO 1G589 A/1320/2/35.
2 . .
Lester continued to preside over the Committee even though the Irish
Free State was no longer President of the Council.
3 , .
The Peruvian delegate had described the Leticia raid as "a spontaneous 

movement of national re-integration".

\ nOJ 1933, p. 180, 527-543.



Tarapaca, a small Peruvian port north of Leticia, Diplomatic relations

were broken off and on February 17th the Colombian Government made a

formal appeal to the League under Article 15. Lest.?r at once asked

for an extraordinary session of the Council which met on February 21st

to hear his report on the Committee of Three's activities and the recent

clash. In the absence of the Peruvian representative^ (x̂ ho was also

Ambassador in Paris) the Council could only listen to the Colombian 

2
representative's long speech and ask its committee to negotiate an

agreement with the tv/o of them. The recent pacific settlement by Che

parties in the Honduran-Guatemala dispute was pointed out by Lester as

3
an example to Colombia and Peru.

I'fnile the situation developed, with the sacking of the Colombian 

Embassy in Lima, a U.S. Government note to Peru and a Times fourth 

editorial giving the Council some advice, Lester got to work. By March 

1st he was able to report to the Council that Colombia accepted the 

Comaiittee of Three's proposal that both states should negotiate on the 

basis of the 1922 Treaty, Leticia meanwhile being internationalised 

under a Comraission and Colombian troops, but that Peru had not yet re

plied. The following day the Times promoted Leticia to third editorial, 

announcing - prematurely as it turned out ~ that a ceasefire had been 

ordered.

Peru continued to prevaricate, submitting counter-proposals which 

the Committee of Three found unsatisfactory. Negotiations were delayed 

by the death of Restrepo, the Colombian Permanent Delegate, and by a

^Garcia Calderon, a cultivated poet and orator, later referred to by 
Lester. ''We are old friends since I presided over the Peru-Colombia 
Conanittee'\ D. October '38, p. 253.
2 . . .
Eduard Santos, Foreign Minister of Colombia and much esteemed in the

League. He also was a friend of Lester's and during the war years, 
when President of Colombia, helped some refugees at Lester's request.

\ n OJ 1933, 492-500



brief ariay revolt in Peru. Eventually the Committee of Three decided to 

produce a foriaal report on the situation, the facts now being clearly 

established, even if Peru continued to find the recommendations unsatis

factory. This was approved at a secret Council meeting on March 14th 

and on the 18th Lester defended it at the Council against Peruvian pro

tests.

The facts of the case are perfectly clear . . . proposals 
for conciliation . . . already involve great concessions 
from the Colombian Government. If there are military clashes 
. . . the responsibility . . . will solely rest with the 
Government which has sanctioned and supported the illegal 
occupation of territory.

The report V7as adopted unanimously as was a suggestion by Lester that an

Advisory Committee consisting of one representative from each Council

member plus Brazil and the U.S. be appointed to take over the question.^

The Peruvian representative abruptly left the room after hearing the

Council's verdict.

The report of March 18th forms a half-way stage in the dispute. It

offered at the same time a full statement of the facts of the case and a

basis for future negotiation, and made clear the League's collective

opinion. Lester was now to some extent in the public eye since newspaper

reports on the Committee of Three's work linked it with his name. In the

Leticia area petty clashes continued, one in fact on the day of the

report.

2
The Advisory Committee which met frequently and often at short 

notice began its work on the same day it was set up, when Lester was 

unanimously elected President. By the second meeting America and by the 

third Brazil were also represented. At the second meeting Lester outlined 

the situation. VJliat measures were they to take? News of a new Peruvian

^LNOJ 1933, pp. 512-526.
2 . . . .
The proceedings of this Committee are available in the League Archives.

A 1/3477/3044. They are referred to below, pp. 51-57.



attack had just come in; the Council had made solemn resolutions and the

matter could not just be left there as the Council didn't recognise 

territorial changes made by force. The possibility of an arms embargo 

was discussed. The American delegate said there would be difficulty in 

the U.S. where the law on embargos \ias in the process of being changed, 

and comparisons were made with the currently proposed embargo on Bolivia 

and Paraguay. Lester vranted to find out who was willing to put an embargo 

or. arms going to Peru, v;ho could act at once and who was dependant on 

Parliamentary approval, and who would make their decision dependant on 

who else imposed the embargo. If the Peruvian attack indicated a 

resolutely hostile attitude they'd have to act quickly; he asked the 

Coiraiiittee to empower him to recall them when necessary.

By April Sth^when the Committee next met, news had come in of a 

Colombian attack on Guepi (a Peruvian port also on the Putumayo but 

1,000 kilometres from Leticia) accompanied by new Peruvian proposals.

There was a long and inconclusive discussion on the rights and wrongs of 

this. Was Colombia simply resisting Peruvian attempts to cut her off 

from Leticia or was it aggression? Technically Colombia was an aggres

sor since neither side should go to war until three months after a Council 

report. But Colombia could only communicate with Leticia by river, a 

road "would need fifty years and a million dollars". The meeting was 

ro.arked by anxiety to be fair to both sides - the two representatives 

being called and recalled to give inform.ation - and uncertainty, Lester 

remarking how the practical difficulty was to know just what had happened. 

The Corinnittee met again the next day to discuss a reply to the latest 

Peruvian proposals. The British^ and Italian members reported that 

Calderon had inform.ed thera he had had new instructions indicating that

^E.H. Carr, better known as the historian of the Russian Revolution.



his Governraeiit night enter into negotiations. Lester thought the Coinmittee 

had to decide whether the situation was modified by the new communications, 

and that if there was a real hope of reaching agreement they should not be 

"”the slave of forms"^. Nevertheless he felt any new proposal from Peru 

should imply acceptance of the Council's previous recommendations and in 

particular the evacuation of leticia. The British representative thought 

Peru was prepared to accept this and then proposed that, since many 

Committee members were preparing to leave Geneva, the President, Lester, 

should be empowered to discuss a settlement with the two parties, aided 

by those Committee members who remained in Geneva.^ This, after some 

clarifications, Lester agreed to do.

Letters were sent off to both Governments and negotiations continued 

in private between Lester, his colleagues, the Secretary General and the 

parties. Soon after the meeting Lester had proposed a new formula. This 

was accepted by Peru but Colombia, feeling she had conceded enough and 

anxious about public opinion, objected to several points. A modified 

formula was then presented but several weeks lapsed before Colombia - 

meanwhile negotiating with neutral states interested in ending the dispute - 

replied. On April 30th the President of Peru, Colonel Sancho Cerro, was 

assassinated after leaving a troop review on Lima racecourse. Though only 

43 he was a veteran of four revolutions and by all accounts a man of 

violent and unstable temperament. His successor Oscar Benavides, the 

London Ambassador who had then by chance been home on leavr̂ , was better 

known outside Peru and what was known was encouraging. One of Cerro's 

last acts, however, had been to dispatch a cruiser and two submarines and 

these passed through the Panama Canal on May 3rd. When Lester heard this

T̂his presumably referred to those who were Permanent Delegates. Two 
who thus remained were de Madariaga and Matos, Lester's Committee of 
Three colleagues; later references make it clear that this Committee - 
meeting in any case over the Chaco - discussed Leticia when the Advisory 
Committee was not available.
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he summoned the Advisory Couaiiittee at twenty-four hours notice.

There followed nearly three weeks of discussions which centered on 

whether the Peruvian ships would reach Leticia^ before the Advisory 

Committee could help to bring negotiations to a successful conclusion.

At their meeting on Kay 6th they heard details of the fleet's progress.

The American authorities had refused them supplies in the Panama Canal 

Zone but these had been ob.tained from private sources. Colombia had 

requested the French authorities for permission for their seaplanes to 

use Martinique and Guadeloupe; the British had had a similar request for 

facilities. Lester reminded the Committee that according to the Council 

resolution of March 18th Council members were to abstain from anything 

preventing or delaying the application of their recomraendations. He 

agreed to ask Peru and Colombia for information, to try to work out a 

formula for a declaration on the question of assistance to the parties, 

and to contact the Venezuelan and Dutch governments at whose ports the 

ship might call. Two days later the Committee met again, this time vrith 

Venezuelan and Dutch representatives present and discussed the proposed 

declaration. Eden, representing Britain, thought it might antagonise 

Peru and interfere x̂ ith the negotiations - which at present were going 

well - and that it might be enough to ask Peru for an assurance that the 

ships were not going to Leticia. Eventually it was agreed that govern

ments should be "recommended" to provide no facilities for the Peruvian 

ships. A letter to Peru, recoiriaending her not to send ships up the 

i\mazon, was drafted the next day after arguments about the wording.

Lester opposed any major weakening of the Council’s position but like 

Eden wanted to avoid prejudicing the negotiations in process. The Dutch 

delegate mentioned that the ships had called at Curacao where the Governor,

1

^The adventures of this fleet recall, on a smaller scale, those of the 
Russian Baltic fleet on its voyage to Japan in 1904.
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lacking definite instructions, had treated it as a case of distress and 

given facilities for eight hours.

The meeting on May 10th was mainly occupied by Lester giving a 

summary of the previous month's secret negotiations. He now had an 

agreement which he felt reasonably sure would be accepted by both 

parties. This involved a League Military Commission, paid for by Colombia, 

administering Leticia in the name of the Col'.nnbian Government. He asked 

the Committee to approve this so that he could submit it to both parties 

formally and requested governments who had representatives in Lima and 

Bogota to support the Committee. If the agreement went through the ships 

question would ipso facto be solved, but the recommendatioii to deny 

facilities would stand in full force until further notice. All this was 

agreed to.

Three days later Lester reported some progress and a setback.

Colombia had accepted the latest agreement and though no reply from Peru 

had yet been received, direct negotiations were going ou in Lima and the 

U.S. representatives there and in Bogota were encouraging acceptance. 

Meanwhile, however, the Peruvian ships had been allowed to refuel and 

take on supplies in Trinidad; Lester asked for an explanation. The 

British representative answered that the ships had reached Trinidad 

earlier than expected, that his Government "had as is often the case, 

waited until the last minute" before instructing the Governor, and by 

then the birds had floxm. He admitted the ships had now enough fuel to 

reach the Amazon. The Dutch representative also tried to explain his 

government's failure to act by the Council's recommendation. The 

Secretary-General and Lester pointed out the consequences. Peru, they 

said, was probably delaying her acceptance, waiting for the ships to 

arrive; the countries which had helped her and hindered the Council had 

therefore a special responsibility to persuade Peru to accept. It was

i
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deplorable that even with ample notice given governments had permitted 

refuelling. Lester ended by suggesting a telegram asking Peru to accept 

the proposed terms at once, though avoiding giving the impression the 

Council feared too much the arrival of the ships. lie later, however, was 

dissuaded from this, and agreed with the Secretary-General that the 

negotiations in Lima offered the better chance of success.

VJhatever the final influence that tipped the scale Peru accepted the 

conditions on May 24th and there was a ceasefire. Lester announced this 

the next day, to the Advisory Coromittee in the morning and to the Council 

in the afternoon. He told the Committee that the question of the ships 

could now be set aside and this was done after the British representative 

had complained that though legally in the right, his Government had been 

"pressed and even criticised" in this respect. At the Council Lester 

summarised events since March 13th and gave details of the forthcoming 

evacuation of places seized and the proposed Military Commission. He 

concluded.

It is I think v/orthy of note that it has proved possible to 
reach an agreement acceptable to both parties . . .  in spite 
of the fact that one of the Governments involved had not seen 
its way at first to accept the Council's report. This success
ful outcome is due to the loyal and praiseworthy efforts of the
two Governments involved and of their representatives at Geneva.
The representative of Peru, faithfully carrying out the 
instructions of his Government has, I know, also shoim himself 
a sincere adherent of the principles of the League and has 
exerted his efforts to bring about the successful result which 
we are about to consummate. The Government of Colombia has shown 
. . . that it is inspired by a high spirit of reconciliation and 
has now, on three occasions accepted the recommendations put 
forward by the Council or its committees for the solution of the 
dispute. May I . . . express my particularly warm thanks to the 
representative of the Colombian Government . . . for the
statesmanlike part he has taken in reaching this result.!

Then took place the signing of the ceasefire agreement. A new and

imposing ivory inkstand presented by the Abyssinian Government was used

^LNOJ 1933, pp. 944
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for the ceremony.

The next day the Advisory Committee finalised arrangements for the

Military Commission aud adjourned, not to meet again until January 1954.

The Commission entered Leticia on June 30th 1933, accompanied by Colombian

troops, and administered the area from their ship until the Conference of

Rio de Janeiro (v/hich opened in October) had resulted in the Treaty of that

name betv;een Colombia and Peru in April 1934. But Lester had little to do

W j'th these later events and after the Irish Free State had left the Council

. 2
early in October his position was ambiguous. On December 18th he form-

3
ally resigned from the Advisory Committee.

The League's success in settling the Leticia dispute showed how prom.pt 

use of its machinery could achieve results. Lester acted with the greatest 

possible speed (essentially the v;hole affair took place within five months 

and did not involve the Assembly) preventing one or other party from 

getting into a position from which there was no retreat, and was Willing 

and able to co-operate with other peace-making activities going on 

parallel v?ith the League's. Manley Hudson (an international lav/yer, later 

member of the Permanent Court of International Justice) stressed the speed 

With which the League acted in comparison with their actions over Manchuria 

and praised the "imagination and statesmanship" of the "representatives of 

friendly and disiiiterested states" who made up the Comm.ittee of Three. 

Though the Manchurian dispute was of course on a vastly greater scale, with 

Great Power interests much more closely involved, Hudson thought the 

League's experience there had some relevance for the Leticia dispute.

There were certain simili^rities, with China and Colombia seeking a return

^This, and some interesting relics of the Military Commission in Leticia 
can be seen in the League Museum in Geneva.
7 . . . . .
It was later agreed that representatives in this position should leave

Council committees.

^Lester to Secretary-General, 18.12.33, LNOJ 1934, p. 287.



to the status quo ante, Japan and Peru insisting on the inadequacy of 

existing treaties. In both cases the League tried to encourage direct 

negotiations, suggesting an evacuation of the disputed territory as a 

pre-condition; in both cases it had to present a report giving a clear 

opinion while the dispute was still unsettled.^ Since Lester was all too 
%

aware of the effect of delay and obstructionism over Manchuria we may 

assume he was determined to avoid these when he found himcelf put in 

charge of a smaller dispute.

Parallel with the Leticia affair, Lester was occupied with several 

phases of the long Chaco dispute between Bolivia and Paraguay. Here 

again the bone of contention was a large and ill-defined area, inaccess

ible and thinly populated. The parties were both League members, though 

notoriously in arrears over contributions and by no means as sympathetic 

to League ideals as Colombia and Peru. Nor was it easy to determine the 

aggressor. The Council had first considered the question in January,

1929, and for nearly three years proceeded very cautiously, fearing a 

conflict of jurisdiction between the League and American inter-state 

organisations, and encouraging the parties to negotiate through the 

latter.

A renewal of hostilities in 1932 found the American states disunited 

and some League members anxious for the League to take a more active part. 

Mr. de Valera was President when the Council discussed the Chaco on

September 23rd and de Madariaga first suggested a committee to follov/ the

2 .
dispute. Four days later, in secret session, de Madariaga and others

said it was essential for the League to shox̂ r an active concern, since 

if the League did not make its authority felt Latin-American members 

might feel it was not interested. It was decided that the President

^Hudson, op. cit., pp. 14-16.

\ nOJ 1932, p. 1721.
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assisted by tV7o or three othei: meiribers would constitute an informal 

coininittae (informal because it was being set up without the consent of 

the parties) keeping in touch with events though not hampering the Neutral 

Commissioi:, at that time meeting in Washington. ^

As we have seen, the Council's committee was poorly received,

V

Paraguay being

. . .frankly disappointed with the lack of energy on the part of 
the League of Nations (in which the President,incidentally, has 
never had much faith) and particularly in the composition of the 
Chaco (Committee), Mr. de Valera having very little prestige 
outside Ireland and Senor Madariaga belonging to a country 
having a military mission in Bolivia . 2

The first of these complaints - made early in November was unjustified.

As early as October 3rd de Valera as Chainnan of the Committee of Three

was reporting to the Council on telegrams to and from the parties; both

had declared themselves willing to accept arbitration. His committee

had met and contacted the Conmiittee of Neutrals, receiving a courteous

and rapid reply" from them. The Comm.ittee of Three, de Valera said,

interpreted the power accorded to it to mean that it would 
give an account of its actions as often as possible to the 
Council, both in order to obtain the latter's consent as to 
the measures adopted and to enable it to take into considera
tion any new suggestions which might be made by any member of 
the Council . . .^

The Committee continued to meet (first under de Valera, then under 

Sê̂ator Connolly) and to keep in touch with the Committee of Neutrals; 

hostilities in the Chaco continued and in fact increased. On November 

25th de Valera reported that '"in your Committee's view it is imperative 

to fortify the action of the Committee of Neutral States,” and it v̂'as

I
A. 14/9887/2385. This body often referred to as the Committee of Neutrals, 
consisted of the Washington representativcL- of CoJ.umbia, Cuba, l̂exico and 
Uruguay under the chairm.anship of a high official of the State Department. 
Walters, op. cit., p. 527.

^PRO 15789, A. 8039/423/51,

\ n OJ 1932, pp. 1923-1925.



agreed to press the parties to accept a Military Commission. The question 

of arms supply was raised - neither Bolivia nor Paraguay v/ere arms pro

ducers, but each feared the other would get outside supplies during any 

1
truce.

Lester took over again as Irish representative in mid-December and
\

these two lines of approach - persuading the parties to accept a Military 

Commission and checking arms importation - came to dominate the policies 

pursued for the next nine montt s by the Comraittee of Three under his 

chairmanship.

On December 17th Lester, presiding over the Council, got them to 

agree to back up the Committee of Neutrals' proposals both as a body and 

individually through those Council members who had diplomatic representa

tion in the rival capitals, and encouraged the Secretary General's

suggestion of broadcasting their proceedings over the League's wireless 

2
station. The Comniittee of Three continued to meet but made little

headway; on February 3rd Lester remarked after hearing speeches from the

contesting parties that though these contained "interesting information

and arguments, most, if not ally of the information had been in the hands

of the Council for some time past," and went on to remind them of their

obligations under the League Covenant and the need for the good will to 

■ • 3
accept an impartial decision. The Committee of Three evidently by now 

felt that the Committee of Neutrals was achieving nothing, partly through 

its own slowness and partly through the contestants playing it off against 

the League itself, and that attempts to determine the rights and wrongs of 

the situation were futile, actual fact being hard to ascertain and obscured 

by propaganda from both sides. From early Spring, the Council began to

^LNOJ 1932, pp. 1952-53.

^Ibid., pp. 1986-87.

\ n OJ 1933, pp. 253-53.
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1 . . 2
’’take more definite action", and in a series of secret meetings dis

cussed an arms embargo. On February 28th Lester, speaking for the 

Committee of Three, approved the Anglo-French proposals^ and asked the 

Council

V7hat would be the best way of putting an embargo on arms 
destined for the belligerants in a rapid and efficient v?ay 
. . . nothing could be done in this matter without exercising 
a certain pressure . . .

Arguments followed as to whether it v/as possible or even desirable to

find who was the aggressor, de Madariaga added that the Committee of

Three would "have arrived at more precise and satisfactory couclusions

if it had not been hindered by two or three, one might say, benevolent

collaborators." He reminded the Council how Spain had withheld delivery

of a small warship to Colombia on account of the Letici? dispute and

assured it that Spain's military mission in Bolivia v;ould not participate

in active military affairs. Lester said his committee would draw up a

formula for action and recommended continued co-operation with the

United States.

On March 2nd Lester submitted a formula, hoping that it X'/ould be 

approved and they could pass rapidly to action. Several changes were 

made to satisfy objections raised before he submitted the text to each 

member individually for their decision. Six days later the Council met 

again and various representatives made kno^>m their governments' views. 

Speaking for the Irish Free State Lester said that though it was not an 

arms producer it was ready to sign the declaration if certain other 

countries did so. The Polish and Czech delegates v/ere not yet ready with 

a reply and Lester asked if they could reply later through the Secretary- 

General. The Italian representative (then Council President) raised

■'"M. la Foy. "The Chaco dispute and the League of Nations", Bryn Mawr, 
1941, pp. 139-43.

^These Council proceedings are available in the League Archives 
A 14/3593/1198. They are referred to below, pp. 61-63,
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difficulties about signatures conditional on U.S. adhesion and about 

making the embargo affect both parties equally, since ^eru had much better 

sea links. Eden pointed out that since neither belligefant produced arms 

the war would stop without them, and thought the Council should go ahead 

in the hope of U.S. co-operation. Again, however, a decision was post- 

%

poned and on March 14th Lester reported to the Council that hio committee 

had received full replies only from Norway and France.

Here the proposed embargo seems to have bogged dô ra for several 

months.^ The Chaco was next discussed by the Council on May 15th when 

Lester reported on the failure of neutral neighbours to achieve a settle

ment, and his committee's efforts to get Latin-American backing for 

League action. At a secret meeting on May 18th he spoke again on the 

embargo, stressing that he did so as Chairman of the Committee of Three 

and not as Irish representative - the Free State not being an arms 

producer ho felt embarrassed at making suggestions to countries v/hich 

were. He sumraarised events since February 28th when the Anglo-French 

em.bargo proposal was first put forv/ard. All Council members, he said, 

had now agreed to sign the embargo with various reservations, chiefly 

concerning the adhesion of oth^tr armament producers. The embargo would 

affect both parties equally and by making an agreement easier might save 

the Council from having to take a decision on who was to blame. The 

time had now come to put the proposed measure into application.

Difficulties were raise^., particularly by the Italian delegate.

The line of argument was firstly that the embargo was not legitimate

. 2
unless It struck the aggressor rather than the victim and secondly

'̂The unavailability of the Committee of Three's records is of course 
an obstacle here.
O

■̂ cf. the 1935 embargo which in practice struck the victim^Ethiopa^more 
than the aggressor/Italy, who was an arms producer herself and much 
better equipped when the war began.
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that ̂ it must be in the nanie of individual state members and not of the 

Council or League of Nations as such. Modifications '/ere made to cover 

the second objection, Lester suggesting that the final declaration should 

be as simple as possible and in the same wording for each state. Ulti

mately, an arms embargo was placed, with U.S. support, but there were too 

many non-adherentc for it to be effective.

Meamjhile negotiations with Bolivia and Paraguay continued and their 

results were reported to the Council by Lester from time to time.^ By 

July he was able to say the Council was now in a position to appoint a

Military Commission. After delays caused by renewed arbitration efforts

2
by neutral states the Commission reached the Chaco in November. Its 

suggestions, made after long and careful investigation, were rejected 

by both parties; fighting continued until 1935 and peace did not come 

until 1938.

For Lester, work on the Chaco question was equally arduouL. but less

satisfying than his efforts over Leticia. Though here too he was his

ovm master in much of the negotiations and could take initiatives in

speeding up League procedure, Bolivia and Paraguay were fundamentally

3
unco-operative and saw the League as one of several international

4
groupings which could be bargained with over terms. De Madariaga states

As for the success of the League in the Colombia-Peru (dispute) 
and its failure in the Bolivia-Paraguay (dispute) the difference 
was entirely due to the difference between the two governments 
and nations concerned.

La Foy refers to "the most persistent efforts" by the Committee
of Three and much obstructionism from the parties concerned. Op- cit., p. 141.
2 . . . .  . . . .
It was similar in size and type of personnel to the Leticia Military

Commission.
3 . . . .
Their representatives were not of the same calibre as those in the

Leticia case. Costa du Reis (Bolivia) was "unconciliatory and prone to 
indulge in sarcasm", and Caballero de Bedoya (Paraguay) "temperamental 
to the point of violence". Walters, op. cit., p. 525.
4
Letter to the writer 16.4.71.
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In addition, moreover, the Council and the League v/ere divided on the 

question of an embargo ~ Lester's most specific and potentially effective 

proposal - to the extent of first delaying its application unnecessarily 

and secondly of guaranteeing its ineffectiveness when finally applied.

In view of later events it is interesting that it was Italy which was the 

chief offender in this respect.

Of the Committee of Three which had handled both disputes, Ualters 

wrote,

the main work . . . v;as done by two men, the Irish representative 
Sean Lester, and Madariaga. They were a good team, the brilli
ancy and courage of the Spaniard being reinforced by the sound 
judgement and political flair of the Ir^-shman.l

In Autumn 1933, Lester could look back on his year's work on Latin- 

American problems with mixed feelings. One problem was clearly on its 

way to solution, one, equally clearly, had a long way to go. Both, in 

any case, ^jould soon be withdrawn from his attention as Ireland's three 

year spell on the Council ended, and Lester himself was appointed to 

Danzig.

^F.P. Walters ”A history of the League of Nations", London, O.U.P., 1960, 

p. 525.
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CHi^JPTER 4

DISARMAi^IENT, FINMICE Aim LEAGUE ORGANISATION 

(1931-1933)

The big political issues we have been discussing in the last two 

chapters occupied much of Lester's time in 1932 and 1933 and accounted 

for most of any publicity he received. There were, however, many other 

aspects of League activity in which he was actively engaged. Until 

September 1933 the Irish Free State was a Council member; Lester attended 

virtuallj' all the meetings except during the 68th and 69th sessions when, 

it being the Free State's turn to provide tlie President, de Valera came 

over himself.

Some of the work was routine, such as even the most unobtrusive 

Council member could hardly avoid. Lester as Rapporteur presented the 

Council with a series of reports on Health, Child Welfare and the Drug 

problem. Flood and cpidemic relief in China, the welfare of blind, 

illegitimate and delinquent children, the putting into effect of the 1931 

Drug Convention - these and other matters were edited by Lester for pre

sentation at the appropriate time to the Council. On one occasion Lester, 

referring to the obvious correlation between economic depression and 

world health, supported a proposal that the I.L.O, be invited to co-operate 

with the Health Organisations.^ A rather specialised aspect of health 

attracted the attention of his Irish colleagues who sat on the Assembly's 

Second Cominittee: both in 1932 and 1933 objections were made to references

■̂ LNOJ 1933, p. 225.
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(in the Health Organisation reports) to contraception v;hich was described

as ". . . abhorrent to a large section of religious belief . . . contrary

to the national laws r>f a number of state members."^

A dispute between Britain and Persia over an oil company arose when

2
Lester was acting as President of the Council in December 1932. Lester 

accepted a request for delay from the Persian delegate; later he re

commended the Council to postpone consideration of the question until 

January, 1933, urging both governments to refrain meanwhile from any 

action aggravating or extending the dispute and reminding them that by

placing it before the Council they were not precluded from arriving at

3 . .
a bilateral agreement. This in fact was the eventual outcome. Council

Presidency also gave Lester such formal tasks as swearing in a new Under-

Secretary-General, the Italian Massimo Pilotti with v/hom he was later

to be joint Deputy-Secretary-General.

As an ordinary Council member we find Lester withdrawing a suggestion

that the President should attend the funeral of Paul Doumer the French

President, which was taking place at the same time as that of Albert

Thomas the I.L.O's. first Director-General, doubts having been raised on

the ground that it would-set a precedent for attending funerals of heads 

4
of state. He was one of those who welcomed Turkey in July 1932 as an 

Assembly member, remarking how Ireland remembered that during the Famine 

Turkey had sent food from 2000 miles away to help.^ A year later, when 

the ending of the British Mandate enabled Iraq to join the League, he

^LNAR 1932, 2nd Committee, p. 12; LNAR 1933, 2nd Committe, p. 11.
2 . . . . . .
In this context it is interesting to find the Dominions Office forwarding

to the Foreign Office a report of 14.12.32 on Ireland's increasing identi
fication with the 'Small States' - implying the possibility of a pro- 
Persian approach. PRO 16478, W 14158/14158/98.

\ n 0J 1932, pp. 1987--8.
A
Secret Council session 10.5.32, A 14/9887/2385.

^LNAR 1932, Special Session II, p. 20.
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welcomed "this ancient people into the circle of modern states".^' In

March 1933 he spoke on a Canzig-Pcland clash (The Uesterplatte incident),

commending the Poles for withdrawing the increased harbour guard which

had caused the aispute, and thanking the High Commis3ioner'*who represents

2
in Danzig the authority of the League". ’ In just over eight months he 

was to take up that authority.

Leaving aside these scattered items, there were four fields of acti

vity in which Lester, by chance or by inclination, took a particular 

interest during his last two years as Irish Permanent Delegate. These 

were the Disarmament Conference, League Financial policy, both external 

and internal, the controversy over higher Secretariat appointments, and 

Minorities questions.

The long-awaited Disarmament Conference opened in March 1932 under 

the Presidency of Arthur Henderson. During most of this period the 

continuation of war in all but name in the Far East gave the proceedings 

a certain unreality. This would have mattered less if French reluctance 

to make any concession to Germany over armaments had not led to the fall 

of Chancellor Brllning in May 1932 and a consequently much less amenable 

government in Berlin.

Lester, who had participated in the last few meetings of the Prepara-

3
tory Commission, now headed a delegation of four. The seventeen Plenary 

meetings in February were mostly taken up Xvrith a long general discussion, 

in which Lester was one of the few delegates not to speak, though he was 

on a procedure committee. The General Commission (confined to Heads of 

delegations) held twenty se\'en meetings up to June 1932 and a further fifty

^LKOJ 1932, p. 1215.

“LNOJ 1933, p. 638.

"Including a legal advisor J.J. Hearne, the Secretary at the Paris 
Legation.
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one between Deceiiiber 1932 and June 1933. It resumed the following 

October but by then there v/as little hope of any useful outcome.

Lester entered the discussion in April 1932. He said the Irish 

Free State was not committed to either the quantitative or qualitative 

limitation of arm.aments; he hoped both would be possible and that a 

degree of internationalisation might also be approved by the Conference. 

Though he did not despair- because the ponderous machinery of the Confer- 

pace moved so slowly, he thought it was time it got to the stage where 

a formal declaration could be made in favour of one principle, details 

of application being left for the moment. On the understanding that it 

did not prevent the Conference adopting other measures, he supported the 

British proposal for qualitative disarmament.^ In a similar hope of 

reaching some agreement Lester in July v;as one of forty one delegates 

who supported Henderson in his request for a positive vote on the final 

resolution even if imperfect. Eight abstained and the Soviet Union and 

Germany after voting negatively left the Conference.

On December 14th 1932 Lester was among those who welcomed the return 

of the German representative, saying he believed his presence essential. 

Germany had been persuaded to return during separate meetings of five 

great powers (Britain, France, Italy, the U.S. and Germany herself). 

Lester was doubtful about this procedure and welcomed British and French 

assurances that it would rarely be used and always with the consent of 

the Conference; in this case he felt the end justified the means. He had 

always thought that the progress of the Conference would depend to an 

overvzhelming extent upon agreement between the heavily armed povrers. His 

delegation's main preoccupation,he said, v;as that agreement should repre

sent the very greatest possible degree of disarmament and nov7 that the

^LN IX 1932, p. 64.
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great powers had come back to the Conference In a state of agreement the 

Conference might be able to make them go further. However, he supported 

de Madariaga's view that though great pov/ers were important, it v/as for 

all states to draw up a Convention.^

It xjas after this speech that a British report referred to the Free 

State's new alignment with

the camp of the ’Small States' v?ho are beginning . . .  to 
regard themselves as the only real supporters of the League 
and the Covenant . . . This was well illustrated in this 
morning's General Commission (of the Disarmament Conference)
. . . A large number of Small Powers spoke, welcoming the 
('Five Pov7er') Agreement but questioning the methods by which 
it was reached and expressing anxiety lest 'Great Power' 
conversations should usurp the functions of the Conference.
(Lester, who spoke, took a much more reasonable line but could 
not resist saying that Disarmament was mainly a process to be 
effected by the Great Powers and that one of the main anxieties 
of his delegation was to reduce the armaments of the Great 
PowersI)^

Lester's last speech, on March 27, 1933 reflects the m.ood of exas

peration that by than dominated the Conference

. . . for some months past the work of the Conference has been 
moving in a circle. Points on the circumference of that circle 
have been marked security, naval disarmament, land disarmament, 
air disarmament and so on. The Commission cannot halt long 
enough at any one of these points to get agreement because it is 
urged that agreement on one point cannot be reached until agree
ment has been reached on another . . . bold action with regard 
to any one of the half-dozen major problems before the Conference 
would break the vicious circle and give results on the other 
problems.

The British delegate, he went on, had tried to break the deadlock by 

presenting a complete draft covenant. If any agreement was possible the 

British plan provided a chance of at least comparatively successful 

results and was now the only way, though his delegation agreed with the

^LN IX 1933, p. 10.

^C.R. Price to Dominions Office, 14.12.32, PRO 16478 W 14158/14158/98. 
See also pp. 84-85.
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Norwegian view that it did not go far enough,

Lester realised that the work of experts had to be followed \’.p by

V7illiagness to co-operate at a political level. He seems to have com-

. . .  . . . 2 .
bined a realistic view of small power limitations in this field with an

impartial attitude towards the great poi/ers. His advocacy of a healing

policy towards Germany is illustrated in his account of a conversation

with Benes of C^.echoslovakia early in 1933.

I said to him that no peace could be built in Europe on a 
Germany which was kept in a condition of inequality and 
under the heel . . .1 said that it had often seemed to me 
that the geographical frontiers had been drawn not so much 
to help the new states but to xjeaken Germany.

Benes had agreed and told Lester how in 1919 he had asked the great

powers to take away a million of the Germans v/ho were to be included in

3
Czechoslovakia, but this had been refused. Some years later in a letter

to Lord Astor Lester wrote,

All through the Disarmament Conference this (policy of modera
tion towards Germany) is v/hat I advocated and acted upon in my 
own small sphere as a delegate.

4
I remember at one of our Com monwealth meetings urging in vain 
that the German demand for a certain proportion of tanks . . . 
should be conceded I Our experiences of that time (were that) 
we saw German proposals put forward by a more-or-less reaso mble 
Government rejected by France and Britain, while they tliree or 
four months later would have been delighted to have made a 
settlement on such terms, but the price had gone up.^

Similarly Lester, com menting on a book of memoirs by Count Bernstorff,

a German representative at the Disarmament Conference, remarks

I was rather impressed with the reasonable and friendly tone 
towards the League and agreed with maiiv of the views of the 
. . . Conference.

^LN IX 1933, p. 397.
2
cf. above, pp. 61-62.

^D. 28.12.35, p. 48.
4
Refers probably to informal discussions betvzeen members of the Com.mon- 

wealth group at Geneva.

^D. p. 210. Lester to Lord Astor 27.10.37, D. p. 210, cf. below pp. 90-91, 

^D. 7.5,37, p. 158
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'Lester was also prepared to listen to the Rvissian point of view.

In an early vote on a Russian amendment he was the only Commoiiwealth

delegate who abstained rather than voting against it.^ In general,

however, Lester supported British proposals mainly because they alone

seemed likely to produce a result, also partly perhaps from respect for

Arthur Henderson'a personal dedication to disarmament.

The Disarmament Conference had been a victim of the repercussions

of the Great Slump of 1929 and the ensuing depression which had by 1931

affected nearly every League member and of course the League organisation

itself. The League had now to decide what responsibility it vjas to

adopt in relation to the crisis, and how it was to continue functioning

itself with contributions from member states rapidly falling off.

Lester took one initiative over the League's external economic

policy which found no support at the time but was adopted two months

later. Speaking in the Council on May 21, 1932 in support of the I.L.O.

Conference resolution' he commented

. . . (the Conference) has a very peculiar composition and 
represents something extraordinarily important in inter
national life. Not only are governments represented there 
but also the vrorld's orgarised labour. That conference has 
a mandate to spread and to create social justice throughout 
the world and when it meets in a time of crisis such as this 
it finds that its vrork is crippled by circumstances and con
ditions with which it is powerless tc deal ov/ing to its 
constitution. It has therefore appealed to the Council to 
do whatever is possible.

The Council is sitting not only under the shadow of twenty 
five million unemployed out under danger of the crisis, of

Cf. de Valera's realistic support for the admission of the USSR to 
the League in 1934.
2
It was at this conference tliat Professor O'Rahilly, leader of the 

Irish delegation, made several particularly strong speeches attacking 
apathy and futile debate, and looking for action in the face of world 
disaster. Surprisingly.these are not mentioned in the pamphlet 

/t;; "Ireland and the I.L.O." /b . Hillery and P. Lynch,) Dublin, Department 
of Labour, 1969.
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which thesa unemployed arc a symptoiu, spreading. I do not 
think that any country, however povzerful, can feel it can raise 
a wall sufficiently high to keep out this creeping chaos. The 
only method by which we can succeed is by bold and widespread 
international action.

Lester went on to say that the I.L.O. rer>olution should not be taken 

as critical of the Council or the League's financial organisations. He 

re'-emphasised his support for the resolution and wanted to add a sugges

tion. The I.L.O. Conference had asked states to try to settle problems 

of currency and credit and establish a stable international system.

Perhaps the Council could go further than simply referring this to the 

Assembly, and ask the Finance Committee now (who would probably be ad

vising the Assembly in any case) to report on the advisability of 

summoning a general Monetary Conference? This would have to be considered 

at some stage, if the time had come for such a conference it was better 

the Assembly be inform.ed quickly, if not, people would at any rate know 

the opinion of the experts.

The Spanish representative thought it best to postpo7ie this idea 

until other economic conferences (Lausanne and Ottawa) v;ere finished. 

Zaleski of Poland thought it enough simply to send the proceedings of 

this meeting to the Financial C!ommittee for their opinion. The Norwegian 

and French delegates both thought it better not to press the point for 

the moment, the latter adding that he appreciated "the spirit which 

always animates the Irish delegate". Faced with this opposition, which 

included two of his usual allies (Spain and Norway) Lester withdrev? his 

suggestion and accepted the Polish compromise.^

On July 15th Lester spoke in the Council on a proposal to accept the 

Lausanne Conference's request to convene a conference on monetary and 

economic questions. He expressed

^LNOJ 1932, pp. 1253-9.
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V. . . some surprise . . . could not help recalling that the 
Council of the League had discussed this problem . . . arid had 
decided that it was . . .  of too great a scope for the Council 
. . . to take any immediate decision. They therefore referred 
it to . . . the Assembly. I myself suggested that some help 
might be given'to the Assembly by asking that the Finance 
Committee of the League should make a previous study, but that 
also was considered unnecessary and undesirable. Now the Council 
is being asked, it seems to me, to reverse its decision and taka 
back the question from the Assembly and make arrangements for the 
Conference. I do not object to that but the matter seems to me 
to be as urgent nov7 as it was last May.

Lester went on to hope that the Council would be able to add more than 

six members (the figures suggested) to the sixteen-man committee of 

experts already nominated by Lausanne, since the destiny of many smaller 

states v;ould be decided by the Committee's work. The I.L.O. should also 

be able to send both employers' and workers' representatives.^ After a 

long discussion the Council accepted the Lausanne Conference's proposal.

At the Assembly's opening meeting in September, de Valera, who as 

Council President was Assembly Chairman, spoke of the great importance 

of the (now imminent) Economic and Financial Conference and of the con

tinuing disarmament talks. Both friends and enemies of the League, he 

said, now felt a testing time had come. There were many complaints about 

the League's over-attention to minor matters, and impatience with the 

meagre, face-saving results of successive Conferences after the expense 

of sending delegates to same. The political and economic action of the 

League was paralysed by powerful political and econom.ic interests. "Blue

Books . . . and complacent resolutions cannot satisfy the general demand

2 .

for effective action." Some criticism, he concluded, might be unjust or

2
uninformed, but the League had not given a really effective answer^ De 

Valera thus effectively summed up the whole dilemma of the League.

^LNOJ 1932, p. 1268.

^LNAR 1932, Plenary, pp. 24~26.



' . . . setting aside the prepared script, he used the occasion 
to lecture the assembled statesmen and diplomats on their 
shortcomings, particularly on their failure to use the League 
machinery in good faith. 'ffiien he sat down,' reported the 
Irish Times, there was a stony silence unbroken by a single 
note of applause.

One commentator thought that

his address is so unlike his usual turgid utterances that one 
would be justified in believing that some competent, clear- 
thinking person in the Free State Department of External Affairs 
was responsible for its composition or certainly its revision.
His speech was inspired by a true international spirit . .

Nonetheless, a few days later de Valera, in a broadcast from Geneva, 

felt obliged to emphasise that he had spoken, not as an enemy of the 

League as some Press reports had said, but as one who wanted it strength 

ened and developed.

In the Second Committee the Irish delegate. Senator Connelly, spoke 

usefully about the possible need to discard conventional economic theory 

and the particular difficulty large states had in refashioning their 

system, and hoped account would be taken of the position of the indust

rially under-developed countries. He followed Lester in insisting that

3
workers and employers must be represented at the Economic Conference.

The latter, like the disarmament talks, came to nothing and a year

later the Irish representative (S.T. O'Kelly) was commenting on these

failures in the Assembly, attributing blame to the large states for not

using League machinery, and to the small states for not backing their

representatives on the Council or, when on the Council, forgetting that

4 .
they did not represent themselves only. As in the case of disarmament 

Lester had done what he could to accelerate the laborious conference 

process. Here he appreciated the absolute necessity of expert advice

^P. Keatinge "Ireland and the League of Nations'’ in "Studies", Summer 
1970, p. 142.

V u e  Round Table, 1932-33, p. 141.
3
LNAR 1932, 2nd Committee, pp. 21, 30.

t

^LNAR 1933, Plenary p. 55,cf. above, pp. 31, 36.



from the appropriate secretariat sections, since these economic questions 

were of such magnitude that ordinary representatives were out of their 

depth.^ But, as in disarmament, without political backing and co-operation 

no amount of exoerts could achieve much.

The League was perhaps more successful in putting its ô -m house in 

order than in co-ordinating world measures, and adapted to a reduced 

budget without sacrificing valuable activities. In this Lester took an 

active and practical part.

In the 1932 Council sessions we find Lester involved in discussion 

on the question of funds for the new League building, suggesting that the 

Committee of inquiry into League expenditure should investigate I.L.O.

expenditure as V7ell, and asking the Council President to let various

2 . . .
other officials make statements. He v;as particularly active in the 1932

meetings of the 4th conunittee. At its fourth meeting he asked the 

Secretary-General to reconsider his decision to suppress the verbatim 

records of the six Assembly committees as an economy. Speaking as an 

ex-journalist, he said he knew that people were often more interested 

in small questions where the national representative spoke than in large 

t;uestions. Speeches should be recorded, not for the prestige of delegates, 

but to spread the idea of the League.

Later in the same meeting he spoke at length on the general state 

of League finance. Economies had been made, he said, and those present 

all the time (i.e. the Perm.anent Delegates) were better able to see them 

than those only in Geneva for the conference. The League Treasury watch

dogs were unpopular, as they ought to be; there were idle and inefficient

Cf. an Irish employers' representative at the 1933 I.L.O. Conference who 
attributed the economic breakdox-Tn to the anger of God, aroused by the 
Great War.
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officials whom no country would want to stand over. He quoted the German 

delegate's remark that Geneva should not seem a "happy island in a 

shattered world”, but \iAeut on to say that it was ai. island in one way - 

it was the most expensive city in Europe. Though it might be possible 

to reduce salaries on a compulsory or voluntary basis there was reason 

to maintain generous staff conditions.^

He said the Fourth Committee, while vetoing new fields of activity, 

should not try to economise on V7ork which made the League a valuable

organisation. The central problem, Lester concluded, was arrears in con-

2
tributions and he felt more could be done to accelerate payment.

At the seventh meeting Lester made a practical proposal, suggesting

that the League should this year not pay in the 400,00 francs allocated

to the Pension fund, and should consider transferring tv7o million francs

from this fund to the working capital fund. The suggestion was postponed -

Lester thought for no very good reason - until pensions were being dis-

3
cussed a week later, when Lester

felt obliged to press his resolution. The Free State delegation 
had always been in favour of paying League officials good salaries 
and providing them with a sufficient pension . . . nevertheless 
since the League's income was more than nine per cent lower than 
last year's and eighteen per cent lower than tv7o years ago the 
League was confronted with financial difficulties v/hich it would 
be absurd to overlook. A serious crisis was anticipated by 
members of the Supervisory Commission. His proposal would enable 
the League to procure an appreciable sum to meet the deficit.

Lester went on to explain that it was reasonable to suppose the Pension

4Fund would have no very high payments to make during com.ing years and 

that the alternative might be an added levy on the paying members of the

^Here, perhaps, Lester m.issed the point. It was the presence in Geneva 
of so many well paid foreign officials which made it expensive in the 
first place.
2
LNAR 1932, 4th Committee, pp. 29-30.

\ nAR 1932, 4th Committee, p. 46.
4 . . . . .
Like the League itself most of its employees were still relatively young.



7 7.

League. He justified the loan suggestion by saying it was better for 

the League to borrow from itself and remarked that his suggestion v/ould 

have been unnecessary if the League had been able to build a reserve 

fund.

There was not much support for these proposals, it being felt they 

set a bad precedent and endangered the future. Lester eventually aban 

doned first the loan idea and then his proposal as a whole, remarking

rhat "he himself had never considered it as more than an emergency 

,,1m e a s u r e .

O n another occasion Lester asked if there was in the Secretariat  

an e q uivalent of a Chief Establishment O fficer - an official found in  

many administrations including his own. If not, there should be, since 

the S ecretary- G eneral would be saved the work of controlling staff e x 

penditure, transfers and salaries. To the Italian delegate who thought 

only Sir Eric Drummond himself could cope with such a job, Lester replied

that the post did not need a phoeni x  since such officials could be found

2
111 all well-organised administrations.

In the search for economies, which occupied long sessions, Lester sup 

ported a Norwegian proposal that the posts of Under S ecretaries- G eneral  

shotild gradually be abolished. He admitted this was more of a political 

q u estion but, since the Conmiittee was investigating reductions and as his  

delegation had suggested the best method would be to rationalise the

Secretariat, it seemed reasonable to discuss it here. Lester was supported

. . 3
by the Dutch delegate but there v^as, predictably, great power opposition.

Ke also suggested widening the discussion to include the I.L.O., saying

^LNAR 1932, 4th Comnittee, pp. 101-104.

ibid., p. 83. Drummond was about to retire.

3 .
Ibid., pp. 60- 61. The Great Powers monopolised these posts, finding  

them a convenient substitute for maintaining a Permanent Delegation. See  

below, p. 30.
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that' though both bodies were proud of their independence and efficiency 

they would certainly perform this work at smaller cost if more closel}'' 

co-ordinated. The I.L.O, had fewer political preoccupations and could 

perhaps give a lead to the Secretariat in the miatter of rationalisation.

He queried several points in their budget.^ In a discussion on a request 

for more funds for League work in comjnunications Lester thought this v/as 

the sort of work which must, if there was a choice, give way to world 

evils and human problems. Consistent with this he supported credits for 

the proposed nev7 Supervisory Body, set up to provide international con

trol of drug requirements and production. This was an extension of a 

League Convention to include states not party to it and even to non

member states (notably the United States) and v/as thus, Lester maintained, 

an entirely nev? principle of greau importance, with relevance to armament

limitation and planned world economy, giving an opportunity for effective

2
use of Secretariat manpov/er and services.

At a Council meeting in May 1333 Lester again took up the question

of contributions.

We all know that every country is in difficulties some to a 
greater extent than others, but I am sure no country likes to 
be in the position of having its debts paid by others, for that 
is what the situation amounts to at present . . . the effect of 
this discussion should be to increase pressure on (Governments) 
to recognise that, as the representative of Norway said, the 
contribution to the League is a debt of honour, and that it is 
in their own national interests chat the I.eague should be 
maintained in a healthy condition.3

In September 1933 Lester, who was for the fifth consecutive year 

Irish representative in the Assembly's 4th Conmiittee, was appointed 

Rapporteur to the Assembly cind his subsequent report at the Plenary 

meeting concludes this aspect of his work. P.emarking that the 4th

^LNAP. 1932, 4th Committee, pp. 93-94, 97. 

■^ibid., pp. 86, 89 .

\ jMOJ 1933, p. 82.
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Committee "is notoriously; the last to finish its work" he went on to say

that this year they had fewer of the more political questions and so

were ready on time.

The 4th Ccmniittee showed its appreciation of the efforts made 
during the year by the respective heads of the various adminis
trations to maintain and increase the efficiency of their 
respective organisations . . .  no one who has followed the work 
of the 4th Committee or has read the excellent reports of our 
invaluable Supervisory Commission can fail to be grateful for 
the efforts made . . .  to combine efficiency v/ith a reduction 
of expenditure. The need for economy, in view of the financial 
difficulties of the world, has been in the forefront of our 
discussions . . .  we have before us evidence of substantial 
economies effected . . . and plans for a continuation of those 
efforts . . . suggestions made by various delegations . . . will 
be fully studied. The 4th Committee is able to report a sub
stantial reduction in the Budget for 1934 . . . welcome news for 
all our Governments, more especially as the economies proposed 
will not hamper the carrying out of the essential duties of the 
League.1

The Report v/as a fair one, though not untouched by the League's

tradition of self-congratulation.

In some later reflections on Ilambro, the Norwegian delegate at this

time, Lester wrote,

I worked v̂ ith him for years in the 4th Committee of the Assembly.
We fought together . . . against bigger and less altruistic 
interests and often in a small but never hopeless minority. 
Concerned with the finances and administration of the League the 
4th Committee was nearly every year, in my time, the scene of 
big political clashes on questions of principle which seemed to 
us important for the future of the organisation.^

In a less dramatic \^ay Lester's involvement in League economics showed

he had a sound grasp of what V7as and what was not essential. Faced with

a rapidly dropping income, many delegates could only think of reducing

staff salaries and curtailing activity. Lester took the line that a

certain minimum of money ha,d to be found and put fon^ard suggestions to

this end. To him economy couj.d be positive, making better use of

existing resources and avoiding overlapping.

^LNAR 1933, Plenary, pp. 92-93. 

'̂D. October '35, p. 2.



'Many of the political clashes referred to by Lester centred around

the question of appointments to higher positions it! the Secretariat.

Essentially there were two complaints voiced by Lester and by other

small power delegates. Firstly the top three ranks - the Under Secretarie-

General, the Deputy Secretary-General and the Secretary-General - were in

practice monopolised by the great powers. Secondly the Under Secretaries-

General did not fit into the League hierarchy and v;ere often assigned

nominal duties, it being understood their real function was to keep their

home governments informed about the League. This, it was argued, was bad

in principle and also financially wasteful.

Lester had been interested in these questions as early as 1930,^ at

the 1932 4th Committee on 6.10.32 he elaborated with some frankness.

With regard to the political aspect, in spite of the Secretary 
General's remarks about the freedom he possesses to choose for 
the higher posts competent men irrespective of their nationality, 
the Free State delegate v/as convinced that certain countries 
were given privileged treatment. The Secretary General . . . 
had said that constitutuionally no restrictions could be imposed 
upon him in the execution of his rights of appointment. True, 
but in fact that right was never exercised except in favour of 
a small number of countries and to all intents and purposes the 
posts of Under Secretaries~General were never open to the 
nationals of the fifty-one nations. Mr. Gallavresi (Italy) had 
warned . . . against unduly idealistic solutions. Idealism of. 
course was a luxury v;hich small states could hardly afford and 
no one expected much of it from the great states. He might call 
to mind the Bible saying that it was more difficult for a rich 
man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven than for a camel to pass 
through the eye of a needle. The small states recognised the 
effects of widespread interests of the great powers but they 
desired to be placed on a footing of equality in the matter of 
access to the higher posts in the Secretariat. By that the great 
pov;ers would be smoothing their own path to the Kingdom of Heaven 
that was to say, the Kingdom of international peace. The Secretary- 
General had stated that the Under Secretaries-General acted like 
ambassadors of the League to their governments. Logically that 
would lead to transforming all the officials of the Secretariat 
into am.bassadors of the same sort to their respective countries.
It would be less expensive than Permanent Delegates. Again, if 
the great po;rers like the small ones, had legations accredited to 
League, the centre of influence would perhaps be displaced outside

See above, pp. 14-17.



' the Secretariat, but that was a change which would have no 
draxi/back in itself. Mr. Lester unreservedly supported Mr.
Hambro's proposal (gradual abolition of the posts of Under 
Secretaries-General). He thought it vjould be especially 
desirable that the national of a small power would in future 
be either Secretary-General or Deputy Secretary-General.^

The small powers got some support from Germany, then under

represented among higher posts in the Secretariat. To avoid Avenol's 

appointment as Secretary-General being vetoed in the Council an un

official compromise was reached by which the Germans would get one Under 

Secretary-General's post and two posts of Deputy Secretary-General would

be established. Of these one would go to Italy (in return for her

2
support for Avenol) and the other to the small powers.

On December 9th Lester presided over a Secret Council meeting xjhich

approved the appointments of the German Dr. Trendelenburg and the Italian

Massimo Pilotti as Under Secretaries-General - the latter presumably on

a temporary basis until the higher appointment came into cffect. At the

same meeting the issue arose of making an appointment to the other

Deputy Secretary-Generalship. The present Secretary-General, Drummond,

wanted the Council's "unofficial approval" for a nomination so as to end

speculation, but was induced to postpone this by Lester and Hambro, the

former saying that Xi/hile he could certainly promise the Secretary-General

he would not be subjected to any pressure from the Irish Free State, he

(Lester) hoped the Secretary-General "would bear in mind the views of

State Members and not only the needs of the service and personal con- 

3
siderations."

Eventually a Spaniard, P. de Azcarate, was appointed at the May 1933 

Council session. Azcarate "interpreted his appointment not as a homage

LNAR 1932, 4th Committee, pp. 60-61.
2
Barros, "Betrayal from within," Yale 1969, p. 12. 

■^Secret Council Meeting, 9.12.1932, A 14/9887/2385.
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to Spain but as a gesture aimed at giving the smaller powers a stronger

voice and more importance within the Secretariat."^ Nevertheless

Lester abstained from voting stressing that his reasons

do not refer to the ability, experience and high degree of 
integrity of the officer in question to vjhich I willingly add 
my tribute. The post was, in my view, specially created to
give representation in the High Direction of the Secretariat
to the members of the League who do not belong to X\rhat is known 
as the privileged class - that is, those who are represented 
permanently on the council, whether they belong to the legally 
recognised group of'permanent members, or to those members that 
are also permanent in fact."

Lester said he knew the Secretary-General had acted in good faith and 

that the great majority of his colleagues approved. He regretted to 

find himself in opposition to the Secretary-General and wished de 

Azcarate all success, promising him the fullest support and collaboration.

The Secretary-General regretted the misunderstanding, and note was taken

of Lester's statement.

A similar pattern of discussion can be seen over the appointment of 

a successor to Drummond. Here too there was an unofficial understanding 

that divided the four top I.L.O. and League posts between Britain and 

France. At a secret Council meeting in May 1932 Lester outlined some of 

the difficulties which follov/ed a change of Secretary-General and asked 

if Drummond would postpone his departure from March 1933 until after the 

1933 Assembly. In September 1932 the Irish and Norwegian delegates were 

pressing for a delay in making the appointment as a committee was dis

cussing the reorganisation of the High Direction of the Secretariat 

and this might affect the voting. In October Hambro and Lester continued

^Ranshofen-Wertheimer, op. cit., pp. 50--61.
2
LNOJ 1933, p .805.Confirmed by Mr. de Azcarate "... as representative 
of his country at the Council ... he was energetically opposed to my 
appointment, which, hov;ever, did not prevent my maintaining excellent 
personal relations v;ith him until his death." Letter to the writer 
10.2.71.
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their efforts to delay a pre-arranged appointment; on the 15th I-Iambro 

thought the Council should take no decision until the General Assem.bly 

had discussed and voted upon the 4th Committee's resolutions (which of

course Lester and Hambro had done much to shape) concerning the prin

ciple officers of the Secretariat. Otherx^ise some states would first 

leara of the appointment through the newspapers. Nevertheless a vote 

v/as taken and Avenol chosen, though as a concession it was agreed not 

to make a formal announcement until immediately after the Assembly 

meeting in question.

The issue had really been decided by the premature death of 

Albert Thomas, the I.L.O. chief, and his replacement by the Englishman, 

Harold Butler. Given the unofficial understanding referred to, this 

made Avenol an almost inevitable choice to succeed Drummond - though the 

latter had in fact specifically not recommended him.^ l/liat must have 

been especially galling to Lester and llambro vrere the remarks of the 

French delegate, Berenger, in acknowledging the appointment. He refer

red to it as

. . . an election of an entirely international character

. . . in all respects worthy of the League . . . the Council
had not consulted the interests of any particular state, but 
the Community of Nations as a whole.^

Lester's fourth major interest, Minorities questions, can best be 

considered in the next chapter as a prelude to his appointment to Danzig; 

here we have already seen him engaged in a variety of activities in much 

of v;hich he was acting on his oxm initiative, his connection with his own

^Barros, op. cit., p. 2.

^Secret Council Meetings 20.5.32, 27.9.32, 15 & 17.10.32. A 14/9887/2385 
For Lester's opinion on Berenger see p. 91 n.i. Barros (op, cit., p. 13) 
describes Berenger's second observation as "a remark that could only have 
been made with tongue in cheek, considering the negotiations of the 
previous ten m.onths."
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country inevitably becoming more tenuous. Apart from Mr. cle Valera, other 

Irish delegates to Geneva coutributed fairly little to the League's work 

after 1932. De Valera himself was a believer in the League and when time

permitted made a good impression there.^ But his party, when in opposi-

. . . .  2
tion, had attacked Irish participation in the League, and the )jepartment

of External Affairs remained indifferent. The explanation for this fall

away from initial enthusiasm may lie in de Valera's increasing pessimism

regarding the League's future. Moreover, with the Irish Free State's

international status now firmly established, and an increasing obsession

vrith her constitutional relationship with Great Britain, the League was

no longer necessary to her in the way that it had been up to 1932.

Lester in May 1936 remarked that until then he "had never had one word

of appreciation or encouragement from headquarters, personal or official,

3
for my work in the Council or my v/ork in Danzig." His v7ork attracted

little attention in Ireland, even the Irish League of Nations Society in

its journal "Concorde" preferring generalised articles to covering the

actual activities of Irish representatives at Geneva.

It could almost be argued that his work had made more impression in

official circles in England. The Dominions Office report referred to 

4
before talks of

a natural tendency for the Permanent Representative Lester to 
become League and internationally minded rather in the sense of 
regarding the League as a self-sufficient organisation (even if 
not a superstate) . . . the same tendency is noticeable, though 
to a far less degree, ii: Cr. Riddell (the Canadian Permanent 
Representative)

^For de Valera's v7orking relationship vzith Lester see abovej P>24.
9
“e.g. Mr. S. Lemass in 1931 had "not been able to discover ... any advan
tages accruing to us in a League which v;as so wrapped in utter futility." 
Quoted in Keatinge, op. cit., p. 40.

^D. 14.5.36., p. 119. 
4
See above, pp. 43, 69.

^C.R. Price to Dominions Office 14.12.32. PRO 16478 W 14158/14158/98.
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A later report from the same source refers to Eden having

emphasised the importance of retaining the Doninions seat on 
the Council, with all the authority it commands, and mentioned 
particularly the role that the Irish Free State has been able 
to play in world affairs thanks to it.

The report went on to mention how the Free State had stressed the "inter

national status" of the Dominions in the League.^

Decreasing Irish interest and the obvious limitation of scope 

attendant upon the Irish Free State's leaving the Council, may indeed 

have encouraged Lester to start looking on himself as a servant of the 

League rather than of his ovm country, and to welcome an opportunity of 

direct action in this role.

^C.R. Price to Dominions Office 22.5.33. PRO 17390 V/ 6328/1037/98.
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CHAPTER 5

MINORITIES AilD TIE DAIIZIG APPOINTi^IENT 

(IS32-1934)

Of the questions which occupied Lester tox<rard3 the end nf his time 

as Permanent Delegate the one most relevant to his appointment to Danzig 

was that of Minorities. This often involved work at a very detailed 

level, considering the grievances of groups and even individuals. Any 

Irish official would of course have tended to take an interest in Minori

ties. Like other post-war boundary Treaties, Partition had left dis

contented minorities; in Northern Ireland a large Catholic minority who 

had reason to feel discriminated against and in the Free State a small 

Protestant group who had little cause for complaint,^ From his personal 

background Lester in particular could appreciate m.inority feelings, 

having been in a political minority in Northern Ireland and a religious 

one in the Free State.

Lester's concern with Minorities at Geneva came about partly by 

chcmce. In March 1933 Japan left the League and the position of Council 

Rapporteur on Minorities thus became vacant. The Irish representative 

v;as asked to take on this in addition to his Health, Drugs and Child 

Welfare responsibilities. Prior to this Lester had made a few small con

tributions on the Assyrian minority question. In May 1932 when the 

question of Iraq's admission to the League had come up he welcomed Iraq 

"speaking for one of the members of the Council that had taken a special

^See below, p. 89.
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ints,rest in the question of Minorities in Iraq."^ In liecember he was 

presiding over the Council when it discussed the petitions from the now 

much-persecuted Assyrian coiirmanities in Iraq.

The area with which he v/as most concerned, however, was Eastern 

Europe and in particular Silesia which had been partitioned after World 

War 1 leaving Germans in Polish Silesia and Poles in German Silesia. 

Numerous petitions came into the League, either under Article 147 of 

the Covenant or under the sometimes ambiguous terms of the Silesian 

Minorities Treaty. Adding to the complexity were petitions from Jews 

in Silesia against whom Nazi persecution was just beginning. Germany and 

Poland both questioned the League's right to examine the petitions and 

Germany also held that Jews did not constitute a national minority.

On May 24th 1S33 Lester presented to the Council a report from a 

committee of three jurists who had been asked to give an opinion on the 

first of these objections. This report^which affirmed the Council's 

right to examine petitions}was accepted with three abstentions. Two days 

later Lester reported on four petitions a dispute between Poland and 

Germany over a hospital in Poland formerly belonging to the Knights of 

;lalta, a German who had been expelled from Polish Silesia and another who 

had lost his job there on racial grounds, and a petition on behalf of the 

Jeŵ s of German Upper Silesia. Lester suggested the Committee of Jurists 

should examine the first, to wait for the judgement of the Warsaxsr Supreme 

Court on the second, and to adjourn the third pending information from 

Poland. To the fourth the German representative. Dr. von Keller, replied 

that it was a matter of subordinate organs acting under mistaken inter

pretation of the laws. German internal laws, he said, must always be 

subordinate to international agreements. Lester said he would report on

^LNOJ 1932, p. 1215.



the Bernheira (Jewish) petition later v/hen he and his colleagues had had 

a chance of considering the German reply. On May 30th, however, his 

report unequivocally supported the Jewish claims. The German representa

tive then queried the status of the petitioner and raised two points 

concerning the interpretation of Article 147; these Lester agreed to 

submit to the Jurists for a speedy opinion. Later, after further German 

obstruction, Lester insisted that he could not accept any suggestion 

t'.hat the Council had not done its duty in the past. The Council would 

continue to do its duty; a Council President had said the protection of 

minorities was a sacred duty and the duty would be faithfully carried 

out. ̂

In June the Jurists pronounced in favour of Bernheim's petition and

Lester again presented his original report, slightly modified after

discussion with the German representative. The report was passed, the

German representative abstaining, and Lester concluded by saying he had

not the slightest doubt the matter would not have to be discussed again

as he was sure the German Government xvas determined to carry out its

2
international obligations.

At the 76th Council Session in September (the last at which the Irish

Free State was a member) S.T, O'ICelly read a Minorities report, obviously

3
dra^.m up by Lester. The hospital affair was still dragging on and a 

report could not be made. The Polish Government had stated that though 

the German's claim against expulsion had been dismissed by the Supreme 

Court, they had reminded their local authorities to act in strict accord

ance with the Silesia Convention, and that though the German who had been 

dismissed had a case he had in fact since received compensation and

^LKOJ 1933, pp. 838-843.

^ibid., pp. 844-49.
3
Internal evidence, viz. ''I ... inforired the Council in May last ..." 

when 0'Kelly was not in Geneva.



renounced his rights. Further petitions, 0 'Kelly added, had been 

received from Poles in German Silesia; one seemed a genuine case of 

misunderstanding and the other would have to be adjourned for the 

moment.

Lester seems to have put a good deal of effort into follovjing up 

these cases and getting them discussed v?ithout undue delay. At one 

stage he wrote to the British Foreign Office (which through its network 

of consuls was often better informed at a local level than the League) 

about the position of Jev?s in Silesia and got information about profes

sional discriminations there.^

Minorities questions were dealt with by the Assembly's 6th Coirmittee 

and O'Kelly spoke generally on them on October 5th. The frequency with 

which these came up, he said, showed public interest but also indicated 

that the system was not working satisfactorily. This xjas because of 

defects in the original treaties v/hich were often ambiguous, and hard to 

work as they depended on the co-operation of the treaty-bound states 

(Germany and Poland). These felt they were being placed in a position 

of inferiority; the Irish delegation sympathised and asked if it was 

reasonable to expect them to go on co-operating with a system applying 

exclusively to them when neighbouring countries, clearly in need of it, 

were not so bound. O'Kelly suggested that new, generally applicable 

conventions should be considered, meanwhile various improvements could be 

made. Minority problems could turn into m.ajority problems and gave an 

excuse for great nations interfering in sm.all ones. He quoted Ireland 

where "shameful and forcible Partition" was not brought about by refusal 

to guarantee to the Protestant minority any rights^which are (now) 

enjoyed by the most favourably situated minority in the world. He ended

^PRO 16756, C 7568/6839/18.
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by suggesting a minor change in the proposals before them (for a study 

to be made of the whole question) limiting the study to Europe, and by 

thanking the Minorities Section of the Secretariat v/ith whom the Irish 

Council Representative had been in such clone contact as Rapporteur.^

At a later 6th Committee meeting Lester's assistant, Coyne, re

affirmed the Irish delegation's

sympathy for the European countries which, rightly or wrongly, 
because of the special Minorities Treaties had what the United 
Kingdom delegate described as an 'inferiority complex' in these 
matters.^

A few days later Germany withdrew from the League.

3
As in the case of disarmament Lester v;as at this stage in favour 

of a conciliatory policy towards Germany (later he opposed appeasement).

A diary entry in 1935 recalls events in the 1933 &th Committee. At the 

Assembly Berenger was oil the 6th Committee. A sub-committee was formed 

to discuss drafts of a resolution which while not mentioning Germany, 

were designed to condemn her publicly - not on the legal grounds of the

/
Silesian Treaty but on general grounds - the Rights of Man. Berenger led

the band, ably assisted by Ormsby-Gore, a British Cabinet Minister.

Lester goes on to describe how he was nauseated by Berenger's speech

an<l unmoved by his compliments. He (Lester) had previously said tb.is

anti-German policy was a bad one, since with the Nazis just come to power

it was an invitation for them to leave the League. He now maintained

this view with support from Lange of Norv;ay, threats from Berenger and -

afterwards - German appreciation,

I regret now that I did not force the attack on the Berenger 
proposal. I felt I weakened. Naturally (Lester's italics) I 
had no kind of instructions from the Government , . . The 
fight was continued on other lines . . . but I yielded to the 
general view of the Committee. Germany had left the League 
within one month and I firmly believe her decision was partly 
due to the impression carried away by Goebbels of his

^LNAR 1933, 6th Committee, pp. 44-45. ^Ibid., p. 59.
3
Cf. above, p. 70.
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' expariences in the French-dominated Assembly as well as to 
the position cr<iated in the Disarmament Conference.!

Possibilities of succcss over East European minority problems were 

limited by the attitude of the major powers concerned. Both felt un

fairly singled out for League censure and preferred to settle disputes 

bilaterally (and in fact arranged to do so in 1934, by-passing the 

League). Though Lester's policy towards Germany in retrospect appears

mistaken, it was at the time reasonable to try to avoid driving Germany

2
out of the League by manifestly partial treatment. We have seen how 

Lester's personal background had given him an understanding of minority 

problems; now this work was to lead on to a period of much more concen

trated and immediate contact with the difficulties of dissenting 

3
groups.

During 1933 the problem of finding a new High Commissioner for 

Danzig had become increasiiigly urgent. Under Articles 100-109 of the 

Versailles Treaty and the subsequent Conventions of Paris and Warsaw 

Danzig, a German tovm with an appreciable Polish minority, had been 

constituted a Free City. It included some surrounding country, about 

■700 square miles in all, and was bordered by the Polish Corridor and by 

East Prussia. The Free City was to have a democratic constitution; this 

was later dravm lip by representatives of all parties concerned and the

^D.20.11,35, pp. 26~28. These recollections were prompted by a pro- 
Italian speech by Berenger, a right-wing French Senator. Lester refers 
to "the shocking cyriicisa or the intolerable humbug of this man."
2
^German minorities in Poland, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia also had 
presented complaints but got relatively little attention from tlie League. 
A petition from Germans in Yugoslavia in 1930 was still being obstructed 
by the latter in 1933.
3
Jonkheer van Asch van Wijck, later Lester's assistant when Lester was 

Deputy Secretary-General, coiranented that Lester took Minorities work very 
seriously and was very good at it. Conversation with the writer 3.8.70.
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first League High Conunissioner, Brigadier Tower. The High CoTrjnissioner 

was to be the arbiter between Poland and Danzig on all matters, though 

both could make an appeal against his decision to the League Council, 

whose decision was final. He had supervisory rights over Danzig's 

armanents, foreign loans and foreign policy^and reported to the Council 

on all matters which fell under his jurisdiction. Poland had commercial 

rights in the Free City giving her access to the sea (the original purpose 

of the arrangement), and handled Danzig's foreign relations, subject Lo the 

High Commissioner's veto.

Though his jurisdiction included the m.aintenance of the democratic 

constitution of Danzig, the High Commissioner's position was less precise 

in internal as opposed to external matters. It was strengthened in 1920 

by a Council decision that in an emergency he could request Polish troops 

to keep order in Danzig. Until 1933, however, the successive High 

Commissioners found themselves mainly occupied v;ith Danzig-Poland 

disputes.^

A succession of men of varying nationality and profession had held 

the High Commissionership for periods ranging between a few months and

a few years. In Spetember 1932 a problem arose \7hen the then High

2 . . .
Commissioner, Count Gravina died unexpectedly in Danzig. As a temporary

measure Dr. Helmer Rosting, a Danish official ~ and the only one who was 

an expert on Danzig - in the Minorities section of the Secretariat was 

appointed for 6 months, later renewed until a permanent appointment could 

be made. This proved difficult and Rosting was not relieved until January 

1934 “ indeed he might never have been had he not in October 1933 been 

appointed Director of the Minorities Section, thus enforcing a decision 

as to his successor.

îi. Leonhardt, "Nazi Conquest of Danzig", Chicago 1942, pp. 18-28.
Walters, op. cit., p. 90.
2 .
An Italian, grandson of the composer P.ichard Wagner.



The difficulty in finding an acceptable and willing candidate may 

be explained on three grounds - the range of qualifications required, 

the restrictions as to nationality, and the reputation of the position. 

Ideally the High Commissioner should have experience in dealing with 

European minority problems, experience in interstate disputes, and a 

knovjledge of the German and, if possible, the Polish languages. Consider

able tact, patience and firmness v;ere needed in coping wich the legal 

intricacies of the situation and the frequent ill-v/ill of the parties 

concerned. There was a reluctance to accept a national cf a great power 

(though in practice Britain and Italy had both provided Kigh Commissioners) 

or a national of a power with close treaty relations with Germany or 

Poland. At the same time a representative of too small or obscure a 

state was felt by many to be at a disadvantage. Finally, the difficulties 

of the position were well-known, since Danzig disputes had been a 

regular feature of Council discussions since the founding of the League 

and in 1933 there were indications that these might increase.

Considering all this it is surprising that one obviously acceptable 

candidate existed and that it took so long to appoint him. Lester had 

experience of East European minority problems and inter-state disputes.

Ke was thoroughly familiar with the workings of the League and was by 

now well-known as a colleague to members of the Council and the Secretariat 

where he had a reputation for fair-mindedness, hard v/ork, and determina

tion.^ Ke was a national of a state which had no treaty relations with 

Germany or Poland and which, while demonstrably not tied to the British

^"Ke (Lester) showed to very great advantage as a member of the Council - 
this procured for him nomination to the uneasy post of High Commissioner 
in Danzig", Temperly, op. cit., p. 359.
"He (Lester) had a good international spirit...a sound view of world 
problems... held fast to his views...a man of great moral and intellectual 
integrity." de Madariaga, letter to the writer, 9.4.1969.
"Lester v/as one of the best members the Council ever had." F. Noel-Baker - 
Lord R. Cecil, 22.7.33. Cecil - Noel-Baker Correspondence, B.II. Quoted 
in A.R. llovine, "The First Fifty Years. The Secretary-General in World

Politics,1920-1970 ." Sijthoff, 1970 , p. 174 .
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line,, was nonetheless indirectly strengthened by Commonwealth association. 

His ignorance of German was his only obvious handicap.

Efforts to find a new High Commissioner had been going on at inter

vals since Rosting's temporary appointment. At a secret Council meeting 

on September 29th, 1933 Sir John Simon - who as British representative 

was Rapporteur for Danzig - spoke of repeated efforts to find an accept

able candidate being blocked by one party (Poland) insisting that he 

should not be a Great Power or Commonwealth national, thus artificially 

restricting the choice. The Polish delegate justified his attitude on 

practical grounds and complained that so far Simon had only submitted 

English candidates, to v;hich Simon replied that Dominions candidates had 

been offered as well. O'Kelly thought that for so important a post a 

man of talent and courage was needed; it was unwise to limit the choice, 

though a High Commissioner unacceptable to the two parties would get off

to a bad start. There is no indication that Lester vras being considered

, • 1 at this stage.

The British Foreign Office, conmenting on reports of the meeting,

wrote that since Italy, France and Germany were ruled out, Britain xjas the

only European great power left on the Council. "We'll try a list of

British, Dominion and foreign names in that order and will, with (we hope)

2Germ.an help, get a British candidate accepted.” But on October 6th Carr 

the British Consul in Geneva, reported that all these candidates had been

rejected "three because they had too little experience, one (Wilton, an

Englishman who had been President of the Saar Basin Governing Commission) 

because he had too much." Carr had then considered two Norwegians,

"good lawyers, not too much political experience" and an American. "I 

dislike the idea of falling back on an Airierican-." Then Lester's name 

for the first time arose.

Â 14/9887/2385.

^PRO 17228 N 7187/82/55.
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.Lastly the Secretariat suggested we should consider Lester 
who had made himself a considerable reputation here and 
would certainly have strong support in the Council. It is 
a serious drax;back that he knows no German but I believe 
all the same he \Jould make a very good High Commissioner aiid 
it would not be easy for either side to find good reasons 
for turning him down. His long experience of League matters 
is a tremendous asset. I have today asked him, as coming 
entirely from myself whether he would object to my suggesting 
his name . . .  as a suitable candidate. He asked for time 
to think it over (and probably to consult his delegation) 
but his reaction was not altogether unfavourable.

The Foreign Office's comment here was that Lester seemed a good choice 

apart from not knowing Germ.an and that "perhaps too the Poles* reluct

ance to have a British subject will not extend to the Irish Free State.

On October 13th Carr reported that the French and Spanish representatives 

on the Council as well as the Danzigers favoured Lester and that the

Council discussion on the subject had been adjourned to the 14th to

2
enable the Polish Foreign Minister to arrive from Warsaw.

At the adjourned meeting Simon emphasised the urgency of making an 

appointment since Rosting's term of office expired at midnight, when 

also his own responsibilities for finding a High Commissioner lapsed.

He remarked on the number of names which had been considered, and how 

often the matter had been discussed and adjourned, and outlined the 

qualities desired " character, independance, familiarity with League 

methods and possessing the confidence of Council members. He proposed 

Sean Lester as a recent colleague whose achievements were k n o ™  to all.

PRO 17228 N 7319/82/55. An^ilo-Irish relations were not good at this 
time, with disputes over the constitutional relationship and land 
annuities.

^PRO 17228 N 7425/82/55. Colonel Jozef Beck had been Polish Foreign 
Minister since late 1932, A report in 1934 from the British Embassy 
in Warsaw (PRO 17783 109/109/53) describes hov/ spying may have explained 
his enforced recall from Paris when military attache there. His anti- 
French and pro-German influence dominated Polish policy from 1934.
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V Simon was iimnadiately followed by Beck, whoy without giving any 

reason, said he could not support this proposal, and suggested that 

instead Rosting's term of appointment should be extended. There fol- 

lov̂ed an inconclusive and at times irritable discussion. It should be 

remembered that it was on this day that Germany had dramatically 

announced her withdrawal from both the Disarmament Conference and the 

League; von Neurath's telegram containing this depressing and alarming 

news had reached Geneva shortly before the Council went in for their 

afternoon m̂eeting, and the atmosphere there is easy to imagine.^

After Beck had spoken de Madariaga said that it v;as of course important 

that the new High Commissioner could count "not merely on the acquiescence 

but on the friendliness and confidence of the Polish Republic," and that 

he respected whatever reasons Beck might have for not approving the 

proposal. But he had worked closely with Lester on Latin-American pro

blems, knew he would have given great satisfaction to the Polish 

Government and wished the Council could have agreed on a candidate so 

deserving of confidence. He had spoken because refusing a name v/ithout 

explanation could be misconstrued.

The French and Italian delegates also spoke warmly of Lester's 

experience and qualities, the latter asking why the objection was made 

since it could not be on personal grounds. Simon, a man normally undis

turbed by delay and indecision, now showed impatience and said that 

adjournments were no answer and that he would resign (as Rapporteur) if 

there was another. He had, he said, been trying for twelve m.onths to 

find a name which would be generally acceptable, had had a very large 

number of m.eetings and communications and "while he hoped he had a 

reasonable stock of patience, tlie exercise of patience was not the same

^The German delegate. Dr. von Keller, did not attend this or any 
subsequent meetings.
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thing as acquiescence in an indefinite futility." Ke added that he did 

not know, and no one knew, v/hat possible reason there could be for 

objecting to Mr. Lester.

Beck nov7 said he was asking not for an adjournment but for a 

definite re-appointment of Resting. Dr. R.auschning, President of the 

Danizg Senate, said that a choice must be made - either a definite re

appointment of Resting, or Lester, the choice of whom would be regarded 

with satisfaction. A discussion followed as to whether Resting was 

available at all and it transpired that he had been asked if he was 

willing to resign his new Secretariat appointment in order to stay in

Danzig and had declined. The Australian delegate spoke of the "great

and unfortunate publicity" the League got from this sort of delay.^

After their public meeting the Council met again in private but still

failed to reach a decision and the matter was adjourned for ten days.

2 . . . .
At this stage, it seems, Lester withdrew his cand:.dature, not wishing

to take on an appointment in such circumstances.

Simon reported back to his Foreign Office that though he would have

preferred a great power candidate he had agreed in view of previous

Polish objections to support Lester

whom I found to be particularly acceptable to nearly all my
colleagues on the Council. Mr. Lester has always been regarded 
in League circles as a stalwart supporter of the cause of the 
so-called smaller powers and has always been persona grata with 
the Polish delegation here. Nevertheless the Polish Minister 
of Foreign Affairs has . . . found himself unable to accept 
this appointment although he has altogether failed both in 
private and public to give me the smallest reasons for his 
objection.3

He hoped "the adjourment may enable the Polish Government to reconsider 

their attitude to Mr. Lester which may rest on insufficient knowledge in

^LNOJ 1933, pp. 1629-33.

^Irish Times, 27.10.33.
3
■ B̂eck, previously on bad terms with Simon over Minorities questions and 
the British tendency to look on Poland as a French satellite, felt Simon 
had tried to rush through Lester's appointment in his absence. Beck,



Uars^aw of his qualifications," Simon would support no other stnall- 

power candidate "sinc':i I am convinced that no other such candidate 

possesses qualifications equal to those of Hr. Lester.''' He intended, 

if no decision was reached by October 26th, to state publicly that it 

was the Polish Government's attitude which made him resign as Rapporteur.^ 

Beck's objection seems to have been that Lester would be a mouth

piece for British policy, though if this was the case ha was poorly 

informed on recent history. The British Ambassador in Warsaw, Sir William 

Erskine, took up the question on October 23rd and found Beck still harping 

on old grievances. Polish opinion, the latter claimed, was suspicious of 

Britain and still remembered Brigadier To;rer with disfavour. Erskine 

replied thiat the suspicion was unjust and explained Britain's reasons for 

looking for a great power - not necessarily Great Britain - candidate.

I added that in any case the fact that Mr. Lester was a national 
of the Irish Free State should be sufficient guarantee that he 
would not in the performance of his duties be influenced by His 
Majesty's Government in the U.K. which was apparently v/hat he 
feared. I pointed out that (British support of) Mr. Lester's 
candidature was a great concession to his point of view.

After consulting v/ith his Geneva representative by telephone. Beck agreed

to accept Lester if Simon would st̂ .te on the 25th that he was supporting

Lester's candidature "in consideration of the point of view of the Polish

Government."

The precise details of the arrangement \aere worked out over the next 

few days. The British representative at Geneva suggested that "in view of 

Irish susceptibilities . . . all mention of great powers be omitted,"

2
and Erskine commented on the extreme difficulty of dealing with Beck.

"Final P.eport", New York, Speller, 1957, p. 83. These not alvzays reliable 
memoirs were written x-jhile Beck was in wartime exile in Roumania and 
published posthumously.

^PRO 17228 N 7536/82/55.

^PRO 17228 N 7672/82/55.



Parallel v/ith all this the I'rench Minister of Foreign Affairs, Paul- 

Boncour, "vrlio had perhaps a more accurate idea of the position of the 

Irish Free State in relation to the British Commonwealth"^ had vzorked 

to persuade the Poles that their apprehensions were unfounded, and Lester 

had been persuaded to reconsider his withdrawal.
%

The Council held a special final meeting on October 26th i:o make the 

formal appointment. Britain, Poland and Danzig were all represented by 

junior delegates since agreemei t had in fact already been reached and the 

meeting vzas marked by a relaxed, congratulatory atmosphere. The Polish 

delegate said that "as an Irishman, Mr. Lester could already count upon 

the sympathy of Poland"; the French delegate spoke with some foresight 

of the dual responsibility of a High Commissioner, keeping the peace 

between Poland and Danzig on the one hand and ensuring real respect for 

the Danzig constitution on the other. Resting was thanked and asked to

continue until mid-January when Lester would take over for three years at

2 . . .  . .
a salary of 72,000 gold francs. Eden was asked if Britain was willing

3
to resume as Rapporteur for Danzig and accepted.

To Lester the appointment probably came as a welcome opportunity of 

increasing his experience of League work, at a time when it had appeared 

more likely that his activities vzould be curtailed by the ending of 

Ireland's Council membership. At the same time the High Commissionership 

in Danzig was known as a difficult post - though the source of difficulties 

was already changing - and Lester, as the reports quoted below indicate, 

now for the first time became a public figure.

The Warsaw correspondent of the'Times" reported that "the appointment

^Survey of International Affairs, 1935, I, p. 227 note,
2 . .
It had originally been 80,000 but had been reduced by 10% on account 

of the general economic crisis.

\ nOJ 1933, pp. 1649-51.
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has ]Deen received with satisfaction in political circles . . . Mr. Lester

is well known ii">. Poland because of his work for the League of Nations,"^ ~

referring probably to his Minorities work. The British Consul in Danzig

reported that both Dauzigers and Poles seemed satisfied with Lester's

appointment though "outside official circles, little interest v/as evinced

2
locally in the matter of the appointment of a new High Commissioner."

The Irish Tim.es ran three separate articles and a photograph of Lester.

One summarised the events leading up to Lester's appointment, and his

past career, another made the observation that Danzig's people were

delightful, "when not inflamed by partisan or political prejudice." A

long first editorial gave a sketch of Danzig's past history and present

difficulties in rather bluff terms. The institutions of the city were

"almost aggressively teutonic”, the Poles were "difficult people to deal

with at the best of times."

More interesting was the Editor's interpretation of the significance

of Lester's being chosen, which illustrates how far an international

appointment could be misinterpreted in the official's own country.

The choice of Mr. Lester . . .  is of course a direct result of 
the Irish Free State's association with the British Empire. If 
the Irish Free State had been an independant republic she 
never would have secured a seat on the Council of the League of 
Nations and her representative at Geneva would never have been 
considered for a post of first-class importance.

The editorial went on to say that in spite of Mr. de Valera's current

attitude to the British connection, the British representative at Geneva

had used his good offices on Mr. Lester's behalf with the result 
that the Poles withdrew their protest . . .  so magnanimity has 
answered hatred and suspicion. A mere word from Sim.on would 
have made Lester's appointment impcssibie . . .3

^T. 27.10.33, p. 11.

^PRO 17228 N 8047/82/55. 

^I.T., 27.10.33, p. 6.



'Considering that it was precisely Ireiaud's connection with the 

British Empire to x ĥich the Poles objected, that Simon had reinforced 

his support of Lester hy emphasising the latter's republican past and 

that the French delegate had done much to win over the Poles, the 

editorial was misleading - though not surprising in view of the pro- 

British line then followed by the''irish Times" Other press comment 

added little. The'irish Press"speculated that now that Lester "had been 

seconded to League of Nations service by Mr. de Valera", MacWhite might 

resume the Geneva post he had held 1924-1929,^ and the"*^rish Independenlf” 

remarked on the coincidence that the then Bishop of Danzig was Count 

Edward O'Rourke, a Polish nobleman of Irish descent who read and spoke 

Gaelic.

There were two points on v/hich comment might have been expected but 

where none v/as made. De Valera's attitude to this, the first major inter

national appointment for an Irish citizen, is not mentioned, and with 

Irish official sources unavailable one can only speculate as to what it 

was. De Valera considered Irish League membership important and he had 

worked with Lester at Geneva. But, pre-occupied with internal unrest and 

the economic war with Britain, he may simply have accepted the appointment 

as a compliment to an official of knot'/n competence who had made Ireland 

better knô vn at the League. It is also just possible that de Valera may 

have preferred to have a less independent represen.tative in GenevaJ 

certainly Lester's successor Cremins played a much more subdued role 

there. It was also a time when de Valera did re-introduce into the Depart

ment of External Affairs a few of his supporters v/ho had left it during

^This proved incorrect. On 18.1.34 F.T. Cremins (who was to hold the 
post until its abolition in 1940) was appointed Permanent Delegate by 
Mr. de Valera, "Mr. Lester having been detached from the service of my 
Government to., enter the service of the League of Nations..."
A 50/153/120.
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the Civil War; Lester by contrast had only entered the Department

through his close contacts with the Cosgrave administration.

The second point, less important, concerns the disproportionally

large salary attached to the post of High Commissioner. At £4,100 plus

expenses (including a large house, free light and heat, a car and a

chauffeur) it was extremely high by 1930's standards; for comparison the

Irish High Commissioner in London, one of the top two posts in the

Department of External Affairs, received £1,200 and in the League Sscre-

2
tariat only the Secretary-General himself received more.

On November 6th we find Lester equipping himself with a selection

of documents - treaties, manuals, procedure - on Danzig and on December

18th he formally resigned his chairmanship of the Council's Leticia

committee. On 12.1.34 he wrote to Se)rmour Jacklin, League Treasurer,

asking for a Miss Mortished as English typist, and enquiring whether the

3
High Commissioner needed any special insurance. Shortly before his 

departure for Danzig Lester was guest of honour at a banquet in Geneva, 

originally intended as an Irish community affair, but expanded to include 

the many diplomats and officials who wished to be present. Lester re

ceived compliments, and good wishes from the Deputy-Secretary-General, 

the Director-General of ILO and o t h e r s . A  few days later he attended

^P. Keatinge, "The Formulation of Irish Foreign Policy'', unpublished 
thesis. Library of Trinit}^ College, Dublin, pp. 220-223.
2 . . . .
'It was about this time that de Valera is supposed to have said that "no
man is worth more than £1,000 a year."
3
A 2B/7589/1579. In view of later events it is amusing that Jacklin 
replied that insurance was unnecessary since Danzig was not unhealthy 
or dangerous. Insurance against danger, moreover, would offend the 
Danzig Government, as implying a low standard of government and 
policing.

"*I.T. 16.1.34, p. 8.



the'Council in his new capacity, when Danzig problems, raised by his 

predecessor Resting, were being discussed. On, January 23rd he reached 

the Free City.

As High Commissioner in Danzig, a post he was to occupy for just 

three years, Lester was clearly no longer a national representative since 

he was on secondment from the Department of External Affairs and V7as no 

longer subject to Irish governmental policies.^ He was not yet, however, 

an international civil servant in the sense of being a member of the 

Geneva bureaucratic hierarchy; that was to come with his appointment as 

Deputy Secretary-General in 1937. Rather he was a special international 

representative, watching over the interests and responsibilities of the 

League in Danzig, without executive power (here the position differed 

from that of the League's representative in the Saar) and yet expected 

to take all possible initiative to prevent discord reaching the stage 

where a formal report had to be made to the Council. His period of 

office was destined to be the crucial one in the twenty-year history of 

the Free City of Danzig.

■'Secondment' is probably hov/ Lester saw it, since he later asked the 
Department whether he should accept an extension of his appointment 
in Danzig and clearly hoped to be reintegrated into the service 
(see below, p. 179). But de Valera (see above, p. 101 n.i) had spoken 
of Lester "having been detached ... to ... enter the service of the 
League of Nations." This difference of interpretation may explain the 
lack of interest Lester later complained of cf. p. 179.
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CHAPTER 6 

THE DANZIG SITUATION

In the last chapter we have seen how the Leagiie became involved in 

Danzig and maintained their position there through their High Commissioner. 

Before embarking on Lester's three year tenure of this office we must 

examine the eight month period prior to his arrival, during which a marked 

change of emphasis took place, and survey the personalities, parties and 

national interests involved in the Danzig problem.

Up to May 1933 the numerous difficulties which were referred to 

Geneva centred around the relationship betv/een Danzig and Poland; there

after it was the relationship between opposing groups of Germans within 

the Free City which increasingly claimed the High Commissioner's and the 

League's attention. As early as 1930 the Danzig National Socialist party 

controlled 12 seats in the 72-seat Volkstag and gave their tacit support 

CO a right v/ing coalition. Hitler's coming to power in Germany in January 

1933 encouraged his Danzig followers to demand a more active share in the 

government of the Free City. In March the Poles were sufficiently alarmed 

at Danzig National Socialist references to frontiers to land extra guards 

for their harbour base in Danzig, thus provoking the VJester platte 

incident. On May 28, after a bitter election campaign in which the 

police showed signs of favouring the National Socialist party, the latter 

won just over 50Z of votes cast, giving them 38 seats and an overall 

majority in the Volkstag, in which a new government was now formed by
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Dr. Herman Rauschning. Direct intimidation was rare; hopes that the 

National Socialists would prove more successful than their predecessors 

in dealing with unemployment and Poland probably contributed as much to 

their election success.

One of the steps taken by the Party to strengthen their position 

prior to the election involved the High Commissioner. A.n attempt 

m.ade to Nazify the management of a group of Trade Unions had succeeded, 

♦■.hrough a sympathetic judge ruling that these unions were subordinate to 

parent unions in Germany which, therefore, had ultimate control over 

their property and funds. The Danzig unions were largely Social Democrat 

in membership and the decision provoked unrest culminating in a demons

tration outside the High Commissioner's residence, with xrorkers carrying 

slogans such as "High Commissioner, Protect our Rights, Protect the 

Constitution" before being dispersed by the police. Though Rosting re

fused to intervene "in a political matter which, ostensibly at least, did

3
not infringe the lav;" he saw the Union leaders and later accepted a 

petition from them which he forwarded to the Secretary-General.

Petitioning the League of Nations through its High Commissioner was 

not in fact provided for in the original constitution of the Free City.

In 1925, the Council had ruled that their High Commissioner should accept 

such petitions, deciding which merited notifying to the Council and, in 

serious cases, accompanying the petition with a request that the Council 

discuss it at one of its sessions. ̂ This ruling was supplem.ented by 

another in 1931 when Gravina (who had requested that his powers be more 

clearly defined) was told "the High Commissioner can address himself at

^See below, p. 111.
2
Leonhardt, (op. cit., p. 51) witnessed the demonstration.
3
Survey of International Affairs 135, p. 213.

4 ^
LNOJ 1935, II p. 950.
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any pioment to the Government of the Free City which will furnish him

official infornation on all the public affairs of the Free City."^ A

paragraph to this effect was later inserted into the Danzig Constitution.

These two rulings, little availed of until 1933, thereafter provided the

basis for much of the High Commissioner's activity.

Shortly before the elections Rosting had received the Senate

2
President, Rauschning, and the Party leader, Albert Forster, v/ho had

promised him that, if successful, they would respect and would loyally

3 . . . .
observe the Constitution. The former promise was encouraging in view

of the long and tedious history of often petty Danzig-Polish disputes, 

but the latter v/as soon broken. On June 24th a law was passed giving 

the Senate (the 12 man government of the Free City) power to issue decrees 

to strengthen public security and order. This was modelled on the Enab

ling Law in Germany and in effect gave the Senate full power as long as 

they had a majority in the Volkstag. This was followed up by laws 

restricting State recognition to National Socialist associations (June 

and October) and providing for "preventative detention" (June), a re

organisation and re-equipping of the Police (November) and the appointment 

of State Commissioners to administer the country communes (December).

Quite apart from these measures there were two provocative speeches in

4 . .
October and November by Arthur Greiser, Vice-President of the Senate, in 

the first of which he told the police that there x^ould soon be no more 

parties and that they must accept National Socialism, and in the second 

seemed to deny the independence of the judiciary. Tvto newspapers which 

reported the first of these speeches were prohibited; their proprietors

^LNOJ 1931, II, 1134.
2
See below, p. 112,

3 . . .
High Commissioner to Secretary-General, 14.5.33, LNOJ 1931, I, p. 702.

4
See below, p. 111.
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and 'editors petitioned the High Commissioner and three of them were

promptly arrested for doing so (the fourth was imir.une from arrest, being

a Volkstag deputy).

Resting's report in June 1933̂  had shoxm a certain awareness of a

new trend in Danzig affairs; in the following months he had been lulled

by the new Government's assurances and the marked improvement in relations

Vv’i t h  Poland. This new acceleration could clearly not be allowed to go

unchallenged and Rosting did in. fact begin to intervene in November. He

investigated Greiser's first speech and was startled to hear the petitioners

v:ere about to be arrested, and news of the press suspensions. Later he

received the not very satisfactory explanation that the suspension was for

misrepresenting what Greiser had actually said and the imprisonment was

because the petitioners had not waited for the Senate to give a decision

on their appeal against suspension. The petitioners were re.leased after

three weeks though one, a German citizen, was handed over to the Gestapo

at the frontier and later wrote to Rosting from Berlin saying that he had

2
not intended to present a formal petition and wished to withdraw it.

Rosting also made inquiries about the new police force and State Commis

sioners, quoting the 1931 Council ruling that the Senate was obliged to 

give him official information. The former was explained as being necessary

on account of the present weakness of the police and the latter as being

3
a temporary arrangement which was in any case constitutional.

Rosting*s final report Lo the Council in January 1934 summarized 

events since the election along v?ith the Senate's various justifications.

He noted improved relations with Poland, with an exchange of State visits

^LNOJ 1934, pp. 988-94.

\ n OJ 1934, pp. 221-2.

\ n 0J 1934, pp. 31-33, 293-4.



109.

and outstanding disputes being cleared up, but commented unfavourably

on the activities of the National Socialist party leader Forster, querying

his precise relationship with the Government.^ The Council had not

discussed the Trade Union petition in May, though some av/areness of the

changing position had been sho’tm in the discussions after Lester's

appointment in October v/hen the French delegate said the High Commissioner's

2
duty was to ensure "real respect for the Danzig Constitution." The arrest 

of the newspaper petitioners, however, enforced a Council debate and the 

matter was raised on January 18. Prior to this Rauschning had had talks 

with Eden to discuss the report which Britain, as Rapporteur for Danzig, 

would present to the Council. Rauschning v?anted the right of petition 

narrowly defined, all the more necessary, he thought, sines a new High 

Commissioner was about to take office. He claimed that State authority 

was being compromised and too much power passing into the High Commissioner's 

hands. The British were not, however, inclined to make concessions v/here 

press freedom was concerned and in the Council debate Sir John Simon re

stated the right of Danzig citizens to petition the High Commissioner and 

the provision made in the Constitution ensuring press freedom. Rauschning 

accepted the report though requesting the High Commissioner to take into 

consideration whether local remedies had been exhausted or not^ since

sending in petitions too soon weakened the Government's authority and

3
"created uneasiness and legal insecurity among the people." Lester 

was present at the discussion and though he took no part - on the grounds 

that the events complained of had occurred before he had taken over - he 

must, having been a journalist for 15 years and having ha:^dled many 

petitions to the League, have appreciated the issues involved.

^LNOJ 1934, pp. 995-1004.

\ nOJ 1933, p. 1650.

\ n 0J 1934, pp. 137--41.
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The situation â3 handed over to him v/as a nicely-balanced one.

Breaches of tlie Constituticn had occurred, the Council had drawn atten

tion to them,^ assurances had been given and accepted - though the inevit

able time-lag meant that prison sentences and suspensions had in any case 

already run their course, Rosting may perhaps be criticised for not 

having alerted the Council sooner, stressing the fundamental nature of 

the changes taking place.. His position in Dansig, however, was never a 

particularly strong one. Chosen as a stop-gap for six months, later 

extended by the same period, he was, after all, only a relatively minor 

Secretariat official from Denmark, a small country concerned to maintain 

good relations with Germany. His predecessor. Count Cra'v’ina, had served 

three years in Danzig and been very popular in the city. Rosting himself 

added to this air of impermanence by stipulating on appointment that he 

would be able to resume his old rank in the Secretariat and would be con

sidered for higher posts even v;hen in Danzig. Until the latter materialised, 

he shov/ed some interest in becoming permanent High Comiaissioner but when

offered the position of Director of Minorities, his anxiety to accept it

2
accelerated the choice of a replacement.

A few more personal, details about this predecessor of Lester's are 

perhaps relevant. Married to a member of the Swedish aristocracy, he 

greatly over-estimated the importance of his position in Danzig, and 

caused general amusement by having a military band perform for him at

lunchtime. Daring World War II he was to be an active supporter of Germany

. . . 3 . . . .
and committed suicide when afterwards on trial. It is significant that

^The Danzig opposition felt that the Council m.ight have expressed
itself more vigorously. It is perhaps significant that Beck, the
Council President at the session, was just completing negotiations 
for his pact with Hitler; he may have preferred to avoid any open 
rebuke of the Danzig Government.

^PRO 177227, passim.
3
I am indebted for this personal information to a former Secretariat 

colleague of Rosting's.
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in 1936 he contacted the German Foreign Office in the hope of returning

to Danzig as High ComiT*issioner if Lester should have felt forced to 

1
resign.

So far we have been following the developments of Danzig's relation

ship with the League of Nations in isolation and along straightforv/ard 

%

lines. But the situation in Danzig was complex in itself and the product

of a network of conflicting national and international aims and personali- 

2
ties. Before embi-rking on Lester’s tenure of the High Commissionership_, 

the political setting in which he worked must be described.

In Danzig the National Socialist Party contained three widely dif

fering and often rival leaders. Dr. Rauschning (1888-), who as President of the 

Senate headed the Danzig government, was a small landowner and a man of 

culture. He was a believer in the "conservative revolution" theory of 

Moeller van den Bruck and the "Action" circle and his disillusionment 

with the National Socialist Party, when it came, was complete. After 

his fall from pov/er in 1934 he devoted himself to opposing the Government 

and, when driven to exile in the United States, to writing about the 

dangers of Nazism. His Vice-President, Arthur Greiser (1897-1946) by 

contrast, was typical of Germans from the lost eastern territories who 

found difficulty in settling down after World War I, first serving in a 

private army, then failing in business. A vigorous and indiscreet beer-

hall orator, he was not vvithout a certain alcoholic joviality and was to

3Lester a less unattractive t .gure than his Party leader Forster.

^See below, p. 170. Erich Brost, a former Social Democrat politician 
in Danzig, holds that Ilosting tliought everything x̂ as lost in Danzig as 
far as the League was concerned, and told the opposition to make their 
peace with National Socialism. This attitude, he believes, was knox'm 
to the Danzig Government. Conversation with the writer, 5.1.1972.
2
As Lester described it, ''An intei'national point ... the meeting place 
of conflicting interests." D. 19.11.35, p. 25.
3
Walters, op. cit., p, 618, describes him less favourably.

’'...  looked and was an unmitigated villain... slavishly ob
sequious ... later ... a monster of cruelty.” Moderov, a Polish official 
in Danzig, also held this sort of opinion and claims Lester shared it. 
Unpublished MS. on Danzig in League Archives, p. 115.
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'Were one looking for an extreme product of the National Socialist

?
revolution, Albert Forster (1902-19 58) would stand out. He was a

Bavarian Catholic from Filrth, who through a close personal relationship

with Hitler^ had been made Gauleiter of the Party in Danzig (Rauschning

being Vice-Gauleiter) as well as being a member of the Reichstag (1930)

and a Prussian Councillor of State (1934). Though taking no open part

in the Senate or Volkstag he increasingly became the real power in Danzig,

notwithstanding his extreme unpopularity both in the city and even within 

2
his o\-m party. Lester, who at first formed a reasonably favourable 

impression, later described him as "very self-opinionated ... like all 

the leaders of the new German revolution never hears or allows himself

to hear anything critical of himself or the Party. He is a pure revolu-

• . „3tionist . . .

Opposed to the ruling Nazis were four parties, at this stage little 

inclined to co-operate and containing no outstanding leaders, though many 

courageous individuals. Starting from the Right there was the German 

National Party (an offshoot of the old Prussian Conservative Party) which, 

though it had only 4 Volkstag seats, included a former President^, Dr. Ziehm^ 

and had many supporters in senior judicial and administrati’̂ e positions. 

Until well into 1935, it tended to support the Government. The Centre 

Party, as the name implies, lay between the German National Party (with 

whom it had formed a coalition until May 1933) and the Social Democrats. 

After the May election it had briefly been in coalition with the National 

Socialists until one of its tv/o senators resigned and the other defected.

As an apparently opportunist former ruling party much reduced in the

am told he is knovm to Hitler as 'Bobby' and w’as  a pupil under 
Hitler's sister.” D. 19.11.35, p. 25.
2
In personal appearance Forster xjith his large, heavy humourless face, 

bore a striking resemblance to a contemporary demagogue. Dr. Paisley.

^D. 19.11.35, p. 25.
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election (it held 10 Volkstag seats), its claim to act as the Free City's 

conscience was unconvincing, but it had Catholic Trade Union and Church 

backing - the chairman of the party, Dr. Stachnik was in fact a priest - 

though the value of the latter was decreased by the age and passivity of 

the Bishop of Danzig, Count O'Rourke.

The Social Democrat Party with 13 Volkstag seats formed in Danzig 

as in Germany the largest, most united and most consistent opposition to 

National Socialism. It had the support of the Free Trade Unions (though 

these had been much weakened in May ’33) and its newspaper the "Danziger 

Volkstimme", when not suspended, courageously opposed Government policies. 

The Communists, who at Lester's arrival had seven Volkstag seats, were 

greatly restricted after May 1934, when their party organisation was

O
prescribed.

Regarding the League of Nations presence in Danzig, public opinion 

in the Free City was perhaps becoming less apathetic and polarising into 

pro and anti groups; the choice of Lester was popular enough as two 

previous British High Commissioners had been popular, and rightly or 

wrongly he was seen as a British candidate.

Parties and personalities in Danzig were mirrored on a larger scale 

in Germany. Rauschning originally had the support of the German Foreign 

Office and the less extreme elements in the Government. After his fall, 

this passed to Greiser, who at times appears to have had G8ring behind 

him. Forster, however, had direct access to the FUhrer ani could count 

on the backing of the Himmler-Goebbels wing. The German Foreign Office 

was headed at this time by Baron von Neurath, who had been, according 

to Lester, "little seen at Geneva and heard still less. He was reputed 

j ■' to cheri.sh a personal dislike for the League and his general bearing
■

was that of a man who considered it beneath his dignity to sit in 

company with the representatives of small powers and to discuss the
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I affairs of his country in their presence. In spite of the impassive

arrogance of his demeanour his main pre-occupation then and later, was

to steer a safe course for himself among the dangerous currents of German

politics . . . not the man to take risks in the service of peace.

It should be remembered that Germany had left the League of Nations in

October 1933 and thus of course took no part in Council discussions on

2
Danzig. She kept informed through her Consul in Geneva v/ho had a large 

staff and many contacts within the Secretariat through Germ?n and pro- 

German personnel.

German policy on Danzig at this time was to check the clashes with 

Poland and concentrate on increasing National Socialist domination over 

the Free City. Danzig was important in that German and world opinion had 

to be sho^m that a National Socialist party outside Germany proper could 

increase its popularity and hence its share of the electorate. As we have 

seen, the Rauschning government took early steps to improve relations with 

Poland; the policy was enlarged in the German-Polish pact of January 

26th, 1934. This pact involved Germany restraining for a moment the 

Danzig National Socialists from boasting of future re-unification with 

the Fatherland or pressurizing the Polish minority in Danzig. The restraint

came through two channels, the Germian Foreign Office via its Consul General

. 3  . .
in Danzig and the Party via their Danzig Gauleiter Forster, and the

Danzig Government though autonomous in theory was in fact m.anipulated - 

though not always consistently - from Berlin.

^Walters, op. cit., pp. 514-515.

\.Krauel. Interestingly, not a Party member. Ke v;as on quite good terms 
v;ith Lester and himself chose to remain in Switzerland during the war.
3 . . . .
Otto von Radowitz, a third generation diplomat, also a Party mem.ber.

He also was on friendly terms with Lester: "I like von Radowitz. He is 
intelligent, sincere and good company ... I speak to him quite openly 
... one can always have liking and respect for a good opponent."
D. 23.11.35, pp. 32-33.
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V Regarding the League and its High Commissioner, the German policy

was a waiting one. The new Germany was not yet so strong nor the League

so weak that the latter could be ignored “ it had after all been considered

wo.rthwhile getting a petition recanted in December 1933. Germany had,

significantly, pressed for a South African High Commissioner; disappointed

in this an Irishman may have seemed promising enough at a time when Anglo-

Irish relations were adversely affected by the economic war and Mr. de

Valera's plans for constitutional change. Moreover, he had been estab-

lished as non-Jewish. In October 1933, the German Ambassador in Dublin,

receiving an anxious enquiry as to the Lesters' racial origins, had been

able to give the then re-assuring reply that they were both Ulster

Protestants.^ This did not prevent Lester from later being attacked as

a Jew in the German press.

Poland's interests in and attitude towards Danzig have already been

made clear enough by implication. She was anxious to preserve her Treaty

rights there, in particular the use of the port for import and export

since her own new harbour at Gdynia was not yet fully developed, and to

safeguard Poles living in the Free City. To do this she was willing to

overlook the increasingly authoritarian nature of the Danzig Governraent

2
as reported by her Commissioner there, and to minim.ise breaches of the

Constitution when these v;ere discussed in the Council. Poland's oto

Government was in fact authoritarian and little interested in minority

complaints. Beck, like von Neurath, disliked the League of Nations though

continuing to take part there since Poland's semi-permanent place on the

3
Council gave a certain prestige.As we have seen he had been very suspicious

^National Archives Washington, T - 120/3510; 9052E 63411-2, I am in
debted for this reference to Dr. U.S. Levine of De Pauv7 University,
Indiana, who is writing a book on the Nazi Party in Danzig.
2
Casimir Papee, ''an amiable man, not a very high reputation for intel
ligence" (British Ambassador in Warsaw) PRO 17783 109/109/55.

^Cf. above, p. 94.
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of Simon's efforts to nominate an English High Commissioner. He felt 

that only Polish ’'steadfastness" and the threat that they "would render 

the life of an English High Commissioner in Danzig unbearable" had brought 

appointment of Lester "an Irishman - which was a concession for the 

British Empire - a close collaborator of Mr. de Valera and a partisan of 

the Irish Independant (sic) movement - which was a concession in our 

favour."^ Again like von Neurath, Beck may have hoped to bring pressure 

on Lester via the Irish Government - both v/ere to be disappointed since 

Lester saw his first duty as being to the League.'

We have so far dealt mostly with interests and individuals likely to 

be opposed or a problem to Lester in his capacity of High Commissioner, 

but there were also sources from which he might expect to find support.

His authority of course came from Geneva, through the League's guarantee 

of the Danzig Constitution. He himself was expected to assist and encourage 

the parties concerned to settle disputes on the spot where possible, to 

forward petitions to the Council indicating their degree of seriousness, 

and to keep the Secretary-General and the Council informed by regular 

correspondence and reports on the affairs of the Free City. In the Council 

'most of whose members knew Lester well) there was a tendency to hope that^ 

with improved Danzig-Poland relations, Danzig questions would figure less 

frequently on their agenda. For nine months after Lester's appointment 

nothing arose, but thereafter Danzig was again a regular problem. Som,e 

impatience can be detected in Council discussions, when faced with volumin

ously detailed petitions; a frontier dispute, however trivial, can always 

be invested with a certain grandeur which becomes impossible when dealing 

with assaulted voters and dismissed municipal employees. More im.portant

^Beck, op. cit., p. 83. In fact he had initially opposed Lester,
cf. above, pp. 96-98.



is the fact that it was during Lester's time at Danzig that the Council

and the League had to deal with the Abyssinian crisis. Pre-occupations

with this and other crises (for example the German re~occupation of the

Rhineland and the beginning of the Spanish Civil VJar) obviously affected

the League's willingness or ability to fulfil Danzig responsibilities.

Another factor, less easy to assess, was the increasingly pro-appeasement

standpoint of the Secretary-General, M. Avenol^ which may have affected

developments as Lester came into increasing conflict with the German

Government. A similar doubt hangs over the Secretariat official who

handled Danzig affairs, M. Krabbe, a Dane like his Head of Section,

Hosting. It was reasonable for Krabbe to pass on inform.ation to the

British Foreign Office since Britain was Council Rapporteur for Danzig,

less reasonable to keep Germany, not even a League member, fully informed.

Back in Danzig, Lester had, apart from secretarial staff, only one

3
assistant, Marchese Giustiniani. One of Rosting's last acts had been to

draw up an arrangement whereby the assistant took over in the case of the

death, illness or prolonged absence of the High Commissioner, but with

4
reducedjpowers League control hence being slightly relaxed. For one 

reason or another Lester took very little leave, and his assistant 

thus had little scope. The only other League official in Danzig was the 

President of the Harbour Board.^

^See Barros, op. cit., chs. 3 and 4.
2
Of. below, p. 170,

3
A young Italian who had served both Lester's predecessors.

S rO 17786 C 513/285/55.
5 . . . . .
From 1.10.34 a Dr. Nederbraght. Viewed by Lester vjith irritation
(his 'uplifting' dinners) and contempt (the lack of moral courage he 
demonstrated by avoiding Lester v:hen the latter was being boycotted 
by the Danzig Government), D. 27.1.37, p. 137.
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'In many ways, Lester's most effective support and encouragement was

to come from Britain, unofficially or through the League. Ka enjoyed

a good working relationship with Anthony Eden who "(made) an irreproachable

partner as Rapporteur for Danzig,"^ and was friendly with Fraiik Walters,

the most highly-placed British official in the Secretariat, and with

2
several members of the Foreign Office. In Danzig he was in constant

3
touch with the British Consul there. Through them he could communicate

his views to the Rapporteur more rapidly than through Geneva, and this

channel became vital to him after the Danzig Governm.ent began opening his

mail and telegrams. British public opinion was, through papers such as the

4
Manchester Guardian, kept fully informed on Danzig. A group of M.P’s. 

regularly put do\m questions in the House of Commons, and Danzig in times 

of crisis received numerous visits from British journalists, parliamenta

rians and trade unionists. All this undoubtedly helped to relieve the 

sense of isolation which Lester increasingly felt in Danzig.

Lastly there was Lester’s home government department. The unavail

ability of archives makes their contribution difficult to assess; such 

sources as we have suggest it was negligible or even negative. There is

Lester's remark that until May 1936 he "never had one word of appreciation

. 5
or encouragement from headquarters for . . .  my work in Danzig. There 

is no record of the Irish Permanent Delegate at Geneva making representa

tion at any stage on behalf of his fellow countryman - Cremins' position was 

of course weaker in that the Irish Free State v;as no longer on the Council.

^D. 23.12.35, p. 46.
2
The latter's archives are a major source for Danzig's affairs, since so 

many of the League's political files were destroyed in 1940.

^The post was made a Consulate General in February 1934. It v/as held
until April 1934 by R.M. Buchan and subsequently by L.M. Robinson.
4
Eden later told Lester that "the Danzig affair had been the greatest 

factor during the past year in changing English public opinion (on
Germany)." D. 27.1.37, p. 140.

^D. 14.5.36, p. 119.



Equally, there is no evidence of any German or Polish pressure being

redirected by the Irish Government, even then - if one may adapt a

phrase - inclining towards splendid insulation. The then head of the

Department of External Affairs - of which Lester was still technically a

member - was Mr. Joseph Walshf neither a supporter of the League nor

1
particularly interested in European affairs. More significant was the

outlook of the Irish Minister in Berlin at that time, Charles Bewley.

2
According to Lester Eewley was violently anti-English and anti-League.

Moreover, he supported the Nazi revolution - in 1937 he told a German

newspaper that "Hitler had many admirers among the young people of Ireland.

This episode prompted Lester to write

I do not forget how Bewley played up to me while I was High 
Coimnissioner . . . during the period imjnediately prior to the 
'great offensive' (Summer 1936) and how I was then dropped like
a hot cinder and have not since had a line or sign from him -
even on my appointment here (Deputy-Secretary-General).3

British support for Lester may have done something to guarantee an absence

of support from his home base.

On January 24th, Lester arrived in Danzig and took up residence in

4the large German-baronial house assigned to the High Commissioner. A 

formal speech of welcome was given by Rauschning and replied to by Lester, 

formal calls were made and received. The Danzig Volkstimme published an 

article on the arrival of the new High Commissioner and the Senate gave 

a dinner, described by the British Consul as being unusually friendly.^ 

During the follovring few weeks Lester occupied himself meezing various

^See above, p. 6, and below, p. 227.

2 . .
An English education (Bcx̂ ley v;ent to Winchester and Oxford) seems to
have affected him rather as it did Parnell.

1.6.36., p. 121 and 23.4.37, pp. 153-4.
4 .
It had once been the property of Field-Marshal von Mackenson and was one

of the few major buildings in Danzig to survive World War II.

^PRO 17786 C 1067/285/55.
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Danz-ig personalities and with an official visit to Warsaw. He vjrote a 

letter to Mr. de Valera (later reprinted in the "Irish Press") describing 

his reception in Danzig and giving some impressions of the city. He men

tioned a few Irish links there and concluded that all parties felt an 

Irishman was specially suited to understand the Danzig situation and 

protect varying interests. Buchan, the British Consul-General, reporting 

on this, commented

Since his arrival in Danzig, Mr. Lester has . . . made no secret 
of his attachment to Mr. de Valera and the latter's policy (vis- 
a-vis Great Britain) but has not expressly shown himself as 
definitely hostile to Great Britain.

Buchan thought the Danzigers and Poles indifferent to the current British-

Irish dispute and "... interested in the High Conmdssioner only in so far

as he may be able to contribute to the solution of outstanding Danzig-

Polish problems." Lester's lack of knowledge of German was a handicap and

"there appears at present to be some tendency to pass him over." The

Senate had dropped early plans to honour Mr. Lester by asking for an Irish

2
Free State Consul in Danzig and by recognising St. Patrick's Day.

Leonhardt gives a Danziger's view of Mr. Lester's approach at this early 

stage.

From the beginning Mr. Lester took his post in Danzig rather 
seriously. Unfamiliar with the local situation and speaking 
neither German nor Polish, he made every effort to acquaint 
himself with the prevailing conditions and pay attention to 
any kind of reliable information . . . (his) impartiality 
v;ent so far as to make him deliberately detach himself from 
the popular prejudice which a citizen from a democratic 
country would normally entertain in regard to National 
Socialism . . . prevailing opinion had it at that time . . . 
that National Socialism is a pronounced national or national
istic movement and Mr. Lister emphasised occasionally that, 
as an Irishman, he was found to sjTnpathise with national 
aspirations.-^

Including Forster whom he at first found "quite an attractive personality 
giving one the appearance of intelligent simplicity, of enthusiasm and 
sincerity." PRO*17783 C 2056/155/55.

'̂ PKO 17786 C 1985/285/55.
3
Leonhardt, op. cit., p. 217.
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V This fairly Gtins up Lester's initial attitude but he must soon, 

however, have had a clear enough view of the scope and limitations of 

his position. Uulike the League's representative in the Saar he had no 

effective power, except for a theoretical right to call upon Polish 

troops to preserve order, which in existing circumstances was hardly 

practicable. Instead, he had to rely on persuasion backed up by the 

threat of unwelcome publicity at the Council. Danzig V7as not isolated 

but at the centre of a network of political pressures. In both an 

active and a passive sense it was a barometer of international trends, 

active in that events there were sometimes a guide to future develop

ments, passive in that what happened in Danzig was usually dictated by 

outside events. In the following chapters we shall see how Lester 

interpreted and carried out his functions over three years, and the 

degree to which he influenced or delayed a seemingly inevitable process.
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CHAPTER 7

EARLY STRUGGLES (JANUARY 1934-APRIL 1935)

Events developed relatively slowly during Lester's first year and 

a quarter in office. Danzig was not even discussed by the Council until 

September 1934; thereafter the pace quickened with the replacement of 

Rauschning by Greiser, the January Council meeting and the Danzig elec

tions in April.

Lester's policy initially was to get as many disputes as possible

settled locally^ either through his own mediation or through encouraging

the parties concerned to negotiate. He may have in part accepted

Rauschning's argument that sending in petitions too soon weakened the

Senate's authority and encouraged discontent. He took a certain pride

in this policy; as he said in November 1934 to a Danzig Minister, though

it v/as "easier in fact for me to sit back, wait for and forward complaints

to Geneva," nevertheless he encouraged complainants to address themselves

to the Government or the Courts.^ About the same time, in the course of

a discussion with the German Consul-General, he remarked that "no one would

be happier than (I) if (I) v/ere not compelled to report the situation to

2
the Council of the League ot Nations." Lester may also have felt there 

was a better chance of Council action when really needed if it had not 

previously been asked to consider numerous detailed complaints.

Thus, though a great deal of information on conditions in Danzig 

reached Geneva and London through Lester's letters to the Secretary-General

'pro 17784 C 8G06/155/5‘3.

'̂DGFP C III, p. 592
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and to friends in the Foreign Office, Danzig figured very little in

Council discussions during Lester's first year as High Commissioner.

Before the Council's September meeting Lester took' the precaution

of having a long discussion with Rauschning, backed up by a formal note

addressed to the President, in which he m.entioned various complaints he

had received and stressed the need for government legislation to conform

to the Constitution. A single-party regime was not possible in Danzig,

he said, and he hoped that aftr.r the Polish economic treaties had been

completed the Government "would devote itself to bringing its legislative

measures into closer conformity with the existing Constitution." The

German Vice-Consul in Danzig, reporting this discussion and Note (of which

other members of the Senate were not informed) thought that

Mr. Lester obviously wished to provide himself . . . with some 
support before the meeting of the Council, in case any questions 
and complaints would be addressed to him concerning alleged 
violations of the Constitution.1

The Council heard Eden's report on Danzig at its second meeting on

September 8th. After dealing with a procedural matter concerning joint

Polish-Danzig social insurance tribunals he went on to say how all would

be pleased that no Danzig question had come before the Council since the

very important matter of the Danzig Constitution had been discussed in

January 1934. He congratulated Poland and Danzig on the economic agree-

2 .
ments recently signed. The passing reference to the Constitution was,

according to the Foreign Office, put in at Lester's request to emphasise

what he had been saying to Rauschning and shov? that the League had its

3
eye on observance of the Constitution.

^DCFP C III, pp. 403-4.

\ n OJ 1934, p. 1387.

^PRO 17784 C 6232/155/55.
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» In January, however, the Council found itself faced with two formal 

petitions from sections of the Danzig community. On December 10th Lester 

had forwarded a petition from the Catholic Parish Priests of Danzig 

objecting to four Senate decrees as being unconstitutional. He had re

ceived this petition in August but had had to wait two and a half months 

for a reply to his queries from the Senate. Then,

after noting, as a result of several interviev7S with the two 

parties concerned, that it was not possible to arrive on the 
spot at a satisfactory elucidation of the questions I felt it 
my duty to submit this petition to Council . . .

In a conversation with von Radowitz Lester said that

complaints from the Catholics would certainly have to come 
before the Council . . . which . . . might lead to complications 
in Danzig's domestic policies which (I myself) would gladly have 
avoided.^

Shortly afterv/ards Lester forwarded another petition, this Line from the 

Centre Party. This covered similar ground to the Catholic Priests'

3
Petition, Party and Church being closely linked, but at greater length;

Lester thought "it must be considered by the Council since there is no

4
hope of it being settled here."

l̂ l̂en the Council met to discuss Danzig on January 18th it had before 

it the two petitions and Lester's report for 1934 in which he contrasted 

the appreciable improvement in Danzig-Poland relations with worrying 

incernal policies.'^ There was also a letter from Lester dated January 7th 

in which he informed the Council that the Danzig Government now proposed 

to negotiate with the petitioners, and that lie was "reporting these facts 

in case the Council, in viev; of the circumstances, should wish to postpone

^LNOJ 1935, pp. 761-768.

^DGFP C III, p. 738.

\ nOJ 1935, pp. 789-794.

'̂PRO  17784 C 8964/155/55.

^PRO 18893 C 393/331/55. U?.ilike other yearly reports on Danzig this was 
not published.
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consideration of the Catholic Priests' petition."^ The atmosphere in the 

Council was not improved by the Saar plebiscite which had just taken place, 

resulting in an overwhelming vote for reunification with Germany. For 

though the orderliness of the voting (under the supervision of an Inter

national Force) had been a credit to the League and its much vilified 

President of the Saar Commission, Knox, the result was clearly encouraging 

to National Socialists. Refugees were already leaving the Saar and

it v/as in this atmosphere that the Council . . . welcomed
Mr. Lester . . . accompanied by (Greiser). Before the
discussion began the Nazi salute was seen in the Council room.
I'Jhat might have been a dull matter was already transformed.2

Lester had been unvzise to give a loophole to the Council for evading 

action, for Eden in his report proposed not to enter into the substance 

of the petitions, saying it was best to defer consideration in the hope 

that agreements could be reached locally. He mentioned Lester's report, 

which had referred to "certain tendencies not in harmony with the Con

stitution," but thought the Council could expect the Senate's assurance 

of loyalty to the Constitution to be observed. The attitude taken by the 

Rapporteur^better informed and responsible for initiative, was usually 

decisive in Council discussiois and it was so in this case. Lester said 

nothing and other Council members contented themselves with re-emphasising 

the commitment of the Senate to constitutional action. This was in spite

of a by no means conciliatory speech by Grieser stressing the rights of

. . . 3
majorities.

The League had, it will be demonstrated, missed a chance of acting 

effectively in Danzig at a time v;hen circumstances were still relatively 

favourable. For this Lester may Ibe held to blame in that he persisted so

^LNOJ 1935, pp. 785-6.

^ . , 19.1. '35.

\ n OJ 1935, pp. 139-141.
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long in hopes of local settlement, Xv’hen in fact what had reached the 

Council was little more than the tip of the iceberg of repression, dis

order and discontent with which he had been faced. Th6 mechanism of 

petitioning can be looked on as a filter through which the most blatant 

and verifiable breaches of the Danzig Constitution could be brought to the 

Council's attention. We must now, therefore, retrace our steps to January 

1934 to get a fuller picture of the rapid, though not complete, spread of

totalitarianism during Lester's first year of office.

Though certain illusions still persisted in the Foreign Office in 

early 1934.^ Lester was faced with aspects of National Socialism before 

he had been tv;o weeks in Danzig. On February 5th he asked the Senate 

spokesman on foreign affairs to see that the State (and not the Swastika) 

flag was flown on government buildings - remarking that even in Catholic 

Ireland during the Eucharistic Congress this rule had been followed - and 

also took up the matter of Party members wearing long knives. These v/ere 

trivialities. Major problems dealt v?ith by Lester over the year can be 

divided into those relating to the law aad administration, and those con

cerned v;ith attacks on non-National Socialist parties, thair associated 

organisations and their newspapers. There was also the v/atching brief 

which Lester held over Polish affairs.

On January 31st 1934, in a continuation of the policy begun in Rosting's 

time, the Senate had issued a decree appointing a State Commissioner for 

Danzig city affairs in place of the City Council. Lester queried this as

unconstitutional and forward to the Senate a petition he had received on

the subject from the Centre Party. The Senate argued that the appointment 

was a temporary one made to solve the unemployment problem and was legally

^"If the new policy of settling disputes between (Danzig and Poland) is 
successfully carried out, Nr. Lester ;vlll not have overmuch to do."
PRO 17735 C 1067/285/55.
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sound, but in April conceded that the State Commissioner's powers be 

limited to financing and carrying out the Govarmaeut's public works 

programme, all other matters being returned to the jurisdiction of the 

City Council.^ The whole matter of State Coirjniissioners dragged on in the

Danzig Courts, the Labour Court holding their appointment illegal, the

‘ . . .  2
Supreme Court that they were justified under the Law of June 1933.

Lester recognised the importance of the Courts. In July he objected to

the number of new judges being brought in from Prussia; the next two

3
vacancies were filled by Danzigers. In October he talked to the Chief

Justice about the lower courts' increasing partiality tov/ards National

Socialists, and described the ensuing High and Supreme Court decisions,

interpretations and reversals as "a good step towards the normalising of

4
life in Danzig for the opponents of the National Socialist Party." A 

great deal depended, however, on the legality or otherwise of the Enabling 

Lav/ of June 1933 and the Senate took the trouble to get a lengthy justi

fication of this from a State Councillor in Berlin. This, v;ith the con

tinuous pressure against its personnel, helped to errode the independence 

of the Danzig judiciary.

The Centre Party, in spite of its uneasy collaboration with the 

National Socialists in 1933, v;as too powerful an organisation not to feel 

the weight of repressive legislation and State action. Its Chairman, Dr. 

Stachnik was a Catholic priest and it was backed by Church-run associations 

catering for school children, youth in general and trade unionists. It had 

a weekly paper, the "Volkzeitung". From chis section of opinion Lester 

received num.erous complaints, some of which as we have seen eventually

^LNOJ 1934, pp. 464-9.

^LNOJ 1935, pp. 771-3.

^PRO 17784 C 5836/155/55.

S rO 17784 C 6994/155/55.
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reaQhed the Council in the shape of formal petitions. Before that Lester 

had had some success in local negotiations. On March 1st he had expressed 

surprise to Rauschning at the suppression of an issue of the "Volkzeitung", 

saying that the article objected to was innocent and the paper in any case 

conservative. Rauschning replied that he was under pressure to suppress 

it altogether and sent a memo the next day justifying this particular 

suppression.^ The paper suffered several more suppressions but in July, 

after telling the Senate he was not prepared to tolerate further prevari

cation and threatening a Council discussion, Lester noted the paper had 

reappeared and postponed a decision on whether their petition should go to 

the Council. In the same month Lester was thanked by Bishop O'Rourke for

his successful intervention on behalf of Catholic fund-collecting and for

2
getting the Senate to drop a proposal to redistribute Church land. He 

was, however, unable to stop the Senate passing a series of decrees re

stricting freedom of association which showed that, in the words of the 

Centre Party petition of December 17th, "the aim of the Government was to 

place the National Socialist Party and its supporters de jure and de facto

in a privileged position in relation to all other parties and organisations 

3
. . ." Against this the Senate took the line that the Centre Party, when 

in power, had itself restricted freedom of association, and it countered 

the Priests' Petition by stressing the non-participation of their Bishop.

The second main opposition group, the Social Democrat Party, was 

strengthened by not being tied to a vested interest such 3S the Church, 

and by having a daily rather than a weekly nev:spaper, the "Volkstimme".

The latter Lester described as "one of the worst thorns in the side to the

^PRO 17783 C 2056/155/55. 

^PRO 17784 C 5836/155/55. 

■ L̂NOJ 1935, p. 789.



Government because very widely read even by non-Socialists. Erich 

2
Brost, a member of its staff and later editor, was Lester's main link

with the Social Democrats and "a regular visitor, an average of once a

3
week since my arrival." Not surprisingly the "Volkstiume" was constantly 

under pressure from the Government and on June 27th a decree signed by 

Vice-President Greiser prohibited it for six months. Lester took two 

steps. lie first v;ent to .see Rauschning v/ho had just come back from Berlin 

and, concluding that Rauschning had not known about this decision, he 

decided not to mention that the Socialists had made a formal petition. Ee 

then went to the latter and impressed strongly on them that it was better, 

politically and financially to try to reach agreement locally and to con

sider any proposal offered by the Government than to wait for a Council 

debate in September. On July 13th he was able to report to the Secretary- 

General

I informed you a week ago that the Volkstimme . . . had been
suppressed for six months . . .  I did not feel the suppression
was just and took a vigorous line of action with the Senate, at 
the same time restraining the Socialist impulse to press a peti
tion immediately . . . the newspaper will reappear this afternoon, 
sixteen days after suppression. The Socialists appear highly 
pleased.^

in a personal letter to a Foreign Office official conveying this news 

Lester added,". . . the Polish Minister told me that his people were in

terested in the method used and the absence of external evidence of 

excitement."^ Lester's success enabled Eden to give a satisfactory

^PRO 17733 C 7550/331/55.
2 . . . . .
Nox/ living in West Germany. Brost later acted as an intermediary for the
other Opposition parties as well. During 1935 he and Lester, for reasons 
of safety, used to m.eet in a little-frequented part of the forest of Oliva
near Danzig. I am much indebted to Herr Brost for his help both through
correspondence and in conversation.

^PRO 17784 C 8007/155/55.

'̂ PRO 17784 C 5836/155/55.

\ester-Strang, 19.7.34, PRO 17784 C 5187/155/55.



130,

answer to a question on the subject in the House of Coinmons.

As in the case of the Centre Party paper, Lester had used the threat

of Council publicity, an argument which had some effect as long as Dr.

Rauschning was President. After the latter's fall this restraint was

removed and during local elections in November (when there v/as a general

intensification of pressure) the paper was suspended for three days and

two journalists including Brost arrested. Lester suspected this vms

because of Brost's visits to himself but "I did not for a moment suppose

2
the Senate vrould be stupid enough to base any charge on this fact."

Brost was interrogated for one and a half hours as to why he weiit so often

3
to the High Commissioner and what they talked about.

Lester was less sympathetic towards the Communist party which had 

also been proscribed during Rauschning's absence (under the Danzig Con

stitution this made party activity illegal, though not depriving sitting 

Volkstag members of their seats). He wrote to Strang that he did not 

knoxi? if he would get a petition from them but had told them they had made 

a mistake in leaving themselves open to prosecution for having arms, the 

Constitution not being intended to cover this. With regard to the 

Jewish community his enquiries to Rauschning about various instances of 

discrimination brought the latter's personal declaration on July 2nd that 

they had nothing to fear. Lester wrote a few days later to the Secretary- 

General noting this,"in connection with which you will share my satis

faction." He had as yet had no formal complaints from the Jews, who were 

suffering "social difficulties and an unofficial boycott" with "some Jews 

in state service perhaps less influential than before". His suggestion

^PRO 17784 C 5134/155/55.

■̂pRO 17784 C 8007/155/55.

\"R0 17784 C 8905/155/55.

S rO 17784 C 5187/155/55.
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that'the Senate prohibited the anti-Jev;ish paper "StUrmer" (published in 

Garnany by Julius Streicher, a close associate of Forster's) had met vjith 

no response.^ For tĥ .  time being Lester relied on Rauschning's declaration,

The local elections held in November in two country districts where 

the National Socialists were strong were an important test for Lester. He 

did not take all complaints seriously - he told von Radox^itz that in every

3
electoral campaign, even in democratic countries, there were broken heads. 

Prior to the election, however, he persuaded Greiser to promise "free 

elections" in a radio broadcast.^ He kept a close check on electoral 

activity; on November 27th the British Consul-General reported "a fair 

degree of liberty, at least in the later stages of the campaign, after 

representations had been made by the High Commissioner."^ These elections, 

nevertheless, accelerated Lester's growing disillusionment with the Senate 

and inclined him to accede to increased pressure to forward petitions to 

the Council.

Danzig-Poland relations in 1934 centered around the negotiations in 

spring and summer which resulted in the Trade Agreements signed on August 

6th. Lester had followed and encouraged these without taking any direct 

part; on August 7th he reported to the Secretary-General that the Agreements 

represented a substantial result for the policy of direct negotiations in

augurated by Rauschning in 1933, and gave some substance to the Poland- 

Danzig rapprochement. He thought that Danzig had made legal concessions 

in expectation of economic benefits.^ Some of the Danzig Opposition

and declined to receive a representative from an outside Jewish organisa-

2
tion - "the Jews of Danzig must speak for themselves."

^PRO 17784 C 5336/155/55. 

\ gFP C III, p. 592 

^PRO 17734 C 830/155/55.

^PRO 17784 G 5836/155/55. 

^PRO 17784 C 8001/155/55,

^PRO 17784 C 5856/155/55.
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thought Loo much had been conceded but they were given no opportunity to

speak in the Volkstag when the agreement was approved. On this occasion

Rauschning, though stressing the success for direct negotiation added that

the High Commissioner had done all possible to help.

From time to time the Dan zig Poles, and Polish opinion generally, had

biien disturbed by excesses of National Socialist enthusiasm. The Polish  

y . .
C ommissioner, Papee visited Lester in March after the big parades for

Himmler 's visit; when they discussed the question of carrying knives

Lester noted these were also carried by Polish Boy Scouts.^ In fact a

Senate decree in April about the wearing of uniforms specifically excluded

Polish organisations from the restrictions.^' In May, there was a temporary

breakdown in the trade talks caused by open disagreement between Rauschning

and Forster, and incidents provoked by the latter 's speeches. Poles too

were claimed to have acted provocatively. The German Consul-General

reported that Lester "sensing a growing bitterness in the political

atmosphere spoke to both Forster and Papee. He had told the former that

"his violent public speeches and the rash actions of his followers which

they had caused" would endanger the trade negotiations, and Forster 's

attitude had changed. To the latter he had said

that a marked stiffening on the Polish side with respect to Dan zig
would necessarily create a very bad impression at the League of
Nations while . . .  a deference to the just wishes of Dan zig would
be highly esteemed . . . "

Von Radov;itz commented that "Lester apparently e xerted himself as an honest

broker and I believe the rela xation of tension which unquestionably resulted

3
is very m.uch to his credit."

^PRO 17783 C 20 5 5 /1 5 5 / 5 5.

^LNO J 1935, p. 769.

Letter 9.5. '34. DGF P C 11, pp. 803-804. The Report adds that at a Party  
meeting at the time it was agreed to call in the High Commissioner if no  
agreement v/as reached in the talks.
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'Tensions also arose during election campaigns on 18.2.35.

Lester reported he had had "a couple of anxious visits from Papec."^ 

Otherwise Lester was mostly engaged with routine Danzig-Poland arrange

ments, reporting their details to Geneva and co-operating where the High 

Commissioner's assent was required under the Constitution.

Several indications encourage the view that where Danzig-Poland 

relations v;ere concerned Lester, at any rate at this stage, tended to 

favour Danzig. Poland's treatment of minorities and her opposition to 

his appointment, when combined with his initial sympathy with German 

national feeling may have accounted for this. Von Radov;itz wrote that

he was always convinced of Lester's "great loyalty towards the Danzig

2
Senate and by no means sympathetic attitude towards Poland” and later

that Lester regarded Polish attempts at Polonising Danzig as "completely

3
pointless since Danzig was German through and through."

IJhatever Lester's views on Poland may have been his "great loyalty 

to the Danzig Senate" was increasingly being put under strain. Leonhardt 

writes

as long as a man of personal integrity was occupying the 
Presidency of the Senate it was natural that in any case
where there was a reasonable element of doubt the benefit of
this doubt should be given to the governmental views. This 
policy of trust in the veracity of governmental declarations 
continued after Rauschning's resignation although perhaps 
with less certainty and certainly with less justification.'^

The replacement of Rauschning by Greiser and the policy changes which this 

change implied and involved, taken in conjunction with increasing criti

cism of the League's function in Banzig and personal harrassment provoked 

Lester to more vigorous interpretation of his responsibilities.

^PRO 18893 C 1947/331/55.

^Memo 7.11.34, DGFP C III, p. 593.

% emo 12,12.34, DGFP C III, p. 798.
4
Leonhardt, op. cit., p. 217.
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A povjer-struggle between Rauschning and Forster was always likely 

in a situation where the head of state was within his own party sub

ordinate to a younger man. Lester, v/ho had a high opinion of P.auschning 

and a low one of his party colleagues, followed its development closely.

As long as he had access to Rauschning he was able to achieve something 

and his discussion with the President in early September bore fruit, 

firstly in Rauschning's conciliatory attitude at Geneva and secondly in 

an interesting memorandum Rauschning subsequently submitted to the German 

Foreign Ministry. In this Rauschning wrote that "Every attempt to go 

beyond the limits imposed . . .  by the constitution guaranteed by the 

League of Nations must lead to grave repercussions if not to the loss of 

Danzig." He went on to dismiss the opinion held within the party in 

Danzig that, because of "the inactivity of the League and the ineffective

ness of the decisions" Danzig could ignore Council recommendations.

Apart from the fact that the League of Nations would certainly 
wish to maintain its prestige vis-a-vis a small state like 
Danzig (whether by international police or elections, which 
are undesirable at present) such a procedure would mean 
surrendering a weapon unnecessarily at the present time when 
Poland might be tempted to try to secure further rights in 
Danzig.

jAfter developing the theme of the League as a necessary protection against 

Poland, Rauschning added that attempts to set up an authoritarian state 

on German lines "constantly clash m.ost sharply with the duties allotted 

by the Council to the . . . High Commissioner, namely to supervise the 

maintenance of the constitution." The constitution could in theory be 

altered by a two-thirds Volkstag majority; elections at present would not 

give such a majority and in any case the League would never approve it.

He concluded

Although considerably weakened by Germany's withdravjal and the 
lack of any active ir.terest shown by the British Rapporteur in 
conditions in Daiizig, the procedure of the . . . Council



' nevertheless remains a protection for Danzig . . . therefore the ^
State must keep its domestic policies within the constitution . . .

Much of this was clearly influenced by Rauschning's discussion with

Lester and if this policy had prevailed the latter would have had few

problems. But the President's position was already weakening. On

September 28th Lester wrote to the Secretary-General that

it is obviously an impossible situation when the President 
of the Senate finds it impossible to carry out promises 
made to the High Commissioner.2

A few days later he was enquiring about rumours that Forster had pre

sented Rauschning with a set of demands "which would lead to flagrant

3
violations of the constitution." Rauschning rejected these demands

(which involved a total clamp dora on opposition parties and intensified

persecution of the Jews) and in early October was in practice replaced

by Greiser, though temporarily refusing to resign. Lester continued to

press Greiser (of whose impending elevation he wrote "many can hardly

4
credit this . . .  he is not an 'homrne serieux'") and Forster on the

rumoured new policy, and temporarily checked its application, Greiser

making a speech recognising the Constitution.

Lester now found dealing with the Senate increasingly difficult. On

November 3rd he commented "many of these people do not even understand

the legal position."^ On the 7th he told von Radowitz

that since the absence of President Rauschning . . . remarks 
and suggestions had indeed been received with apparent 
understanding but had consistently failed to achieve the 
hoped-for results . . .  he greatly regretted the cricis in 
the Presidency as in President Rauschning . . .  he saw a 
guarantee for wise and calm treatment of all questions.^

DGFP C III, pp. 436“7. Rauschning v?as so much spied upon in Danzig that 
he wrote this memorandum in the Foreign Ministry building. Leonhardt, 
op. cit., p . 103.

"PRO 17784 C 6694/155/55. ^Ibid. ''̂ Ibid.

^Lester to Secretary-General PRO 17784 C 8006/155/55.

S gFP C III, pp. 592-3.
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On the 20th he told Dr. BfJttcher^ "that if I were ‘let down' by the

Senate in this matter (refusing to give information) it would be the

last time I would place any confidence in assurances on behalf of the 

2
Senate." Rauschning, after struggling to convert Senate and Volkstag

to his views, resigned on November 24th.

Early the next month Lester had one of his regular long discussions

with the German Consul-General, who asked if he was satisfied the change

in the Presidency would not involve a changed attitude towards the

Constitution. "In a somewhat hurt tone the High Commissioner said he

continued to feel rather uneasy . . ." People who came to see him, he

said, had been described as traitors, "such statements were calculated

to diminish both his own authority and that of the Council, which he

could only regard as disadvantageous to Danzig's own interests." The

argument continued and von Radowitz concluded "the High Commissioner is

3
by no means pacified. . ."

Lester's concern at the overall pattern of events in Danzig during 

1934 can have been little eased by the Council's failure to act decisively 

in January 1935. His concern was fully justified, for troubles multiplied 

in the following months. Local election successes, the outcome of the 

Saar plebiscite and the Council's deferm.ent of petitions encouraged Greiser 

to a new aggressiveness after his return from Geneva. Lester, who had 

taken a week's holiday after the Council meeting, arrived back to find the 

"̂’©aftaigd-r Volkstimme'*' suppressed and the clergy and Centre Party in a 

state of fury over speeches Greiser had made, abusing then as "liars" and 

"undisciplined children" respectively. Verbal and written attempts to

^Danzig Minister ox Foreign Affairs from m.id-1934,  later referred to by 
Lester as"... a fine piece of timber, the head especially being v/ell- 
seasoned ... scarcely a spark of political intelligence ... solemn 
stupidity." D. 18.6.37, p. 175.

^PRO 17784 C 8905/155/55

^DGFP C III, pp. 737-9.



get information about the suppression failed and Lester had a "strenuous 

three quarters of an hour" persuading the priests' representative to 

negotiate with the Government. The next day he had a similar session 

with Dr. Stachnik.^ Von Radowits called on February 6th and found Lester 

"in a state of great excitement. He thinks Greiser is two-faced and 

unreliable . . . During the entire conversation he appeared to be con

siderably annoyed and worried." Lester had pointed out that after giving 

comprehensive assurances in Geneva about observing the Const’.tution and 

negotiating with the Opposition, Greiser had insulted the latter and 

attacked the press. "One could not open . . . negotiations by insulting 

one's opponents at a public meeting." No explanation had been offered; 

he regarded this as insulting to himself personally and to the Council 

and did not intend to tolerate such methods any longer. "If the Senate 

do not radically change their attitude Danzig must be prepared for a 

meeting of the Council in May which might have highly unpleasant con

sequences for the Free City." Von Radowitz, who though Greiser's 

speeches "very clumsy and ill-considered," suggested in his report on 

the conversation "Berlin should apply the brakes as soon as possible."

He had reassured Lester that Berlin was not behind this new attitude and

wanted Danzig affairs to run smoothly, if possible without bringing in

2
the League of Nations.

On February 13th Lester wrote to the Secretary-General about recent

events which he thought were being dictated by Forster

who thinks the League of Nations can be confounded by defiance 
and trickery. The situation at the moment is a pathetic result 
of a year's friendly advice and s’mipathetic consideration and 
restraint on my part.3

^Lester to Secretary-General, 4.2.35. PRO 17783 C 1550/331/55 

^DGFP C III, pp. 915-17.

^PRO 17783 C 1550/331/55
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'In tliG saiuc letter Lester reported that a General Election had been 

announced for April 7th. Since the misley-dingly successful local elec

tions (a 78% National Socialist vote, but in two easily-pressurised 

country districts) this had been under consideration and the forthcoming 

campaign xjas the first real trial of strength between the Danzig National 

Socialists v/ith their control of all the apparatus of state, and their 

opponents with such protection and encouragement as the High Commissioner 

could give. This test and its result form a fitting conclusion to the 

first phase of Lester's work in Danzig.

On February 14th von Radovjitz called on Lester about the election 

announcement and was greeted with the words "so the fight against the 

League of Nations is now on." Lester went on to say that the timing of 

the elections suggested a desire to forestall any League decision on 

petitions pending, and that the League might hold the elections invalid 

since they would be taking place in the conditions complained of. Von 

Radowitz took this seriously enough to call on Greiser and insist the 

latter see Lester and restore good relations.^ At this meeting Greiser 

assured Lester "that he would fully guarantee the integrity of the 

elections and a free expression of opinion during the elections." Von

R.ado\fitz noted that personal relations between Greiser and Lester were

2
much improved by the meeting. Later, Lester suggested Greiser temporarily

concede the principal points claimed by the petitioners, without prejudice

to his own legal arguments, and, X'/hen this was rejected, x:arned Greiser

against relying too much on his legal advisors and on the powerlessness 

3
of the League. Von Radowitz also saw Forster and passed on the German 

Foreign Office's instructions that, during the elections, no reference

^DGFP C III, pp. 949-51.

^Ibid., p. 949.

“̂ Lester to Secretary-General 19.2.35, PP.0 18893 C 1947/331/55.
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was to be made to the Saar plebiscite (presumably to satisfy the Poles

that an election and not a plebiscite on Danzig's future was involved)

or to direct links between the German and Danzig National Socialist

parties. Forster accepted this, saying he was confident they xrould get

the necessary 67% any\jay and adding that "he did not intend to pay the

slightest attention to the High Commissioner over the v7hole election 

,,1campaign.

Lester continued to press moderation on the Danzig National Socialist

leaders though^ as he said, "the difficulty at present is that there is no

one in the Senate to whom one can appeal with any expectation of what I

2 . .
might call intelligent response." His difficulties were appreciated in

Geneva whence a suggestion was made - though not followed up - that Eden

3
put in a word ou his behalf when in Berlin. One seemingly tangible result

of Lester's efforts was a proclamation by Greiser that the election would

not affect the international status of Danzig and would be free and secret

but when congratulated on this 'notable success' by Papee Lester noted "I

am afraid I regard it merely as limiting the possible consequences for 

4
the Council."

Lester's relations v?ith Greiser deteriorated again as a result of 

tv7o episodes in March. The first concerned a letter of Lester's on some 

undignified scuffles at the dissolution of the Volkstag on February 20th 

with unflattering reraarks about Greiser's unreliability and incompetence.

This was apparently opened en route (Lester sent his letters through the 

ordinary postal service) and later published in a Sv/edish paper. Greiser 

first asked Lester for a copy of the report which Lester denied having

T
DGFP C III, pp. 951-2. A two-third majority was necessary to alter the Constitu-

o  •

Lester to Secretary-General 4.3.35, PRO 18893 C 2427/331/55.

\alters to Strang (F.O.) 4.3.35, PRO 18893 C 1781/331/55.

"̂ PRO 18393 C 3014/331/55.
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V7ritten (it v/as in fact an informal letter rather than a report) .

Later, having obtained a photograph of the letter, he published it on 

the eve of the elections in an atteriipt to discredit Lester, against the 

advice of the German Foreign Ministry.

The second episode started with a speech by Greiser on March 24th 

in which he complained that the High Commissioner, who was meant only to 

arbitrate between Poland and Danzig, was seeing too much of "the repre

sentatives of bankrupt parties" who were presenting "constant complaints." 

He claimed that Eden "a respected and decent Englishman" had in his 

January report to the Council told the Centre Party to work out problems 

on the spot before referring them to the League. Lester at once demanded 

an explanation of this, pointing out its inaccuracies and restating the 

High Commissioner's rights and duties.^ He delivered this demand in 

person to Greiser and a sharp conversation followed. Greiser asked "if 

everything was going quietly enough for Lester" and said Lester should 

not pay much attention to complaints. Lester replied that he had his 

duties, was not a child in politics and would receive and hear anyone 

whom he wished to. "I think I showed a certain amount of the anger I 

felt and I did so deliberately." Greiser then hinted that Lester might 

suffer the same kind of "difficulties which had been created for Knox in 

the Saar." Lester then, "made him repeat this astonishing suggestion."

I'm afraid I followed the bad example of Mr. Forster in 
conversation and struck the table in emphasising to Mr. Greiser 
that no threats and no force would make me deviate from what 
I believe to be my duty . . .  (I imagine he referred to a 
combined social boycott and perpetual attacks in the German 
and Danzig piess and broadcasting stations).

Lester made further points to V7hich Greiser was unable to reply. The

latter then complained that the Opposition were going from house to house

“LNOJ 1935, p. 717-18.
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sayitig people would be protected by the High Commissioner, and said that

through journalists and secretariat officials Che Social Democrats had

links with Geneva.^ A long explanation from Greiser reached Lester on

March 30th, acknowledging the High Commissioner's rights but complaining

about the (^position parties more and more tending to regard the "person

and office of the High Commissioner as a means for the protection of the

political minority." Their papers "if prohibited . . . appeal to the

2
League of Nations, if not, abu.'e the Government unreasonably . .

The British Consul-General thought that Greiser's public attack on

Lester was explained by the unexpected strength of the Cppoeition in pre- 

3 . . .
election days. This was in spite of a great inbalance of resources and 

facilities. The Centre and Social Democrat Parties each held eight 

meetings, some of which were disturbed by the police or by National 

Socialists, while the latter held over a thousand and m.onopolised broad

casting. There were numerous cases of verbal and physical violence and 

other forms of pressurising, especially in the country districts. Lester 

did what he could and though, as he put in his report on the election,

"it will be understood that I have not the means of personal investigation 

to confirm or refute the extent of truth in all the accusations of 

terrorism" he stressed that the incidents were one-sided and encouraged 

by Government statements. Four Opposition candidates who had been 

arrested were released on his intervention and Forster called on Party

members to avoid terrorism and increase their discipline to avoid en-

4
abling their opponents to complain to the High Commissioner.

^Lester-Secretary-General, 27.3.35, PRO 18893 C 3014/331/55.

^LNOJ 1935, pp. 718-19.

^PRO 18893 C 2959/331/55.

^LNOJ 1935, p. 819-26.



142.

'Party morale was high as a result of the law of March 16th re

establishing a strong German army and the election campaign in Danzig 

ended in a whirlwind of National Socialist activity witu major speakers 

from Germany and special trains bringing in Danzig citizens living out

side the Free City. But the outcome was a surprise. The National

It

Socialists, far from obtaining the two-thirds majority they were looking

for, gained only five more seats than in 1933 and just under 59% of the

votes cast.^ This result was widely regarded as a major setback for

National Socialism and, in Danzig, for Forster personally.^ Various

explanations were put forward - the fortitude of the Opposition parties

and disillusionment with the National Socialists' lack gf positive

achievement and election tactics, the presence and persistence of the

High Commissioner, letters critical of the regime circulated by Dr.

Rauschning and - for the first time - by Bishop O'Rourke. Lester in his

report refrained from expressing opinions on the grounds that the Council

would soon be considering aspects of the election in the form of petitions

and that the validity of the elections would be challenged in the Danzig

courts.^ He did, however, express some very surprising views to the

Germaii Consul-General.

Talking to von Radowitz on May 8th he said first that his personal

differences with Greiser were cleared up and "he did not intend to revert

to them." He went on to say that

the result of the elec+'ions had disappointed him for he had 
expected a 75 per cent majority for the National Socialist 
Danzig Party. This had not made the position of the Danzig 
Government any easier at Geneva since the existence of a

This percentage was reduced to 57% by a Danzig Supreme Court judgement
at the end of the year. Sec below, p. 160.
2 . . . .
Broat believes that after the election many members of the Danzig police
secretly joined Opposition parties.

\ nOJ 1935, pp. 825-6.
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'40 per cent Opposition instead of a much smaller one made 
a great difference to the way in which Danzig's affairs 
were dealt with in the Council of the League of Nations. The 
importance of this factor was not to be underestimated, es
pecially at the present session when a whole series of major 
questions concerning Danzig were on the agenda. Throughout 
his last report he had taken great care to proceed in such a 
way as to exclude the possibility of Danzig being made (a pavm) 
in international politics, that was to say he had contented 
himself with making a purely factual report . . .  he told me 
quite openly and frankly - though requesting that vzhat he was 
saying should be treated in strict confidence - that as an 
Irishman he had complete understanding for the great Movement 
in Germany and for her violent struggle for freedom, and that 
for that reason he especially regretted that, in spite of the 
trem.endous use made of propaganda, the election had not 
provided that clear proof of the superiority of the Movement 
which had been expected.

Lester went on to say that devaluation rumours might have explained

the election result, that he would do his best for the Danzig Government

at Geneva, that he hoped there would not have to be fresh elections and

that the Danzig police would be impartial.

In conclusion, the High Commissioner told me that he had been 
impelled to make these statements by his great anxiety about 
developments in Danzig in the immediate future and . . .  by his 
sympathy for the great ideals of the Nacional Socialist 
movement, which he could only sincerely wish every success in 
Danzig too.^

Several factors incline one not to take all this at face value. 

Firstly, von Radowitz had a reason for wishing to portray Lester as more 

favourable to National Socialism than he really was. To get support from 

Berlin for the more moderate and less provocative policy which he favoured 

and which Rauschning had followed, von Radov;itz had to portray Lester as 

a man fundamentally s}Tnpathetic to National Socialism who would accept its 

inevitable expansion in Danzig, though not a takeover by force. For his 

part Lester may only have been trying to express himself in as conciliatory 

a way as possible to a man whom, as we have seen, he liked and respected. 

Again, at this early stage and with Rauschning's return still a possibility

^DGFP C IV, pp. 139-41.
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Lester nay have felt it politic to encourage what appeared to be the 

moderate v/ing of National Socialism with the hope of slowing down deve

lopments in Danzig and making its problems more amenable to his inter

vention there. ̂

Nevertheless the views expressed seem to contradict some of what

Lester had already said and done and are certainly incompatible with his 

2
later actions. Wliether they represented a diplomatic ballon d'essai, 

or Lester's former sympathy as an Irishman for legitimate German 

grievances, or even a certain degree of na'ivity about the full impli

cations of National Socialism, they did not long survive. At the end of 

Hay 1935 Lester came to Geneva determined to put at least some check on 

the Nazification of Danzig, and subsequent events confirmed a hardening 

in his attitude towards the Danzig Government.

For Rauschning's ovm view on Xizhat Lester v?as trying to do see below, p . 205.
2 . . .  . .
Brost states that after the elections had given him proof of anti-Nazi

feelings Lester V7as "full of hope and thought Geneva would now under
stand," and tried hard to get nexj elections. Conversation with the 
writer, 6.1.1972.
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CHAPTER 8

THE COUNCIL’S RESPONSIBILITY 

(April 1935-January 1936)

Chronologically the next nine months of Lester's High Commissioner- 

ship fall into three sections. There was the aftermath of the elections 

culminating in the May Council meeting. Between that and the Council's 

September meeting events were dominated by an economic crisis involving 

a dispute with Poland. In the autumn came renewed pressure on the Danzig 

Opposition and on Lester personally, leading him to visit Warsaw and 

Berlin before reporting to Geneva. The period as a whole was^ much more 

than the preceding one, marked by the increasing dominance of Council 

meetings and of outside events.

An immediate result of the April elections was a revival in peti

tioning by various sections of the Opposition and a greater promptness 

on the part of the Senate in replying to the High Commissioner's inquiries. 

These took place against a background of Polish anxiety, continuing petty 

disorder and a government st.ill in power but shaken. On April 10th the 

Polish official paper in Warsaw, while denying Danzig Opposition claims 

that election incidents (of v/hich Lester noted there had been 220 involving 

Poles) had shoTO the "worthlessness" of the Polish-German rapprochement, 

remarked that National Socialist election propaganda did not help Polish- 

Danzig relations.^ The "Times" Danzig correspondent reported on the 11th 

that Opposition supporters were still being "mishandled", though adding

"T .11.4.35.
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that'there v/ere reports that the new Government would negotiate with the 

Opposition parties over petitions.^ The new Volkstag met on April 30th^ 

when Greiser took the line that the Opposition parties could no longer 

petition the League in the name of the Danzig population. The Govern

ment, he said, would keep within the extreme limit of what the Consti

tution allov7ed.^

The first of the group of petitions which occupied April and May 

J935 was handed in to Lester the day after the election by several Jewish 

organisations. It complained that there was "no longer the least question 

of equality," of discrimination against Jewish professional men, of boy

cotting of traders and dismissal of employees. They petitioned the League, 

they said, only after long hesitation, having hoped the Senate might 

respect Danzig law v/hen the excitement of the 1933 victory had passed. 

Lester asked for the Senate's opinions and a month later got the reply 

that professional associations rather than the Government were responsible 

in most cases, but that the trade boycott was being suppressed. Lester, 

unimpressed by this, forwarded petition and observations to Geneva the 

sam.e day, asking the Council to consider it at their next meeting. A 

second petition complaining of a decree in which regulations vzhich 

appeared general were in fact directed against Jews went through the same 

process *

The"Danziger Volkstimme^ w^hich had been seized for three days before 

the election and banned for five months immediately after it, petitioned 

Lester on April 13th, complaining that this was contrary/ to the Constitu

tion and financially ruinous to the paper. "Under such conditions the 

publication of a political daily nev?spaper whose views do not coincide

^T. 12.4.35.
2
Lester's election report 5.5.35, LNOJ 1935, p. 825,

\ n OJ 1935, pp. 830-862.
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with' those of the Government has been made impossible in Danzig." The 

Senate's reply complained of events being misleadingly reported, of 

public safety and order being endangered, and submi*-ted extracts de

scribing National Socialists as "separatists" and referring to the rough 

reception some Party chiefs had got from the dockers. Lester forwarded 

the documents without comments; later he forwarded the Senate's new 

Press Decree of May 8th,.by which every political item had to be sub- 

rdtted to the police.^

The Centre Party sent in a petition to Lester on April 18th complain

ing of a whole series of election incidents and malpractices, and stressing 

the growing identification of the State with the National Socialist Party. 

Receiving this from Lester prompted the Senate to provide him with 

"observations" on the Centre Party's original petition of December 1934. 

They claimed that they "could only make concessions within the limits 

laid do’i'm by . . . conscientious judgement and the wishes of the majority 

of the population." They were still negotiating with the Centre Party 

and had amended two decrees complained of. The High Commissioner himself, 

they said, had not questioned the right of the party in pov;er to further 

its aims, and furthermore neither the Chief of Police nor the Supreme 

Court President were National Socialists. The Senate's remarks on the

second petition v.ere much more perfunctory, and another parcel of documents

2
V7ent off to Geneva for the Council to consider. For good measure Lester 

also for^jarded news of the Catholic priests' unfruitful discussions with 

the Government, and the documents relating to Greiser's speech of March 

24th querying Lester's having dealings with the Opposition.

Lester seems to have decided that if the Council were to deal with 

Danzig problems at all it might as well do so comprehensively, and made

^LKOJ 1935, pp. 862-73.

^Ibid., pp. 788, 806-19.
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less effort to negotiate in Danzig. A useful guide to his attitude at

this stage is found in a Foreign Office memo compiled after the May

Council meeting.

The High Commissioner, whose position had been becoming more 
and more difficult of late ox7ing to the attitude of the Senate 
. . . was most anxious that these petitions should be disposed 
of by the Council at its May session. He emphasised the fact 
that certain leaders of the National Socialist party in Danzig 
had openly boasted that the Seiiate would get these petitions 
shelved by insisting on their reference to a League Committee.
He maintained that if the petitions were not dealt with the 
prestige of the League in the Free City would suffer gi.'ievously 
and the non-'National Socialist elements . . . would be thoroughly 
disheartened. (They) . . . had shown considerable courage in 
voting against National Socialism despite . . . pressure. They 
had, however, pinned their faith to the League . . . and could 
scarcely be abandoned in the circumstances.

The High Commissioner insisted that the Council was faced . . . 
with a decision of vital importance as far as Danzig was concerned. 
It had to make up its mind . . . either to maintain . . . the 
League's guarantee of the Danzig Constitution, or to acquiesce 
in the view held by the Danzig Senate that that guarantee only 
applied in so far as the international relations of the Free City 
were concerned.^

At the discussions between interested parties which always preceded 

a formal Council Debate, the British, in their role of Rapporteur, found 

that while the Poles were anxious to strengthen the High Commissioner's 

position, they were not anxious to see the Senate humiliated by the 

Council giving a political decision on juridicial questions. Subsequent 

discussions therefore centred on what concessions the Danzig Government 

would make if the petitions were referred to a Committee. Mention is 

made of the "almost insufferably self-righteous attitude" of Greiser 

and BBttcher and how "they showed themselves extremely obstinate through

out." Lester for his part "quickly came to appreciate the necessity for

not pressing for an immediate examination of the petitions but . . .

2
remained m.ost anxious about the position of the Press. .

^F.O. Memo, 30.5.35, PRO 18894 C 4450/331/55. 

^PRO 18894 C 4450/331/55.
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^Agreement was reached. At the first Council discussion on Danzig 

on May 24th, a report was accepted which repudiated Greiser's speech of 

March 23rd and restated the High Conunissioner's rights and functions 

along with expressions of confidence in Lester personally. The next day 

the petitions were all referred to a Coramittee of Jurists, Greiser 

giving an assurance that^ should it be concluded the Constitution had been 

infringed, the Senate would modify its opinion and take appropriate 

measures. He had also given instructions for the Press Decree to be 

withdra\m. ̂

In private Greiser had in addition assured Eden that he would counter-

I 2
mand the"Danziger Volkstimme's’ suspension on his return., Lester, dis

appointed over the petitions, hoped ultimately to be able to use the

Jurists' opinions to get better treatment for the Opposition groups in

3
Danzig before the next Council meeting.

The Senate's adherence to these agreements was to prove, as might 

have been expected, less than satisfactory. During the following months, 

however, attention v;as concentrated on Danzig's economic crisis and its 

effect on her relations with Poland.

Danzig, which enjoyed a mi.ch higher standard of living than sur

rounding Poland, depeiided for this on her trade and on a degree of help 

from Germany through direct subsidy or indirectly through the five thousand 

or so German pensioners - mostly retired officials - who lived in Danzig. 

The National Socialist Government in Germany had foreign currency

^LNOJ 1935, pp. 648-650.
2 .
“Greiser was under orders from Berlin to be conciliatory, pliable and to 
spin things out, so as not to add to existing economic difficulties.
Goring - von Neurath 21.5.35., DGFP C IV, p. 184.

^PRO 18894 C 4450/331/55.
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difficulties, and Danzig's trade agreements with Poland in August 1934 

had involved concessions. The sense of insecurity in Danzig led many to 

transfer their money, and wasteful and amateurish Government spending 

(no Budget was presented for two years) accelerated the problem.

Rauschning had been fully aware of it, and it had been a major cause of his 

>

disagreements with Forster; now in the Spring of 1935 the day of reckoning

could no longer be postponed. Lester had thought that rumours of impending

2
devaluation had concributed to the election result; on May 2nd the 

Danzig gulden was devalued by over 42% making it equal to the Polish zloty. 

By the 21st there were fears of a further fall, and there was no money to 

pay State salaries; this situation had contributed to Greiser's con

cessions at Geneva. On June 4th the banks closed to check the "flight 

from the gulden." Speaking to Kennard, the British Ambassador in Warsaw, 

who called on him about this time_, Lester said that the Free City had a 

revenue of 50 million gulden and an expenditure of 80 million, that sub

sidies from Germany had ceased since the election and that he had heard 

Poland hoped to get financial control in Danzig.^ To prevent the Poles 

from exploiting the crisis at the expense of the Bank of Danzig, it was 

decided in Berlin that foreign exchange control should be introduced in 

Danzig. The High Commissioner was to be given a factual explanation of 

the position and be asked to apply to the League’s Financial Committee 

for financial support for Danzig in the form of a short-term credit from 

the Bank of International Seitleroents. This was "less a matter of 

achieving practical results than a tactical manoeuvre to protect Danzig,"

Ît had, nevertheless, been decided at the end of May to protect Danzig 
from any Polish economic takeover, using foreign credits and a 
financial supervisor from the Reich. DGFP C IV, pp. 240-1.

^DGFP C IV, pp. 140-1.
3 .
Sir H. Kennard to Sir S. Hoare, 12.6.36. PRO 18894 C 4854/331/55.
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Conmunication with Lester would "bring him in" and show that Danzig had 

gone to the League over difficulties in good time.^

On June 12th Greiser asked Lester to call. The latter agreed, 

mentioning that in future, if Greiser v/anted to see him, he must come to 

Lester's office as a matter of courtesy though he (Lester) did not "stand 

upon small points of formality." He told Greiser he would inquire whether 

the Bank of International Settlements could help Danzig maintain her 

rurrenc}^ though its connection with the Secretary-General was small, and 

discussed the implications of currency restriction. Lester also had a 

call from Papee who said Poland would help maintain the gulden; later 

he reflected "it will . . .  be interesting to observe how far the policy

which was followed recently at Geneva of wishing to avoid in any way the

2 . . .
humiliation of the Senate . . . will be followed," obviously thinking

the Poles would vjorry less about "humiliation" in this case.

Exchange control was introduced the next day. Dr. Hjalmar Schacht,

who arrived from Germany, gave several speeches encouraging economy and

self-help and departed, leaving an economic advisor to supervise Danzig's

disordered finances. The Poles, though annoyed, were content to begin

talks on possible modifications of the restrictions.

For Lester all this brought a slight easing of pressure. He reported

a conciliatory speech by Greiser in the Volkstag in which the latter had

said there was no difference of opinion with the High Commissioner, whose

fair conduct in Geneva Xi7as appreciated and whose functions the Senate

3
would never allow to be "effaced". On the matter of League financial 

help Avenol wrote that he could not approach the Bank of International

^DGFP C IV, p. 268.

^Lester to Secretary-General, 12.6.35, PRO 18894 C 4854/331/55.

^Lester to Secretary-General, 14.6.35, PRO 18894 C 4967/331/55.
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SettleTvients without knowing more of the problem; he suggested sending

Rene Chari'on from the financial section of the Secretariat. Lester took

up this idea with the Senate but found they preferred to avoid publicity,

and send someone of their omi to Geneva. Several people asked him if

the League would intervene in the situation. Lester thought it was

still a matter for the Danzig Government, that neither Danzig nor Poland

had appealed to him yet and that the situation might not worsen for some 

2
Lime.

In mid-July Lester left for a holiday having instructed Giustiniani 

to report to him daily. En route, he made some enquiries at the German 

and Polish Embassies in Stockholm and called on the Foreign Office in 

London.

The holiday, however, had to be interrupted. On August 1st Greiser

declared a state of emergency and ordered the opening of the Danzig-

German frontier for customs-free imports of coal and foodstuffs. This

provoked a sharp reaction from Poland, who put duties on all goods

coming through Danzig into Poland; there were renewed negotiations and

a settlement was reached on August 8th just before Lester could return.

Under pressure from Berlin, Danzig and Warsaw both made some concessions

and the combative measures were dropped.

Lester, in several letters to Geneva, spoke of the reluctatice of

Danzig to have the question brought before the League, and how he had

always thought both sides were anxious to avoid the formal breach in-

3
volved in making an appeal to the High Commissioner. Throughout the

^Secretary-General to Lester 19.6.35,PRO 18894 C 4967/531/55.

2
Lester to Secretary-General 28.6.35., PRO 18894 G 5583/331/55.

\ester to Secretary-General 1 0 . 8 . 3 5 ) ^ 6071/331/55
Lester to Walters 14.8.35. )
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crisis he adopted a possibly over-forinal attitude - should he or should 

he not meet Dr. Schacht, were or were not certain Government economy 

measures constitutional? It is interesting to speculate on the effects 

in Danzig of a League-sponsored loan, promptly given, at a time of acute 

crisiŝ against a background of German inability to help and Polish 

pressure. The sum involved was not enormous by international standards, 

a request for help had been made and the League had helped Danzig 

financially before. Coming at that moment there might even have been 

defections from the National Socialist Party; moreover Rauschning was 

back in Danzig and the Opposition parties had in July for the first time 

sent a joint delegation to the High Commissioner. Lester, however, did 

not interpret his duty as involving active initiative of this kind 

(though he did tell Avenol the appeal for financial help was the only 

possible basis for intervention) and even if he had, it is doubtful if 

the League's machinery would have coped with organising a loan in time.^ 

But an opportunity was missed of greatly increasing the League's public 

esteem in Danzig and so further sxjinging opinion away from National 

Socialism.

Though the economic crisis dominated the period between May and 

September 1935, the pressure to Nazify the Free City continued alongside 

it. There is some reason to suppose that Greiser -- or those xjho backed 

him - v?as willing to make at any rate a show of co-operation with the 

League, but this v;as never an acceptable policy for Forster. During 

these months the first signs of a Forster-Greiser rift appear and also, 

by contrast, the beginnings of a united Opposition front. Meanvjhile, 

the Committee of Jurists v;ere considering the May petitions, and further

^The League had organised effective and speedy financial aid before, 
e.g. in Austria in 1922. But by 1935 its resources had been curtailed 
and there was less enthusiasm for this sort of action.



petitions were being submitted. In May, Lester had made a stand on the

question of Press freedom and, on paper, got some results. Soon after

his return, however, a foreign journalist was arrested and imprisoned

for a week and a small Jewish paper seized and its editor given an

expulsion notice. More seriously, the ban on the‘‘Danziger Volkstimme"

was not lifted on the date promised to Mr. Eden but was postponed to the

end of June on the grounds that unpopular measures^ such as dismissing

state employees, were imminent.^ Lester saw Greiser about this and asked

whether Greiser had any authority over Forster, remarking he "had soraetimes

difficulty in knowing whether he ^̂ as speaking to a Government or not I"

Greiser told Lester in confidence that the situation concerning Forster

was now different, the latter having been told by Hitler not to interfere

and make difficulties for the Senate. Lester speculated that Forster

2
might be leaving Danzig since his pov;er there was greatly reduced.

(This hope was not to be realised; a month later Lester wrote that Forster

kept "butting in", and wondered whether Forster and Greiser would work

3
together much longer. ) Lester also wrote to the British Foreign Office

about the "Volkstimme'’ suggesting that Eden impress strongly on Greiser

that no further Press problem must arise, but before this could percolate

4
through the ban had been lifted and nothing therefore was done.

In spite of some rumours that the German National Party had been 

offered the Vice-Presidency in return for supporting the National 

Socialists, the Opposition parties all voted against the Government's 

economy measure on June 28th. A week later seven of its leading members 

were arrested. Swift intervention by Lester got all except one released

^Lester to Walters 14.6.35, PRO 18894 C 4851/331/55.
2
Lester, semi-official diary 17.6.35, PRO 18894 G 5853/331/55.
3
Lester to Secretary-General 16.7.35, PRO 18894 G 6071/331/55.
4
Lester to Stevenson 20,6.35, PRO 18894 G 5256/331/55.
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within a few days. Soon after this he was visited by a joint delegation

from the three Opposition parties who asked that he be given extra powers

by the League. This x/as the first time the Opposition had combined in

this way; the German National Party representative^"who'd never set

foot in the High Commission before_, said he didn't like coming but (had)

no alternative."^ Lester refrained from forxjarding the protest to the

Senate "as tribute to the High Commissioner's intervention would only 

2
irritate them."

Opposition hopes were further raised at this time by the surprise

sentencing to three months imprisonment of the editor of the National

Socialist paper*'Vorpostern" for slandering Dr. Rauschning, who was now

back in Danzig, and was rumoured to be a possible leader of a new

Government. At this point Lester decided to take a holiday, remarking

"I have had practically no leave since I arrived and if I x̂ ere to await

a period when there is no need of my general attention, I should have to

3wait till January 1937 when my appointment ends I"

In his absence, as we h.ave seen, the economic crisis came to a head 

and a settlement with Poland was reached. With solvency restored a more 

aggressive attitude on the part of the Senate revived. This began with 

a truculent speech from Greiser saying his party would never leave power 

in Danzig, a Senate decree on 29.8.35 amending the Penal Code, and a 

snub to Lester on the occasion of the visit of the German warship,

‘‘Admiral Schser‘'on September 2nd. The latter x̂ as trivial enough, involving 

Greiser and other Senate m.embers abruptly leaving a reception given by 

Lester for the naval officers, on account of the presence there of Dr. 

Rauschning and other Opposition members. Lester himself issued a brief

^Conversation, Lester/Strang at Foreign Office, 18.7.35. PRO 18894 C
5552/331/55.
<1,

^'Lester to Secretary-General 13.7.35, PRO 18894 C 6071/331/55.

^Tbid.
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statement at the time but did not report the incident to tlie Secretary-

General until June 1936, when it had been made the excuse for a more

calculated rebuff.

\-Jhen the Council came to discuss Danzig again on September 23rd^

1935, it had before it the report of the Committee of Jurists published

in July which had found a number of Senate decrees to be unconstitutional,

either legally or in their application. It also had a new petition from

the Jews of Danzig, and one from two municipal workmen. Luck and Sclimode,

who had originally been dismissed for left-v;ing viev7s in 1933 and had

now lost' their case at Danzig's Supreme Labour Court. Finally there was

a three-party petition complaining about the recent amendments to the

Fenal Code, whose "nebulous principles revolutionise the administration

of penal lav/ and open the door wide to arbitrary proceedings."^ Here,

one V7ould have thought, was sufficient material to justify precise and

peremptory demands being made on the Danzig Senate. Yet in his report

Eden merely proposed the Senate be asked

to take the necessary steps to bring their legislation and its 
application into conformity with the Constitution, and should 
report progress on this through the High Commissioner,

with whom, he hoped, the Senate would co-operate in future. The three- 

party petition, Eden suggested, should go to the Permanent Court of 

International Justice, Luck and Schmode should be compensated - though 

such matters should be settled locally to save "so high an institution 

as the Council . . . "  from having to discuss them. The new Jewish peti

tion was not mentioned. Beck, speaking for Poland, hoped the Senate

would take the necessary steps and that it would be allowed the necess- 

2ary time.

In June Rauschning had told a member of the Foreign Office that if

^LNOJ 1935, p. 1337.

^LNOJ 1935, pp. 1187-1197.
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the League acted firmly in September the Danzig Government might be 

forced in future to act within the Constitution and yield to Opposition 

demands for a plebiscite.^ Its failure to act firmly and Eden's 

"requests" v/ere later referred to by Greiser as "proposals" - is the 

more surprising when it is remembered that it was in September 1935 that 

the League, led by Britain, appeared for the first time to be taking a 

stand against Italian aggression in Ethiopia. League morale was much 

higher than in May and v?ould probably have risen higher still if the 

Danzig Government had been forced to make specific undertakings. On the 

other hand Eden may have felt it was worth accommodating Germany over 

Danzig to prevent her throwing her weight behind Italy, thus negitivating 

League pressures.

Miatever the reason, Lester himself clearly felt the Rapporteur's 

statement did not go far enough and spoke at much greater length than 

usual. He pointed out that every matter discussed by him with the Senate 

could have been adjusted in the same way as now decided by the Council 

had he had any co-operation locally."Vrtiile there had been . . . declara

tions of official loyalty to the Council there had also been . • . many 

declarations showing unfriendliness to constitutional principles."

His original willingness to accept some aspects of National Socialism as 

constitutional had been exploited to cover unacceptable measures and 

actions. He went on to say that it was citizens of German culture who 

were involved. More than 4 5 i of the electorate had voted against National 

Socialism in an election whose prime aim had been to seek to amend the 

Constitution and were now involved in petitions. " . . .  parties, normally 

acting under widely different political ideas, had apparently felt it 

necessary to sink their differences to join in seeking protection . . . "

^PRO 18894 C 5727/331/55.
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He mentioned such details as the doubtful impartiality of the police 

and the restricted nature of parliamentary life, and hoped that the 

Uanzig Council would be above suspicion when dealing with political 

cases.

Relationships between the High Commissioner and the Senate had been 

unsatisfactory for six months, co-operation should mean more than ex

pecting him to take the Government’s difficulties into consideration. 

Lester concluded by making an

earnest appeal to President Greiser and his colleagues . • . 
that, having failed to get the necessary mandate from their 
own people to propose changes in the Constitution, they should 
now agree to accept it not only in the letter but in the spirit. 
(He) was sure that was not a vain hope, and it would enable the 
Government to concentrate its energies on the difficult finan
cial and economic situation . . . and would surely bring more 
benefits to that little community in whose welfare (he) also 
took a very deep and sincere interest.1

Though a Berlin paper complained about the League's "school -

masterly" methods, the Council's September recommendations were not

entirely without effect, for Lester later heard that

Greiser met von Neurath after the September Council meeting 
and it had been understood that the Council's recommendations 
v7ould be carried out - whatever might be done administratively 
to reach the same ends.

Forster, however, "holds that Adolf Hitler told him the League didn't

ii2matter.

The first two months following Lester's return froin Geneva were 

relatively quiet. Relations v?ith the Senate were friendly enough but 

there was no sign of any haste in carrying out the Council's recommenda

tions. On October 16th Lester reported Greiser as saying t'aat while he 

had great respect for the League, Danzig's best friends were in Berlin 

and Warsaw. The Council, he said, had not imposed decisions but made

^LNOJ 1935, pp. 1195-95. 

^D. 9.12.35, p. 40
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recdiiraendations. A week later when Lester pressed him on continuing

Press suspensions "Greiser made some half-joking, half-serious remarks

. . . about the League of Nations taking over the duties of Government

2
in Danzig which xrould relieve him of many cares."

3
It was at this time that Lester started keeping a private diary, 

and from it we can get a picture of his pre-occupations during these months. 

Routine reports came in of beatings and imprisonments. Opposition and 

diplomatic contacts forecast between 15 and 25 per cent as a maximum vote 

for the National Socialists in any election, so low was their popularity. 

Lester amused himself by noting some of the wilder rumours about himself 

which circulated, and with a (very amusing) parody of a typical Senate 

letter. Mora seriously, he commented on the increasing degree of sur

veillance to v/hich he was subjected. I'Jhen going to dine with ex--President 

Ziehm he noted that "as we alighted from the car four young men converged, 

exauiined us and then withdrew. . A few days later he grew suspicious

of a trench being dug in the garden "ostensibly to repair drains. It is 

symptomatic of conditions here that I take note of any operations of this 

kind." Rauschning had once told him he had stopped a plan to lay a 

cable from the Senate to Lester's garden wall and install dictaphones. 

"Several times since then I have had reports that the project was being 

considered." Lester had given orders that while he was in Geneva no 

workmen were to be let near his study under any pretext. "The telephones 

are of course tapped. My butler is a spy. The leader of the Catholic 

Party was photographed on my doorstep by a plain-clothes detective."^

^Lester to Krabbe (Gene\'a) PRO 18894 C 7297/331/55.
2
Lester to Secretary-General 23.10.35 PRO 1889^ C 7317/331/55.
3 . . . . .
As opposed to his semi-official diary from which he sent extracts to
Geneva and London. The private diary extends until 1942. During the war 
years it was kept hidden under a stone seat in the garden of La Pelouse, 
the Secretary-General's residence in Geneva, in case of a sudden German 
occupation.

S .  11.11.35, p. 14 ^Ibid, 13.11.35, p. 17.
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> In mid-November the Supreme Court of Danzig gave its verdict on the

April elections, as a result of which the National Socialists were

deprived of two Volkstag seats. Though this did not fully satisfy the

Opposition, the Government party V7as infuriated. Lester remarked on "a

note almost of desperation" in the''Vorpostern" and on a rumoured power-

struggle between Greiser and Forster.^ The latter had made a speech

"which seems to predict open defiance of the League." Lester thought

Greiser had not the courage to fight Forster though he was inclined to

believe a story that Greiser would have preferred another job than having

2
to face the Council again in January with unfulfilled promises.

This rivalry between the National Socialist leaders, coupled with 

Opposition pressure over the election - on November 26th, against Lester's 

advice, they petitioned to have it declared invalid - brought a new out

burst from Greiser. Lunching with the latter just before a Volkstag 

meeting^Lester learned that the Senate was not going to carry out the 

more important of the Council's recommendations. He told Greiser that 

this would be regarded as open defiance and got the "off-hand" reply that 

this did not really matter as "Mr. Eden was too much engaged v/ith oil 

concessions (sanctions)." Greiser addressed the Volkstag that afternoon 

making slighting references to the cost of the League's presence in 

Danzig and to Lester himself, saying he encouraged the Opposition to make 

petitions and suggesting that the League itself could afford to compensate

Luck and Schmode. No Opposition questions were allowed as they "would

3
disturb the even tenor of parliamentary life I"

^Lester to Secretary-General, 18.11.35, PRO 18894 C 8019/331/55.

^D. 19,11.35, pp. 25-26.

^Lester, semi-official diary 28.11.35, PRO 18894 C 8243/331/55. Lester 
added that "this announcement has been one of the minor compensations 
provided for an observer of events in Danzig!" Moderov, op. cit., pp. 
116-117, describes how the Opposition parties were given speaking time 
according to size, varying from one to five minutes.



161.

'Lester was both angered by the tone of the policy and disturbed 

by its content. He contacted the British Consul-General (who had been 

at the lunch) to say he was coming to Geneva shortly to consult Council 

members; Robinson notified London of this along with his own report of 

Greiser's speech. Lester also saw von Radowitz, who found him 

"thoroughly roused". Lester stressed that far from encouraging the 

Opposition to make their.petition he had not yet even studied it. He 

challenged Greiser's statement that the League had no right to issue 

orders to Danzig, only a right of sanction, and said the Council might - 

and ought to - demonstrate otherwise at the next opportunity. He took 

up Greiser's reference to the fact that "the distribution of political 

poxjer in Europe had been fundamentally changed" and asked if this re

ferred to German re-armament. Finally he told von Radowitz that he \-ias

being forced to the conclusion that "a large part of the Government

statement had not been written in Danzig."

Von Radov/itz mollified Lester to some extent on the last point but

had to conclude that Senate-High Commissioner relations were worse than 

ever before.

Here I must, hov/ever, point out that the High Commissioner 
himself bears the main responsibility . . . since . . .  in 
recent months he has considered it necessary punctiliously 
to deal with every complaint, however absurd, thus undoubtedly 
giving the Opposition a certain amount of encouragement, which 
naturally results in firmer counter-measures being taken by 
the Danzig Government. He is hampered by a very strong, formal 
and excessive sense of duty with a touch of Geneva about him 
V7hich hinders any political collaboration on a larger scale.

Von Radowitz added that Greiser had said he had been forced into this 

new policy by Forster who has said he "would take full responsibility 

. . . had discussed the matter with the Fuhrer".^ The "touch of Geneva" 

was probably still affecting Lester when Dr. Bcittcher was sent around to

Hlemo by von Radowitz, DGFP C IV, pp. 874“3.
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patch things up. "I said that never in my career had I heard of the

Head of State treating in this way any diplomatic representative . . .

1 was very indignant and the circumstances of our parting were extremely

formal.'*^ His indignation w s l s  understandable, yet he perhaps made too

much of this point. He did, after all, advise the Opposition leaders

and the Senate would naturally assume that petitions were the result^

2
even if Lester had advised against this course.

Summarising these events a fev7 days later Lester wrote of "what

must be a major crisis in League-Danzig affairs." He thought that

the Danzig situation cannot be neglected. It is difficult to
see the possibility of any compromise - the League must ensure 
its decision being carried out or must abdicate in Geneva . . . 
the way in which this question will be treated will decide not 
only the value of the League guarantee of the Constitution and 
the League's prestige in Eastern Europe, but also the fate of 
Danzig's status.

Some months previously Lester had suggested going to Warsaw; now, after

3
Greiser's speech, the Poles had taken up his suggestion, and Lester 

decided to go.

Warsaw was the first of a round of visits Lester made in December 

to place the v;hole Danzig situation squarely before those involved and 

to prepare the ground for the January Council Session. He first saw 

Count Szembeck, Vice-Minister for Foreign Affairs and found he would 

not talk about Danzig since Beck dealt personally v;ith the problem.

Ivlien he did see Beck, Lester found the talk "satisfactory enough; he 

again emphasised that Poland v?ould neglect none of her duties as a member 

of the Council . . . x̂ ith a hint from me, he said he would have his repre

sentatives in Berlin, London, etc. asked to interest themselves."^

^Lester, semi-official diary 30.11.35, PRO 18895 C 8243/331/55.
2
Leonhardt (op. cit., p. 159) says that Lester encouraged a speedy peti- 
tition against the August 1935 amendments of the Penal Code, so that the 
Council could have it in time.

D̂. 1.12.35, pp. 33-35. S .  8.12.35, pp. 36137.
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Lester also saw the British Ambassador, Kennard, who reported that 

"(he) is evidently seriously worried . . . talked about the possibility 

of force . . .  of Polish troops." At Lester's request, Kennard sav; the 

German Ambassador who agreed Greiser's speech was tactless and that both 

he and Forster should not be in positions of authority - unfortunately 

Forster x̂ as an intimate friend of Hitler's. Kennard added-the "von 

Radov7itz . . . has little authority in Danzig and as a member of the Nazi 

Party is subordinate to Forster.^

Armed with the generalised assurances which characterised Polish 

policy toxvards the League, Lester returned to Danzig. There he found an 

invitation to go to Berlin. The German Foreign Minister, through vOn 

Radov/itz, assured Lester that the Greiser speech "represented in no way 

the result of (the) German Government's inspiration. It was contrary to 

their wishes and he was astonished at the attacks on myself and the 

League." Lester v/as asked to pass through Berlin on his way to Geneva, 

so as to hear these assurances personally. After hesitating on account 

of Germany no longer being in the League and because "the Poles will not 

like it" Lester agreed to go. One argument of von Radovjitz's aroused his 

curiosity:

Von Radowit? remarking that in Berlin I was esteemed, mentioned 
my part in the Sino-Japanese affair . . . and I wondered hoxsr 
that had arisen - was it as a result of discussing the possibility 
of influencing me through the British and someone recalling 
evidence that that would be unfruitful? I don't know: perhaps 
not. 2

Lester saw von Neurath in Berlin on December 11th on a personal and 

secret basis "to discuss the activity of . . . Forster in Danzig and 

. . . to ease a serious complication . . . "  In a half-hour discussion

^Kennard to Sargant (F.O.) 9.12.35, PRO 18895 C 8180/331/55. In fact 
von Radowitz had told Lester his position in this respect was now 
stronger. D. 23.11.35, p. 33.

^D. 9.12.35, pp. 38--40.
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Lester said the situation in Danzig was caused by Forster, that he 

(Lester) had exhausted his efforts and had been met with private threats 

and public insults and that Germany was now being involved. Von Neurath 

said that it was not German policy to raise the Danzig issue nov;, nor in 

her interests to do so; he would see if he could get Forster removed.

"I said that that would be a beginning but only a beginning.” '̂

Von Neurath's memo of the conversation summarised Lester's complaints 

and ended

I tried to calm Mr. Lester and to assure him that we too were 
doing all we could to ensure a peaceful development. But Nr.
Lester was obviously so annoyed that he could not be calmed 
do;m.

Hitler was informed and called for a report from Forster; the matter was

2
later settled at an undocumented meeting betv;een them.

Lester took pains to inform the other parties concerned of this 

meeting. To Stevenson in Geneva he said that"hehimself had done most of 

the talking I . . . Von Neurath impressed him as being uneasy about the 

situation, but he had no great hope of any tangible results." Back in 

Danzig he informed Papee who "showed a slight nervousness."^

In Geneva, Lester talked with several Council members but in parti

cular with Eden who v7ouid have the task of co-ordinating diplomatic 

pressure to bring about Council action. It was not an easy time there.

In Geneva for three days - and I never saw it in such a ferment.
The Anglo-French proposals (the Hoare-Laval Pact) and especially 
the British participation had aroused indignation and a sense of 
outrage . . .Eden was carrying the burden of it and it was not 
his policy. I felt embarrassed at adding to his worries . . . 
we talked for over three quarters of an hour and I found him, as 
ever, most sympathetic and ready to help..."^

^D. 13.12,35, pp. 40-41.

^DGFP C IV pp. 900-1.
3
Lester to Stevenson 23.12.35, PRO 19950 C 33/33/55. 

^D. 15.12.35, pp. 42.



'Eden of course had his brief, based on informatioii from the British

Consul-General in Danzig and the Ambassador in Warsai7. Foreign Office

opinion varied between those like Stevenson who favoured a strong policy

and those who advised Eden not to commit himself or the League to any

strong policy without careful weighing of the consequences. Thus Eden,

xjhile listening sympathetically to Lester, told him he could do nothing

definite until Danzig had been discussed in the British Cabinet. In the

report which went back to London, Lester contributed a parti'^ularly clear

statement of the position.

The immediate sequel to each Council meeting held this year . . . 
has been a deterioration of the situation regarding the Danzig 
Constitution. Warnings and appeals have alike been disregarded 
and there has been no change in the policy of hostility toxvards 
the principles of the Constitution and indifference to and 
contempt for the League guarantee. The National Socialist Party 
leaders . . . have counted on the slomiess of the League's 
cumbrous machinery, on the desire of the High Commissioner and 
Council to avoid complications, on the conviction that the League 
is ultimately powerless against bold defiance, and above all, on 
the situation created by the rise of German military power and 
the Polish-German rap prochement.i

His round tour completed and his message delivered, Lester returned 

to Danzig on December 19th, and until his return to Geneva in mid-January 

occupied himself with the usual processes of forwarding documents and with 

writing his annual report. There were two three-party petitions concerning 

the elections, the Senate's comments on these and their report detailing 

the minor concessions they had made, and some correspondence relating to 

police re-organisation. The report - on which the Senate offered no 

observations until.their representatives x̂ ere in Geneva for the Council 

meeting - conveyed through understatement the nature of Danzig political 

life. "A list of (Press) seizures during the whole year would be . . . 

imposing.” The Volkstag had met seven times, for about an hour each

‘Note by Lester 13.12.35, PRO 18895 C 8272/331/55.
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time, of which the Opposition Parties were allocated a total of tx^elve 

minutes; "the meetings . . . did net give much evidence of a desire to 

use the Parliament as a m.eans for ascertaining public opinion."^ Lester 

himself v;rote of his report,“it says not all I could but puts the situa- 

tion as one requiring a new policy or new machinery. This, with the 

possibility of new elections or a Committee of Investigation, made up his 

suggestions for the future.

Relations with Greiser improved again - Lester was amused to hear

that Forster now claimed to have been astonished by Greiser's speech.

3
"He seems to be preparing to sacrifice Greiser." On New Year's Day he 

had a call from the President and on January 3rd he went on a state 

shooting party. A week later Lester entertained Greiser and tx^enty other 

Government officials to dinner. Much brandy was drunk and Lester found 

Greiser "really not a bad chap apart from his politics here."^ On the 

14th there was a dinner in the Rathaus where Greiser spoke cordially in 

v/elcoming the High Commissioner. Lester "had noted a similar tendency 

before other Council meetings but I think that perhaps a little more was 

behind the remarks, xjhich on this occasion were rather public, than a 

t’esire to appeal to my good nature in viex<; of the Geneva discussions."^ 

More significant than Greiser's temporary bonhomie, though tending to the 

same end, was von Radowitz’s emphasising to Lester that "a strong line 

should be taken in Geneva concerning Forster. Hitler did not hear all he 

should hear." Greiser, he said, dared not talk openly. At the Rathaus 

dinner von Radowitz made the same points more forcefully, "no polite or

lLifoj'i;^r,''pp. 202-24^

"D. 8.1.36, p. 56.

^D.19=11.35, p. 43.

^D. 11.1.36, p. 57.

^D.14.1.36, p. 61
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diplomatic ambiguities, he said." "Greiser . . . could not say anything

I

to (Lester) as he might even be shot." ^Later^ and, Lester hearc^, under

/<u<.
the influence of drink, von Radowits^^addressed Dr. B8ttcher, a Forster 

man, as "You Machiavelli, you spyl".)^

Difficult as it was to gauge the shifting interest groups in German 

politics these conversations did suggest some possibilities. On January 

15th Lester set off for Geneva to see what would be the result of the 

train of diplomatic activity he had set in motion in December. Everything 

that could be done in Danzig had been done, and future decisions now lay 

in other hands.

^D.11.1.36, p. 57, 14.1.36, p. 61.



CHAPTER 9

SUCCESS Airo.FAILURE 

(January-September 1936)

The first nine months of 1936 were to see an unexpectedly effective 

stand on Danzig at the January Council, and a five months' lull broken 

by disturbances and an incident in June. The July Council session was 

marked by an unprecedented agressiveness on the part of the Danzig 

delegation; thereafter, though Lester remained in Danzig, his activity 

was subordinated to diplomatic manoeuvering elsewhere.

British policy was the key to any action the League might try to 

take in Danzig. It evolved against an unsettled background, with Sir 

Samuel Hoare being replaced as Foreign Secretary by Antony Eden on 

December 23rd and the illness and deatli of George V in January. From 

many sides there were demands for action. Lester himself had pressed 

hard, and his views were supported by the British Consul-General in 

Danzig.^ There were Parliamentary questions and a secret visit to the 

Foreign Office by two Danzig Opposition politicians. From Geneva Walters 

wrote that "(Lester) has no very easy life in Danzig and I think it helps 

him a good deal to get letters which show that people are thinking about

^The Foreign Office evidently appreciated the irony of Britain having to 
support ail Irish international official abroad during a period when 
Anglo-Irish relations were far from friendly. On Robinson's report of 
Greiser attacking the High Conuiiissionership as unnecessary and expensive 
a Foreign Office note reads "Like the Governor-General in the Irish Free 
State; the analogy v/ill no doubt appeal to Mr. Lesterl" PRO 18894 C 
7985/331/55.



his problams.” There was some anxiety that Lester might resign, thus 

involving another wearisome search for a new High Commissioner.

On the other hand several factors militated against action. There 

was great disillusionment at Geneva with Britain and France over their 

sudden weakening on the pressure to be put on Italy. The British Ambass

ador in Berlin had strongly opposed the idea of asking Hitler about 

Danzig. "Such representations . . . would certainly be useless and poss

ibly harmful . . . "  There was already trouble over the Germans in Memel,

he said, no French or Italian backing would be forthcoming and it was

2
for Poland to take up the Danzig question. It was, hov;ever, very 

difficult to get the Poles to commit themselves to any firm policy. A 

final inhibiting factor was the attitude of some Foreign Office officials 

very cautious and by no means sympathetic towards the League. One wrote, 

referring to Lester's suggestion of a Committee of Investigation with 

wide powers,

we do not, on any account, want a committee of that nature,
which may well be composed of League enthusiasts, to submit
a report recommending, for example, that the Government of 
Danzig might be taken over, on the analogy of the Saar . . . 
the establishment of a League Government or the dispatching 
of League police forces . . . would be . . . open to the 
gravest dangers.3

Eden was m.ore sympathetic and he was anxious that Lester should not 

resign. Before leaving for Geneva in January he told the Cabinet that "hi

ovm policy was to bring home to the Polish Government the fact that they

must shoulder responsibility . . . "  He thought they were ivilling to, if

. 4 . . . ,
strongly backed by the Council. To the Dominions representatives he said

"■Walters to Stevenson 20.12.35, PRO 18895 C 8437/331/55.

""Phipps to Secretary of State 16.12.35, PRO 18895 C 8281/331/55.

^Meno re Danzig situation 16.12.35, PRO 18895 C 8268/331/55.

Extract from Cabinet Conclusions 15.1.36, PRO 19950 C 329/33/55.
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he "felt it was important that . . .Mr. Lester, who had sho\m great

tact and restraint, should receive the full support of the Council . . .̂

The Germans, for their part, made enquiries as to exactly what

Lester had said in Geneva in December and what the British proposed to do

about it. Their Consul in Geneva, Krauel, extracted from Krabbe, the

Secretariat official responsible for Danzig, the information (which Lester

had asked him to keep secret) that Lester might be, resigning. Moreover,

Rosting, who was about to leave the Secretariat, had called, and wanted

2 . . .
to be High Commissioner again. The possibility of getting Lester out was 

taken up in Berlin where on January 16th Greiser and BBttcher met Hitler, 

Ribbentrop and von Neurath. It was agreed that the British Ambassador be 

told "that Germany did not understand the attitude which Britain and her 

High Commissioner appeared to have adopted* . . . the Irish-English (sic) 

High Commissioner had not the slightest understanding of Danzig's

3
interests and was becoming sim.ply an attorney for the opposition." This

was done; von Neurath told Phipps he had been "shocked by the change he

found in Mr. Lester whom, speaking confidentially, he does not consider

4
to be up to his difficult task."

No very definite policy for Danzig, therefore, had been arrived at 

by the powers concerned before they assembled in Geneva. Britain wanted 

the Poles to do something, the Poles were not anxious to do anything in

case Germany were annoyed, and Germany for the moment was concentrating

her attack on Lester personally - their viev/s on his suppostd incapacity 

were widely publicised.^ Lester himself arrived in Geneva on January 17th;

^Conversation Eden/Dominions representatives 16.1.35, PRO 19951 C 874/33/55. 
The group did not include the Irish Free State, which had opted out of such 
discussions.

^'DGFP  C IV, pp. 994-97. \ gFP C IV, p. 1007.

^Phipps to Foreign Office, 17.1.36, PRO 19950 C 8281/33/55.

^"An unnecessary acerbity has been introduced into the present dispute by 
the abusive campaign ... directed against fir. Lester..." T. 20.1.36.
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"Avenpi greeted me with the remark 'This is literature' - waving my

annual report." Lester also met Walters, who was not so optimistic, and

the ineffable Dr. B8ttcher who bad told Krabbe "the High'Commissioner (is)

the only source of trouble in Danzig." Reflecting on Britain's position

and what instructions were being given from Berlin, Lester concluded

Well, I have spent two years persuading, advising, coaxing and 
warning; it vms not enough . . .  I am worried and anxious as is 
my nature. Perhaps they were right when they said, in effect, 
that the realists in Geneva x̂ ill understand that »now. Germany is 
strong^the League has ceased to count in Danzig.1

On the 19th Lester and Stevenson spent four hours going over possible 

courses of action. Military action was ruled out. Economic pressure by 

the League was considered; Lester thought "it v/ould look somewhat peculiar 

to have the entire Assembly machinery brought into action against a 

recalcitrant provincial towni" He favoured Polish economic pressure, 

acting under Council mandate, as a last resort but "I still have some hope 

that the more reasonable elements in Berlin may win the day before the 

crisis develops." He was anxious at the news that George V was dying 

since Eden might have to return to London and "the full authority of the 

Secretary of State is required in the discussions." Danzig "would be

2
smothered out of the Press as it was in September by the Italian war."

The next day nev;s of the King was better and Lester wrote "I have never 

before felt such a personal interest in His Majest^^'s healthi" He also 

had nexi7S of support for him in the Polish Press, and heard that Avenol had 

suggested a preliminary Council discussion before the report on Danzig 

was drafted. This Lester "fully approved: it should help the Rapporteur's 

task if a few Council members express suitable opinions. Secondly and 

perhaps more important a preliminary exchange of views may help the

D̂. 17.1.36, pp. 62-64.

D̂. 19.1.36, pp. 64-65.



reasonable elements in Germany and give time for Greiser to reconsider 

his position . . . "  It is interesting to note Lester's stress on this 

possibility (which turned out to be the correct one), based probably on 

his contacts with von Radowitz, the Danzig spoicesman of the "reasonable 

elements". A less likely possibility which circulated during the 20th 

was that the next High Commissioner should be a Pole, on which Lester 

commented "the Sardonic gods v/ould laugh if this was the outcome of the 

stupid policy pursued by Danzig Nazis. .

The Council met to discuss Danzig on January 22nd; on the same day 

George V died and the French Cabinet fell. Eden opened with a short 

speech critical of the Senate, and asked for Council members' views. The

French, Spanish and other delegates gave Eden formal support; Beck, who

2 3
was under German pressure produced a statement so qualified as to be

virtually meaningless. By contrast the strongest speech came from

Litvinoff of the USSR. He said it was not a question of differences

between the Danzig Senate and the population of Danzig but between the

former and the League. The Council had before it an unmistakable case

of disregard of international obligations, it must see these were kept;

not even one infringement must be tolerated or others - and serious

consequences - would follow. He hoped the Council "would speak with an

unmistakable voice . . . "  Lester himself, in a remarkably mild speech,

expressed appreciation for the compliments he had received and said that

though he recognised the difficulties of the Government it was ignoring

even formal Council decisions, the first to be made during his tv;o

~D. 20.1.35, pp. 66-68.
2
'"If Poland should associate herself vzith undulj’'  severe measures by the 
Council... there was a danger that German-Polish relations might be 
affected." Memo by von Neurath, 21.1.36, DGFP C IV, p. 1022.
3
He referred to "economic and social difficulties encountered in every 

political organisation by administrative authorities" and said that "a 
certain freedom of action" was necessary for the Senate.
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years-in offico. Greiser replied at length v/ith references to Danzig

being weak but having the might xr̂hich was right, and the need for the

Council to find a political settlement as statesmen, not to pass judge- 

1
ment as lawyers.

The Council adjourned to await a report and two days of bargaining

followed. Stevenson thought that "on the whole the demonstration of the

Council's opinion had a salutary effect." Nonetheless when the Rapporteur's

report was sent round to the Danzig delegation that evening they promptly

2
rejected it. Stevenson had arranged with the Poles not to give Greiser

and BBttcher much encouragement; this and a telephone call from Greiser to

Berlin turned the scale. The next afternoon Stevenson was informed that

the Senate would carry out the Council recommendations and amend the laws,

though wanting some m.odifications of the wording in the report in return.

"This somewhat surprising surrender was doubtless due to instructions from

Berlin and is significant as suggesting that Germany is not yet ready for

3
trouble on her eastern frontier."

There followed long arguments over the details of the report. Some 

references to Forster were taken out and the question of the election 

petition suspended; the possibility of a future Committee of Investigation 

was reserved in case of need. The report as amended was formally adopted 

by the Council at a second meeting on January 24th.Eden commented "I am 

satisfied in general with the outcome which is much more favourable than 

seemed likely at the beginning. . ." He also thought "instructions to 

yield were received from Berlin; othervjise it is not likely that the

^Council Debate 22.1.36, LNOJ 1936, pp. 80-82. Reporting this debate 
the "Times" speaks of "an element of nervousness at the prospect of a 
conflict*! T. 23.1.36, p. 9.
2 . . .
Eden had faced the Poles V7ith the possibility that the League might

abandon control ia Danzig altogether. Leonhardt, op. cit., p. 208.

^Memo by Stevenson, 29.1.36, PRO 19950 C 611/33/55. Germany may have had 
the imminent re-occupation of the Rhineland in mind.
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surrender of Herr Greiser would have been so complete despite the 

pressure xzhich ray Polish colleague alleges that he exercised to this 

end."̂

Lester was of course concerned with many stages of these negotiations.

As well as attending the Council sessions he helped to prepare the draft

report and subsequently to modify it. On the 23rd "we worked till 9.30 p.m.

2
giving Danzig little bits but keeping the main thesis." But the final

concessions - the suspension of the election question and deletion of the

Forster references - were made in his absence. He clearly had doubts

about this and he did not speak in the second Council debate. Lester

suspected that Greiser v/ould have preferred the references to Forster left

in but "BH ttcher is a Forster man andone can only reflect 'Poor Greiser'".

He later talked alone to Eden,who anticipated possible Cabinet opposition

3
as well as a hostile Press campaign in England. Lestar replied that

"only the gravest circumstances would bring me back to the Council with

Danzig. I was not at all convinced as to the future but had some hope

and would work it to the last degree." Eden spoke of German pressures

and the Italian war; Lester "bowed to that - he (Eden) had already done

so much," and, "inclined before high policy." Lester commented how

"I am fortunate in having the British as F\.apporteur, it helps to make

4
the Danzig job a possible existence."

Whatever Avenol's private sympathies may have been, Lester found him 

at this stage "very sound and rather firm The Secretary-General wanted 

to reserve both the Committee of Investigation and elections references,

'̂Message, Eden/Foreign Office, 24.1.36, PRO 19950 C 544/33/55.

D̂. 23.1.36, p. 74.
3
This was later directed against Lester as x̂ell, in particular by the 

Daily Express. D. 13.2.36, pp. 82-83.

''̂D.  25.1.36, pp. 77-78, 80.
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and strongly discouraged Lester from resigning. Lester seems to have 

been under a good deal of strain, worrying about what he should or should 

not have done, what support he had, whether he should resign, whether he 

should accept a reappointment for an extra year (this question was ad

journed at his request to the May Council). He was pleased to see the 

coverage Danzig got in the English papers in spite of the King's death 

but V7as taken aback on reading the German Press campaign against him in 

detail. He was "almost amused" at League indignation over the tone of 

Greiser's speech since "I am so accustomed to it." As light relief three 

or four people, including the Russian Under Secretary-General, suggested 

there might be a new post for him as High Commissioner in Abyssinia;

"the thing is absurd . . . they would vjant a hard-bitten Colonial

Governor. And I wouldn't want to live in Abyssinia . . . more concerned

2
with getting out of Danzig with some shreds of my reputation."

To Danzig, and not to Abyssinia Lester returned on January 27th,

where news of the Geneva discussions had been eagerly awaited. The

Government Press thought they had got out with "merely a black eye" and

stressed two English papers' criticism of Eden*; the Opposition adopted a

3
"vait and see" attitude. In Germany itself the Press adopted an aggrieved

tone as did von Neurath when he took the opportunity of the Royal funeral

to call on Eden. He again talked of Lester's appearance " . . .  in every

way an upright and loyal man, seemed . . .  to have aged considerably . . .

much worried . . . "  Eden defended Lester, said Britain was interested in

Danzig solely through her duties as Rapporteur and would be glad if there

4
was less to do in Geneva.

^D. 23.1.36, pp. 70, 74-75.

^D. 23-25.1.36, pp. 72-78.
3,
T, 28.1.36.

^Eden to British Ambassador in Berlin, 27.1.36, PRO 19950 C 555/33/55.
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^Lester had obviously been feeling pressure, but the five months 

which followed were among the most pleasant he had in Danzig. After his 

return he - or perhaps one should say Mrs. Lester - embarked on a series 

of lunches and dinners with the object of establishing better personal 

relationships vjith the Danzig leaders. Over 170 were thus entertained and, 

making allowances for the language difficulty and mutually exclusive

groups, the object was achieved. The Lester and Greiser families became

. . .  . 2 .
sufficiently friendly to arouse some comment and speculation, Greiser

said ''that even v/ith such limitations as the language question imposed

he would rather continue on this more personal basis than with others 

. m3present. i

Lester noted some conciliatory speeches and Greiser's remark that 

he nov7 had GBring's backing in this policy.^ Forster had spoken impertin

ently about over-paid foreign officials. Greiser assured Lester there 

would be no more of this and Lester decided to ignore Forster for the 

moment, since "the 'stone vrall' of the last nine months has been taken 

down."^ Reporting to Avenol on February 4th he vjrote, "I can now say 

that the situation presents elements more hopeful than have been present 

for many months" though adding t)iat the political situation rem.ained un

constitutional in m.any ways and that some Opposition leaders "are inclined 

. . . to question my earnest advice to patience and tranquility."*’

Greiser and Lester were both away in mid-February, the former hunting 

with the Polish President, the latter on holiday in Germany - though without

^Ue wrote of constant nervous strain and sleeplessness, D. 22.1.36, p. 69.
2
Leonhardt,Cp. cit., p. 222.

^Semi-official diary, 4.2.36, PRO C 1163/33/55.
4 . . . .  .
Tnis IS confirmed in a report by von Radowitz, who also considered it
"advisable for us to do all we can to support Greiser." DGFP C IV, pp.111-112. 

^D. 3.2.36, pp. 80-81.

^Lester to Secretary-General, 4.2.36, PRO 19951 C 1162/33/55.
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the SS official car Greiser had offered him. On return Lester took up 

various points with Greisar relating to forthcom.ing reforms and found 

him "cordial and co-operative." These were issued towatds the end of 

the month and provided for the compensation and re~employment of Lucke 

and Schmode, the setting up of a Press Court and some small amendments 

of previous decrees.^ Lester was cautiously optimistic. "I have no evi

dence to show that the League success of January was not real . . .  I am 

becoming more convinced that . . .  I may have a quieter time . . ."^

Two episodes soon tempered any optimism Lester felt. For nearly a 

year he had strongly suspected his letters to Geneva were being opened 

and read; nov7, first through a friendly informant and then by means of a 

simple strategem, he got conclusive proof of this. Though resisting the 

initial impulse to frighten the Senate v/ith the public scandal, Lester 

considered alternative means of communicating important matters. Setting 

up a courier service of his o\m he thought too expensive and he eventually

resorted to sending mail via the British Consul-General's diplomatic bag 

3
to London. The second episode was the German re-occupation of the Rhine

land early in March which caused great international unrest andjin Danzigj 

a display of flags. Lester, though feeling "much sympathy for the 

completion of German sovereignity over a part of German territory," thought 

"the methods are bad and discouraging"; but he did not "believe disaster 

is inmiinent. The month in fact passed quietly in Danzig apart from the 

usual Press disputes. Lester (who at this time was "very anxious and 

worried" about an impending operation for his wife) reported via the British

^LNOJ 1936, pp. 511-516.

^D. 25.2.36, pp. 88-89.
3 .
This co-operation may be contrasted vjith the refusal on at least one 

occasion of the Irish Government to allov; Lester a similar facility 
through their Beriie Legation during World VJar II. See below p. 280.

6, 10, 11.3.36, pp. 97-101.
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Consul-General on March 31st that though he was still receiving petitions

and complaints " . . .  (the) Government's policy in dealing with such

questions . . .  is vastly different to what it was last autumn . .

April followed a similar pattern, with only minor incidents to report,

though continued Opposition pressure. Lester reported on the improved

official attitude and the ending of public attacks on the League. Though

tangible results were still modest_,he felt justified in not bringing any

Danzig problems to the May Council and continuing "pressing for a reason-

2
able attitude from the local authorities.” This vievj was endorsed by

Robinson X'Zho wrote, "that those who feel (dissatisfaction) can still hope

for a remedy, is due solely to the resolution of the High Commissioner

3
and the unfailing support which he has had at Geneva."

The Council, during a short and unhappy session, discussed Danzig 

briefly on May 13th, when progress was reported and Lester reappointed 

High Commissioner for an additional year from January 1937. He had 

accepted this re-appointment under pressure from both Eden and Avenol.

The question had arisen at the January Council and been postponed, and on 

February 18th Lester had noted, "five weeks ago I wrote to Joe Walshe- 

(ilead of the Department of External Affairs) about my reappointment here: 

no reply. Quite like Geneva experiences."^ Shortly before the Council 

he wrote hox̂  txjo German papers in close connection with the Foreign Minis

try had suggested that as things in Danzig had improved he might accept 

re-appointment. Papee, von Radowitz and Greiser had all expressed hopes 

that he would stay on.^ I'That most likely decided him, however, was a

^Lester to Secretary-General, 31,3.36, PRO 19951 C 2752/33/55.

“Lester to Secretary-General, 25.4.35, PRO 19951 C 3325/33/55. 

'^Consul-General Danzig to F.O., 4.5.36, PRO 19951 C 3365/33/55.

^D. 18.2.36, p. 84.

^D. 6.5.36, p. 113.
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conversation with Mr. Frank Crerains, his successor as permanent Irish 

delegate in Geneva, who "urged me strongly to stay abroad - i.e., in 

Danzig. No hope, he seemed to think, for me at homel Rather astonishing 

and discouraging; with my special experience I had hoped to be welcomed 

back into our own service."^ Lester described the lack of any "apprecia

tion or encouragement from headquarters" for his League work in Danzig 

and the difficulty of getting any official direction on accepting re-
I

appointment. De Valera, who had in July 1935 "urged me to stay on 'as a

feather in our cap'" was now ill in Zurich and could not be consulted.

c 2
Lester concluded "I'm much afraid (Walsh) doesn't want me."

Soon after his return to Danzig Lester got a surprising letter from

Greiser. Referring to the official notification of Lester's re-appointment,

Greiser wrote,

I would like on my own behalf and on behalf of the Government 
of the Free City . . . once more to express my hearty congratu
lations and my special pleasure . . .  I hope that your further 
term of office will be under a lucky star and that your selfless 
mediation will in the future also work out for the good of the 
Free City . .

Within less than two weeks this letter was to make ironic reading.

Early in June Lester had noted an increasing number of minor 

incidents and received many complaints from the Opposition parties. On 

the 12th a meeting of the German National Party, which was being held 

only a hundred yards from Lester's house, was attacked and broken up . 

by National Socialist storm troopers. Lester, who had been at Zoppot, 

arrived home to hear that "people had been clamouring at the door, calling

^Mr. Creminscomnients: "Any remark I made about the Department's prospect 
was a general one applying equally to myself and to the rest of the 
small staff as the Department . . . was at the time the Cinderella of the 
Civil Service. . . Sean evidently applied the remark to himself personally." 
Letter to the v?riter 10.9.71.

^D. 14.5.36, pp. 119-120.
3
Greiser to Lester, 3.5.36, LNOJ 1936, p. 1362.
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out that there was a massacre going on."^ In fact about fifty were 

injured. The next two evenings Forster spoke,saying that National 

Socialist patience was exhausted, that order would soon be restored 

and the Opposition withdravm into their holes, and that he was respon

sible to nobody except Hitler. "By this time (June 15th) the city was

2
in a state of considerable excitement with fear, anger and nervousness."

Lester did all he could to prevent the situation worsening and to

ward off the possibility of a complete National Socialist takeover. He

saw Greiser several timeSjpressing him for explanations and on police

partiality, and at the same time tried to strengthen Greiser's position

vis-a-vis Forster. He did this firstly by supplying Greiser with docu-

mentationjwhich the latter claimed would help him when he was in Germany

reporting on events,and secondly by seeing von Radowitz on the 16th,

". . .in the sincere coiiviction that the German Government would share

3
my earnest desire to prevent serious trouble from developing." The

German Consul-General telegraphed the Foreign Ministry that Lester had

said he would not hesitate to ask the Council (which was due to meet over

sanctions on the 25th) for an international or Polish police force. Von

Radowitz thought Greiser should be summoned to GBring to gee support

before Forster could see Hitlerj since Forster was only delaying an all-

4
out assault on the Opposition until then.

Lester also saw Opposition Leaders whom he found "very angry and 

excited" and discouraged them from taking up arms to protect themselves, 

saying "their only strength was in legality." He also, at Greiser's 

request, received a dozen bandaged storm-troopers and told them that

^D, 13,6.36, p. 124.
2
Lester to Secretary-General, 30.6.36, LNOJ 1936, p. 897.
3
Lester to Secretary-General, 30.6.36, LNOJ 1936, p. 897.

‘̂DGFP V, pp. 627--62B.
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"they were damfiging their movement and a danger for Danzig.”  ̂ In the

general disturbance a number of Poles had suffered and Lester heard

Papee's complaints about this.

One National Socialist died from injuries received in the original

attack, and two others in a separate incident. Big funerals for these

were held on June 17th and 18th with offices closed, and flags at half-

mast^ and Party notables from Germany present. Lester observed that

Himmler, a known supporter of '^orster, had made a graveside speech. The

city was full of rumours, one - which originated from Lester being seen

dressed for fishing - was "that I had taken flight . . .  in a special 

2
aeroplane!"

Greiser, Forster and von Radowitz all went to Berlin to report and

the outcome at first seemed satisfactory to Lester. All political

meetings and parades were forbidden. National Socialists who assaulted

Poles would henceforth be expelled from the movement and there v;as to be

no compelling of unwilling salutes to the Swastika. Lester wrote of his

relief that all political demonstrations had been banned - he told

Greiser he appreciated this temporary emergency measure - and concluded

3
". . . a  very dangerous crisis . . . had been averted. But Greiser had 

also referred to ?orster as an honorary citizen of Danzig and said the 

Government disapproved of attacks on him. In his private diary - though 

not, as we have seen,in his report to Geneva - Lester expressed misgivings. 

"I rejoiced too prematurely. It was true that Forster's immediate plans 

and threats were countered and peaceful conditions returned by the 

National Socialist people being called off. But it was not a defeat,

^D. 14.6.36, p. 125.
2
Lester to Secretary-General, 23.6.36, PRO 19952 C 50/1/33/55. and 

G. Griffen, "The Wild Geese", j£irrolds, London, 1938, p. 256.
3
Lester to Secretary-General, 30.6.36, LNOJ 1936, p. 898.



it w^s only a check, Forster got full support, Greiser got a rebuff. He 

got his way about re-establishing order, but Forster will remain here, 

more powerful than before if more cautious."^

Temporary though Lester's success was,it had aroused serious hostil

ity towards him personally, and an early opportunity was taken of demon

strating this. A visit from a German warship - the cruiser "Leipsig" -

2
was scheduled for June 25th and following the usual practice Lester had 

arranged a recepticu for its officers vzhen they made their official call 

on the High Commissioner. Wiile Lester "all dressed up, awaited the 

arrival of the officers for the usual official call, Xhe) received a message 

from a subordinate official of the Senate that the officers . . . had been 

instructed by the highest naval authorities to pay no visit to the High

3
Commissioner. No explanation was offered." Two days later he was 

strongly attacked by Forster in the^^Vorpostern." Thera were the usual 

references to the superfluity of the High Commissioner, his interference, 

his championing of the Opposition which "under the protection of the 

League of Nations representative makes Danzig a stronghold of Bolshevism," 

and so on. Reference was made to the "Admiral Scheer" incident in 1935.^ 

Lester did not believe that th:̂ s was the explanation; on the contrary he 

was "quite certain that the decision related to my efforts to prevent 

Forster carrying out his threat, a fortnight ago, to take over the streets 

of Danzig." He was tempted to make public the conversation he had had 

with Greiser, von Radowitz aid von Neurath, believing this new action to 

be directed from Hitler himself at Forster's instigation.^

^D.23.6.36, p. 131.
2 . . . . . . .
Interestingly, Greiser had asked Eden in May if a British warship would

come in the sumnier to re-establish a past tradition. The Foreign Office 
and the Admiralty were uiienthusiastic. PRO 19951 C 3649/33/55.

^D. 26.6.36, p. 132.
4
LNOJ 1936, pp. 901-2. For the incident see above, pp. 155-156.

^D. 26.6.36, p. 133. Mcderov, op. cit., p. 121, confirms this.
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Once his initial indignation had worn off Lester was not inclined

to cake the "Leipsig” episode too seriously, though he was avrare of how

"the general European situation is reflected here: the debacle at Geneva

and the apparent withdrawal of English policy within very small limits and

the blow to British prestige in Germany following the victory of Italy.

But attacks on him and on the League presence in Danzig continued both

2
there and in Germany, and the Polish Government was more concerned with

this than with Opposition grievances. Thus once again Danzig came before

the Council, though not at Lester's request.

For this meeting the German Government prepared the ground thoroughly.

Von Neurath again told the British Ambassador that Lester was not up to

his job "hardly knov/s any German at all . . . terrifically susceptible

3
. . . always inclined to take offence." The German Embassy in London

was to stress the "Admiral Scheer" incident, when Lester had invited

"the Jewish-Marxist opposition . . as being responsible for the recent

rebuff to Lester, and the Dublin Legation v;as instructed:

Should you be approached about this matter you should express 
yourself in the sense of the above . . .  I would add for your 
confidential information that the way in which Mr. Lester is 
ccntinually meddling in questions of internal Danzig politics 
has influenced this decision.

On July 4th the Foreign Ministry was informed by a Danzig Senator (it

expressed "regret that the Foreign Ministry should only be informed about

these events after they had occurred") of talks during the previous two

days between Hitler, GBring and Forster, and later Greiser. At these

D. 26.6.36, p. 135. (This was Lester's last entry in his private diary 
until 16.1.37, when he had left Danzig.)
2
Both Forster and the German Press took the line that the League had 

failed to learn a lesson from the Saar.

^PRO 19952 C 4781/33/55.

^DGFP V, pp. 716-17.



> it had been decided that President Greiser should accept the 
invitation to Geneva and . . . take this opportunity to make 
a fundamental speech about the position of the . . . High 
Coimnissioner in Danii:ig. The text of the speech, which had 
been drawn up here, was thoroughly aggressive . . . not only 
attacked Lester himself . . . but the whole institution of 
a High CoiPiiiissioner.

Greiser was to discuss the matter with Beck beforehand - which might

produce some alteration in the text - but "if possible . . . was to

avoid a discussion with Eden before the Council meeting . . .  so that

Eden should not put him off his stroke."^

The Council was meeting in an atmosphere of dejection "expressed

2
. . . in the very attitude of most of the speakers"; with the Emperor

of Abyssinia's memorable speech on June 30th and the abandonment of

sanctions against Italy four days later. At a secret Council session on

July 2nd, Eden, who v/as President, had asked his colleagues if, as a

result of the events set out in Lester's letter of June 30th, they v/ished

Danjiig to be put on the agenda. The disorders had subsided through the

moderating influence of the High Commissioner, but there was the "Leipsig"

incident and subsequent attacks upon the League and its representative.

He asked Beck for his vievzs. The latter predictably replied that this

vas an international incident and that Poland would be willing to follow

it up diplomatically if requested to by the Council. This was agreed,as

was a suggestion by Eden that Greiser should be invited to the open

3
session on July Ath when this would be discussed.

Greiser was contacted and came by air, stopping in Berlin to get his 

instructions, and the Council met. The meeting started smoothly enough 

with Eden inviting Beck to look into the "Leipsig" affair. Greiser - who

^DGFP V, pp. 729-30.

'̂T. , 3.7.36.
O

“■Secret Council Meeting 2.7.36. A 2B/7589/1579.
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according to one journalist present was half-drunk - then delivered

his long, pre-arranged harangue. The "Leipsig" incident, he said, had

nothing to do with him or the Senate, the Council should address its

expression of surprise to another address which it would be easy to find

in Berlin. Ke was speaking as the governor of 400,000 Germans "who did

not wish their destinies to be eternally linked with the League of

Nations." Danzig had got no political or economic help from the League

and "found it intolerable that the salary of the League's High Commissioner

which he drew in gold and foreign currencies should be in such flagrant

2
contrast with the poverty of the mass of the populace; and the fact

that half of it was paid by the Polish representative did not make the

position any easier." Lester, Greiser said, had an attitude which

enabled the minority to terrorise the majority, and he "did not understand

the mentality of the German population." In conclusion, Greiser suggested

that the Council either send a new High Commissioner or "in view of the

imminent reorganisation and reformation of the League of Nations should

.3
decide no longer to send a High Commissioner." Greiser then gave the 

Hitler salute which was greeted by laughter from some of the pressmen 

present, to whom Greiser made an offensive gesture as he departed.

After some mildly deprecating remarks by Eden and Beck the Council 

then adjourned as the Assembly was due to meet. It met again later the 

same evening, first in public and then secret session. Lester, remarking 

that "he didn't propose to speak at the same length as tht President of 

the Senate or with the same eloquence," suggested that Greiser could not

^R. Dell, "The Geneva Racket 1920-1939", London, Hale, 1940, p. 184.
Greiser and his delegation had also had difficulty in gaining admission to the

B̂rost, by contrast, recalls no "murmuring" on this point, and Socialist 
circles raight have been expected to be more alert to any extravagance. 
Conversation with the writer, 6.1.72.

\ nOJ 1936, pp. 762-65.



have read his report to the Secretary-General since much of it was 

favourable, describing improved co-operation betvjeen High Commissioner 

and Senate, and suggested that the report was not the real reason for the 

speech. Details of the troubles in June, Lester went on, had been given 

to the Council only as a background to the "Leipsig" incident V7hich "was 

inexplicable to Mr. Lester unless connected with the duties of his office. 

He felt it was not for him to refer to Grieser's suggestions for the 

future nor, for the moment, did he propose to answer the various charges 

made against him in his official capacity. Finally, Lester said, "the 

speech which had been delivered . . . would give the Council some idea 

of what its representative in Danzig was exposed to."

The speeches which followed were marked only by an unusually firm 

statement of support for the High Commissioner by Beck and some frank 

criticism of the language and manner of Greiser's oration by Bruce of 

Australia. Greiser spoke again, saying that in view of the sloTOess of 

League methods he had not expected any immediate action on his proposals

but that he had opened an offensive in favour of a revision of League-

Daazig relations, "on behalf of the whole German people." It was agreed 

to ask Poland to follow up the "Leipsig" issue, Greiser left and the 

Council went into secret session. Txro matters were in question. The 

first, which was r.greed to without discussion^was that a Committee of 

Three (the representatives of Britain, France and Portugal) should now 

act as Rapporteur. The second concerned whether Lester should return at 

once to Danzig or only after some delay. It was generally felt that if

Lester did not go back promptly it would look as if the League had aban

doned its responsibility. Lester expressed himself willing to go, though

^LNOJ 1935, pp. 766-769.
2 . . . .  .
Giustiniani believes that this was Lester's own suggestion. Letter to 
the i/riter, 4.5.72,
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pointing out that his return might provoke incidents■and that it 

remained to be seen for how long and to what extent he could carry out 

his functions. He added that he normally spent a few days in Geneva 

after a Council session. Beck promised to tell the Senate that Poland 

was bound to support the High Commissioner and Lester proposed they have 

a talk later on this. Finally it was agreed that Lester return in two 

days,

This he did after some unprofitable efforts to get precise details

2
of when and how he could summon Polish forces. On July 7th Lester 

arrived in Danzig; an hour earlier Greiser had returned to a hero's 

wclcome and stated that Danzig's internal affairs were no longer the 

province of the League. With considerable courage Lester sent away his

car and accompanied by his wife walked back through the streets of Danzig

3 . . .
to his house. For the next three m.onths, while the diplomats in London,

Warsaw, Berlin and Geneva looked for an accommodation, Lester soldiered

Oil in unpleasant conditions and with little scope for influencing events.

Lester's policy by this stage is made clear in letters he wrote to

Avenol in the month after his return. In the first, written on July 11th,

he said he considered the calling in of Polish troops a responsibility

"of the utmost gravity . . . to be undertaken in the end if necessary

only with a very heavy heart." Since his return he had seen only one

member of the Opposition, x;ho thought they still had a majority and that

the future depended on Poland. But Lester

expressed no opinions of any kind. Since mj;- return I have 
remained quiescent and observant. The problem has moved to a 
big international plane and I shall take no initiative of any

Secret Council Meeting 4.7,36. A 2B/7589/1579.
2
Memo by Lester 8.7.36, PRO 19953 C 5573/33/55 Stevenson commented that 
Beck had said "more than he meant to say" st the Secret Session.
3
Leonhardt, op. cit., pp, 242--43, T., 8.7.36.
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'kind which might affect any efforts heing made in other 
quarters. The preventative work which I have been doing for 
two and a half years is now rendered impossible by the 
attitude of the Senate. If and v/hen it should be necessary 
the decisions and declarations of the Senate should be 
sufficient to enable the situation to be considered without 
any specific case relating to the non-observance of the 
constitution . . .  I am resisting many proposals for 
interviews with the Press and to broadcast and I am allowing
the Government's very provocative attitude to pass in silence
as far as I am concerned. I am waiting with a deep sense of 
the big issues involved.

Three days later Lester remarked that "half-a-dozen policemen have been 

around my house since Greiser made his speech in Geneva . . .  a detective 

stands at my office door and asks each person entering . . . for their 

credentials . . .  no such 'precaution' is taken at the door of my residence

. . . the Opposition leaders have not been near my office." Public order

was maintained, the German Press campaign had temporarily eased off and 

the "flood of journalists who invaded the town expecting a putsch or 

assassination has to a great extent withdrawn," but Lester felt all was 

part of an inexorable process leading to the elimination of the League's 

function in Danzig. He "continued to remain completely passive as I 

believe that is the best service I can render at the present time" and 

intended to go on holiday early in August, when, as he had earlier pointed 

out, the Olympic Games in Berlin might temporarily distract German atten

tion.^ On August 1st he wrote how he had "always been somewhat isolated 

here, more so than ever now" and gave further details of the police guard, 

■'circumstances . . . sufficiently unusual in diplomatic life to put on 

record."^

Robinson confirmed Lester's view of the situation in his reports.

Lester to Secretary-General, 11,14.7.36, PRO 19953 C 5573/33/55. 
These were sent together via the British Consul-General; Lester esti
mated they would arrive by the 25th because of "limitations in my 
methods of communication,"

\ester to Secretary-General, 4.8.36, PRO 19954 G 5831/33/55.
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Ke referred to the police guard on Lester's office, to the latter's

intention of only notifying major events to the ConcRittee of Three until

his report in September, and to the de facto totalitarian state achieved

in Danzig - achieved, Robinson added, "against the wishes of v/uat is

probably a majority of the population," successfully defying the League

without antagonising Poland.^ Lester's position vras further publicised

in England through visits from two Labour MP' s and a represaiitative of

the League of Nations Union.

The only substantial event in Danzig during these months was a set

of new decrees issued by the Senate on July 15th on which the "Times"

commented "they x/ill sound like a death-knell to the Opposition," Lester

X'7ent through the motions of reporting to the League and making inquiries

from the Senate; the former's attention was occupied by the Spanish Civil

War vjhich had just begun, and from the latter Lester expected "a dis-

3
courteous reply or none at all." He received none. Forster's attacks

continued; on 19th July in an address in Bahlinger's Inn at Sobbowitz,

he asked "why (the High Commissioner) should pocket hundreds of thousands

of gulden in salaries merely . . .  to enable him to fish and go bathing 

4 .
in Danzig?" Virtually the onj.y sign of life from the Opposition was a 

pastoral letter critical of the Government from Bishop O'Rourke.

VJhile Lester waited in Danzig the diplomats in London, Warsaw and 

Berlin were at work to find some acceptable formula to cover the "Leipsig" 

incident and Danzig's future relations with the League. The British 

Government, while waiting to hear what the Poles would get out of Berlin, 

were under pressure from numerous Parliamentary questions and telegrams

^Reports 23, 30.7.36, 4.8.36. PRO 19953 C 5547, 5609/33/55, 19954 C 
5030/33/55.

T̂.., 20.7.36.

^PRO 19953 C 5420/33/55.

S.NOJ 1936, p. 1377.
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fror.lv interested organisations to take more active steps over Danzig.

The Foreign Office seems to have been divided between those who found 

it morally repugnant to have to consider handing over the Danzig Opposi

tion to Kaziism, and those who thought that false hopes should not be 

raised since no Council member x̂ as willing to take effective action.

The Cabinet considered Danzig on July 22nd but no constructive policy 

emerged. The only British decisions at this stage were in fact negative 

ones. It was decided there would be no meeting of the Committee of Three 

until Lester’s report came in - a somewhat Box and Cox situation since 

Lester X'.̂as postponing making reports in the hope of action elsewhere.

It was also decided that no British warship should visit Danzig. On July 

27th Eden spoke warmly about Lester in a Commons debate and there was 

applause v/hich, Eden said, made "it clear that all sections of opinions 

in this country sympathise with the difficulties of an Irishman carrying 

out an anxious task."l But as Mr. Noel-Baker commented a few days later

"it was not enough to offer compliments to Mr. Lester for his work. The

2question was how far his work v/as to be supported." Little x̂ as done, 

between then and September 19th, when the Committee of Three finally met 

;;ust before the Council session. It is interesting, hov;ever, that as 

late as 14th September a Foreign Office memo setting out the policy to be 

follov/ed at this Committee said that any solution involving Lester's 

removal should be resisted since it "would be tantamount to an abandonment 

by the Council of its High Commissioner, in whom the Council had con-

O
tinually expressed its confidence."

^PRO 19954 C 5688/33/55.

T̂. 1.8.36.

^Memo to Baxter and Stevenson, PRO 19954 C 6825/33/55.
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.In Berlin the Daazig problem was extensively discussed during July;

German policy was to continue the attack on Lester personally by lobbying

the British and the Poles. The British Charg^ d'A.ffairs in Berlin was

told on July 7th " . . .  the sooner (Lester) disappeared the better."^

On July 22nd von Neurcith v/rote that the Polish Government should be

asked "to make suitable efforts in Geneva to obtain Lester's speedy 

9
disappearance."" Obstacles xjere seen to be Greiser's earlier request 

for Lester's reappointment and the possibility of new Council discussions 

arising out of the Danzig Decrees of July 16th.

Finally, there was Poland where Beck had on the one hand to reassure 

Polish fears that the whole status of Danzig was in danger and to fulfil 

his League Council mandate, and on the other to avoid antagonising his 

German allies. Beck - whom a number of references show as being hostile 

to the League - later wrote that "the doctrinary (sic) men of the League

3
wanted to cast the whole burden . . .  on our shoulders." VJliat Beck did 

was to get a declaration from Berlin saying that the "Leipsig" incident 

was directed against the High Commissioner and not against the League or 

the Danzig Statute. Feeliiig against Lester in the highest circles in 

I'erlin made impossible any question of apology;^ Beck who described 

Lester as "a man sincerel)^ devoted to Genevan ideology"^ was probably 

not greatly concerned about this.

vrnen, therefore, the League reassembled in late September the 

situation v;as still unresolved. Against a minor concession over the 

"Leipsig" incident from the German Government had to be set tlie complete

^DGFP V, p. 743.

^DGFP V, p. 799.
3
Beck, op. cit., p. 119.

4 . .
British Arr.Dassador Warsaw - Foreign Office, 31.7, 5.8.36, PRO 19954 C 

5683/33/55.

^Beck, op. cit., p, 118.
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disregard for the Danzig constitution described in Lester's last report. 

Britain wanted to maintain Lester at his post, Poland was committed to 

trying to remove him. The Committee of Three^which in theory had been 

"following events" since July,had in fact not met until September 19th. 

Though it had been set up to lighten Britain's responsibility as Rappor

teur France's slight contribution and Portugal's non-participation^ in 

practice left the situation as before. Ultimately it was an unrelated 

outside event which provided the League v;ith a solution.

Ŝvzeden was asked to replace Portugal on 30th September. Had this occurred 
sooner the Committee might have been strengthened.
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CHAPTER 10 

TKE COUNCIL'S SOLUTION

The background to the League discussion of Danzig in September

1936 was one of uncertainty and change. A dispute was going on over

whether to accept the credentials of the Ethiopian delegation, now that

their country in theory was an Italian possession. Voices were being

raised on the subject of League reform which foreshadowed the later Bruce

plan of a League concentrating on technical rather than political services.

In Sweden, a Council member and through location interested in Danzig, the

Government had just changed, the new Socialist ministry having contacts

with and sympathy for the Danzig Opposition.^

The Council took the relatively straightforward "Leipsig" incident

first. Beck had presented a report summarising Poland's communications

with Germany since the Council had, in July, requested her to take up

the matter. As we have seen the German response made no concession to

Lester but disclaimed any intent of acting against the Statute of the

2
Free City or the rights of Poland. The Council accepted this, and 

declared the incident closed, specially noting the German disclaimer and 

reaffirming its confidence in the High Commissioner and si^tisfaction with 

his actions. His report and other documents v/culd, Eden said, be conside

red by the Committee of Three and discussed by the Council in public

3
session on October 5th.

^"The Swedish Foreign Minister Sandler ... proved very helpful to the
Danzig Opposition parties." Brost to Carl Burckhardt, 21.3.60 (My translation.]
2 ........................
Report to Secretary-General on the "Leipsig' incident, 22.9.36, LNOJ 1936,
pp. 1333--4.

^Council Debate, 25.9.1936, LNOJ 1936, pp. 1166-67.
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vThe Poles were of course keeping their German allies fully in touch 

with events; their Berlin Ambassador calling on the German Foreign Ministry 

I to say how ”M. Beck had agreed with Eden . . . that the Council would 

simply take note of the report. Mr. Eden had only stipulated that he

should take this opportunity of saying a few words in appreciation of Mr.

Lester . . .Mr .  Beck V70uld be speaking to Mr. Eden . . . about the question 

of Lester's continuation in Danzig; he hoped to be able to persuade Eden 

that Lester should go at the end of this year."^

At its meeting on September 28th the Committee of Three was faced

with Lester's report summarising events since trouble began in 1934. In 

this he mentioned the sloxmess of the League's machinery for enforcing the 

Constitution, the more hopeful signs earlier in 1936 and the abrupt change 

of policy in mid-June, and the present total lack of contact, though for 

different reasons, between himself and both the Opposition leaders and the 

Government in Danzig. There was nothing unexpected in all this and the 

Committee was already following the usual line of referring everything to 

Poland when "the Secretary-General said that he had a proposal to put 

forv/ard to the Committee but it was at present of an extremely secret

nature and he requested all except the members of the Cominit.:ee itself to

2 . . .
leave the room." The discussion which follov7ed is, not surprisingly,

unrecorded, but it is clear that Avenol suggested that the recent 

resignation of Azcarate, the Spanish Deputy Secretary-General, offered 

an unexpected opportunity of removing Lester from Danzig uuder cover of 

a promotion. The suggestion may possibly have originated with Beck, but

^Conversation Polish Ambassador (Lipski) with Acting Secretary of State 
(Dieckhoff) 25.9.36, DGFP V, p. 1007.
2
Meeting of Conimittee of Three 28.9.36, PRO 19954 C 6920/33/55. A 

Foreign Office note on this reads "This presumably refers to the 
appointment of Mr. Lester as Deputy Secretary General."
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its coming from the Secretary-General gave it a greater air of spon.tan- 

eity.

It was followed up at a secret meeting of the Council on September 

30th. Here Avenol p ointed out that Azcarate's position had to be filled 

by a small power national but that "no candidate has applied either 

directly or indirectly for the post." He went on to say that "in 

searching among those whose services to the League were marked by great 

coirpetence and devotion, the Secretary-General' s attention was at once 

fixed on Mr. Lester." If the Council had no objection to Lester's 

leaving his present difficult position he (Avenol) proposed to nominate 

him to this new post. With a few qualifications the Council approved.

Eden said the Committee of Three felt "they had no right to set them

selves in opposition to Mr. Lester's legitimate promotion" but asked 

that the new appointment should not come into effect until a successor 

at Danzig had been appointed. The Swedish representative, Osten Unden, 

went further and asked whether the Secretary-General had any other names 

in mind for his Deputy in case Lester had to remain High Commissioner for 

a fairly long time. He was assured the time would be short; later in the 

meeting Sweden was invited to join the Committee of Three, Portugal having 

left the Council.^

Lester's impending promotion was released to the Press. The "Times" 

reported how "the responsible Polish newspapers today express in very 

generous terms their appreciation of Mr. Lester's ability and integrity 

(but) they feel that his resignation will lead to an easier situation in 

Danzig. The Jewish and Socialist newspapers . . ., on the other hand, 

X\rrite cynically of "another League capitulation." It seems to be under

stood by enlightened public opinion that the transfer of Mr. Lester has 

been dictated by considerations of more immediate political importance

^Secret Council Meeting 30.9.36. A 2B/ /589/1579.



196.

than>the Danzig question and that its repercussions in Germany will be

favourable . . • The outlook for the non-National Socialist minority in

. . 2
Danzig IS less promising.

Beck Xv’as quick to claim credit for this i.ew development, his Ambassa

dor in Berlin reporting that "he was pleased to have brought the Lester 

affair to a successful conclusion." A Foreign Office reference to the

Poles showing "covert gratification and some relief at the announcement"

4
makes one suspect they exaggerated their part in it. However arrived at, 

the outcome reduced tension and the Committee of Three, meeting on October 

1st, 2nd and 3rd, was able to put a passable gloss on the situation. It 

was agreed that Lester's position in Danzig while the Senate and Poland 

negotiated over his head would be invidious but that if he left at once 

it would appear a complete capitulation to the former. Thus he vjas to 

return to Danzig for a short time and then go on leave. The Polish 

Government was asked to ensure that he got more courteous treatment than 

heretofore and, more important, was to enquire into the whole question 

of the Danzig constitution and its non-observance and report back to the 

Council in January. It was also agreed that immediate steps must be 

taken to find a successor and that Lester should stay in Danzig after his 

leave until one v/as found.^ The Council approved of all this, inviting 

the Polish Government "to seek means of putting an end to the situation 

described in the High Commissioner's report" and the Committee of Three 

to continue to follow the question and to call for a special Council

• r ^session if necessary.

T̂his probably referred to the Five Power Conference being proposed at 
the time.

T̂. 2.10.1936.

^Conversation Lipski-Dieckhoff, 2.10.1936, DGFP V, p. 1020.

'̂ F.O. Memo 15.10.1936, PRO 19955 C 7282/33/55.

Ĉonu'iiittee of Three meetings 1, 2, 3.10.1936, PRO 19954 C 6921/33/55,
PRO 19955 C 6923/33/55, T. 5.10.1936.

^Council Debate 5.10.1936, LNOJ 1936, pp. 1190-92.
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^The Council might feel that Danzig had once again been neatly

tidied away - the tone cf their discussion was certainly congratulatory -

but in Danzig there were no illusions as to the changed position. The day

after the Council meeting seventy four leading members of the Social

Democrat Party were arrested. As soon as ho returned Lester told Brost,

his long-time link with the Opposition parties, that he should leave

Danzig immediately as he could no longer protect him.^ The British

Consul reported the National Socialist paper as saying that all had gone

according to plan, and that the High Commissioner had now nothing to do.

Commenting on criticisms in the Council's resolution it added that it was

"natural that the League should wish to cover up Mr. Lester's withdrawal

in thunder." Later Greiser v/ished Lester "further promotion on the Geneva

2
ladder so that he might have no desire to return to Dcinzig." It is 

unlikely that by this stage Lester wished to remain there any longer than 

he had to, there being so little he could do. His reraaining contributions

to the problem were to be in discussions in Geneva rather than in any

action in Danzig.

Betv.-̂ een Lester's return to Danzig in October and his final departure 

for Geneva three months later the main themes were the contiaued suppres

sion of the rejnaiuing traces of political liberty in the Free City,

Poland's dealings with Germany on behalf of the League and on her own 

account, and the process of selecting a new High Comraissioner. In all this 

Lester’s part was small. He was not subjected to police harrassment as 

before, Papee having emphasised that there should be nothing directed 

against the person or institution of the High Commissioner "so as to 

avoid aggravating the question of prestige," but he ŵ as excluded from all

B̂rost: letter to the writer 20.7.1971.

^British Consul General in Danzig to F.O., 7, 20.10.1936, PRO 19955 
C 7117/33/55.
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internal questnons. Dr. BBttcher, the Free City's foreign affairs

spokesman, wrote how in practice the League and its High Commissioner

were now excluded from domestic affairs, how the League by itself could

do nothing about this and how "in the last resort the League always

2
accepts faits accomplis." Thus Lester could only live quietly in his

official residence ~ so quietly that though he was there for Christmas

3
1936 the local Press reported him to be in Switzerland.

Meanwhile the Danzig Opposition was ceasing to exist. On October

14th the Social Democrat Party and its affiliated organisations Xi7as

dissolved and other parties were told their days V7ere numbered. The

next day two hundred more Socialists were arrested, and others fled

abroad. The Centre Party's leader. Dr. Weise, was arrested and accused

. . 4
of tax evasion and in December sixty Coiwiunists were imprisoned. Thus, 

though physical access to Lester X\ras possible,there was virtually no one 

left to seek it.

Poland's dealings with Germany over Danzig, though ultimately arriving 

at some sort of harmony, were marked by suspiciouns on each side. The 

Poles feared, with good reason, that the now confident Danzig National 

Socialists would start attacking Polish interests there, and the Germans 

were wary of Poland exploiting her League mandate to strengthen her 

position in the Free City. Lester, v/hen on leave, spoke to a friend at 

the Foreign Office about Polish fears and his doubts as to whether the 

Poles really had any interes’: in restoring political liberty in Danzig.'^

^German Consul General in Danzig to Foreign Ministry, 7.10.36, DGFP V, 
pp. 1043-49.

^Memo to Foreigh Ministry, 31.10.36, DGFP V, p. 1171.

30.12.36. “̂T. 15, 16.10.36, 9.12.36.

^Memo by Stevenson, 29.10.36, PRO 19955 C 7711/32/55. Lester could well 
have expressed certainty; a right wixig authoritarian government was 
unlikely to make a stand for socialism.
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Though the Danzig Nazis wanted an end to the League presence in the Free 

City - Forster proposed a plebiscite on the subject with, presumably, 

guaranteed results - both Germany and Poland for differing reasons pre

ferred to maintain a High Commissioner, though with reduced powers. They 

accordingly joined in the search for a candidate for this thankless 

position,xjhich the League itself had begun. This search produced numerous 

suggestions, some laughable like the Dutch Harbour Commissioner Nederbragt, 

others more promising, including Lord Lytton. Though Professor Carl 

Burckhardt, the ultimate choice, was mentioned at this stage it was a 

retired Dutch Admiral, de Graaff, xjhom the January Council invited to take 

up the High Commissionership.

In lieu of his usual yearly report, which he felt unnecessary since 

he had made a full one in September, Lester wrote to A.venol early in January 

mentioning recent developments relating to the constitutional position but 

not going into any detail.^ He arrived in Geneva on January 16th where 

he heard from Krabbe that Rosting (who, it will be remembered, had con

tacted the Germans in the hope of returning to Danzig) had left the

2
League Secretariat, his contract not having been renewed. He was soon

involved in talks on the League's future in Danzig which now, for the

last time, v;as under serious discussion. On the 17th he met Walters who

told him he had general support though some felt his report (the letter

to Avenol) could be misinterpreted as anti-National Socialist, and Avenol

who said, as on an earlier occasion, that it was "literature - a fine

3
piece of writing.” A few days later he met "the usual collection of 

Foreign Ministers" at a Council lunch. Eden remarked to him hov7 "there

^Lester to Avenol, 6.1.37, LNOJ 1937, pp. 242~43.
2 . . .
D. 16.1.37, p. 135. This is the first Diary entry since 26.6.36.

^D. 17.1.37, p. 135a.



were, actually candidates wanting (Lester's) Danzig post" and added "I

wouldn't go there for all the money in the world." On a more serious

level he heard that though Beck's report on Danzig (the product of the

diplomacy of recent months) was

not yet circulated its substance was kno^fn. It is to keep the
facade of the guarantee but to prevent complaints of constitu
tional breaches reaching the Council except through the Senate, 
i.e. the criminal must complain of his crime I It's a miserable
position for the Council. I had written a note to Avenol
anticipating this and saying an open acknowledgement of the 
Council's powcrlessness would be more decent. In any case it 
would mean revision of numerous Council decisions but my idea 
is criticised as it would be held to be revision of the Treaty 
of Versailles - the tearing of the tissue paper."!

Over the next few days negotiations continued between Eden, Beck and 

Greiser but the Polish report which finally emerged was very much as

Lester had feared. Stating that it had carried out the Council's instruc

tions,"in a wholly impartial manner, taking into account all the political 

circumstances", it went on to say that "from a practical standpoint the 

High Commissioner . . . should take care to see that the internal adminis

tration of the Free City . . .  is not hampered" and that priority be

2
g].ven to information provided by the Senate.

This was surrender and it was not only Lester who thought so. The 

evening before the Council meeting which formally adopted this new approach 

he had a long informal talk with Eden. Eden commented on Greiser's 

surprising insistence on a new High Comraissioner being appointed ; Lester 

thought that Greiser was "really more under the influence of the Wilhelm- 

strasse than of the extreme Party people" and that the former "were not 

yet prepared, no more than the Poles, to be left face to face." They 

discussed Poland's position in Europe and current tendency to look for

^D. 21.1.37, p. 136.
2
Report of Polish Government on the execution of the mandate entrusted to 
it by the Council (5.10.35), 26.1.37, LNOJ 1937, pp. 241-42.



suppprt from England and France as well as Germany. Eden told Lester

openly that he had "little confidence in the new arrangements (for

Danzig) . He would have preferred to send no successor l)ut the Poles

were violently opposed to such a policy . . They agreed that English

opinion was now swinging against Germany, Eden believing that Danzig had

1

done more than anything else to bring about the change."'

At the Council meeting reports were presented and adopted as was

Admiral de Graaff's appointment, pending his acceptance. On Lester's

suggestion the responsibility for placing constitutional questions on the

Council's agenda was now to rest with the Committee of Three and not v?ith

the High Comraissioner. The new Commissioner was to form his opinions on

2
the spot as to what it was practicable for him to do. Final thanks and

congratulations vzere exchanged. A hitch arose the next day when Admiral

3
de Graaff refused the offer but by February 17th Carl Burckhardt had 

been persuaded to become the last High Commissioner. V/ith this the 

Council in effect abandoned responsibility for Danzig.

Though Lester formally took up his new post of Deputy Secretary- 

General on February 1st, his involvement with Danzig could not cease so 

abruptly. Prior to the Council decision he had asked Krabbe to draw up 

a survey of the functions and competence of the High Comr:iissioner in 

Danzig. The decision made this largely irrelevant and, as Lester 

remarked, "that my successor makes a different interpretation of his 

duties in the light of the Council's latest decisions will probably be

D̂. 27.1.37, pp. 138-44.

^Council Debate, 27.1.37, LNOJ 1937,pp. 111-114.
3
Lester had written "The story from Holland is that the unfortunate 

Admiral's first reaction was that he would go to Danzig only if ordered 
by his Government! I fear the Admiral must have been reading newspaper 
accounts of my own experience." D. 27.1.37, p. 138.
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the only hope of the entire question not reappearing rapidly."^

Carl Burckhardt, a Swiss professor, x̂ as appointed for three years  

from F e b ruary 1 8th 1937.'^ T hough not a National Socialist he was accept

a ble to Germany through some social contacts with leading figures there.  

Lester thought him "a remarka b ly good man in the circumstances" though he

3
was taking up "a situation which is not the same as that confided to me ..." 

During his two and a half years in Danzig he used the modest influence he 

had with the German leaders to mitigate the harsh treatment of minority 

groups and individuals in Danzig. In this he had some success though his 

eventual departure was even more humiliating than Lester 's, T hrough  

Burckhardt ' s reports and through meeting him on visits to Geneva Lester  

kept in close touch with developments in the Free City. He seems to have  

b e en impressed b y Burckhardt ' s enterprise and style but also increasingly  

xjorried b y the latter 's diplomatic methods.

Meeting a couple of times in the spring of 193 7 they discussed the  

personality of Greiser - who apparently cherished friendly feelings for 

Lester - and the pro b l em of spying among the High Commissioner ' s domestic  

staff. Burckhardt had met F orster and b y a mi x ture of admonition and  

flattery got him to postpone the suppression of the Centre Party and the 

introduction of the Aryan Laws.^ In July, referring to Burckhardt ' s  

coming visit to Hitler, Lester wrote, "a risky b usiness - m.ore so than it  

would have b een a year ago wheia I was not allowed to make such contacts."  

Burckhardt at this stage was "doing all he can to delay t h 2 final nazi- 

fication and to get F orster out of I3anzig."^ This activity was essentially

^Lester to Kra b b e, 5.2.37, A  2 B / 2 8 1 5 7 / 1 5 7 9 .
2 .
His b o ok "Mein Danziger ilisr.ioti", Munich, Callwey, 19 60, gives a lively  

account of these years.

^D. 1 8 .2.37, p. 142.

“̂ D. 3.4.37, 27. 5,37, pp. 147--48, 1 6 6 ~7 1.

1 6, 22.7.37, pp. 1 8 6 - 87,
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unofficialjfor Burckhardt's report in September 1937 vzas, according to 

Lester, "mild as milk, half a line to the mysterious assassination or 

disappearance of an Opposition deputy. It won't come on the Agenda and 

nobody wants it to do so."̂  A month later the Centre Party was dis

solved and there were widespread attacks on Jews in Danzig.

Early in 1938 Lester was amused to hear from Burckhardt that the 

Danzig leaders had had "a report from Berlin that I might become Head of 

the Irish State and were much perturbed and enquired if I held any ill

feeling towards Germany and Danzig . . . When I said to Burckhardt that

2
there was nothing in it he asked me not to disillusion the DanzigersI"

Lester became increasingly uneasy about Burckhardt's activities during

1938. Commenting on Hitler's praise for Burckhardt.he wrote how "I

v;ould feel somewhat unhappy in the circumstances if I had earned praise 

3
from Hitler." Later he described Burckhardt as having "the mind of a 

novelist . . .  it is true that he sees himself (discreetly) in a romantic 

and dramatic ' s c e n e ' . I n  November he wrote a long memorandum to the 

Secretary-General anticipating difficulties to come and supporting the 

view that the League commitment in Danzig should now be reduced. He 

pointed out that the High Commissioner now served almost no international

purpose and that he could "foresee little but the danger of a further

humiliation for us." He thought that since Burckhardt had staked his 

prestige on deferring the formal application of the Aryan Lav;s, their 

enactment would be m.ade the occasion for the League to withdraw. He 

concluded, revsalingly, by saying that

^D. 7.9.1937, p. 195.

“D. 28.1.38, p. 223.

^D. 22.2.358, p. 229.

S .  20. 6.33, p. 250.
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'the ultimate future of Danzig was settled in the autumn of 
1936 and subsequent events have confirmed it. The present 
arrangements may last two or three years, but I do not expect 
either the League or its High Commissioner to be allowed to 
play a part in the fin.al decision. I should like to think 
that we should then be able to retire with dignity but 
nothing in recent history encourages such hope.i

In spite of efforts made by Lester and others to have Burckhardt

recalled the latter returned from Geneva to Danzig in March 1939, on the

way receiving a surprisingly frank warning from the head of the Gcrnmn

Foreign Office. He seems to have had illusions that, where others had

failed, he could persuade Hitler to mend his ways and visited him as

late as August 11th. Lester recorded

the uneasiness I felt and expressed since June. He has left 
us very much in the dark and I have been somewhat alarmed at 
times as to the political risks he was taking. Rather cruel 
but not far wrong, the writer (of an article in 1'Europe 
Nouvelle) refers to him as vain and ambitious^

On August 23rd the Danzig Constitution v/as dissolved and Forster declared

ruler of Danzig and on September 1st Burckhardt was expelled at three

hours notice, Forster calling on him with an armed band in the middle of

the night. Thus ended the Free City of Danzig, "the most bizarre and

3
the most complicated creation of the Treaty of Versailles."

It remains now to form some conclusions on the importance of Scan 

Lester's contribution to its history. Firstly, it must be said that 

Lester's position as High Commissioner was unique. Unlike his pre

decessors he was confronted v/ith a series of internal problems, to deal

with vzhich both precedents and machinery were lacking; unlike his succes-

4
sor he was expected to make a serious attempt to solve them. Wliat

I--------------------------------------------
D. 3.11,38, pp. 277-79. Shortly afterwards Lester heard that "the F.O.
doesn't want any sign of League life in Danzig Perfectly natural in the
present situation. But do they care if the League gets another kick? I
don't know," D. 16.11.38, pp. 274-275.

^D. 7.9.39, pp. 325-26. ^Beck, op. cit., p. 13.
4
Marchese Giustiniani believes that "le Conseil ... a par sa resolution de 
. . • , y
janvier 1937, facilite la tache du nouveau Haut Commissaire, par comparison 
a celle echue a M. Lester en 1934." Letter to the v/riter 4.5.1972.
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exactly the Council thought he would be able to do remains to some extent 

an open question. It seems to have been hoped that, without too great a 

sacrifice of principle or League prestige, he could nonetheless keep 

Danzig clashes to a level which would not force the Council into action 

offensive to Germany and, to a lesser extent, Poland. There were no doubt 

members both of the Council and of the Secretariat who looked for some

thing more decisive than this, just as there were a few who would have 

preferred a less active High Commissioner.

A most interesting viewpoint on League policy in Danzig comes from

Dr. Rauschning. He believes that Lester

had to follow the line of politics, established by the Council 
. . . appeasement of National Socialism . . .  in Danzig. This 
meant that . . .  he had to keep up the democratic constitution 
of the Free City and the special rights of Poland in Danzig .
. . . and to tolerate, as much as possible under these conditions, 
an adaptation of the people of Danzig to the 'new national 
discipline' coming to power in Germany. This was the interpreta
tion (of) National Socialism by (Mr. Te V/ater) from South Africa,
. . . President of the League opening the session October 1933.
I am convinced that Mr. Lester followed these rather delicate 
lines skilfully and justly for both camps in Danzig, the 
National Socialists and the demiOcratic opposition. I am sure 
that his sympathies lay with the opposition, but he (gave) fair 
chances to the new party to follow its own policy. Îr. Lester
certainly could have acted more decisively against acts of violence
and disorder by the cadres of the (National Socialist) party, 
especially the S.A. But the Council of the League wanted to avoid 
new cases . . . xjhich might force it to decisions of rather grave 
consequences. Mr. Lester had to carry the coat on both shoulders 
and to lead a middle of the road course, which under the circum
stances could not succeed. One has to remember that the governing 
principle of appeasement is to calm down, to avoid too repressive 
measures, to give the new movement the chance to becom.e moderate 
under the weight of responsibility, which to expect was, at the 
beginning, reasonable, I*Jhat Mr. Lester tried to perform and in 
which he at least partly succeeded becomes apparent if one compares 
his policy x-zith that of his successor (v/hich vjas) a clear capitulation 
to National Socialism.1

This view would of course explain Lester's surprising conmients on 

2
the 1935 election" but needs some qualification, for Lester was usually

^Rauschning, letter to the writer, 14.10.197,
2
See above, pp. 142-43.



one step ahead of League thinking on Germany, In the years imiiiediately

prior to Hitler's coming to power he had favoured a policy of moderation

while there was still a reasonably moderate regime in Germ.any. With

increasing misgivings he continued to support appeasement while serving

in Danzig, but, long before most of those who had sent him there, he became

convinced that as a policy it was both futile and dangerous.

\'Jhatever Lester v/as trying to do^it seems clear that the equipment

he xras provided v/ith was less than adequate. Br.',st believes that

the chief difficulty for Mr. Lester lay in the fact that his o ™
staff in the High Commissioner's Office did not nearly suffice 
to maintain his o\m standing in political and constitutional 
affairs in Danzig, V7hile he had a large apparatus set up against 
him whose task, as decided by the National Socialist Government, 
was to obscure or misrepresent the facts.^

Moreover, behind shortcomings of equipment on the spot lay what might be

termed shortcomings of imagination at headquarters. Giustiniani writes

of "la faiblesse et des incertitudes de (la SDN) en presence d'initiatives

inspirees a une idelogie nc renoncant certainement pas . . .  a I'emploi

de la ruse et de la brutalite."^ Brost also draws attention to the fact

that "Lester had no allied colleagues x>;ho lightened his task . . . the

Polish Commissioner General in Danzig avoided any confrontation with the 

3
Senate.

This lack of support was certainly true of the Polish Government -

their rapprochement with Germany v;as at its closest during these years -

vjho, according to Burckhardt, regarded Lester as "an inefficient doctrin

aire without personal contacts,"^ and Beck's reference to"the pernicious

5
influence of the Secretariat and the Second International" gives a fair

^Erost, letter to the writer, 20.7.1971. (My translation)
2 . .
Giustiniani, letter to the writer. 4.5.1972.

3 ^Erost, ibid. Burckhardt, op. cit., p. 50.
4
^German Anibassador in Warsaw to Foreign Ministry, 12.3.1936, DGFP V, p.112.
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idea, of his viev;s on international civil servants. It was not altogether

true of Britain and France. Successive British Consul Generals in Danzig

did much to help Lester by reporting his views to the Foreign Office and

providing him with a safe means of cominunication with Geneva. The French

Consul General was also a loyal colleague and valued source of information.

But behind these lay foreign ministries obsessed with the formalities of

communication - the British held that officially they knew nothing of

Danzig except what was reported to them at the Council - and governments

anxious to avoid any effective international action.

With the main powers involved thus quiescent, Germany, during Lester's

tenure of the High Commissionership, was normally content to let events

take their course, with an occasional sudden stimulus to the nazification

process, the former policy being entrusted to Greiser and the latter to

Forster. Nevertheless by 1936 Lester's attitudes and actions had hardened

sufficiently for him to be seen as a tiresome obstacle; hence the manu"

factured "Leipsig" incident and a series of press attacks "d'uno violence

et d'une grossietete extraordinaire."^ The drive to get rid of Lester

stemmed from Hitler himself who

was always complaining of the procedures employed by Mr. Lester 
acting as High Commissioner. He complained in the same way of 
the impossible situation provoked by his interference into the 
smallest details of the Danzig administration which had necessa
rily led to frictions . . .  if the High Conmiissioner fulfilled 
his mission with more discernment a modus vivendi could be 
established.2

Danzig was important to Germany's future, perhaps more than was

generally realised at the time. On the one hand,

for Hitler . . . the overthrow of the Danzig Opposition was of 
great importance. It had great significance for future relations

^Baron de la Tournelle (French Consul General in Danzig), letter to the 
writer, 23,9.1971.
2
Von Mcltke (German Ambassador in Warsaw) conversation xjith Beck, 18.11.36 
(my translation). A record of this came into Lester's possession.
D. 18.11.36, p. 426.
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' with Poland . . .  it gave the world an idea of the unity and 
solidarity of the German people, not dependant on existing 
political frontiers^

Conversely,

the object of the Opposition party was . . . through nev; 
elections, not only to prove that the National Socialists 
held no majority in . . . Danzig . . . but to make this 
conclusion valid for the German Reich.2

Lester in 1935-36 increasingly identified himself with the Opposition's 

demand for new elections; had the Council felt itself strong enough to 

accept this demand and ensured the elections being held in conditions as 

orderly as those it had maintained for the Saar plebiscite, the con

sequences might have been of incalculable importance.

This, as we know, was not to be. A year after Lester's resignation

"Herr Greiser's 'snook' (was) better remembered by the general public than

3
tlfi report by Mr. Lester . . . which originally gave rise to it." He was

asked to write a book on the subject, which he declined, though he looked

over Toynbee's draft for the Danzig section of "The Survey of International

4
Affairs for 1936". It seems probable that he accepted his removal from 

Danzig with some relief; in January 1936 he had written how "I am con

stantly under nervous strain . . . and get no holidays so that I long 

for a quiet corner and simple work for a period."^ a colleague who had 

been twenty four years in Danzig told him "No High Commissioner had ever 

had such a bad time . . . "  The work brought little thanks and the lack 

of support from the Council was discouraging.^ He cherished no ill-will

^Moderov, op. cit., pp. 126-127.
2
Brost, letter to the writer, 20.7.1971. (My translation.)
3
'Times' review 28.12.1937 of "Documents on International Affairs 1936, 

ed. Heald, W. Bennett, O.U.P,, 1937, D. 31.12.1937, p. 222.

^D. 18.6.1937, 6.7.1937, pp. 175, 183. ^D. 22.1.1936, p. 69.^D. 25 .2.1936,p.89.
7
He spoke of this for example to ex-Presidcnt Ziehm - cf. "Aus meiner 

politischen arbeit in Danzig", Marburg 1956, p. 114.



tov7drds Danzig; on the contrary,

Eden having said that the good vrishes which I proposed to 
express for Danzig were very generous, I said that I did not 
feel it so . . . 1  had done what I was commissioned to do 
and even though very unfairly attacked I had no feelings in 
the matter.^

Later he wrote of

looking back on recent years with of course a pleasant sense 
of detachment and . . . x̂ithout any kind of feeling except 
one of benevolent regret as far as the more unpleasant 
experiences were concerned. I feel it is all in a \7ay a 
tragedy - a tragedy of European concern.2

Given all the circumstances^ Lester achieved as much as anyone could

reasonably have been expected to achieve and he v/as defeated only by the

inexorable march of greater events. Certainly the disrepute into which

the League deservedly sank in Danzig was not attributed to him personally.

Those who knew him there refer to him in the most flattering terms. He

was "a strong champion of the principles of the democratic constitutional

3
state and the rules of 'fair play' in politics." He "tried to (hold the

balance) from a sense of ethical duty as v;ell as from realistic political 

4
considerations." Giustiniani, who vzorked more closely with him than 

anyone else at this time, describes "sa fidelite active a 1'ideal qui 

etait celui de 1'institution qu'il representait dignement."^ Perhaps 

the last word lies with a colleague who describes him as "un grand 

honnete homme, fourvoye dans un caverne de brigands."^

D̂. 27.1.1937, p. 140.

""D. 18.6.1937, p. 175.

Moderov,"^p. 113. (My translation.)

Brost, letter to the writer, 20.7.71. (My translation.) 

^Giustiniani, letter to the writer, 4.5.1972.g
de la Tournelle, letter to the x̂riter, 23.9.1971.
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CHAPTER 11 

DEPUTY SECRETARY-GENERAL (1937-40)
%

The position to which Lester had, somewhat fortuitously, been 

appointed had had an interesting evolution. A single Deputy Secretary- 

Generalship had been established in 1922 and was first held by Jean 

Monnet, later a founder of the E.E.C, Its second occupant was Joseph 

Avenol, who retained the post until his promotion in 1933. By then, 

with the Great Powers bargaining over the higher direction of the Secre

tariat and Small Povjers pressing to be included, it had,been agreed that 

there should be two Deputy Secretaries-General, one of whom should 

represent the Small Powers. Thus in 1933 Pilotti of Italy and Azcarate 

of Spain had been appointed, but the Small Po^7ers - for whom Lester was 

spokesman - remained dissatisfied since Spain was not really representative 

of them, being a permanent Council member in fact if not in theory.^ VJhen 

Azcarate left in 1936 to become Spanish Ambassador in London the oppor

tunity thus arose to meet Small Power objections and at the same time 

resolve the Danzig impasse. Lester was to spend three years as Deputy 

Secretary-General. For several reasons it was to be a less satisfying 

period for him in international work and it is perhaps not a coincidence 

that his interest in Irish affairs revived during this time. At Geneva 

his position was not well defined, much of his work was trivial and that 

which v;as  not trivial was hampered by the deteriorating v7orld situation 

and the decline of the League organisation, factors over which Lester had

^See above, pp. 81-82.



no control.

\vT.ien Lester took up his position in March 1937 not only had "for the

first time a citizen of a small state joined the society of the highest

officials"^ but it was soon made clear that his was the senior Deputy

Secretary-Generalship. At a meeting of the Supervisory Committee in May

Hambro drew Lester's attention to the fact that Pilotti's name appeared

first on the Budget list and remarked "But you are Avenol's second.”

Though Lester demurred Hambro insisted on following up the question and

Lester later "heard that Aveuol replied that he was bound by the Assembly

decision but that he had great difficulty with Italy. He said he would

2
arrange that during his absences I would be in charge."' This source of

potential friction was, however, short-lived for in December 1937 Italy

withdrew from the League and Pilotti's place was taken by the British

official, Frank Walters, a close personal friend of Lester's.

The statutory declaration which Lester made at a Council meeting on

May 25th, 1937 is worth quoting, if only to show an international civil

servant's theoretical terms of reference. In it he,

. . . solemnly undertook to exercise, in all loyalty, discretion 
and conscience, the functions that have been entrusted to me as 
an official of the Secretariat of the League of Nations, to dis
charge my functions and to regulate my conduct with the interests 
of the League alone in view, arid not to seek or receive instruc
tions from any Government or other authority external to the 
Secretariat . . .3

In the years that follov/ed only Lester, among the high direction of the

Secretariat, could honestly have claimed to have kept these promises to

the letter. The four Under Secretaries-General were of their very nature

political appointemiits. Always Great Power nationals,they were in nearly

every case outsiders pushed in near the top of the Secretariat hierarchy

Ranshofen-Wertheimer, op. cit., p. 65. 

'̂D.  7.5.1937, pp. 158-9.

\ n OJ 1937, p. 289.
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for Ihe purposes of liaison with their home governments rather than 

effective administrative work - of which there was often little for them 

to do “ and resented by professional Secretariat officials. The tv;o 

Deputy Secretaries-General were more a part of the Secretariat structure; 

Avenol had been there from the early years of the League, Azcarate had 

been an efficient Director of the Minorities section and Walters had also 

worked his way up the hierarchy. Lester was not an 'insider' in this 

sense but had been working x-zith Secretariat officials in various capacities 

since 1929. The Deputy Secretaries-General had done something to break 

doxm 'national islands'; Azcarate had chosen a Dutch official (van Asch) 

as personal assistant and Lester retained him while Walters had an Irish

man, Martin Hill. It is only fair to note that Sokoline^the Russian 

Under Secretary-General, broke the usual custom of his rank by having a 

French assistant.^

But of all the top seven in the Secretariat Lester was the only one

free from government pressures. Avenol, as Professor Barros' book makes

clear, was only too subject to French and Italian influence and Walters,

though "a great international civil servant," was^like Avenol^part of the

system whereby "the League was never supposed to discuss questions xjhich

2
would embarrass Britain or France." Pressures from Dublin were not likely 

to be forthcoming; if they had^it is safe to say Lester would have ignored 

them.^

Though his position as second in the League hierarchy was established 

and he was,in terms of political pressure,a free agent, Lester \vas often 

to find work as Deputy Secretary-General frustrating and confined. Under

^Ranshofen-Wertheimer, op. cit., pp. 60-61.
2
M. Branco Lukac (former Head of Transit Section), conversation v;ith the 

v;riter, 3.8.70.
3
"He has been rightfully credited as being one of the fev/ League officials 

entirely impervious to government suggestions". Leonhardt, op. cit., p. 217.
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Druirmiond the position had carried more dignity than actual responsibility; 

Ranshofen-VJertheimer speaks of Avenol's "self-effacing conduct during his 

office of Deputy Secretary-General."^ VJhen Avenol was Secretary-General 

he gave his deputies less status but greater practical importance. Azcarate 

was put in charge of all internal administration while Pilotti took respon

sibility for the political side. They thus now had direct administrative 

responsibility as v;ell as advisory functions, came more and more under the

day-to-day jurisdiction of the Secretary-General and 'became a sort of

2
glorified Director."

This in fact would have suited Lester well but for two circumstances. 

Firstly Azcarate had become ill during his term of office and two Secre

tariat officials had taken over most of his work. Lester on his arrival 

found frustratingly little to do. Secondly, and more im*portant, a growing

friction between Avenol and Lester resulted in the latter being pushed

3 . . . .
dside or ignored in matters of importance, in particular v;here political

issues - where Lester after all had considerable experience - were involved.

Instead Lester got what was probably to him an overdose of formal duties.

In April 1937 he took part in the making of the official League film.,

4
delivering the English version of Avenol's speech. In June he gave a 

party to which 750 had to be asked^ and by the end of that month was com

menting gloomily "this past two to three weeks we have averaged about four 

parties a day. Appalling."^

^Ranshofen-Wertheimer, op. cit., p. 48.

“Ibid., pp, 54-56.

■^Thanassis Aghnides, then in charge of personnel, describes how Avenol 
by-passed Lester by telling Heads of Section to come to him direct and 
not through Lester. Conversation with the vzriter, 4.8.70.

S .  20.4.1937, pp. 152-3.

4.6.1537, p. 171.

S .  18.6.1937, p. 175.
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Lester was also made head of liaison with Member States vjhich

gave some added significance to the position since for the 
first time a national from a Small Power \-jas enabled to 
engage in political work from the vantage point of one of 
the principal officerships . . . but by 1937 . . . the
extent of the League's political action had declined
drastically and Lester's work remained primarily adminis
trative. 1

%

There was, however, one field in which Lester found scope for work 

of value; this was in the supervision of the League's programme of 

technical aid to China. For several reasons this work was of interest. 

Firstly it involved constructive achievements at a time when the League 

was increasingly being x/ritten off as a failure. Furthermore, it v;as in

this technical work that the League's future was more and more being seen

to lie. The policy of concentrating on non-political activity^with the 

hope of winning back former members and increasing United States partici

pation, began to emerge in 1933 when Avenol succeeded Drummond as Secretary- 

2
General, was accelerated by the political failures of 1935-36, and 

received formal statement in the Bruce Report of 1939. This, though 

obviously of little importance at the time, prepared the way for the com

plete administrative separation of technical and political activity which

is characteristic of the United Nations.

Supervising the League's activities in China renewed Lester's con

tacts with the Health Department,v;ith whom he had v;orked as Council 

Rapporteur for Health,and with its chief Dr. Ludwig Rajchman, perhaps 

the most dynamic and inspiring member of the Secretariatjbut a man whose 

left -wing political viev/s attracted hostility.

Soon after Lester's return to Geneva in early 1937 he was made Chair

man of the Council Committee on Technical Collaboration between the League

^Arthur W. Rovine, "The First Fifty years. The Secretary-General in 
World Politics (1920-1970)", Amsterdam, Sijthoff, 1970, p. 175.
2
Earros, op. cit., p. 146.
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and China. By this time some of the early impetus had slackened.

Work had begun in 1929, mainly as a result of an earlier report by

Rajchman on China's problems and future. Rajchman himself had over

three years supervised a major public health programme, two engineers

had been sent out in 1931, and a number of other Secretariat officials

and experts had visited the country. The Sino-Japanese war of 1931-33

while increasing the need for technical assistance also increased the

difficulties in providing it. Earlier Japanese policy, unli.'ce that of

the Western Pov/ers, had in fact been sympathetic to League work in China

on the grounds that Japan would benefit from having a more stable neigh-

bour. Now of course it was hostile and even after Japan's departure

from the League her influence was strong enough am.ong the appeasement-

minded to bring about Rajchman's recall from China to his desk in Geneva

and a consequent loss of drive, originality and scope in the League's 

3
programme.

By early 1937 League technical assistance to China was centred on

4their office in Nanking which co-ordinated the work of a doctor, and 

two engineers ser\/ing on the newly established Engineering Planning Bureau 

v;hich  was attached to the National Economics Council of China. It also 

arranged for study tours outside China for Chinese officials, doctors and 

engineers and it was V7ith this modest aspect of a modest programme that 

Lester was first concerned. In March he was dealing with the case of a 

Chinese official supposed to be studying administration but who in fact 

had spent three months in an office reading documents. Lester agreed

^Apart from Lester the Committee had a secretary and three representatives 
from the technical departments concerned with the work.
2
Walters, op. cit., pp. 333~4.
3
Earros, op. cit., pp. 40-5.

4
Moved to lianoi after the Japanese capture of Nanking.



with'Dr. Hoo, the Chinese Pervnanent Delegate^ that tlie official should

1
attend meetings and talk to departmental chiefs. In June and July he

2
was caught up in a dispute between Smets his Committee Secretary on the

one hand^and the Transit Section and one of their engineers in China on

the other,concerning a Chinese engineer's study tour. Smets wanted to

have every detail arranged in advance and down on paper. Transit took

the view that arrangements could be made when the engineer had reached

Geneva, and said that some confidence must be shewn in the individuals

(other engineers and doctors were coming) concerned and - greatest heresy

of all - suggested that time would be saved arranging details by telephone.

The correspondence subsequently dragged on for months with quibbling over

details right doxm to the tips given to porters. Lester mollified the

irritated parties so that the tour could go ahead but wrote to Borcic, a

Yugoslav doctor who had served six years in China, that it "must be left

to me and the Secretariat to give the final decision on countries to be

3
visited, the length of stay and itinerary." On July 17th he noted that 

"We certainly have had many difficulties in applying this scheme. I 

think the time has arrived when we can examine it again. .

There were other and greater reasons for a reassessment for iti July 

1937 the war between China and Japan had been renewed, with China appealing 

to the League in September. Politicallyj,virtually nothing could be done, 

but the League's health work was revived specifically to meet the threats 

of epidemics. Greatly increased credits for this were approved and the 

League received many gifts of medici.nes and clothing from governments and

^A. 50/25221/5204.
2 .
"According to van Asch, Smets was "very bureaucratic" (conversation with 
the writer (3.S.70) and this is certainly borne out by the correspondence. 
Smets (a Belgian) was replaced in 1939 by a Finnish official,Hjelt.

\ester to Borcic 25.6.37. A. 50/22170/6501.

"^Lester to Smets, 15.7.37. A. 50/29531/713.
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individual firms. Apart from Italy and Poland Japan had nov7 no supporters

at Geneva - though equally no enemies prepared to take effective counter

measures - and preparations for an Epidemic Control Mis'sion went forward.

On September 29th Lester wrote that

the Chinese epidemic question which comes specially under me is 
> moving slowly ahead. Council approved in a general way and 

referred the matter to the Assembly. The only doubting voice 
was Poland's. And the only precedent for such action was on 
Poland's behalf in 1921 when epidemics began to sweep the country 
during the Bolshevik invasion. I should have blushed if I had 
been Komarnicki.^

Lester had already been in contact v;ith the Chinese Permanent Dele

gate and the Secretary-General about the nature and financing of the work 

and had got an outline plan from Dr. Rajchman, who, like Lester, appreciated 

the need for speedy action better than some Secretariat officials. Lester

informed the President of the Red Cross to ensure there would be no over-

2
lapping between their work and the League's, and by October 23rd was

able to submit a fully-approved technical, budgetary and administrative

3
plan of action to the Chinese from whom he requested a prompt reply. The 

plan involved sending out three doctors each of whom would head a team of 

Chinese health workers. A few days later he met the Japanese Consul 

General and gave him full information about the proposed anti-epidemic 

work, reassuring him that "the experts will not form an international body 

with a separate existence; they will occupy exactly the same position as 

technical advisers sent in former years." The Japanese "hoped that nothing 

v7ould be done by the Commissioners in any way to impede the military 

operations" to which Lester replied that he ''could not imagine any such

^D, 29.9.37, p. 201. Poland of course supported the A.xis powers. Her 
opposition may also have stemmed from a long-standing hostility between 
the Polish Government and Dr. Rajchman "a Polish doctor with a revolutionary 
past, a sympathy for left-wing niovements of all kinds..." Walters, op. 
cit. , p . 330.

^Memo by Lester, A. 50/3199/30817.

\ester to Dr. Hoo, 23.10.1937, A. 50/30817/30817.
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thing' occurring."^ Lester had in fact already warned League experts to

avoid this. On October 11th he had written to Dr. Borcic that

You are no doubt aware that the conduct of League of Nations 
experts in China when that country is engaged ixa hostilities 
will be closely scrutinised from some quarters and you will 
be conscious of the need for exercising discretion as to the 
nature of the work done. No League of Nations expert could 

' of course be allowed to participate . . .  in work of a poli
tical or military character.2

A similar letter was sent the same day to Bourdrez, an engineer. VJhen a

few days later Lester heard that Borcic had certified that some returned

Chinese soldiers were suffering from the effects of poison gas he noted

that it was

regrettable that at this stage our Health expert . . . should have 
been called upon to give such a certificate, which I consider to 
be outside his duties.

Ee arranged for the relevant part of his letter to Borcic to go by telegram -

letters were extremely slow and uncertain - though remarking that "one must

make allowances for the strain and conditions under which our Experts are 

3
working."

Having thus prepared the ground in every possible way Lester awaited 

the Chinese reply. This came on November 6th when the Chinese accepted , 

with the proviso that all travelling expenses of the Experts and their 

staff be met by the League and not by China. A month's discussion on this 

point followed, Lester being advised by Smets not to pay this and by 

Rajchman who felt very strongly the League should pay since travelling 

costs in China were so low. On December 6th Lester confirmed that the 

League V70uld pay all expenses.  ̂ Other practical matters had to be attended 

to. The Epidemic Coinmissioners had to be appointed; here again the Poles

Hleeting and note 28.10.1937, A. 50/31283/30817.

\ester to Borcic 11.10.1937, A. 50/22170/6501.

\emo by Lester 15.10.1937, A. 50/22170/6501.

''̂ Lester to Dr. Hoo 6.12.1937, A. 50/30817/30817.
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were 'suspicious, asking that no potential Polish candidate be approached

before checking with tlieir Permanent Delegate that there was no objection

to him.^ During November Lester arranged for a meeting bf the Commissioners,

set up a Purchasing Committee to assemble medical supplies as quickly as

possible, and ascertained from Rajchman what districts the Coimnissioners

could reach most rapidly and at reasonable expense. In December he

arranged that the proceeds of the Lord Mayor of London's China Relief Fund

should go to providing clothing to be distributed in areas where the

League teams were working.^

Eventually the Epidemic Commissioners got off. On February 7th

Lester wrote to Borcic (v;ho had contacted the new arrivals in Hong Kong

and sent minutes of their first meeting) how he was "pleased to see the

discussions were of such a business-like character," though sorry that

Borcic himself now wished to return to Europe. It was Lester who concluded

a long wrangle over Borcic's return; "in view of the conditions under which

we allowed the Experts to remain in China I do not feel disposed to oppose

3
this." In March Lester had to pacify the Transit Section who resented

the concentration of resources on health work,̂ ' and the question of League

Experts getting involved in v7or.< of semi-military value was again raised

by anxious officials. Here Lester pointed out that

even in China war conditions mean that nearly any and every 
activity has some relation indirectly with the xrar. The 
sam.e could be said of our anti-epidemic vrork as well as of

^Circular by Avenol, Memo by Lester 16.11.1937, A. 50/9772/956.
O

"Hemes by Lester, A. 50/3141S, 31635, 30817, 31199/30817.

\ester to Borfic 7.2.38 ) 50/22 I7O/65OI
hemo by Lester 25.2.38 )
4
This also discouraged the engineers in China, especially after the death 
of the Director of the Transit Section and his replacement by an official 
opposed to carrying on engineering work in China.
Report by M. Bourdrcz on Technical Collaboration between the League of 
Nations and China 19.4.1939, A. 50/38540/30817.



221.

the XTOrk of the engineers . . .  It might almost be said that 
in times of v?ar in any organised community one could not even 
run a grocery store or a school without being indirectly 
concerned with the war conditions.

Lester went on to say there has been nothing in the reports since October

1937 which suggested League Experts x^ere involved with military work and

L'hat he had already

under the Secretary-General's instructions . . . solemnly warned 
all League Experts in China to be extremely prudent . . .  in 
avoiding any implication or participation in military matters.1

There was obviously a good deal of inter-section jealousy and

bureaucratic time-wasting, in spite of the importance and urgency of the

work in question. In April Rajchman wrote "I am sure you will agree that

the present procedure of continually exchanging endless minutes ought to

cease" and Lester agreed that "it seem.s a great pity that matters which

form the subject of minutes . . . should not be settled in a normal 

2
manner . . . "  For the rest of 1938, however, matters went smoothly 

enough. Early in 1939 a long feud between Avenol and Rajchman ended 

with the latter's dismissal from the Secretariat, nominally as part of 

a general economising. Lester, who was given the task of informing 

Rajchman of his dismissal^wrote how he "had been drawn into the Avenol- 

Ludwig Rajchman feud ~ trying to make his departure as little trouble

some as possible. Some time ago, after a year's effort to secure 

confidence and co-operation between them, I threw in my hand and came to 

the conclusion the same house cannot hold both." Lester himself was 

in conflict with Avenol in the spring and as he put it was "excommuni

cated for about two months."^

^Lester to Smets and Metternich, 8.3.1938, A. 50/908/713.

"Rajchman to Lester, with note by Lester 4.4.1938, A. 50/22170/6501.
3
D. 10.1.39, p. 285. See also Barros, op. cit., p. 186.

August 1939, p, 314.
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V During 1939 work continued in an atmosphere of increasing uncertainty

with the experts not knowing whether their contracts would be renewed or

when they might be recalled for war service by their own governments and

the Secretariat w^ondering what funds would be available for the next year.

In October Lester reported to the Secretary-General that "our present

group of experts in China is rapidly disintegrating." lie pointed out

that funds were still sufficient "for quite a considerable activity" and

asked Avenol for a "decision as to v/hether you think we should nov7 go

ahead making every effort to carry on this technical collaboration . . .

as far as staff is concerned it would mean contracts for the entire year."

Not until late November, however, could Lester get a definite answer and

this was only to authorise extension of contracts by three months.^ In

2
November Lester was himself chiefly occupied with the 'Axe' Comraittee 

and for most of December he was ill or on leave. In 1940 engineering work, 

at the request of the Chinese, was made the central part of the programme, 

reversing the pattern of the previous three years. Lester had increas

ingly little say in policy decisions, another official, Aghnides, being 

given access to all information and communicating with the Secretary-

General. Thus for example his efforts to get contracts renewed for a

3
year rather than till the end of 1940 had no success. This was part of 

the virtual breakdovm in contact between Lester and the Secretary-General 

which lasted for much of 1940. But over the three years Lester had been 

responsible for League v;ork in China he had shoxjn patienct and conmon 

sense in trying to co-ordinate individuals and Sections at Geneva, 

humanity in his dealings with personnel in the field and an overall 

awareness of the urgency and value of what could be done. That so

^Lester to Avenol 4.10. 39 A 50/38540/30817.

^See below, p. 226.

^Lester to lljelt, 11.1.40 A 50/38540/30817.
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relatively little could be achieved illustrates the vulnerability of

even a modest aid programme to administrative shortcomings and, in this

case, to an unusually difficult political background.

Lester's Deputy Secretary-Generalship carried responsibility for the

League's general internal organisation. This can best be summed up by

saying that when the League machinery was functioning normally his work

was unnecessary and when the machinery was functioning abnormally it was

unpleasant. A glance at his activities in 1937-8 indicates their range

and also their essential triviality. One of his tasks was maintaining

contact with League "correspondents", part-time employees mainly in India

and South America who acted as agents for League publications in their

respective countries and supplied information to the nearest League

Bureau or to Geneva direct. This involved a good deal of correspondence

much of which Lester seems to have delegated to his assistants.^ In April

1937 he set tlie wheels in motion for an inter-Section report on urban and 

2
rural housing. In July he had to deal with a request by the American

Government that all correspondence with the Philippines must pass through

the American Consul in Geneva since the U.S. controlled Philippine foreign

affairs. Lester asked the Sections concerned to follow this rule remarking

"it seems to be rather a lot of fuss about a very small t h i n g . L a t e r

in the month Lester had to tell the Secretary-General that owing to strikes

the new Assembly Hall would not be ready for the beginning of September 

4
meeting. He had to show the Emperor of Japan's brother around the 

building when he "saw some of the rooms for the first time myself";^

Â. 13/15219/6778.

’̂A.  8A/29628/20823. 1/3299/3299.

^Lester to Avenol 15.7.1937, A. 1813/29770/316. Avenol was obsessively 
interested in the building and furnishing of the Palais des Nations.
Barros, op. cit., p. 167.

^D. 27.1.37, p. 189.
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later in the year he talked with tlie Aga iJhan about a proposed gift of

rugs and an elephant's head.^ The holding of a Conference on Rural

Hygiene in Mexico City in late 1938 involved over a year's preparation -

deciding whether high subsistence allowances were justified in Mexico,

2
avoiding a clash with a Pan American Conference in Peru and so on. In 

■>

December 1937 Lester's old experience as a Government publicity man came

in useful. The Uruguayan Minister of Foreign Affairs had given a set of

photographs for the new League building and asked for a few of the latter

to bring home. On learning that the official in charge had refused to

give him any, saying there was no money for this, Lester v/rote a brisk

note to the League Treasurer asking him to ^

be kind enough to examine this matter. Tv;o or three good 
photographs displayed in the reception rooms of a Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, especially non-European, would be a discreet 
and permissible form of publicity, and the refusal of a 
Government's request involving in itself an expenditure of 
thirty francs or so is not impressive.

Lester followed up the matter and in April sent to the Supervisory Com

mission a proposal that each Foreign Minister be given one or more copies

3
of an album of photographs of the Palais des Nations.

All this was of small importance when set against the changes taking 

place in the League organisation itself. The old non-political Secre

tariat was increasingly becoming divided into right and left wing factions. 

The former, who either supported or were inclined to appease the Fascist 

states who had reduced the League to virtual helplessness, had often been 

put forward specifically because of their views and were in close contact 

with and often influenced by their home governments. The latter, which 

included many of the longest-serving and ablest m.embers of the Secretariat,

^D. 9.11.1937, p. 215.

8A/28028/885.

\ .  17/33016/33016.
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were often left wing less from conviction than because the enemies of

the League were so clearly on the right; as a group they were much less

susceptible to outside pressures. The danger of cliques and jealousies

common to any bureaucracy was thus in the Sec retariat reinforced by

ideology and greatly decreased its effectiveness. The Secretary-General,

1
as Professor Barros has made abundantly clear, belonged to the former

group and his position was strengthened by the Munich settlement in

October 1938. Well before this, supposedly left-wing members of the

Secretariat had been attacked by sections of the French press and, in a

discreet x̂ ay, inquired into by the British Foreign Office. Now there

was little to stand in the way of a purge. ^

Lester's early experiences had made him anti-imperialist but he was

2
not in any sense an ideologue. Now, awareness of Avenol's shortcomings

and respect for Rajchman and others as efficient Secretariat officials

inclined him to the group under pressure. We have seen how he tried in

vain to get Avenol and Rajchman to co-operate; he was also involved in

the struggle between Avenol and his personal assistant Marcel Hoden which

3
ended with the latter's dismissal. Earlier Lester had presided over a 

committee which had cleared Hcden and another official of charges of 

political interference brought against them by an Italian paper. But the 

hostile press campaign continued and, after Munich, intensified. The 1938 

Assembly had called for economies, since membership was decreasing and 

contributions slow to come in. On January 10th Lester wrote, "We are 

having an internal crisis of a minor order, having to reduce our expendi

ture by 2 million francs - mostly in salaries and officials" and later that

'Op. cit. For the dismissals see below, pp. 174-188.
o

“Ke told the right-wing wife of one Secretariat official that "he would put 
her and the Communists in jail if he were responsible for the government 
of a country." D. 7.4.1937, p. 149.

^Dell, op. cit., pp. 331-32.
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"I have been Chairman of the 'Axe' Committee - reorganising and reducing

this big institution with its forty-odd nationalities and multifarious

activities . . .  It has been a hard task and unpleasant too."^ By the end

of the year the work was done, Lester noting hov; he “was much overworked

in November and Deceifiber 1939 with the 'Axe' Committee cutting domi staff.

mobilised men problems etc. We have reduced, comparing 1st January 1939

with 1st January 1940 by over 50% on staff. Over 300 have gone. A dread- 

2
ful business." There were also farewells to departing Permanent Dele

gates. Lester rem.arked that "the 'parting gift' has been a tri-weekly

3 .
affair this year," and, worried about the widespread spying in Geneva and 

low staff morale, suggested "that everybody should try to find distraction 

in cards or games or hobby and to avoid too many talking parties."^

Lester's responsibility for internal organisation had involved him 

in 1939 in an almost impossible situation. His humanity and fairness did 

something to alleviate the situation, a point borne out by several letters 

from departing officials.^

So far we have been considering only the work for which Lester was 

specifically responsible. His diary makes clear that he maintained a 

continuous awareness of.Irish affairs and of Ireland's position in inter

national life. Contrary to the normal pattern it was if anything a case 

of the international official informing and advising his own country 

rather than being influenced or pressurised by national policies. After 

his return from Danzig Lester was better able to keep in contact v/ith 

Irish affairs^both through visits home and meeting Irish delegates at

^D. 10.1.39, February 39, pp. 285, 291--2.

^D. 31.1.1940, p. 389.

^D. 6.10.1939, p. 365.

^D. 8.9.1939, p. 328.

^e.g. S. Pelychuoniades (Greek Delegate) to Lester 20.12.1939, D. p. 416.
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Geneva. Initially he probably had time on his hands, time at any rate 

to be perturbed by Ireland's drifts into isolationism. For though Ireland 

continued to participate in the League this participation usually was 

limited to an annual appearance by de Valera at the Assembly (of which he 

was President in 1938). Kis speeches there attracted attention - and not 

only because he was in effect a head of State - and indirectly benefitted 

Ireland but there was very little follow-up. Cremins, the Irish Permanent 

Delegate, had of course less scope than Lester since Ireland x̂ as not on 

the Council; he was in any case^Lester thought,exceptionally cautious.^

At home public opinion on the League usually varied from mild derision to 

total ignorance, v;ith a small but not uninfluential pro-German and anti- 

League element.

Early in 1937 Lester, speaking at a St. Patrick's Day dinner,urged

2
Irish study of international affairs. Soon after he speculated in private

on whether the Partition problem might disappear, if, as then rumoured,

3
Ireland was leaning towards a defensive alliance with Britain. Ireland's

absence from both the Coronation and the Imperial Conference, accompanied

by some I.R.A. disturbances seemed to Lester " . . .  on the whole harmful

to our international position and reputation.''^ In May, when de Valera

talked in the Dail of how Ireland might leave the League, Lester commented.

But where the blazes will Ireland be if she left the League?
Ue withdrev? from the British Commonwealth . . . surely the 
necessary corollary is that we hold with might and main to our 
only position in the world I We would become more than ever 'an 
island beyond an island' . . .  I do not believe our p^^ople are 
so stupid. I doubt very much the interest of Joe Walsh (Head of 
the Department of External Affairs) in the League.

^D, 29.9.1937, p. 202. Cremins did useful work on the Staff Pensions Board. 

^D. 23.3.1937, p. 145.

^D. 28.4.1937, pp. 155-156.

■̂ D. 12.5.1937, pp. 161-62.
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Commenting on how de Valera bad been "harried by the Fine Gael opposition"

over his support for sanctions against Italy and non-intervention in

Spain Lester vjrote, " They have tried to rally all our abyssmal ignorance

1

of foreign affairs against him."

In July 1937 de Valera vjas re-elected and in August Lester, then on 

leave, had a tv/enty minute meeting with him. Commenting on de Valera's 

appearance at the September Assembly Lester wrote,

the difficulty about de Valera really arises from the fact 
that for about eleven months of the year he is immersed 
either in home affairs or Anglo-Irish affairs and he comes 

to Geneva without a background such as other Foreign Ministers 

who have been doing nothing else.^

*

In November Lester wrote to the Irish Press supporting a newly formed

3
group for the study of 3.nternational relations.

For som.e of us the indifference to and ignorance of international 

affairs in Ireland has been a cause of regret and even of anxiety. 
There may have been some excuse, in the daj^s when our people were 
concentrated on one aspect in our international position, for the 

indifference and misconception which we all shared in the midst of 
our fight for national freedom. That time has long gone by . . . 
Ireland has a place in the international world . . . national 
liberty brings international duties and responsibilities . . . many 
of our politicians remain indifferent . . .

Lester had in fact been proposed as prospective president of this study

4
group a year before "but support forthcoming V7as small." This lack of 

support for a minor position for which Lester would have seemed axi 

obvious choice may later have had some significance when a post of far 

greater importance v/as in question. Under the new Constitution , by which 

the Irish Free State had become Ireland, provision had been made for a 

President to replace the old office of Governor-General. Early in Septem

ber 1937 an Irish-American politician had called on Lester after a visit

^D. 20.5.37. pp. 162-3. ^D.29,9.37, p. 202
3 . . . . .
This group later fell foul of de Valera during the war, when by inviting

Thomas Masaryk to speak it implicitly criticised the policy of neutrality. 

^D. 1.11.37 , 5 pp. 213-14, Irish Press S.11.37.
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to Dublin and

remarked that no one in League history had risen as quickly as 
I had. I said it was accidental and that I was unambitious 
. . . Talking about . . . the nexj post of President (he) said 
V7ith a knowing look, 'Wliat about it?' I pretended to misunder
stand. The religious question alone would make it impossible.^

A few days later two Irish army chiefs, attending Swiss m.anoeuvres, had

visited Lester, "kept harping on my 'fame' . . . and (insisted) I have a 

2
public at home." Lester continued to discount the idea, though several

■^nglish newspapers reported in November that he was being talked of as a

3
'probable' in Belfast and Dublin. After Douglas Hyde had been selected

Lester wrote how Mr. Dunphy, the President's Secretary, "told me he had

expected at one time that I would be his new chief . . . One or two others

also thought I had been in the running but I had no ideas of the same

myself. In the end they chose a man with a great national service to the

language and 78 years of age, ̂ something to be said for this instead of a

man still in his fortiesi" Lester thought de Valera had "been pushed to

a compromise by the candidacy of Alfred Byrne" which might have made the

election a party fight.^ Wliat probably ended any chances Lester may have

had was that to de Valera's party he was still a Treaty man,while to the

Opposition he was prominent in an organisation of left-wing tendencies

v/hich had tried to obstruct Mussolini and Franco.

On the same visit to Dublin Lester broke his rule about speaking to

the Press to say the Anglo-Irish agreement would be welcome in Europe and

6
in America. The agreement had involved handing back the Treaty Ports;

^D. 7.9.1937, pp. 194-5. ^D. 24.11.1937, pp. 217-18.

^D. 9.9.1937, pp. 196-7.

^Lester was too modest. Hydejlike Lester a Protestant^was indeed a Gaelic 
scholar and had the supposed advantage of antiquity, but Lester would cer
tainly have made more of the Presidency - a reason perhaps for his non- 
selection in the first place.

^D. 29.4.1938, pp. 245-6.

'̂ A Foreign Office minute of 26.4.1938 refers to a call from Lester who "was 
evidently highly/ delighted with the results of the negotiations . . . looked 
forward to a period of much closer co-operation betv/een Eire and the British 
Commonwealth." PRO 22510 W 5282/3/98.
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Lester thought "undoubtedly the international situation had a part in

forcing the hand of the British." Lester met a number of ministers and

finally de Valera himself.

I felt it to be . . . the least effective (interviev/) . He 
confessed that he had been following international affairs very 
little during recent months; he is the Miriister of External 

' Affairs and we have been passing through grave international 
crises, but of course he was absolutely absorbed in the Anglo- 
Irish settlement. I tried to sou some seed in Little'3 I- mind 
about the need for a separate Minister or Parliamentary Secretary, 
especially now that settlement has been arrived at with Loudon.

Lester also m.et the Papal Nuncio who, on Lester's remarking on Ireland's

lack of interest in international affairs, "slapped the table in his

enthusiastic concurrence! . . . said it was the first conversation he'd

2
enjoyed for months."

De Valera was President of the 1938 Assembly. Soan after Lester

v/rote to Robert Smyllie, Editor of the Irish Times, complimenting him

on recent leading articles which v;ere  "a great consolation to me as I am

convinced that our people must for their ô 'm sake take a greater and

more intelligent interest in international affairs. I am precluded

myself from expressing any views . . . "  He went on to say that de Valera

was a very good President of the Assembly and holds a very solid position

now in the international community. "Has it ever occurred to you how much

any small state . . . would feel justified in expending . . .  to secure

a recognised position as the League has given to our new State . . .  or

has it occurred to you to reflect on the influence de Valera's visits to

Geneva have had upon our vital Anglo-Irish relationship?" He enclosed,

though not for publication, an optimistic view of the League's resilience

. . 3
and constructive work written by Arthur Sweetser, an American official.

Little \-7as Parliamentary Secretary to the President. 

29.4.1938, pp. 243-6.

^D. 10.10.1938, pp. 269-70.
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'At the outbreak of war Lester wrote to de Valera and Ualsh placing

his services at their disposal^ and in May 1940 he warned the Department

of External Affairs that Ireland was not nearly as safe as imagined and

that it was "necessary to take as rapidly as possible such precautions 

2
as can be made." But it was not until August that there was any response,

Creiiiins writing to say he had been asked to "thank you for your offer

v'hich will be kept in mind" and to "explain to you that the situation is

3
not as serious as foreign countries are led to believe."

Lester would have liked to see the Irish Government enter the war on 

the Allied side but understood the factors preventing this and thought

4
Britain was better off with a friendly if neutral Ireland than in 1914.

He thought, however, that the degree of censorship imposed in Ireland was

quite unjustified; he commented on "the colourless - almost scared look

of the Irish Press" and told Cremins to send home a report on the more

courageous though far more menaced Swiss Press. "No doubt the German

Minister (in Dublin) bullies and our inexperience . . . leads to a false

understanding of what neutrality demands."^ De Valera disappointed him

by not coming to the Special Assembly in December 1939 called to deal with

the Finno-Russian war.

De Valera was urged to come out and act as President . . . Wliat a 
colossal publicityl And with a full public opinion behind him. ,
And without affecting neutrality in the other war! But there was 
a Fianna Fail Party annual meeting.^

Many of Lester's strictures on Ireland's attitude towards and participation 

in international affairs were justified. Nonetheless it must be said that

D̂. 6.9. 39, pp. 323-4.

D̂. 20.5.40, pp. 438-9.

D̂. 2.8. 40, . 534.

‘̂D. 3.9,. 39, pp. 317-18.

D̂. 6.10.39, pp. 354-5. See also below, p. 283.

S .  31.1.40, p. 390.



in spite of public apathy or hostility de Valera did maintain Ireland's

basic commitment to the League - iii the form of continued membership and

subscription ” right up to its demise in 1946. Other states, many v/ith

little excuse, aegan leaving the League even before the outbreak of war.^

At Christmas 1939 Lester paid what was to be his last visit to Ireland

for five years, and discussed Irish problems with Eden at the Dominions

2
Office for an hour and a half on his way back to Geneva. Ee went alone,

for as early as April 1938 he had decided to move his children and most of

his belongings to Ireland v/here he had houses in Co. Galway and Dublin, and

his wife now remained there. He returned to a Geneva where, as elsewhere

in Europe,people waited uneasily for the 'phoney war' to become real. Some

preparatioiis had been m^ade. In the previous March Avenol had at last agreed

to arrangements for sending duplicates of important documents to V/estern

France though Lester felt he had only taken action because the ILO v/as

3
planning its oto evacuation. The Assembly and Council had met for the 

last time in December 1939. The Secretariat, though by now reduced to 

about three hundred, was still able to carry on much of the routine work 

of the Sections since communications with the outside vjorld remained open. 

The League organisation at this time may be compared with a ship battened 

dovm for a storm; what remained to be decided was the ship's destination 

and, as things turned out, its commander. Could the League survive and, 

if so, where, in what form and with whose aid? These were the issues in 

the early months of 1940 before the attack on and rapid collapse of France 

v̂ hich brought about a crisis within the League which was not resolved
i

until October.

^Sokoline, the Russian Under Secretary-General suggested to Lester in March 
1939 that the League should be moved to Dublin. D. 18.3.1939, p. 306.
He may have been indulging his sense of irony - it was Sokoline who had ear
lier suggested Lester might go to Abyssinia, See above, p. 175.

^D. February 40, p. 397. ^D. 30.3.39, p. 312.
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'Lester's own views on the future of the League had begun to take 

shape in February 1933. For six months or so he had heard reports of the 

British Government's declining interest in the League and of the weakening 

of Eden's position within that Government. Cn February 22nd Chamberlain 

made a negative speech about the League and Eden resigned.^ A few days 

later Lester v/rote about this to Cummings, the League's London representa- 

tove. He commented unfavourably on "an open declaration that sm.all states 

in difficulties need not expect British co-operation" and on how Anglo- 

French policy was "neither realist nor idealist". He thought disillusion

ment with Britain in Geneva was less than after the Hoare-Laval Pact 

since people now expected less. He believed that i

our conversations and outlook here are not incompatible with 
hard-headed realism. For some time I myself have been convinced 
that, even at the price of another catastrophe, man must find 
his way back to a system under which there will be law and of 
course justice. One meets pessimists here and there . . . but in 
the Headquarters . . .  I find . . . realism, courage and initiative 
(so far as that is open to an International Civil Service . . .  I 
am inclined . . . to get on with such work as we have to do with 
confidence that, though the League may be crippled, it cannot be
kil led.2

On a visit to London in April Lester expressed similar views, telling

how, from the world reactions he had received jit was clearly believed

that Britain had discarded the League. He asked if Britain would help the

League by showing publicly support and appreciation for its technical work

3
through speeches by the Ministers of Health, Agriculture, etc. Lester,

however, had now little expectation of British support and his diary

comments on world events from nov7 until the outbreak of war return fre-

. . 4
quently to the theme of defeatist Anglo-French policies.

^Lester wrote to Eden (with whom he had had a long and cordial working
relationship) expressing "sjTnpathy, admiration and congratulations" D.
22.2.1938, p. 230.

^Lester to Cnmmings 25.2.1938, D. pp. 231-34.

^F.O. Minute 26.4.1938, PRO 22510 W 5282/3/98.

''̂ e.g. D. 8.10.1938, pp. 255-260.
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V Though Lester had regular contacts with Americans both within the 

Secretariat and outside he did not at first entertain much hope of co

operation.^ In March 1938 a talk with ex-President Hoover left him with

the impression that though American opinion vas keen on economic collabora-

2
tion and humanitarian work, it v;as politically increasingly isolationist."'

3
Lester took almost no part in the preparing of the Bruce Report whxch in 

1939 proposed a League in which technical work would be separated from and 

given more stress I'han political activity. But when it became obvious that, 

for the mom.ent, technical v/ork was all that could be done and that here the 

Americans could and would help, Lester willingly turned to that quarter 

though still stressing the political value of maintaining the League 

structure.

This v/as in the future. For the moment Lester was convinced that 

v;hile a war had to be fought and "the Nazis must be beaten if there is to 

be any decency in such life and civilisation as may survive" it was neces

sary to have positive war aims and was "not enough to have the negative 

cry of 'destroy Hitlerism.'"'^ In these positive aims, for Lester, the 

League was an essential element, and in October 1939, he gave his views 

on the future of the League in a broadcast to the New York World Fair^ on 

the occasion of League of Nations Day there. He began "You who are gathered 

to show your interest in the League may ask what it is doing and planning 

in these tragic days" and went on to speak of "three fields of activity; 

first during the present crisis; second at the settlement and third during

^"I am not one of those who expect much from the IJ.S.A." D. 3.7.1937, p. 182.

"D. 1.3.1938, pp. 235-6.
3
He may, in fact, have been deliberately excluded from the discussions by 

Avenol.

^D. 3,12.9.1939, pp. 317, 331“ 32.

^The League had allocated a considerable sum to having a Pavilion at the 
Fail;where a special day was allocated to each participant.
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the^reconstruction afterwards." Under the first heading Lester said that 

though some activities would become impossible or unnecessary, and though 

problems of travel meant a change from conference discussion to expert 

study there was still "a large field of usefulness." Here he outlined 

possibilities of work in public health, nutrition, drug-control and 

e'conomic planning and added "not by any means the least contribution . . . 

is of a definite moral axid spiritual nature. (The League) can . . . keep 

alive at least one centre of international collaboration and sanity . . . "

Lester went on to say that the "second responsibility which the 

League must foresee is in relation to the settlement . . . Whether or not 

the League as such has a distinct role to play at that time, the experience 

it has acquired during the past twenty years will be essential." Its 

third responsibility lay, he said in post-war reconstruction v;here "the 

League has had an experience such as no other agency" and he recalled 

Dr. Nansen's work in repatriation, the checking of a great typhus epidemic 

and the financial aid channelled to East European states. He asked his 

audience to recall Mr. Avenol's words ov. opening the League Pavilion six 

months before, when he had described it *̂ as a mark of faith in the ultimate 

establishment of peaceful collaboration among the nations-^, ^^^ithout such 

collaboration," Lester concluded, "civilisation today cannot go on and 

that being so, let us not permit the League to perish . . . the graver 

the world situation the greater will be the need for it. It will be up

held by our faith and cur vork."

Lester's commitment was therefore obvious. It had been severely

tested in the past - early in 1939 he had "in the Spring . . . felt very

2
patient in not yielding to resignation impulse." But he had also

^Lester broadcast to New York World Fair, 21.10.1939, D. pp. 367-79.

^D. August -'39, p. 314,
I
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"counted it a service . . .  to hold the great and unique machine in being

through the lean and neglected years.Strengthened, as he himself

2
adinxtted, by his family and possessions being back in Ireland, he was 

well prepared for the League crisis to come.

10.1.1939., p. 285. 

^D. 3.9.1939, p. 320.
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CHAPTER 12 

THE LEAGUE CRISIS (May-Oct, 1940.)

The long-ax^^aited German campaign opened on Nay 10th^l940 with the 

invasion of Holland and Be lgium and by June 17th France had asked for an 

armistice. The almost unbelievably rapid collapse of France, who with 

Britain had so long dominated League affairs, brought about a crisis at 

Geneva which affected the leadership, personnel and future development of 

the organisation.

First and most obvious was the question of communications.' With the 

German occupation of northern France and the Italian declaration of war on 

June 10th Geneva's access to the outside world was limited to a route 

through unoccupied France, Spain and Portugal which could at any moment be 

closed. Mail and telephone communication were equally affected. Switzer

land, moreover, was under constant pressure and at several times in danger 

of invasion. This, Lester wrote, was expected literally from moment to 

moment during the nights of 15-16th May^ and on 10th June he noted a

Geneva paper as saying that Switzerland was in greater danger than at any

2
time since the war began. By the 19th Lester felt that as Switzerland

3
was now isolated there v/as no reason for German troops to enter, but the 

problem of Swiss nervousness remained. As early as 1938 the Swiss 

authorities had shown signs of fee ling the League presence an embarrass

ment and a threat to their neutrality. The League was after all closely ■

^D. 12.6.1940, p. 452.

^D. 10.6.1940, pp. 441--2.
3
Lester to Sv;eetser, D. 19.6.1940, p. 436.
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associated with the enemies of Germany and Italy, Switzerland's neigh

bours and the Swiss were afraid that any noticeable League activity 

would bring retaliation. On the other hand they wanted to avoid seeming 

to force the League out altogether, which in addition might further alarm 

their o\m population.^ On July 16th a Swiss-inspired proposal by Avenol 
%

suggested that the League could help by moving its staff into the library

2
wing of the Palais des Nations,thus "looking more insignificant."

During these months a number of countries either v/ithdrew from the

League, or, having been occupied,were no longer in a position to take

part. Contributions declined sharply with the great bulk now coming from

the Conmionwealth group. Among the Secretariat staff there was naturally

great anxiety, some from unoccupied countries simply wanting to get home

others from occupied countries in a cruel dilemma, others again willing

to stay unless there v;as a German invasion. In such circumstances a plan

of action had clearly to be dravm up and implemented as quickly as possible.

Lester had tried in April 1940 to get provisional arrangements made. "I'd

begged Avenol six weeks earlier to let m.e examine plans for a possible

■ 3
crisis or evacuation." But "unfortunately it (was) not allowed that pre

liminary arrangements should be made while there was a certain amount of

tranquility. The result was that a plan had to be draxm up within liter-

4
ally a few hours." This was at the meeting on May 14th called by Avenol

B̂arros, op. cit., p. 213. In chapters 6 and 7 Professor Barros gives a 
full account of the League crisis, centering it on the actions and 
personality of Joseph Avenol.
2
D. 16.7.40, p. 484, Swiss attitudes towards what was left of the League 
tended to fluctuate with the course of the v/ar. See below, pp. 274-75.

^D. 29.5.40, p. 432.
4
Lester to Sv/eetser 12.6.40, D. p. 452. This was an example of Avenol 

not having kept Lester informed. As early as April 1939 plans for moving 
the Secretariat from Geneva had been considered but in August these had 
been postponed following an informal agreement between Avenol and the 
Swiss Government by which the League was bound to remain neutral during 
the V7ar. Sec Chebali, 'La France en guerre et les organisations Inter
nationales 1939-1945", Paris, Mouton, 1969.
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unde'r pressure from the Sv/iss Government, and the plan involved the

majority of officials being asked to choose at once between suspension

of contracts and resignation. A smaller group were to go on special paid

leave for six v/eeks; they and the third, and smallest, group who stayed

on duty were to await instructions as to the future.^ All secret docu-

ments were temporarily sent to Vichy. Later (June 22nd) some were brought

back and - most unfortunately for future historians - a great part of them

burnt. Others were brought to London by League officials.

Wiile this XJas being carried out Lester found that "Avenol was un-

2
reliable . . . changed orders daily in opposite directions." Lester was 

soon also deprived of the assistance of the other Deputy Secretary-General, 

Frank Walters who left on Hay 28th in spite of a letter from Avenol to

Halifax saying he was needed. Lester "felt it sufficiently to say (to

Walters) that I had spent the early part of my life working for what

seemed a lost cause and perhaps I was fated to spend my later years

3
following another but . . .  I was convinced my place lay here . .

Walters had in fact been absent earlier, getting his family off, and as

4 .
Avenol was in a state of nerves it was Lester who bore the brunt of the 

work. His wife, who had come out to Geneva in April, had returned to 

Ireland safely on May 14th, so he ^7̂as free of the worries which pre

occupied most of his colleagues. He did what he could to maintain staff 

morale. "I try to keep people from reaching to the wireless every half 

hour and from talking too much about affairs."^

B̂arros, op. cit., pp. 210~11.

D̂. 29.5.1940, p. 433.
3
Lester-Sweetser, D. 12.6.1940, pp. 451-52.

^"(Avenol) is incapable of taking a decision and if he does ... it is 
usually wrong." F.O. Minute 28.5.1940, PRO 24440 C 6953/6953/98.

D̂. 13.6.1940, p. 455.
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' The reduction of staff on a voluntary basis continued and a great

many junior officials left. To Lester the application of the plan "was

somewhat different from what was envisaged" (this referred to Avenol's

premature circularisation of staff who xrere invited to resign) and on

June 1st he produced "a new scheme for a v^orking Secretariat at Geneva

. . This was rejected as being too expensive by Avenol and by Jacklin

the League Treasurer.^ Avenol was in fact already beginning to think of

a Secretariat further purged along selective lines.

On June 14th Avenol had refused an offer from Princeton University

to house the League's technical sections. On the 26th he issued a

circular which "ended xvith what was virtually an order to all members of

the Secretariat to sign a formula of resignation"; this xjas without the

2
agreement of Lester and the Directors of Sections. Lester told the

British Consul that he thought that Avenol wanted to get rid of nearly

everyone and then with Laval stage a European economic conference within

3
the framework of the League. Early in July the League Treasurer, pre

viously considered indispensible, was told he could go when he wished

and a new circular was issued saying not enough resignations had been

4
received and threatening action within a few days. On July 8th Lester 

who had noticed that the officials who were scheduled to remain x^ere almost 

all from continental Europe, argued with Avenol that the international 

charactor of the Secretariat must be preserved. In reply Avenol told him 

that Germany would dominate Europe and that Mussolini might want the 

League as a balance. Lester said this balance was an illusion and that 

"it v:as not the duty of the Secretariat to anticipate decisions of that

1  ̂ 2
Lester to Sweetser, D. 13.6.40, p. 455. D. 26.6.40, P* 470.

■^British Consul to F.O. 27.6.40, . PRO, C 6953/6953/98.

1). 3, 4.7.40, pp. 472-3.
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character."^ A few days later a new offer came from Princeton. The 

question regarding the Secretariat was now whether any officials would 

be left by the time arrangements for vrorking elsewhere had been decided 

upon. On July 17th Lester wrote that the 'Situation inside Secretariat 

is probably approaching a crisis. Avenol proceeding with his plans: to

eliminate undesired element preparatory to playing role in new European

2 , . . 3
scheme," and how "I am, I think, the core of the resistance." But

before embarking on this central phase of the League crisis it must be

asked how Avenol passed from incompetence to treachery and how Lester

found himself leading the opposition.

Avenol's background and character have been thoroughly examined by

4 . . . . .
Professor Barros. Highly intelligent though not industrious, V7ith

strongly conservative viev/s and much concerned with his property and 

personal comfort,his actions were perhaps predictable. In April and May, 

Lester thought,

there were still the intention and will to carry on in the terms 
of the responsibilities placed on him. With the first hint of a 
possible French armistice his outlook and policy changed . . . 
long before the armistice was signed . . .  it became evident he 
was thinking in terms of a future which fitted in v;ith the 
military situation on the Continent. The first manifestation of 
this was the repeated expression . . .  of violent anti-British 
sentiment.̂

This, combined with fulsome praise for Hitler and day-to-day vacillations 

of policy so disgusted Lester that he may have contemplated resignation 

himself.^

D̂. 8.7.40, pp. 475-476. D̂. 17.7..40, p. 495.

17.7.40, p. 489.
4
Barros, op. cit., pp. 14-22 and passim.

^Lester memo for British Minister in Berne, D. 8.40., pp. 500-501.

^A British colleague asked the Foreign Office to wire Lester urging him 
to remain and thanking him for his services. Loveday to F.O. 25.6.40.
PRO 24440 C 7391/6953/98.



. Lester had already (June 18th) warned the British Minister in Berne

of the danger of a possible Axis use of the League of Nations.^ Early

in July he heard that Avenol was in contact with the German Consul in

Geneva. In addition Avenol refused to draw up a Budget for 1941 or to

2 . .
couinunicate with the Chairman of the Supervisory Committee. The British

Consul, whom Lester kept informed at all stages, reported on July 11th

that Avenol must now be regarded as "pro-Axis, hostile to H.M.G. and to

3
the L.N. as hitherto constituted."

Lester vias the obvious centre for opposition to Avenol's plan and

consequently the obvious choice to succeed him. Only the British could

now do much for the League and once they had decided it was worth saving

in some form they saw Lester, with whom they had contacts going back a

decade, as a caretaker of the organisation. In Geneva Lester was the

senior official and one of the very few with constructive ideas for the

future. The only possible alternative was the surviving Under Secretary-

General, Aghnides, (v/ho had been considered a possibility for the higher

. 4
post when Lester was originally appointed. ) Avenol in fact explored this 

possibility but Aghnides xjas not prepared to undertake the responsibility 

in such circumstances.

On July 17th 1940 Avenol was still Secretary-General; by August 31st 

Lester had been appointed Acting Secretary-General. In between lay six 

weeks of considerable confusion. The Supervisory Commission x-/as, in the

absence of Assembly and Council, the only alternative sou^rce of authority

5 . . .
to the Secretary-General, but its members were now scattered. Sir Cecil

2G.6.1940, p. 471. ^D,3,9.7 ,1940, pp. 472, 481.

\i vingston to F.O. 11.7.1940, PRO 24440 C 7545/693/98.
4 . . .
Aghnides, conversation with the writer, 4.8.1940.

5 . . . . . .
This 5“-nian body was originally responsible for checking League expenditure.
"at the 1938 Assembly the Secretary-General of the League and the Director 
of n.O w’ere given power, once a state of emergency had been declared, to 
take all financial and administrative decisions, not with the assembly 
itself as would normally be required but with the Supervisory Commission
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Kisc^h, the British member was in London, Carl Hambro the Norwegian Chair

man had just escaped to London and then gone to the U.S. and the Dutch, 

Finnish and Argentine members were all to a greater or lesser extent 

inaccessible. League affairs, naturally enoi.gh, seemed unimportant in 

London, and in Geneva there was an atmosphere of break-up and departure. 

Finally, Avenol was pursuing his political and personal aims both before 

and after his formal resignation, and throughout refused all requests 

Lester made to see him personally.

Recognising Lester as the centre of opposition to him^Avenol had 

first tried to get him to sign the resignation circular of June 26th. 

Later he suggested Lester should go on indefinite paid leave^ and finally 

on July 19th that Lester, along with two other senior officials go to 

Princeton to discuss the latest offer made from there.^ All of these 

Lester rejected, at the end strengthened by the knowledge that the Vichy 

French Governm.ent was not going to support Avenol, for on July 18th he

had heard that,though France v;as staying in the League,they did not want

3
to have a French Secretary-General. Though Avenol attempted to conceal

this informatioii the ground had been cut from under his feet and on July

23rd he drafted a letter of resignation which was telegraphed to all

League members tv;o days later. Lester greeted this with relief though

he had forebodings for the future, Avenol having fixed no date for his

4
resignation to come into effect.

The latter now withdrew to his official residence, leaving Lester 

nominally in charge, though restricted by Avenol's continuing to handle

whose five members could be easily convened." Walters, op. cit., p. 801, 
These pov;ers had been renewed in December 1939.

D̂. 17.7.1940, p. 487. '̂D.  19.7.1940, p. 491.

"D. 18.7.1940, p. 490.

'̂ D.  25.7.1940, p, 507.



some., matters direct with the Treasurer. As nev;s of the change filtered

through, Lester received messages of support and encouragement. So,

unfortunately, did his rival. Unaware of recent events Hambro sent a long

congratulatory celegram to Avenol on July 27th, urging him not to resign.

Lester felt it was a pity Hambro was not better informed but that if this

reflected his real opinion "I shall feel completely exonerated from the

duty of staying; no matter what the British or others might think.

J.ater telegrams, hov^ever, soon showed that Hambro had learned the true

state of affairs. On August 5th Lester noted that Avenol was now trying

to get League funds back into Switzerland from England and the U.S. but

2
was being resisted by Jacklin, the League Treasurer. The latter^whose

interests had previously been entirely confined to finance,had now awoken

to the danger and gave Lester useful support.

Worried by Avenol's continuing intrigues and unable to make contact

in a more orthodox way, Lester even accepted a tea invitation from Miss

Lever, the Secretary-General's English mistress of many years standing,

3
but the discussion was futile since her only intention was to justify

Avenol and the intrigue continued. On August 16th Lester heard Avenol

■vas getting legal advice about appointing a successor, and on the sam.e

4
day found that someone had been through the papers in his own desk.

In this situation all Lester could do v;as to maintain contact with 

accessible members of the Supervisory Commission - which had now co-opted 

Costa du Eels^ the Bolivian President of the Council. These he kept in- 

form.ed on Avenol's intentions and more obvious misstatements, and what he

K n o w  to Lester from the time of the Chaco dispute. He had arrived in 
Geneva early in August and said the Latin Airierican States hoped Lester 
xrould carry on. D. 2.8.1940, pp. 517-18.

^D. 27.7.1940, p. 513.

9.3.1940, pp. 532-3.
5  _

^D. 15.8.1940, p. 522.

16.8.1940, pp. 545-6.
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said'was now bp.iug confirraed by officials reaching London and New York.

On August 20th the Foreign Office cabled their Minister in Berne that

Avenol's attitude made it most desirable that his resignation be regarded

as effective and that he have no further control over League policy. For

tactical reasons, however, Lester's personal takeover should not be

stressed, rather the automatic succession of the Deputy Secretary-General.

Four days later Hambro confirmed that it was "essential Avenol's resigna-

2
tion should become effective cn August 31st."

The end was now in sight and Avenol now turned to financial bargain

ing - wanting his debts to the Pension Fund cancelled, claiming a year's

salary on full pay and such like. On August 22nd he X\rent to Vichy for

3 . . .
five days but found no support there. He returned with the intention of

taking over again for the last three days of the month but that day Lester

had mustered a meeting which included du Reis, Pardo the Argentine member

of the Supervisory Committee, the President and Registrar of the Permanent

Court of International Justice - who had escaped from Holland and taken

refuge in Geneva - and Aghnides. This pov/erful group agreed that Avenol

was making trouble and could not resume his functions without notifying

member states - whom he himself had notified a week previously that Lester

4
was acting for him and had been since July 26th. Confronted by such 

united opposition and with his home government anxious for his withdrawal, 

Avenol had in fact little choice but to accept defeat and write a resig

nation letter. This Lester later described as "like the letter of a 

clever invoice clerk making petty points" the circulation of which to

^F.O. to Kelly 20.3.1940, PRO 24441 C 8566/6953/98.

'̂ llambro to Kisch 24.8.1940, PRO 24442 C 9070/6950/98.
3
Avenol and Laval (who refused to see him.) were not on friendly terms and 
the French were anxious to avoid any public involvement with the League.
4 . . . . . .
Lester had objected to this since Avenol had in fact continued in

partial control.
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Meraber States "would make the Secretariat look ridiculous." On August

30th there was a farewell luncheon at which Lester met Avenol for the

first time since early July and on September 2nd Lester' formally took up

his duties as Acting Secretary-General. Avenol did not attend the 

1
ceremony.

The comic opera aspects of these summer months and the labyrinthine

correspondence attached to them tend to obscure the real harm which was

done to the League. The moving of the Technical Sections was, a-j vje shall

see, first obstructed and then delayed; prompt and efficient transfer

might have produced a x-zider welcome in the United States. The attitude

of the Swiss Government towards what remained of the League organisation

can hardly have been made more accommodating by the Secretariat's obvious

disarray. The Axis leadership, if they ever heard of Avenol's scheme for

incorporating the League into their new European order, can only have

regarded it v/ith derision, and whan set against the occupation of most of

continental Europe advice from Geneva had indeed a massive irrelevancy.

Finally, Member States, bombarded at a time of international crisis with

correspondence often contradictory and sometimes petty and rancorous, were

2
less likely to give support in the difficult years which lay ahead.

Lester himself, who was certainly little to blame, had to carry on neces

sary xTOrk in unnecessarily unpleasant and difficult conditions, and his 

future position was unfairly eroded by the circumstances in which he 

achieved it.

The most urgent task which had to be carried out during tha summer 

and autumn of 1940 was the transfer of the technical side of the League 

to countries outside Sv;itzerland. Apart from the ILO, which as we shall

D̂, 23.8.1940, 2.9.1940, pp. 559-570.
2
In November 1941, x̂ hen the Secretariat was losing ground to the ILO Lester 

wrote how they X'/ere suffering from the effects of Avenol's actions, still 
coming up. Lester to F.O. (Makins) 3.11.41, D. p. 862.
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see ,acted independently, the most iiriportant part of this was the move to 

Princeton of the greater part of tlie Economic and Financial Section.

Before leaving Geneva in May 1940 Arthur Sweetser, a long-serving American 

member of the Sjcretariat, had discussed \<rith Lester and others the 

possibility of transferring the technical sections to the United States. 

\faen he got to Washington he explored this possibility and found a suffi

ciently encouraging response to cable Lester and Loveday on May 31st v?ith 

a definite suggestion. Lester responded rather cautiously and Sxjeetser 

wrote to him on June 6th enlarging on the proposals. A transfer, he said, 

would benefit the League, enabling it to \iriden its activity and seek new 

support and friends. American public opinion towards the war was 

changing rapidly; it was significant that the League Pavilion at the 

Uorld Fair was attracting 8000 people a day. He enclosed a copy of his 

letter to Loveday in which he enlarged on the benefits of going to Prince

ton as opposed to Washington or New York.^ Lester replied that he could 

not ''offer you a clear . . . picture of the future beyond a day or two 

. . . I am sure I was right in asking you slow do^m on your investigation 

into possibilities on your side." He had seen A.venol, who at this stage

;;till thought the whole Secretariat should stay at Geneva; Lester thought

2
this right in principle though he feared Avenol was oversimplifying. 

Difficulties certainly existed. America was not a member of the 

League and there was a fear that old hostility to the League might arise 

especially in an election year, resulting in unfavourable governmental 

attitudes. At the Geneva end there were doubts about splitting the 

Secretariat. Nevertheless on June 12th a firm invitation came inviting

^Swaetser to Lester, Sweetser to Loveday 4.6.40.
D. pp. 443--51. Princeton was of course appropriate since Woodrow Wilson 
bad once been president of that university.
O

^Lester to Sweetser 12.6.40, D. pp. 451-54.



248,

all the technical sections to come to Princeton.' This invitation was

refused by Avenol in t̂ pite of pressure from British and other sources to

accept it. The offer was renex\(ed in slightly different'form a month

later and Avenol whose position was now weakened, accepted it on July

26th and ordered Loveday and his section to go. On August 6th Loveday,

seven Secretariat officials and their families set off by bus. The next

day Lester heard that the bus had crashed but this proved less serious

than feared and after an eventful journey through France, Spain and

Portugal the party flew to the United States. The arrival of Loveday on

August 25th was described by Sweetser as "a syTnbol and a promise which

deeply touched all of us." Sweetser added that the Opium and Health

sections "(v/ould) be as cordially received" should they come over and,

having now heard something of the intrigues in Geneva, sympathised v/ith

Lester "carrying on in a situation which we deeply appreciate has been

2
getting more and more lonely." Loveday,who had written both from Lisbon 

and on his arrival in the U.S. with advice for future travellers,wrote 

again from Princeton on September 10th describing how "the State Depart

ment wants us to be very discreet at present", suggesting that higher

3
salaries might be needed and so on. Loveday was an enthusiastic and

hard-working official though not always an easy colleague. At this stage

. 4
his plans for future activity aroused little enthusiasm but of all 

sections of the Secretariat his was to achieve the most during the war 

years, its series of studies materially assisting the United Nations

^The invitation came jointly from Princeton University, the Institute for 
Advanced Study and the Rockefeller 'Foundation. The U.S. Government gave 
informal support.
2
Sweetser to Lester 26.8.40, D. pp. 629-636.

^Loveday to Lester 10,9.40, D, pp. 581-86,
4 . .
"I do not think it matters very much what precisely ilr. Loveday does in 

the United States’̂ F.O. Memo (Makins) 12.9.40. PRO 24442 C 9903/6953/98.
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Specialized Agencies.

The Economic and Financial Section was only one of several which were 

transferred. One which gave Lester a great deal of trouble during 1940 

was the group of officials involved in Drug Control. These looked after 

the statistics and estimates needed by the Drug Supervisory Body and the 

Permanent Central Opium Board; the work v;as important and the officials 

determined to carry it on. The Americans were less anxious to have this 

section because, since the drug work of the League was based on inter

national Conventions and the Opium Boards in particular had a judicial 

function, it could only be transferred to the United States by arrange

ments with the State Department. The section was itself divided between 

those who wanted to stay and those who wanted to go and Avenol caused further 

obstruction by holding the view that all member states must give their 

assent to the transfer. Originally the American member of the Supervisory 

Body planned simply to help Jewish members of the section get to the 

United States. But Lester insisted on the v7hole organisation going if 

they went at all and so what started as a small project became compre

hensive . ̂

As early as May 1 940 Renborg, the Swedish head of the Opium Section 

was proposing departure from Geneva. In early June the Portuguese Govern

ment had promised hospitality to the opium services under certain con

ditions. When the Princeton offers came up Renborg decided this was the

. . . 3
better proposition. On July 15th Lester "begged (Renborg) to be patient"

but at the end of the month allowed Steinig, another member of the Section 

to go to the United States, ostensibly on holiday but in fact to find out

iartin Hill, conversation with the writer 22.7.70. See beloxj, p. 262.
2 . .
Louis Atzenweiler (former member of the Opium Section), conversation with 
the writer 5.8.70.

^D. 15.7.40, p. 483.
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how natters lay. After a harroxv^ing three week journey Steinig reached 

New York and later reported to Renborg that he found the Americans un

willing to commit themselves until after the election in November, and  

that they v;ere opposed to the Opium Section going to Princeton as the  

latter was already too much identified with the League of Nations.^

Early in September Lester still felt "that a little more encouragement

2
from the State Department was desirable. On September 16th, however,  

the State Department promised visas "for minimum number secretariat".

On the 17th it was noted that Lester was "favourable transfer entire  

service and dislikes division unless it is the only means safeguard 

part of the work." With the approval of Hambro and the Foreign Office  

he formally accepted the offer on October 3rd and thereafter officials  

left at interval.s5 ostensibly on mission but in fact bringing necessary  

archives and having budgeted for working iii the United States during  

1941. Renborg was the last, not departing until December 29th. The  

nominal ccntre of Drug work remained at Geneva where two officials  

carried on routine statistical work. After the elections American fears 

about League contacts eased, though they insisted that the Opium Section  

should xvork in Washington and not Princeton. Lester noted l,e would have  

preferred Princeton "for economic, administrative and other reasons, "^  

and subsequent events proved his reservations about Washington to have  

been well founded.

The ILO had started its preparations for evacuation u.uch sooner and 

was to carry them out more efficiently than the Secretariat. The prin

ciple having been accepted that the ILO should continue to function,an

^Steinig to Renborg, A. 21,29.8.40. S 561/1.

Livingstone to F.O. 3.9.40. PRO 24442 C 9510 /6953/98.

^Memo 17.9.40. A. S 561/1.
4
Memo Renborg to Lester and note by Lester 17.12.40, A. 3 561/1.
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Emergency Conimittee (similar to the Supervisory CorriTLiittee) had been set 

tip and Governments had been approached to avoid dislocation of ILO staff 

by mobilisation. In spring 1 940 Winant, the American Director of ILO 

decided it was time to move ~ a decision taken on his own initiative since 

the Emergency Committee could not meet and his staff were divided.^

There was little mutual sympathy between the two organisations and 

the ILO throughout acted virtually autonomously. At one stage Avenol, as 

a delaying tactic, suggested transferring the technical sections to the 

ILO. Lester "approved of transfer on the understanding it was merely a 

method to facilitate the exit from Switzerland of our technical sections

2
as Winant was more likely to succeed in making arrangements than we V7erc."

But London and Ilambro (who was credited with ''a black hatred for the ILO")

3 .
opposed this course. After having been refused asylum by the United

States the ILO was destined to find a home in Montreal; on August 7th -

significantly the day after the first party of Secretariat officials had

left - the last thirty members of the ILO departed from Geneva. Lester

commented how they

have been preparing for it in a way that we have not . . . 
they have alv/ays a possibility to come back; in that case, it 
might be said perhaps that Winant panicked a bit but if the 
ring is closed round Switzerland . . . the decision would be 
a brilliant piece of prophesy.^

Of the other sections those dealing with Social Questions and Intel

lectual co-operation dropped out of existence, most of the Refugees 

section and the Treasury staff went to London and the once-famous Health 

Department, noxv’ greatly reduced, was divided betw'een Geneva and the United 

States. The Information section and the remnants of others remained in 

Geneva.

^E. Phelan, "Some reminiscences of the I.L .0.", "Studies''1954, pp. 241-70. 

^D. 21.6.40, p. 467.
3 /.
F.O. Memo 25.6.40. PRO 24440 G 7391/6953/98, "D. 7.8.40, p. 530.



'To set a seal of official approval on the upheaval which had occupied 

the Secretariat in the spring and summer of 1940 and to draw up plans for 

the future, a meeting of the Supervisory Committee was now vitally neces

sary. This had been considered at various times, for example after 

Lester's plan for future activity in early June, in July when Avenol tried 

to arrange a meeting in Switzerland, and in August when Hambro suggested 

the U.S. Phelan, the Deputy Director of the ILO,^in fact insisted on 

remaining behind in Lisbon v;hen the rest of the organisation left for the 

U.S. for the express purpose of attending such a meeting. The ILO, 

independent in most other respects, depended on the Supervisory Committee 

for its budget since the League collected contributions. In the absence 

of a budget it "would have no authority to spend money after the end of 

the year" and was "not anxious to live on alms."^ It was not, however, 

until the position in Geneva and in the outside world had stabilised that 

realistic plans for a meeting could be made. There was no place which 

did not Involve difficult journeys for the members and the idea of co

opting members in order to ensure a quorum was at first resisted, but the 

alternative Xvras a Secretariat receiving instructions by correspondence 

and v;ithout any approved. Budget. By August 20th the Foreign Office had 

decided that an improvised meeting in Sv7itzerland v/ould be inadequate and

O

suggested a meeting at Lisbon in late September.^ This was agreed to by 

Lester and, for the moment, by Hambro.

On September 10th the Foreign Office drew up plans for the meeting. 

"This question is tiresome . . . appears somewhat unreal but must be pro

perly handled . . . large sums are involved . . . "  The only satisfactory 

way of approving the Budget and other arrangements is by a Supervisory

^Phelan, op. cit., p. 261.

“F.O. to Kelly 20.8. 40. PRO 24441 C 8566/6953/98.
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Commission meeting, not by correspondence." The Portuguese Government

had to be approached, pressure put on Ilanibro and others to come and a

date fixed.^ All this was done and on September 21st Lsstcr, the

Treasurer Jacklin, the President and Secretary of the Permanent Court of

International Justice and a few League officials left Geneva by bus.

Though detours had to be made to avoid bloTO-up bridges,Lester found the

journey pleasant and a rest from previous strain. At the Spanish border

jioxjever they were greeted with a Government order (dated 13th August, the

2 . . .
day the ILO party had passed through ) prohibiting entry to League

officials. Lester and Guerrero, the President of the Court, both sent

appeals to Madrid and meanwhile "kicked our heels for forty eight hours

like a bunch of refugees" betv/een the frontier post and a cheap inn two

hundred yeards away in France. I'Tnile waiting tliey saw Holma, the Finnish

representative to the meeting, pass through, though for security reasons

he pretended iiot to recognise them. Guerrero wrote recommendations for

a few refugees and, more important, Lester managed to hand over his

papers for the meeting to the Norwegian Ambassador to Vichy (who was

going to Spain) whom he met entirely by chance while v/alking tack from

3
the frontier post after.the final refusal.

Lester and his party had to return to Geneva but the meeting went

4
ahead. Hambro, partly for personal reasons and partly through v/eather 

delays was also absent and the dominant figures at the meeting v/ere Sir

^F.O. Memo (Makins) 10.9.40. PRO 24442 C 9691/6953/98.
2
It seems to have been intended that they too should have been checked.

Phelan - sometimes more enterprising and always luckier than his fellov7- 
Irishman got through by a secondary road, baffling the official with an Irish 
passport and encouraging the illusion that he was the Irish Ambassador to 
Madrid. Phelan, op. cit., p. 261.

D̂. 27.9,40, pp. 610-522.

^His wife had just arrived via Russia in a state of collapse and he himself 
feared assassination by German agents in Lisbon.
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Cccil Kisch representing the British Commonwealtli (which now contributed 

some 75% of League funds) and Phelan representing the ILO and, at Lester's 

request, the Secretariat. This combination v:as unusual for, as Phelan 

remarks

In the past (and as was to happen again in the future) the 
views of the ILO and the Secretariat on financial questions 
had often been at variance and it would have been difficult 
to imagine how their conflicting interests could have been 
undertaken by one and the same person. On this occasion, 
since both administrations had endeavoured to cut expendi-  ̂
ture to a minimum, this common defence was easily possible.

The Supervisory Committee met for three days, concluding only a few

hours before Phelan's ship left for the U.S. They started by agreeing on

an emergency resolution that, since difficulties in meeting were not likely

to grow less, future decisions might be taken after written or telegraphic

communication with members, the approval of the necessary majority and

2
the concurrence of the heads of the Secretariat or ILO if necessary.

The Budget was examined carefully and approved after minor adjustments, 

and it was agreed that though most of the Secretariat should move to 

Princeton, headquarters should remain at Geneva.

These resolutions were to be the foundation of most of the League's 

7ar-time activity. They reflect British policy and in fact the guide lines 

had been laid d o m  at a Foreign Office meeting on September 24th. There 

Kisch was instructed that HMG's general policy with regard to the League 

of Nations was that League services were to be kept as far as possible 

intact during the war, social and economic activities in particular being 

carried on, v;ith the rest on a care and maintenance basis. Geneva was to 

stay the headquarters as long as possible but as much of the Secretariat 

as practicable should move to Princeton. Until this transfer was completed

^Phe]an, op. cit., p. 268.
2 * .
Emergency resolution of Supervisory Commission 29.9.40. A. S 553/1.
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the Treasury should stay in Geneva. These views xvere also forwarded to 

Lester though he cannot have received them until after his return from 

the Spanish frontier.^ Ke also received encouraging m.essages from Kisch 

and Lord Halifax.

This relatively constructive British attitude towards the League has
%

already been explained in terms of financial commitment. Politically also

Britain had great prestige as the only prominent member still maintaining

freedom of action, and there mj'.y have been hopes of consequent benefits

2
from this in the future. To these factors may be added Lester's own 

refusal to see the League's usefulness and potential as ended and his 

regular conmiunication of this vievi?, not least to British sources, over 

the previous year. The fact that a continuing, if diminished. League 

organisation would be headed by a man dedicated to its principles and 

sympathetic towards Britain must have contributed to the decision to main

tain it. As the"Spectator" put it "Mr. Sean Lester, . . . can be counted 

on to do the little there is to be done with all possible efficiency . . .

3
he will hold whatever fort there is to hold as well as anyone could."

Messages of congratulation and encouragement continued to come in but 

for Lester, now virtually imprisoned in Geneva,the future cannot have 

looked encouraging. As the upheavals of 1940 faded into a return of 

routine, albeit on a limited scale, in the winr.er months of that year he 

had time to reflect on what he was trying to do and what resources were 

at his command. Broad policy lines had been laid down and a budget 

approved at Lisbon. Lester had to arrange the remaining transfers of 

personnel and decide on work priorities in Geneva, the United States and

^Cadogan to Lester 24.9.40, PRO 24442 C 10005/6953/98.
O

""Eden's return as Foreign Secretary in 1940 would have given added 
influence to this view.

^Spectator‘i 6.9.40, p. 655.



256.

elsewhere. He had to keep in touch with these activities and sort out 

difficulties, usually resulting from dislocation, as they arose. He had 

also the responsibility of maintaining the League buildings and the 

League presence in Geneva as a symbol of continuity and of hope for the 

future. Finally he had, where possible to keep member governments in- 

formed of all that v;as being done in their name. To do all this he had, 

on paper^considerable pov;ers. It had been confirmed that though only 

Acting Secretary-Gtneral he enjoyed all the prerogatives of Secretary- 

General until a further appointment vjas made. He could sign cheques on 

the League's still substantial balances in London, New York and Geneva. 

Over and above these formal powers, however, governmental and staff 

loyalty were essential and here there were to be disappointments.

Shortly after his appointment on September 5th, Lester had tele

graphed all Member States as follows: "On taking over responsibilities 

devolving upon me I do so with earnest hope that your Government will 

give support necessary to maintain unimpaired such League activities as 

circumstances now permit." Eighteen governments replied, including 

Commonwealth and Latin American countries along with Sweden, and on 

September 19th Lester circularised Member States with a report on what 

work had been done over the past year. He concluded:

The Acting Secretary-General accepted his present functions . . . 
only in the hope of safeguarding, v/ith the effective support of 
the Members of the League, the principle of international co
operation for the development of human civilisation, as it has 
been applied at Geneva cor a period of thirty years. There are 
international Conventions which assign a role to the League of 
Nations, there is experience, there is documentary material and 
there are methods of collaboration, which are the common property 
of the nations that are membeis of the League, as are also the 
buildings they decided to construct at Geneva and the equipment 
they have provided for them. The Acting Secretary-General does 
not feel that he has any more right to liquidate the moral capital 
than he lias to liquidate the material property of the League. He 
Xv-'ould, in particular, request the Governments, through the regular 
paym.ents of their contributions - which must naturally, in present 
circumstances continue to be limited to indispensible requirements - 
to enable him to discharge his duties as Trustee for the m,oral and
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^material capital of the League of Nations, until the day when the 
Governments are themselves in a position to take decisions as to 
the fate of this international institution and to determ.ine whether 
they are to maintain it, with this or that adaptation or trans
formation, or, on the other hand to abandon this form and these 
methods of co-operation.^

Government support was, however, variable, and payment of contri

butions a problem throughout the war years. The Irish Government did not

find time to reply to Lester's telegram and, though remaining a League

2
member, wound up its Permanent Delegation to the League in November. The

Argentine attitude was openly hostile, their Minister to Berne (Argentina

too had closed its Permanent Delegation) "(telling) Lester frankly and

brutally that the League Xi?as dead and that the A.rgentine would pay no

further contributions" and later "(being) at no pains to hide scorn for

3
the Secretary-General and Treasurer." A more important defection was 

that of France,

Enfin, en decembre 40 P. Laval estima qu'il etait temps du regler 
uae fois toutes le vieux compte qu'il avait avec Geneve, aussi 
fit-il prendre par le Conseil de ministres du 8 dec. la decision 
de retirer la France de la SDN. Le changement de SG n'avait
tellement ameliore les relations du Secretariat avec Vichy. . . Par
sentiment ideologique couime par dignite Sean Lester refusa toujours 
de faire une visite de courtoisie a Vichy qui d'ailleurs ne repondit 
pas a son telegramme du 5.9.40 par lequel il demandais le soutien 
des Etats membres.'̂

(Lester, who had already had a communication from General de Gaulle,

heard rumours of the impending Vichy withdrawal though this was officially

denied as late as March 1941, but largely ignored Laval's step since the

resignation could not in any case come into effect until 1943.)

^Draft Report to the Members of the League 19.9.40. A. S 559/5, pp. 1, 
16-17,
2
Notice of this step had bean given in August. The Permanent Delegate, 
Cremins, was mace Charge d'Affairs in Berne, and acted as the channel for 
communications betvreen Ireland and the League. Cremins to Lester 14.11.40. 
A 50/153/120.
3
British Consul/Geneva to British Ambassador/Berne 6.11.40, PRO 24443 

C 12515/6353/58.

4 * It . , ,
V“Y Gnebaii, 'La France en Guerre et les organisations internationales
1939--1945", pp. G4, .-S4ti.
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Swiss nervousness about tlie League's continued presence in Geneva

has already been remarked upon,^ In August Lester had heard indirectly

from a "busybody", M. Fatio,that if the League closed^its buildings

would fall into the hands of the State of Geneva which would then be free

to give them to a new organisation "better adapted to the new times and to

2
the evolution which was being manifested in Europe." Lester ignored this. 

Then too, Avenol,who had many friends in Swiss official circles^had for 

months been busy criticising th^ League and forecasting its imminent 

death. Marius Viple, one of the very few ILO officials remaining in Geneva, 

criticised Lester for not doing more to counteract this hostile attitude,

out of fears of embarrassing the Swiss authorities, referring to "extreme

^ 3
bonne volonte et gentillesse de Lester, mais aussi extreme timddite."

Avenol's intrigues and financial demands continued^tut as Lester remarked

4
on September 20th he was "too busy to bother my head about the rascal."

Most of the remaining Secretariat staff were entirely reliable but 

the ever-present prospect of German occupation and German victory led 

some to insure themselves against the future. Lester heard that Rene 

Charron, a senior French official in the Economic and Financial section 

had been enquiring about Axis plans for postwar development saying he 

"could do a lot of preparation here," A different kind of defection was 

the League Treasurer's. Jacklin, who had been becoming increasingly 

nervous and difficult told Lester in November that he must get back to 

London and left in December. To this was added the departure of Gremins 

the Irish Permanent Delegate.

^See above pp. 237-238.

^D. 15.8.40, pp. 543-4.

^Marius Viple tc Phelan 5.11.40. I am indebted to M. V~Y Ghebali for this 
reference.

S .  20.9.40, p. 610.

See belov;, p. 266,
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'All this, combined with the extreme difficulties of communication

v;ith the now scattered League, inevitably had a depressing effect on

Lester. In August he had written about the hardness of separation from

his family and of the "dead months to come."^ Early in September he wrote

to Phelan how he had been "suffering from some reaction and a lot of bad

■ ?.
temper because I've been suppressing so much in recent times."' The

check at the Spanish frontier made him query the value of the League

holding on in Geneva at all. On his return he telegraphed Hambro how he

had intended discussing with Commission the situation of the 
Secretariat in Switzerland, the possibilities of x;ork and 
survival here . . .  I have been rendered uneasy by signs of 
changed attitude of Swiss Government in last two months . . . 
the closing of the Spanish frontier reveals a new and worse 
situation . . .  I dislike any suggestion of even temporarily 
abandoning post at League seat tut on the whole my judgement 
now recommends complete transfer as best means of survival.^

This was sent via the British Consul in Geneva and the Foreign Office,

and the Consul supported it with a letter saying how

Mr. Lester is obviously carrying the burden of the responsibilities 
v;hich he has alm.ost alone to bear in Geneva and I think he would be 
grateful for anything I could tell him as to the line you consider
he should take at the present juncture.^

It was of course in practice the Foreign Office v/ho decided on policy at

this stage, Hambro, though Chairman of the Supervisory Committeejbeing

only a refugee politician from an occupied country, who had, moreover,

missed the vital meeting in Lisbon. The Foreign Office, who had noxj

received reports on the Lisbon meeting, appreciated the difficulties

raised by the Spanish incidents but saw no other place for the League to

go. Canada already had the ILO, the U.S. was not yet ready to assume such

a responsibility and as regards London,

D̂. 6.8.40, p. 523.

^Lester to Phelan, 2.9.40, D. p. 607.

^Lester to Hambro, 26.9.40, PRO 24442 C 10414/6953/98. 
4 . .
Livingston to F.O., 3.10.40, ibid.
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,it would be a mistake to bring the remnants of the League 
organisation so plainly under the British wing. No other 
country will have v/ill or courage. Why should we make things 
easier for the Swiss? There is something to be said for 
preserving at Geneva the Headquarters of the League in con
formity with the Covenant and leave it to the Swiss to incur the 
odium of asking the Secretary-General to go . . . the unfortunate 
Mr. Lester is somewhat like the captain of a ship who will have 
to be the last to leave . . . suggest V7e send a general reply to 
Mr. Lester in these terms.^

This indeed is v;hat Lester received and it was on the basis of this

negative reasoning that he was to spend almost seven years more in Geneva,

unable even to leave Switzerland until late 1944. He himself appears

already to have accepted what lay ahead. Referring to the Lisbon meeting

he wrote "Well, that is one stage over . . . the next phases of the task

„2
are opening to us . . .

^Memo by Makins 20.10.40. F.O. to Lester 29.10.40, ibid. 

^D. 4.10.40, p. 628.
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CHAPTER 13 

MAINTAnriNG THE STRUCTURE (1940-1944)

For over four years, from September 1940 to November 1944, Lester 

xrorked in isolation in Geneva. During this period he wa s confined to 

Switzerland for, though he could very probably have got the neces s ary 

vis a s to leave, it is equally probable that his return would have been 

barred. The decision ultimately wa s his and illustrates a quite 

exceptional devotion to duty at the expense of every personal inclina

tion. During these years work continued at a modest level at the League 

Headquarters, records being kept up to date, bulletins issued, surveys 

and reports made. Away fron Geneva the ILO and those sections of the 

Secretariat v/hich had gone to the U.S. embarked on better-funded and 

consequently more ambitious projects. With difficulty, Lester maintained 

contact with these and x^ith the scattered members of the Supervisory 

Commis sion, the body which had to approve budgets and decide upon policy. 

This involved a great deal of duplicated correspondence, delays and mi s

apprehensions; in spite of Lester's efforts oversea s sections had often 

to function autonomously, and his participation in Supervisory Committee 

decisions wa s restricted. His m ain contribution to the continuance of 

the League wa s in maintaining the Geneva Headquarters and in coping v;ith 

staff and financial problems both there and outside, and in acting as a 

link between the League and the remaining Member States.

Lester suffered from the many difficulties and frustrations of his 

position and wa s sustained chiefly by the thought that he wa s preserving 

the structure of the League for future use. But from late 1943 it began 

to become apparent that the League as such would not be revived. This wa s



confirmed by the Dumbarton Oaks Conference in the autumn of 1944 and 

Lester's visit to Lon-ion soon after was to be more concerned with the 

processes of winding--up the organisation than with luaintaining it -- 

paradoxically since, with isolation ended,it could nov; have begun to 

recover.1

The League establishment at Geneva had stabilised at approximately 

a hundred by 1941 and this figure did not alter much during the xjar. Many 

of these were of course junior employees but some twenty First Division 

officials worked in a group of offices surrounding Lester's own -■ much of 

the Palais des Nations having been closed as an economy measure. A small 

group from Loveday's Economics, Finance and Transit Section had stayed 

behind in Geneva and these collected the information v/hich still came in - 

even, in some cases from Axis governments - and issued it in the form of 

such publications as the monthly'bulletin of Statistics',' the monthly "Summary 

on Communications and Transport ," the"World Economic Survey"and, from 1942, 

'Honey and Banking.'' Tn addition a number of studies were produced though 

it was difficult to co-ordinate this activity with what was being done in 

Princeton; in quantity and sometimes in relevance the output of work was 

not alxjays impressive.^

The Health Section, now containing only two or three senior officials, 

also stayed in Geneva though the possibility of transfer was considered 

from time to time. It too gathered in statistics and published them in 

the form of the Xi?eekly"Epidtnological Record." While Radio Nations was 

still functioning some of the information was also broadcast. In the same 

way, a few members of the Opium Section remained, keeping up to date 

records of drug production and use. Up to early 1942 work in these fields 

was progressively restricted with sources of information drying up, the

Our knowledge of Lester's personal views and problems during the later 
years of this period suffers from his discontinuing his private diary in 
December 1941.

^Loveday to Lester 30.10.41. D. pp. 854-58.
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radio station being closed do\m in February and increasing postal and 

censorship difficulties. In î 'ay of that year, howe/er, Lester wrote how 

"we have had some signs lately that the Health Section in Geneva is 

reviving . . and in ITovenber sent one of his officials on a mission to

London to get in touch with various health authorities about present and

2 . . . .
future ŵ ork. By 1944 inquiries V7ere coming in from the i^ericans about

. . .  3
such problems as maintaining control of drug production in liberated areas,

and tlie Health Section worked in co-operation with UNRRA. from its foundation 

in 1943.

The League's library, sustained by Rockefeller funds, continued to 

receive and catalogue books, periodicals and government publications.

League publications of various kinds were circulated where possible. In 

fact the overall impression of the League in Geneva during these four 

years is of a clearing house of information, deprived by circumstances of 

the chance of practical action. This work V7as not without value - its 

statistical year book was, according to one contemporary "a unique source, 

relied on by all Governments""^ - but inevitably the more dynamic aspects 

of League activity lay elsewhere.

Of these the work of the ILO in Montreal was undoubtedly the most 

important. The ILO v/as of course outside Lester's control but resentment 

of its budgetary demands so often appears in his correspondence on League 

finance and its activity was so often compared favourably with the Secre

tariat's that som.e account of its work must be given. Eai-ly in 1941 its 

Director John Winant was made U.S. Ambassador in London and Lester's fellow 

countrjTTian, Edward Phelaa, had taken over an organisation harmonious and

“Lester to Hill, 6.5.42, y\. S 551/2.

"'Lester to Jacklin, 22.9.42. A. S 556/2.

■^Lester to U.S. Minister ii\ Berne, 1.3.44, A, S 556/1.
4 . . . .
Martin Hill, conversation with the writer, 22.7.70.
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undividedj and already well established in safe though not isolated

surroundings. Phelan early decided that a full ILO conference must be

held and this opened in New York in late October 1941. There Phelan,

armed v/ith studies, statistics and reports,established that ILO must be

used as an information centre for post-war social planning and that its

position in post-war world organisation was assured.^ The prestige of

the meeting, which was attended by 102 delegates and vzhose last meeting

was held in the IvTiite House, combined with the fact that some states

were willing only to pay the ILO part of their League contribution

greatly strengthened Phelan's position in later budgetary discussions.

In 1940 the Secretariat's share v;as 50 percent of the budget and ILO's

under 30; by 1943 the figures had altered to 30 and 40 percent respectively.

Compared with ILO the activities of the scattered sections of the

Secretariat had obviously less co-ordination and overall sense of purpose.

The Economic and Financial Section, established at Princeton, subsidised

by Rockefeller funds and with an authoritarian and hard-working Director

in Loveday produced a series of studies on post-war reconstruction xi/hich

2
were later used by such bodies as UNRRA, FAO and IMF It contributed to

the League's statistical publications and took over responsibility for some

of them. In May 1942 a meeting was held in London of the Economic and

Financial Committee, an answer in part to the ILO Conference previously

referred to. The idea of holding such a meeting, thus strengthening

Secretariat activity by the participation of member states, was in fact

Lester's and he had suggested it to Loveday as early as July 1941. He

had been anxious for it to be held in London, "politically advantageous

■ 3
for many reasons . . Loveday's section was represented at a number

^Phelan,"The ILO Turns the Corner","Studies"1956, pp. 160-86.
2 . .
Hill considers this much the m.ost valuable part of the Secretariat's

wartime work. Conversation vjith the v/riter, 22.7.70.

\ester to Jacklin, 15.1.42, A. S 556/2.
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of later economic and financial meetings during tae war and, through 

Rockefeller funding, escaped some though not all of the financial strin

gency imposed on the Secretariat as a whole.

The other section to transfer to the U.S. was that dealing v.ath drug 

control but a number of factors reduced its effectiveness. The two 

committees of experts for whom the League provided this staff were the 

Permanent Control of Opium Board and the Drug Supervisory Body; both these 

v.ere based .in London. Washington proved expensive and inconvenient for 

League sttiff, accentuating the complaints and disputes xvhich, though 

Lester delegated some financial and administrative powers to Loveday, 

figure prominently in his correspondence. The senior official there, 

Renborg had a bad working relationship with the US Government which in 

turn had m.ade difficulties by not paying its contributions due as a signa

tory to the original Drug Conventions. Nonetheless, as the war's end 

came in sight, a renewed interest in drug problems justified Lester's 

determination to keep this work going. He had earlier written how

it had always seemed to me one part of our work, perhaps beciiuse 
of its non~controversial character and also because its froi’tiers 
v/ere clearly delimited, that might with effort be successfully 
brought through the crisis.1

In the Far East the League's technical collaboration with China

ended after 1940 when the experts were not re-engaged and their supplies

and equipment sold to the Chinese. The Singapore Epidemics Bureau

closed in 1941 as the British and French colonial authorities were no

2
longer willing to supply information; later, the Japanese forced its 

evacuation. A tenuous contact v;as maintained with Latin America through 

League "correspondents” vjho acted as relay points for League information.

^Lester to Delevigne (President of Permanent Control of Opium Board) 
23.6.42, A. S 561/5. For Lester's earlj' interest in drug control work, 
see above, p. 78.

^For British reasons, see below, p.281.
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'As head of the Secretariat Lester was responsible for problems con

cerning past and present staff. To start with this was a continuation 

of the V7ork he had done as Deputy Secretary-General on the 'Axe' Committee 

and the disagreeable task of terminating officials' contracts continued 

into 1942. Of the senior officials remaiiaing in late 1940 three stand out - 

Jacklin the League Treasurer and Lester's link with London and the Super

visory Committee, Loveday, who dominated Secretariat activity in the U.S. 

c.nd Aghnides the only high-ranking official remaining with Lester in Geneva. 

Together they made up an ill-assorted and frequently inharmonious group 

amongst whom Lester had to act as honest broker.

Jacklin was not an easy colleague, interpreting his duties narrowly 

and rigidly, jealous of Lester's rapid promotion, suspicious of enthusiasm 

(he described Loveday as "a garrulous propagandist") and dismissive towards 

anyone from outside the British Commonwealth.^' Lester nevertheless 

appreciated his financial competence and courage and the difficulties of

1940 made him "count on Jacklin even m.ore than any Secretary-General

2
\7ould have had to do in normal times." In spite of this and of the

understanding that Treasurer and Secretary-General should keep together,

Jacklin in December 1940 arranged for his own departure from Geneva in a

somewhat disingenuous manner and at short notice. Even in London, reunited

with his family and Treasury officials, Jacklin remained difficult and

though Lester had hoped that, having got outj"he'd find a personal balance

and be more helpful on general questions," he now worried about Jacklin's

3
"general influence in his present place."

With Loveday Lester had a closer v;orking relationship though he found

^This picture emerges from conversations with a number of Jacklin's 
former Secretariat colleagaes.

^D. 13.11.40, p, 649.

^Lester to Loveday, 29.5.41, D. p, 813.



him demanding and over-critical towards subordinate staff. For his

. . . 7
part Loveday thought Lester insufficiently dedicated and unenterprising.'

On the credit side Loveday, as v;ell as running his own Section effi

ciently, helped Lester with the numerous problems affecting the Secretariat, 

in the U.S.

Lester had a much closer personal relationship with Aghnides, the

third of the three senior officials. In spite of Lester's having been

promoted Deputy Secretary-General over his head '.n 1936^ Aghnides v;as a

loyal and appreciative colleague who had refused to be used by Avenol

against Lester during the 1940 crisis and who assisted considerably in

awkward dealings with the Swiss Government. Yet Aghnides too left Geneva,

tViough not until the spring of 1942 and then only when ordered to by the

3
Greek Government-in-exile in London.

Staff problems both in Geneva and outside centred, as such pro

blems usually do, on finance. One which particularly exasperated 

Lester (and in which, for once, he had Jacklin's full support) \’jas 

the question of the Permanent Court of International Justice, whose 

President, Pv.egistrar and secretarial staff had taken refuge in Geneva.

Lester had disagreed x îth the Supervisory Commissions' decijion 

to pay full salaries for 1940 to the Court's five judges.^ A few 

months later he was commenting on the President being overpaid and

^Lester wrote of his difficulties in maintaining.a practical working 
relationship between the Princeton and Geneva parts of Loveday's Section, 
because of the latter's hostility tov^ards Charron.
Lester to P.O. (Makins) 22.12.41, D. p. 922. See also below, pp. 282-283.
2
Whan after the war Lester refused all posts offered to him Loveday's attitude 

was 'I told you so'. Martin Hill, conversation with writer, 22.7.70.
3 . . .
Jacklin told Lester that Aghnides said he had been trying to get away for

over a year. This maj- simply reflect the acute hostility between the two 
men. Jacklin to Lester 25.4.42, A. S 556/2.

''̂ Lester to Kisch 19.10.40, PRO 24443 C 11192/6953/98.
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over’-staffed for the little work he had to do. The Supervisory Committee,

however, feared drastic cuts would bring political repercussions (one of

the Judges was an American) and, though urging economies, continued to

pay the Judges some £3000 annually for doing nothing - a policy which,

through conveying an impression of futility and waste to member states,

probably ultimately did more harm. In 1942 Lester supported a proposal

to have the Court summoned to deal x̂ rith a long-dormant dispute pointing

. . 2
out that it was better to pay slightly more for t-ome visible activity.

The numerous dismissals and forced resignations of the 1939-41 

period left Lester with a legacy of disputes about pensions and indemni

ties. (One dispute went back even further, concerning the Saar officials 

who had become redundant after the area's reunification with Germany in 

1935). Voluminous correspondence took place on these problems; on balance 

it is fair to say that the League's generosity was in inverse proportion

to the rank of the complainant, those at the top being handsomely over-

3
compensated while others received shabby treatment. Lester himself,

while in general resisting claims in the interests of keeping within his

4
ever more restricted budget, often helped in cases of distress. The worst 

charge against him would be that, himself financially secure and personally 

austere, he lacked understanding of those who were neither. This was 

shown in his dealing with the problems of some of the staff in the U.S.

Ones the sheer relief of having got there had worn off,many officials

^Lester to Kisch, Jacklin 10.2.41, A. S 565/4. The President was being 
paid as much as Lester himself, and his main activity was writing a 
history of the Court.

tester to Jacklin, 26.9.42, A. S 556/2.
3 . .
This is borne out by poSfwar events (see pp. 295-7) and by conversations with 
former League officials.
4 . . . . . . .
It should be noted that, because of difficulty in communication, his in

fluence with the Supervisory Commission (the final authority iii financial 
matters) was less than that of a Secretary-General in normal times.
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found the high cost of living combined with liability to U.S. taxation

(unlike the ILO officials the League’s staff's international status was

not recognised) left them substantially worse off than previously. They

tried therefore to recover the voluntary cut in salary which ail officials

had accepted as part of the League's war-time economy measures. For a

variety of reasons Lester V7as unsympathetic, even when officials sent in

described budgets making an apparently good case for some concession. He

knew that League officials had alx^ays been well paid in relation to those

in national administrations, he knew that in Geneva there had been a

rapid inflation aiid wanted to avoid discriminating against staff who had

stayed at their posts there, and, finally, he felt the U.S. should not be

levying the tax in the first place. Thus when he heard that the League

itself was going to pay the tax in question he wrote

I dislike very much paying League money into the Treasury of 
any State in the form of tax and it is not made more palatable 
by the past financial experience and facts between the U.S. and 
the League Treasury.1

Numerous other staff problems occupied Lester's time. A Persian 

official was released from duty and his government responded by stopping 

their contributions. Jacklin, though urging Lester not to get bogged dovm 

in individual staff questions, nonetheless engaged him in a long corres

pondence over a typist's salary. As remarked before I.ester's attitude 

was a combination of principle and humanity, principle in his maintaining 

the League's rules and legal rights, and humanity in his treatm.ent of 

individuals, particularly those working with him in Geneva.

We have seen how most of the staff problems had their origin in the 

League's financial position and this must now be clarified. League funds 

were allocated by the Supervisory Commission whose members maintained

'Lester to Jacklin 28.1.42, A. S 556/2. Lester had in mind the U.S. failure 
to pay opium work contributions.



2 7 0.

regular contact, and held a full meeting yearly, sitting in both Montreal 

and Washington. The Commission received budgets for the following year 

draxm up by Lester on behalf of the Secretariat, by Phelan for the ILO and, 

less important, from the Permanent Court of International Justice. These 

budgets were then reviewed in the light of what appeared to be work priori

ties, the need to maintain the staff Pension Fund and the estimated income 

from state contributions. Phelan of course was able to attend these 

ireetings but Lester had to rely on Jacklin and on the fact that Hambro,

Chairman of the Commission favoured the Secretariat. Rightly guessing 

that his presence at these meetings would strengthen the Secretariat's 

claims and wanting to share in decisions which he would have to carry out 

Lester on several occasions actually made preparations to go but in each 

case was deterred by the risks of not being able to get back.^ His con

tribution was therefore limited to vetting - and usually reducing - the 

subsidiary budgets sent in from the tv;o U.S.-based branches of the 

Secretariat, and incorporating them into his oxm meticulously detailed 

budget from Geneva.

The overall trend in expenditure from 1940-1944 is clear enough and 

must have been extremely discouraging for Lester. Total League expenditure, 

after falling steadily,rose in 1943, with improved contributions and the 

approaching possibility of more practical work and continued to rise until 

the end of the war. But both contributions and work possibilities favoured 

the ILO and the Secretariat's share of the total budget in fact continued 

to fall, though more slox/ly than before. Lester had made great efforts to 

keep expenditure to a mininum, and borne with m_uch of the unpleasantness 

involved. In 1941 he wrote how he had ''been asked to save 20 percent of 

a budget which was already based on what seemed to be the minimum actual

^"Meeting of Supervisory Commission ...proposed. Hambro wires 'your presence 
essential'. Have agreed but pointed out dangers of being cut off ... get 
visas if possible, actual decision to leave being postponed." D.24.4.41s p.774. 
The Foreign Office advised against leaving, D. 23.6.41, pp. 809-10.
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expenditure."^ The following year he suggested that "the time had come

to cease basing all decisions on the hitherto inevitable policy of retreiich-

ment and where opportunity seems to offer, to take deliberately a positive

2
forward-looking attitude." But though he saw, clearer than most, the 

opportunities opening up for the Secretariat he was not given the means 

to take them.

The source of the funds which the Supervisory Commission allocated

was always uncertain. Even in 1942 there were still forty five member

states but of these some were now represented by governments-in-exile and

could pay only token contributions, others, especially in Latin America,

lost interest in an inaccessible and apparently inactive League and let

payments lapse, and others again for political reasons defaulted. Currency

difficulties sometimes held up funds from states willing to pay. Some

countries dealt directly with members of the Supervisory Coiraiiission or with

the League Treasury in London but in many cases Lester himself worked to

maintain contributions. lie kept some contacts with Vichy France V7hich in

spite of Avenol's intrigues there paid for 194C and 1941. Ireland was

slow to pay in 1941 and Lester successfully followed this up by direct

correspondence and through Cremins. Latin America was hard to influence

and occasionally hostile " in 1941 Argentina challenged the legality of

the budget - but Lester later managed to get a League official to tour

round these states explaining the situation and a more accommodating

3 .
attitude followed, Mexico for example offsetting her arrears by pro-

. . .  4
viding offices and staff for a Fiscal Conference in 1943. Some states

saw support for the League as endangering their neutral status; discouraged

■'■D. 1,9.41, p. 828.
9
Lester to Jacklin 15.5.42, A. S 556/2.

^Lester to Jacklin, 9.6.42, A. S 556/1.

"^Lester to Jacklin, 23.3.43, A. S 553/2,
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by the announced intention of Sweden, Switzerland and others to refuse to

contribute, Lester wrote "nevertheless these governments continue to be

supplied . . . xjith all League publications and to be treated in every

way as though they were still loyal supporters of the institution."^ The

altering trend of world events was illustrated V7hen the Finnish minister

in Barne called on Lester in 1944 offering to pay all arrears up to the end 

2
of 1943. In short Lester did all that could be done by persistent corres

pondence, meetings with representatives accredited to Berne and through 

the wide circle of international contacts he had built up in his years 

x îth the League.

Reluctance to pay contributions to the League did not always imply

reluctance to support ILO and in this lay the root of the latter's claim

to preferential treatment in the allocation of funds and the right to

make a separate collection. Whether justified or not these claims were

greatly resented by the Secretariat and this resentment forms a major

theme in Lester's diary reflections and correspondence. ILO-Secretariat

hostility had a long history. Some of the latter's officials thought the

3
ILO had "a collective inferiority complex" while to the ILO, the Secre

tariat had often appeared pretentious and too much involved with politics 

and, during the war years, quarrelsome and unenterprising. An irony was 

that the ILO's Director from early 1941 was^Edward Phelan, a close personal
a 1 ,

friend and fellow-countryman of Lester,- who, though he "made a distinction
A

in anything touching my official duties and responsibilities" had also 

"a great deal of admiration for (Phelan's) qualities; he more than anyone 

else except Albert Thomas has made the ILO."^ A factor x\rhich made the

^Lester to Jacklin, 14.4.42, A. S 556/2. For Ireland's attitude where the 
League connection and neutrality were concerned see below, p- 280.

\ester to Jacklin, 20.1.44, A. S 553/3.

^Mr. G. Frumkin, conversation with the writer 29.7.70.

'Lester to Jacklin, 28.5.42, A. S 556/2.
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financial rivalry of the two groups all the sharper was that the ILO's work 

and that of tlie League's most effective section, the Economic and Finan

cial, clearly over-.’appad. At one stage indeed Loveday considered the 

possibility of transferring his whole section to the ILO. Lester at a later 

date "gathered . . . the ILO is now recruiting to some extent amongst the 

officials who had to leave the Secretariat for reasons of economy here."^

As early as February 1941 Lester was writing to Hambro about the 

issue of separate collection. He thought that the amount of money in

volved might not justify the important constitutional change and that Phelan

2
was too impressed by some excuses for non-payment. Soon after he wrote

to the Foreign Office that if there was no enthusiasm for supporting the

. . .  . . 3
Geneva headquarters maintaining it x̂ as in question. Later he commented

sharply on the ILO's retaining a special payment made directly to them by

Argentina (who had refused to pay their normal contribution) and not trans-

4
ferring it to the Treasury. On hearing about the ILO's proposed autumn

conference he wrote

I estimate tlie value of this to be nil as far as actual work is 
concerned; it is a method of keeping themselves well before the 
Governments . . . there will also be an additional impetus given 
to the ILO office and its xrork.^

The Supervisory Coirarnission, at its Montreal m.eeting in July 1941 to 

a great extent accepted ILO's demands in practice if not in principle, and 

a successful ILO conference was later held. Lester, unable to attend 

either meeting, had misgivings. Firstly he felt aggrieved that his austere 

Secretariat budget should have been carefully scrutinised and further

^Lester to Jacklin, 16.10.42, A. S 556/2.
2

ester to Fiambro, 12.2.41, D. pp. 706-707.

^Lescor to P.O. (t-'akins) 4,4.41, D. pp. 745-746.

S.ester to Jacklin, 15.7.41, A. S 565/5.

\ester to Jacklin, 4.8.41, A. S 556/1.
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reduced while ILO was not really under the Commission's financial control

and made no proportional sacrifices. Secondly he felt they "were wrongly

thinking present Secretariat organisation essentially political, in fact the

ILO in staff and some activities is much more so."^ Finally he thought the

ILO x-;ere  trying "to take over the best and most useful of the work of the

Secretariat"; this might suit governments which did not want a political

organisation but if limits of competence were not defined, there was "no

reason why ILO should stop anyx-zhere. War itself is the final and greatest

2
question affecting workers and employers I"

To some extent Lester's misgivings and bitterness were justified. As

regards the latter, one can sympathise with his feelings when the ILO having

encroached upon Secretariat work in the reconstruction field, used the

latter's expert knowledge and material for their own programmes. But Lester,

and those who supported him were at an increasingly great disadvantage.

With substantial backing from the U.S. Government and from other member

states, x̂ ith its staff united, enjoying international status and under a

dynamic and publicity-conscious Director^the ILO was rapidly approaching

the position where it woulc make its o\-m terms. In April 1942 Jacklin

told Lester how

any conflict between the Supervisory Commission and (the 
Governing Body of ILO) would result in the view of Ned's people 
being adopted. This strength may be only temporary but of its 
strength there can be no doubt.^

The confrontation came at the Commission's meeting in Montreal in August

1942. Here Phelan took advantage of a procedural weakness in the Commission's

position and threatened to go over their heads to the Member States, of

whose favourable response he was assured. Hambro recognised this and

accordingly ILO got virtually all their demands.

^Lester to F.O. (Makins), 3.11.41, D. p. 861.

“̂Lester to F.O. (Makins), 3.11.41, D. pp. 861-862.
3
Jacklin to Lester, 25.4.42, A. S 556/2.
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'The?. ILO had in fact a reasonable case. Phelan later wrote hov; it 

was able to perform its major functions and, having strong financial sup

port, could readily undertake new areas of responsibility.

The real issue was far more important than any question of 
figures. It was whether the financial nexus between the ILO 
and the League V7as to have for ever as its consequence that 
financial provision for the needs of the former must depend 
on the political fortunes of the latter . . . The time had 
come when the ILO, conscious of its growing responsibility, 
must challenge a policy'’ which, if continued, must paralyse its 
development . . . The challenge had succeeded.1

The ILO's success left the Supervisory Commission in an essentially false

position; when their next meeting approached Lester suggested that they

should "frankly inform Member States that there exists no effective

2
central Treasury or Commission control of three fifths League Budget."

In effect the true position came to be generally known and further

weakened the League's international standing. The position was summed up

by Hill vzho, commenting on Lester's absence from the 1944 ILO Conference,

wrote "To a League official the absence of the Secretary-General . . .

was something of a tragedy." As long as headquarters remained at Geneva

and League Committees did not meet, "new international work will tend to

be assigned to the international bodies whose central staff are outside

3
Europe and whose representative bodies can and do meet,"

Though the reasoning which had led to Lester's being asked to stay

at his post had been political, Lester was correct when he claimed that

the political elements in his work had become small. One writer concludes

that "Generally . , . Lester and his remaining staff went very far to

4
avoid the impression of any League political action." Such as there was

Phelan, ''After Pearl Harboui'. 11,0  Problems", ''Studies", 1957, p. 205.

^Lestar to Jacklin, 10.7.43, A. S 565/4.
. . .

■'Notes by M. Kill on the ILO Conference in Philadelphia, 22.5.44. Quoted
in P-ovinc, op. cit., p. 187.
4 . .
Rovine, cp. cit., p. 189.
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centred on the League's uneasy relationship vith Switzerland and, to a 

lesser axtent, with France.

In October 1940 a semi-official Swiss cinema newsreel showed a pic

ture of two omnibuses with the commentary, "The last of the League of 

Nations officials leaving Geneva."^ This was a case of the wish being 

father to the thought, for the Sv;iss Government, under both internal and 

external pressures, had discouraged any close contact with the Secretariat 

since July 1940 - the time when the League's internal dissei''sions and

confusion were at their worst. In April 1941 Lester heard that Aghnides

2
had "received confirmation of the policy of non-collaboration." He wrote 

to Hambro how‘‘'the policy noted on the part of the Swiss Government last 

autumn, which has in the meantime been slowed down to what might be des

cribed as coldness, a refusal to maintain close contact, pin-pricking and

3
a certain undermining of the modus vivendi, may well now be quickened.'' 

Lester attributed this to the recent withdrawal of France from the League 

and his forebodings proved correct. An official from the Swiss Political 

Department visited him in June to say that Sv/itzerland would not be 

paying her League contribution, that the League's Radio Station must close 

down in February 1942 and that the use of the League's special postage 

stamps must be discontinued. Lester was glad to have renewed official 

contact but "deeply regretted that a more neutral attitude towards the 

League was not adopted."^

Of the three issues mentioned Lester felt most strongly about the 

contributions question. Inspired by a lecture by Dr. Karl Barth, who had 

informed his Svriss audience that this was not a simple imperialist war 

and that their neutrality was menaced by one side only, he wrote,

'*'D, 17.10.40, pp. 644-45.

^D. '>.2.4.41,  p. 775. . .
I am indebted to M. V-Y Ghebali for these references.
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'in reading this I could not help but reflect on (Berne's) 
cowardly refusal to pay their contribution because Germany 
would not like it, even though their citi;::ens in the current 
year draw three times as much money directly from pur 
Treasury.

Ke had in mind the fact that most of the League's minor officials v;ere 

Swiss nationals, also the trouble he had been having over compensation 
■»

and pensions x^ith the local ex-officials' association. The Radio station 

liad been of some value even in wartime for the broadcasting of health and 

other statistics; after tedious negotiations through an Arbitration Board 

it was sold to the Sv/iss Government for £35,000 in 1942. The stamp issue 

could fairly be described as part of the "pin-pricking” policy which also 

included reducing supplies of fuel allocated to the Palais des Nations 

and renaming the government's 'Office for the League of Nations' as 

'Office for International Unions'. Another, non-official,harrassment for 

Lester was a long-drawn out and costly law case with the contractors who 

had erected the League's buildings.

This Swiss attitude continued. In July 1942 Lester opposed a 

suggestion that the Sv/iss minister in Tokio might intervene to recover 

the archives of the League's Singapore Bureau. He disliked the idea of 

asking them and had "considerable doubts as whether the Federal Govern

ment would be able to see its v/ay to associating itself with the League

,.2
authorities vis-a-vis the Axis powers.' The Swiss attitude to the 

League can fairly be described as opportunist, since it became much 

friendlier once Germany's defeat appeared probable, but it must be added 

that they did fulfil their basic obligations by giving the League a 

sanctuary, however grudgingly. A friendlier attitude towards the League 

might well have ended with the Swiss being forced to withdraw even this 

concession.

^D. 4.11.41, pp. S4S--52.

'■Lester to Jackliu, 2,7.1942, A. 3 556/2.
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' The. relationship between France and the League posed difficult

problems for Lester, and his response to them has been criticised. He

had been informed by General de Gaulle in September 1940 of Free French

administration in Cameroon, while on the other hand he had links - though

no official contacts - with Vichy through senior French officials like

Charron in the Secretariat and Viple of ILO. In March 1941 Rene Massigli,

who had often represented France at Geneva, unofficially asked Lester to

use his influence with the British to change their blocade policy towards

France.^ Though of course more sympathetic towards the Gaullist side,

Lester had also to keep in mind the questions of conTniunications through

Vichy France and of contributions.

The official notification of France's v/ithdrawal (to take effect in

1943) came in April in the form of a telegram from Admiral Darlan, an

action not so much the result of German pressure as a gesture of his

2
personal aversion to the League. VThile worried about the effect on

Swiss policy, Lester felt that "on the assumption that France will be

fulfilling her obligations financially during the two years, it could be

3
held that . . . the situation will not be much changed." He was perhaps 

insufficiently alert to the possibilities of change; in lati 1941 he was 

informed by de Gaulle about new developments in France's Near Eastern 

mandates but, as in 1940, Lester did no more than acknowledge receipt of 

the letter. Ghebali holds that this attitude, though perhaps justified 

on strictly formal grounds, was at fault since at the ver/ least the 

League should have shown interest in the mandated areas involved and 

"cette froideur persistant?" adversely affected attitudes towards the

^D. 17.3.41, pp. 740-44.
2 .
Chebali, op, cit., pp. 95-96. Lester heard from Viple that Darlan 
"showed a passionate x/ish to sign ..." D. 19.4.44, pp. 769-74.

^D. 19.4.41, p. 780.



2 7 9.

League in general. He explains "La prudence excessive du Secretaire- 

General" as "due en grande partie aux incertitudes (supposees) touchant 

I'avenir du mouvement gaulliste," to his difficulties with the Swiss and 

to the influence of Charron who had persuaded him that Vichy would change 

sides when the tide of war turned. He contrasts favourably the attitude 

of ILO which independently kept in close contact with de Gaulle.^

In March 1943 Lester, anxious not to lose a founder member, and one 

cf the largest state contributions, suggested some sort of declaration by 

the French National Committee in London and in April 1943 Generals Giraud 

and de Gaulle both telegraphed the League disavowing Vichy's withdrawal. 

IJhen, after liberation, de Gaulle's Free French Government was established 

in Paris, Jean Paul-Boncour (son the Joseph Paul-Boncour Lester had knovm

in the Council in the early 1930*s) was sent to Geneva to confirm the non

withdrawal of France and her wish "to renew relations and co-operation with 

the Secretariat." Lester accepted with pleasure; though he did not know 

the Supervisory Commission's views on the French position he

understood that France remains in the list of LN members
without a contribution being placed opposite her name. In
matters of this kind I of course endeavour to follov/ the 
action of the States Members and not to get in front in any 
respect.^

I'Jhile constitutionally correct this contrasts unfavourably with Phelan's 

approach, though of course Lester's opportunities for personal initiative 

had been much fewer.

Problems of communication made it difficult for Lester to maintain 

effective overall control of League activities and personnel and further

more encouraged unfavourable attitudes towards the League as a whole.

Lester was very conscious of the problem. In Decemher 1941 he wrote,

^Ghebali, op. cit., pp. 133-37.

\ester to Jacklin, 25.10.1944, A. S 553/5.
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"I xvish I could at least visit (the staff in the U.S.)- I do not know

V7hat x̂ ill happen if the present tenuous line of administrative control

should he broken.''^ A few months later, referring to hi,s efforts to keep

everyone informed, he wrote how he did not want "a triangular telegraph

2
consultation from here on all issues." In January 1944 he described how, 

"hot having been consulted by Commission as to its intentions, (I) was

surprised by decision which differed radically from my proposals submitted

,3 . . .
to Commission in July." The dating of this gives an idea of the delays

to which regular postal services were subject. One method which Lester

used was to sex̂ d communications through the diplomatic bag of friendly

powers who still had representatives in Switzerland. The British Consulate

in Geneva was the main link but other allied and neutral countries also

helped. These did not alxrays include Ireland. Lester, wanting on one

occasion to send a letter to the Irish Opposition politician James Dillon,

and finding Cremins reluctant wrote

Of course I knew hov/ long your diplomatic bag is en route and 
you knew I knew. So I presume it is some doubt as to the 
propriety . . . Without any difficulty I am allowed to send 
letters with the diplomatic correspondence of half-a-dozen 
countries (and some very important neutral Governments) . . .
I shall be surprised if it is forbidden for me to send a 
letter to one of the leading members of the Dail . . .̂

Negative feelings in general towards the League fell into two main

categories. There were those who felt the League was finished and that

the work it was doing, particularly at Geneva, was futile. For others

the League was politically unreliable because of the past policies of

^Lester to Jacklin, 11.12.41, A. S 556/1.

^Lester to Jacklin, 13.2.42, A. S 556/2.

^Laster to Jacklin, 7.1.44, A. S 565/4.
4
Lester to Cremins, 8.8.41, p. 759. Dillon was of course a rather special 
case, being the only prominent public critic of the neutrality policy, and 
it was his celebrated Dail speech on the subject in July 1941 vrtiich had 
encouraged Lester to write in the first place. The Dublin Government may 
well have feared a sharp German reaction against any link between Dillon 
and the Acting Secretary-General of the League.
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Avenol, and its continued location in Switzerland. The first attitude

V7as expressed in numerous articles describing the "deserted palace" at

Geneva and in a general reluctance to finance its activities. The second

involved a suspicious surveillance of League personnel and activities and

an unwillingness to supply information or allow information to be trans-

mitted from one section of the League to another. Such policies, ironi-

call}^ so obstructed the League's work as to justify in part the original

accusations of futility.

British policy was generally favourable to the League and demanded

only that strict security should be observed in correspondence between

London and Geneva for fear of loss or theft. Jacklin interpreted this

rigidly and as a result Lester often did not get information, or got it in

almost unintelligible form. Lester felt that this V7as partly unnecessary;

I know you feel very strongly the need to be prudent in corres
pondence but I hope you will not let this interfere with the need 
of keeping me informed. For most of the things about which we 
write, any powerful party that was sufficiently interested could 
obtain the information by other means than our letters.1

and, later

I sometimes think that prudence in keeping me informed has been 
a little excessive when one reflects on v/hat the risk taken 
actually is . . .̂

More specific suspicion also existed. The British Head of Medical

Services in Singapore, who had refused to supply statistics to the League's

Health Bureau there, believed

that the League of Nations must, because of its location in Geneva 
be under German influence and that consequently every member of 
its staff must be suspected as a potential German agent.3

^Lester to Jacklin 8.9.41, A. S 55&/1.
2
Lester to Jacklin, 12.5.42, A. S 556/2. 

■ L̂ester to Jacklin 20,1.42, A. S 556/2.
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Sir David Kelly, the British Ambassador in Geneva, in spite of his oi'in 

origins was'personally anti-League and anti-Irish and doesn't try very 

hard to hide either," and had two H.l. 5 men watching all Irish residents 

in Switzerland, including Lester.^ Lester took this in his stride but

when in June 1941 he received a letter from Loveday with a pencilled note

' . . 2
attached "This may be Sean Lester, La Pelouse Geneva, on Watch List"

he reacted violently and at one point submitted his resignation to Hambro.

This he withdrew after a series of reassurances from London that the whole

affair Xvras a blunder on the part of the British censorship authorities in

3
Bermuda and that his name was not on any suspect list ; nevertheless he 

received at least one more letter with British censorship markings.

U.S. reservations about the League had, of course, a long history and 

there was a certain amount of friction involving the League officials vzho 

transferred there in 1940. Wlien the U.S. entered the war it imposed a 

rigid censorship oil incoming and outgoing communications which seriously 

hampered the work of the Opium and to a lesser extent the Economic and 

Financial sections. Lester at one stage described the American policy as 

"incomprehensible and illogical"'^ and when the American authorities in 

1944 requested information about drug control, saying that records in 

Washington were incomplete, he pointed out that this was only so because 

of American censorship policy.^

Lastly Lester had to deal with suspicions within the Secretariat 

itself. T:Oveday wrote warning him against Charron.^ The latter had been

'D. 23.6,41, p. 801, 807. Martin Hill, conversation with the writer 22.7.70.

^D. 16.6.41, p. 798

1̂3. 20, 23, 27, 28.6.41, pp. 802-808.
4
Lester to Loveday, 22.1.43, A. S 562/1.

Lester to Harrison (U.S. Minister in Berne) 1.3.44, A. S 566/1.

^Lov’eday to Lester 30,10.41, D. p. 858.
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close to Avcnol and v̂ as now doing little or no work; nevertheless Lester 

felt that there were "degrees of trust" and wanted Charron to continue, 

"very closely supervised."^ Problems of this kind weakened the cohesion 

of the Secretariat and, insofar as they becanic known, its outside 

reputation.
%

To counteract these various misapprehensions the League badly needed

some publicity in the right places. But Lester initially seems to have

felt this to be out of place. Writing to Sweetser, who had asked for a

different approach in the Annual Report he said that

It is simply impossible for me at the present time . . .  to 
write it on the basis of broad lines and free spirit which you 
conceive to be desirable; it could not be aimed at stirring the 
imagination or at moving popular sentiment . . .  I imagine you 
are thinking about a sort of clarion call. It would be gratify
ing and pleasing . . . but perhaps it is better . . . that it is 
not done in the Annual R.eport at the present moment.

At the same time he asked Sweetser to have "not so much of the 'the

deserted Palace' touch in any future writing "and to convey instead a

2
"picture of quiet steady work."

Surprisingly, in view of his former career, Lester persisted in this

attitude. In 1942 he began to think of a more ambitious programme of 

3
work but his report was no 'clarion call'. "So far as the substance is 

concerned, the same bureaucratic serenity, the same method of meticulous 

precision, the same discreet and objective optimism."^ In July 1943 

Loveday complained to Laster how Kisch obstructed publicity proposals at 

the Supervisory Commission^ meeting iind later that year a small League 

Publicity Committee was in fact set up; this largely confined itself to

^Lester to Loveday, IS.12.41.
2
Lester to Sweetser, 1.8.41, D, pp. 824-5.

^cf. above, p.

^Jules Martin, "Geneva Letter" in "Diario de Noticias", Lisbon, 10.11.42, 
A. S 562/4.

"Loveday to Lester, 30.7.43, A. S 562/4,
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circulating League documentation and in any case the decision to set up

a completely new international body vjas already imminent. This may well

have been inevitable* only direct and effective lobbying of Governments,

as the ILO had done, could have averted it and this Lester was clearly

unable to do even if he had ever favoured such a policy.

From the personal viewpoint Lester's four years of isolation in

Geneva placed a very great strain upon him. Ke carried a heavy load of

day-to-day administration, much of it petty and harrassing. Consultation

with senior colleagues outside Geneva \^as cumbersome and unsatisfactory.

His own personal mail came irregularly and was subject to long delays.

The separation from his family was probably the worst single element in

his position, though this was slightly alleviated in 1943 x ĥen his eldest

daughter came out to live with him in Geneva. His diary records moments

of acute depression. "I am not going to the office and don't know what

to do with my leave . . .  I am liviiig from week to week and month to

month and the future is dark and unknown . . .  I must hold on here. I

dare not desert. I hope I shall not . . Later he was "dull, bored

and miserable" and worried about having raised the question of his wife

rejoining him and then having to say no on account of the danger of 

2
travel. The arrival of letters and news from home were vital to him and

oae of the last diary entries speaks of his being "much cheered and

3
strengthened" and reflecting how "it's not a bad world . . ."

So far as was possible he kept in touch with world neV7S and with 

Ireland though, as he put it, "for contact and general information Geneva 

is not Xvhat it was."^ lie. talked with McKittrick, the Irish-American

^D. 1.1.41, pp. 672-673.

^D. 11.11.41, pp. 878-879.

23.12.41, p. 928.

10.11.41, p. 859.
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Pres'ident of the Bank of International Settiements in Easel, with MacHhite,

Irish Ambassador in Italy and with Elizabeth Wiskeirian the historian and

journalist. In a different context he met James Joyce, x^hom he helped in

connection v;ith the latter's mentally-handicapped child, left in France.^

He was appalled when he learnt the extent of Irish political censorship.

Reading some Dail reports he had been sent he vzrote that

for the first time in eighteen months (I) am beginning to get 
some glimpse behind the curtain draxm over Ireland . . . the 
impression made on me ty the way (censorship) has been operated 
is that it is mad and bad, timid and unwise, undignified aiid 
unworthy of a people with any degree of political responsibility, 
dangerous for the present and dangerous for the future.2

Lester remained a supporter, though an increasingly less convinced one,

of the neutrality policy; it was the manner of its execution v?hich he

criticised.

After some initial hesitation and in spite of the urging of some

colleagues Lester accepted the policy for the League laid dovvoi in the

autumn of 1940, involving the political necessity for Headquarters

remaining in Geneva and his responsibility for it. He occasionally

speculated on whether he could do more if outside, even temporarily,

and was sensitive to episodes like the Bermuda censorship affair. But,

in general, his view nf the situation remained what it had stabilised at

in early 1941 xjhen he had written

(The staff in America's) position, the way they are regarded, 
and even their work is strengthened by the fact that GlIQ are 
still here. On that point, although I once advocated differently,
I see a good deal in the view put up by (the Foreign Office) and 
I am accepting it with tranquillity. After all the first and 
essential battle to be won is in reality a political one (and 
there are two aspects, one the value of sticking to the seat and

[■ester was the last fellovi'-countryman Joyce met. They had a three hour 
evening together during which Joyce, referring to Radio Eireann, spoke of 
being "attached to Ireland daily and nightly like an umbilical cord."
D. 16.12.40, pp. 662~69.

^D. 30.8.41, pp. 761-62.



-the ocher, still more problematic, the actual value at a 
certain moment as a rallying point outside), Is this issue 
not more important than statistics a^d studies and opium and 
similar services, however valuable?"

Naturally, since he was sacrificing much for it, Lester often specu

lated on v/hat the League's future might and should be. In late 1941 

Hambro was considering setting up a Reconstruction Committee, along the 

lines of the Bruce recommendations. London was opposed to this and Lester, 

for the moment, agreed, lie noted that the time was not yet right and that 

events were not yet sufficiently developed for Governments to face the 

fundamental changes in sovereignity, and military and economic commitment 

which V70uld be necessary. Lester thought there was no evidence that

certain great powers or their peoples were ready for the sacrifices

2
necessary for a successful international system. At this stage Lester

still thought in terms of a possible League political role and thus had

reservations about having too great a commitment to technical work. He

xjrote to the Foreign Office how he had "no very strong convictions as to

the Bruce plan of re-organisation. At any rate one must remember that

it developed during the period of rapid decline . . . "  He agreed vzith

*:hem about Hambro's plan being premature, though if circumstances improved

3
he wanted to see it, jf possible under League aegis. The two themes

which run through most of what Lester wrote concerning the future xjere

the need to plan the peace as x̂ ell as the war and the connection between

economic and political security. Thus in his Report for 1941--42 he

em.phasised how "more human beings may be destroyed after the war by

4
absence of foresight than were victims during the conflict." A year and

^Lester to Walters, 10.1.41, D. p. 684.
2
LfiSter to Hambro (not sent) 24.10.41, D. pp. 781-S2.

'̂ Lester to F.O. (Makins) 3.11.41, D. pp. 863-65.

^Report on the activities of the League of Nations 1941-1942, Geneva,
Hay 1542. p.13.
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a half later he wrote that "the interdependance of prosperity and

security is now more evident than ever."^

By now, hov;ever, he v/as having to face the likelihood that the League

as such might not survive, something which must have appeared at least a

possibility after the Allies had been joined by the Soviet Union, whose

expulsion the League had so eagerly accomplished in 1939.

The precise form to be given to the world organisation after the 
war may still be in discussion . . .  it may be that a change of 
name would facilitate the adhesion of certain Pov/ers to the 
post-war institution. No person could question any such proposal 
if it is needed to widen membership and authority. The retention 
of the present name v;ould, hox\?ever, have one advantage . . . there 
xjould be less tendency to sit back and believe there xjas a magi
cal panacea in a brave new name and that the machine would of 
itself produce results • . .2

The three years of Great Power negotiations which culminated in the 

United Nations Charter in 1945 make up a fascinating study but are of 

course outside our present scope. It is enough here to say that by late 

1943 Russian and to a lesser extent American attitudes had made in in

creasingly clear that a fresh start would have to be made. Dr. Gautier, 

Lester's Health envoy in the U.S. wrote in September how he was "more 

and more convinced that the League will not survive in its present form

and name . . . the time, has come v/hen the dilemma 'LN or UN’ must be 

3 .
faced." As the technical branches of the new United Nations began to 

take shape there was an obvious need to co-ordinate what was left of 

League activity so as to co-operate effectively with them and avoid 

overlapping and confusion. On April 1st, 1944 Lester received a message 

from Hambro which for the first time gave him a clear view of the realities 

of the new situation. Kambro wrote how he was afraid

"■Report on the activities of the League of Nations, 1942-1943, Geneva, 
September 1943, p. 10.

^Ibid, pp. 15-19.
3
Gautier to Lester, 24.9,43 (received 29.1.44), A. S 554/1,
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' we have not kept you fully informed on the international situa
tion as now modified outside Geiieva. In spite of all our 
efforts it must be envisaged that the League of Nations will 
never be re-established as before.

He went on to ask for Lester's co-operation in setting up a Reconstruc

tion Co-ordination Committee to supervise the ultimate incorporation of 

the League's technical work into a new organisation.^ Ironically this 

committee v;as what Hambro had proposed in 1941 then for a revived League but 

now for the UN.

Lester got to v/ork, so far as he was in a position to do so on the

technicalities of the new committee. He sought clarification of the

League's position from Hambro.

Messages from governments and Supervisory commission have 
hitherto been such as to assure me I was not working in a 
political vacuum though always understood impossible to fore
see extent of agreement reached between Great Powers as to 
form of future organisation^

From Cadogan he enquired "how I am intended to interpret general situation

of League . . .  am sure the Foreign Office would keep me in mind if and

when any decisions are taken which could affect direction and objects of

lay work." He warned that, "any tendency to public negative policy might

cause disintegration, discourage contributions and increase my difficul-

3 ■ .
ties with staff." Cadogan's reply pointed out hov7, because of the

necessity of united great power support and of Russian and American feel

ings against the League "the time is clearly approaching for the sub

stitution of some new world organisation for the existing League." 

Meanwhile, however, "any further weakening of the existing League organi

sation should be resisted."^

''Hambro to Lester 31.3.44, A. S 560/4.
2
Lester to Hambro, 4.4.44 (Draft telegram.) A. S 560/4.

3
Lester to Cadogan, 5.4.44, A. S 560/4. This letter alone would indicate 
the extent to which Lester was not kept in touch with latest developments, 
and his isolation from decision-making.

^Cadogan to Lester, 14.6.44, A, S 560/4.
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' The Dumbarton Oaks conference in the autumn of 1944 formally con

firmed the League's supercession by the UN. Whatever might be said 

officially,the new policy diminished the value of what Lester had sacri

ficed so much to maintain. The remaining years of his League career 

were now to be devoted, not to presiding over a revival of the old 

orgaiiisation, but to xjinding up its affairs in the interests of a new 

world order.
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CHAPTER 14 

WINDING UP (1944-1947)
%

The three years from the spring of 1944, when Lester learned that 

the League vjould not be revived, until the summer of 1947, when he com

pleted the last formalities of liquidation, have each a distinct identity. 

In the first, which culminated in the San Francisco Conference of April- 

June 1945, there was still some uncertainty as to the precise way in which 

the League would be superceded by a new organisation, and Lester concen

trated on keeping vrork going in the different branches. The Conference, 

personally humiliating for Lester, made it clear that, v/ith the exception 

of ILO, there was to be a complete break with the past. During the 

following year Lester began the work of running dovm the Secretariat, 

transferring its personnel and records where possible to appropriate 

branches of the U.N. He had also to prepare for the last Assembly of the 

League of Nations which was held in April 1946. This Assembly set up a 

Board of Liquidation for the final disposing of the League’s assets and 

for settling outstanding obligations to staff. VJhen its v;ork  ended in 

August 1947 Lester was at last a free man.

The Dumbarton Oaks Conference which laid the real foundations of the 

UN lasted from August to October 1944. Lester had some indications of the 

progress of these discussions, since with the liberation of France communi

cations were now much easier, but it was not until he himself cam.e to 

London in November that he could become fully informed of the future of 

the Leagiie and of his ovm remaining responsibilities. After some intensive 

meetings to catch up on developments missed or only half-communicated over
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the 'preceding four years Lester went on to Ireland tc spend his first 

Christmas vzith his family since 1940.

After the holiday Lester returned to the familiar task of keeping 

work going with limited funds - the Secretariat's share of the 1945 budget 

was dovm to 21 percent with the ILO at 53 perccnt nov/ nearly back to the 
%

1939 level of spending. Staff inevitably V7ere taking thought for the

future, whether they would serve the new organisation and whether they

would be asked or uot. Dr. Biraud of the Health Section had written to

Lester how he and others put the \rork of their sections first and hoped

these could be attached to the new organisations, "but as no one is better

fitted than you to deal with the question I, for one, leave it entirely in

your hands''.^ For most of the mouths remaining before the San Francisco

Conference Lester preferred to work in London, though in March he made a

brief visit to Geneva. Before Christmas he had drax-m up a memorandum on

League-Swiss relations which he

thought might be useful in giving some kind of background to the 
Secretariat position in (1940-42). Mure particularly it is an 
indication of precautions that must be taken concerning the seat 
of the new organisation whether that be in Switzerland or else
where . . .2

Still looking to the future, he commented on a memo by Loveday on the

possibilities for economic and financial work in the new organisation.

I am struck by its constructive and imaginative quality and 
its largeness of vision . . .  A change of situation for those 
associated with the parsimony of the last ten years of the League I 
But I am sure it is the right line of approach.

He also reinarked how he had "again and again noticed a strong desire for

3
autonomy in every section and organisation inside the Secretariat. . . " 

"Biraud to Lester, 14.11.41, A. S S65/5.

"Lester to Mexican member of Supervisory Commission 18.12,44, A. S b'blfl. 

(Relations vn’.th Switzerleind had improved from early 1943 and in January 
1945 the Swiss paid all their arrears of contributions.)
3  r- ”  /
Lester - A.D.K. Owen (later prominent in the iJ.N.), 5.1.45, A S 553/4.
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'Regarding current work, Lester drcv; up his report for 1943-19^i4 just

before leaving for the San Francisco Conference. In this he detailed

activity in various fields, meetings and publications, pointing out that

all this . . . has but one object: viz^to make available for states 
at the present tim.e and for the international organisation in the 
early future such . . . instruments of work as may help them to 

' develop effective action... The League x̂ ill continue its activity 
with the limits imposed by circumstances."^

Though the Supervisory Comraission had resolved in February that if 

Lester or Phelan were asked to the San Francisco Conference they should 

have the support of the Commission in accepting  ̂it was not until April 

8th that an invitation was received and then in an extraordinarily casual 

and grudging form. It consisted of a telephone cal3 from the U.S. State

Department to Loveday inviting the League to send not more than two or

. . . 3 .
three "unofficial advisors".' Neither Lester nor the Supervisory Coimnission

felt inclined to accept an invitation of this type though the question of

who should go was considered. On April 12th Lester got a more formal

invitation from Winant, the US Ambassador in London, and, after consultation

witi'i the Commission, accepted it. The latter, he wrote to the Foreign Office,

are not at all happy about either the form of notification nor the 
prospects it holds out of usefulness but maintain the position 
that anything the Secretariat or the League can do to assist should 
be done . . . Tlie  Commission seemed to think that the League was 
being brought into the same position as forty-six private American 
societies who are also being asked. We shall probably end up by 
going.hoping that the practice xvill turn cut better than the promise.^

i

The practice turned out, if anything, worse. After rushed arrangements 

Lester left London a week lacer, accompanied by his secretary and Jacklin, 

Loveday and Hill joining the delegation at San Francisco. There the

Reporc on the work of the League 1943--1944, Geneva, April 1945, p. 6.
2 .
^Supervisory Commission resolution, 13.2.45, A. S 563/1.
3
Loveday to Lester 8.4.45, A. S 563/1. Loveday may in fact have had to 

prompt the invitation - in February he had written asking Lester if he was 
going and expressing his ocm strong wich to do so, Loveday to Lester 
24.2.A5, A. S 563/L.

'^Lester to F.O. (Gladwyn Jebb) 12.4.45, A. S 563/1.
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hospitality offered consisted of shared rooms in a third-rate hotel. At 

meetings the League's representatives occupied inconspicuous seats in a 

public gallery, taking almost no part in the conference apart from sending 

a delegate to a few conmiittees, and Lester left before it had ended. 

Surprisingly, Phelan received similar treatment. That at the meeting 

where the UN formally Ccime into existence its predecessor should be thus 

treated now seems astonishing. Even at the time it aroused some comment, 

one American paper publishing a large photograph of Lester over the caption, 

"The forgotten man of San Francisco". The main reason lay in the Americans' 

wish to accommodate the Russians who had retained a particularly strong 

dislike of the ^eague since Avenol had revived it to expel them for their 

attack on Finland. It is significant that the arrangements for the Con

ference were in the hands of Alger Kiss, later to achieve notoriety as a 

Russian sympathiser. It is also possible that Lester's attitude towards 

the proposed changes had given a more negative impression than he had 

intended. In his April report he had spoken of

the Powers which took part in Dumbarton Oaks . . . are now laying 
before the UN a scheme for an organisation which in their opinion 
is better and in which they consider they have taken account botli 
of the lessons of the past and the political realities of today and 
tomorrow.^

I'Jliatever the reasons for the decision to minimise the League, for

Lester it was a humiliating and disillusioning experience. According

to a close colleague in Geneva he had been "pushed to go in the first

2
place" and returned exceptionally depressed at the outcome. But there 

was still work to be done and after a summer holiday in Ireland he 

returned to London to v;ork with the Supervisory Commission. The Commis

sion had, with the approval of the remaining member states, vrhom Lester 

had circularised in August, undertaken to adopt a budget for 1946 and to

■'■Report on the work of the League 1943-1944 Geneva, April, 1945, p. 7. cf. p. 
2
Jonkl'.eer van Asch, conversation with th.e v/riter, 3.8.70.



negotiate with the newly-appointed Preparatory CoiniarGsion of the UN the

transfer of various League functions, activities and assets - a task made

more difficult by the UN's uncertainty as to what and when it wanted to

take over. In theory there was to be an en bloc transfer, in practice

this was "hedged in by qualifications and reservations."^ For this work

Lester in September set up a temporary League office in London, in two

large houses recently vacated by the Australian army, and this vcas his base

until the end of February 1946. During October a series of meetings were

held in Paris and Geneva of the Supervisory Commission itself, of the ILO

and the Permanent Court, to discuss the precise form transfer should take.

In this month also appeared Lester's final Report on the work of the

League in which he summarised its work during the war and made something

of an apologia for its achievement.

. . . The League did not fail; it was the nations which failed to 
use it . . . the old League is going and the new League (sic) 
takes the centre of the v/orld's stage. l-Jhether in many respects 
it is better than the machine which is being discarded is not the 
most important thing. Success will depend on how it is used . . .
The League might have been reconstructed, thus avoiding many com
plications but that was apparently impossible for political reasons 
. . . Only on the adoption of the Charter of the UN in 1945 did the 
possible political value of the League disappear. The necessity 
for the so-called 'technical' services . . . being pursued remains 
as great as ever. It was on these services that the contributions 
received during the war were expended and results have fully 
jtistified the policy which brought them, useful and active, through 
the war years.

However, he went on, "technical activities must soon cease or be absorbed 

into the new organisation." The assets of the League must be fairly dis

tributed, bearing in mind the special rights of those who had paid their 

obligations. All in all, it would be a complex task for "it is unlikely 

that a world-wide organisation . . . can be closed down v/ith the speed

9
and procedure of a limited liability company."

^Lester to Sweetser, 19.11.45, A. S 558/1.
2
Report on the work of the League during the war. Geneva, October 1945, 

pp. 5-7.
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'As often before in his Secretariat v:ork Lester found staff problems

a major preoccupation. Loveday, who kept his section going at full pressure

until his own resignation in February and who acted as spokesman for all

the staff in Araerica, raised numerous matters during these last months.

There was the status of his successor Rosenborg, the feuds in the Opium

section, the question of paid leave for officials to countries of origin

or to Geneva, the UN's initial refusal to employ citizens of neutral or

non-member states and a mysterious reference to "che perennial Maguire

case." With all these and many other problems Lester coped^in and out of

numerous meetings. Something of the old austerity remained for in December

1945 he circularised staff asking them once again to accept the voluntary

cut in salary "in order to keep the expenditure within the limit fixed by

the Supervisory Commission," This was harsh since the initial gesture had

been made for the duration of the war and furthermore the League was

shortly to dispose of very considerable assets. Lester was anxious to be

fair but also weighed down with endless petty detail. Thus he wrote to

Loveday how "I cannot . . .  go further than try to reassure you personally

that we shall do what we can to treat all officials properly and decently"^

but also how Loveday should "not underestimate, as I think you do, the

2
complications on our sidel" Replying to a further list of problems he

gave something of his ovm feelings and outlook.

It is natural and hum.an that each member of the staff should think 
mainly of the personal problems involved and may forget the politi
cal, legal, psychological and administrative problems connected 
with an unprecedented situation - a situation not created by League 
administration, nor foreseen in eicher Covenant or regulations and 
largely complicated and made more difficult by decisions or absence
of decision on the part of the UN authorities. I cannot ask the
staff to bear in mind the heart-breaking character of the task 
falling on the Treasurer and myself, nor its entirely thankless and

^Lester to Loveday, 9.1.46, A. S 560/1. 
2
Lester to Loveday, 1.2.46, A. S 560/1.
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>unsatisfactory character. By all means raise questions and 
draw attention to aspects of the problems and then, patience.
All this will not release the individual from bis inevitable 
share of responsibility for his own future.^

Also on courant during this time was the winding up of the Permanent

Court and its re-establishment in a different form. Txro of the judges

were reappointed to the new Court, the rest had to be appropriately

pensioned and League property extracted from the Hague. Then there were

tentative discussions x̂ ith the Swiss (nweffusively anxious to get back

into international favour) about the future of the Palais des Nations.

Lester enquired ironically whether the Canton of Geneva would like to

buy it for 50 million francs but "this remark was not, needless to say,

2
followed up or taken very seriously." The Nansen Refugee Office in 

Paris v/as closed down^while in contrast the League correspondents were 

retained up to the transfer date-mainly to avoid antagoiiising India.

League loans had to be written off as Russia was unwilling for the UN to 

take any responsibility for recovering them. The League Library was the 

centre of a dispute - whether to leave it in Geneva or transport it to 

the U.S. Contributions were now coming in from many states who wanted to 

enter the new organisation in good favour but Lester had to ask Cremins 

to get the Irish Government to speed up their payment of arrears, 

suggesting that there was "a definite political advantage in appearing

3
before th.e Assembly with an absolutely clean sheet."

It had originally been planned to hold two final sessions of the 

League Assembly and Lester in fact notified member states to attend in 

London on November 11th. Then it was decided that one would be sufficient 

and that it would be more appropriate to hold it in Geneva. On February

^Lester to Rosenborg, 20.2.46, A, S 560/1.

^Memo by Lester, 12.11.45, A. S 564/1.

"^Lester to Cremins, 14.3.46, A. S 552/2,
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4tli uest.er wrote to Member States to announce an Assembly opening on 

April 8lU, and at the end of the mouth he returned to Geneva to make the 

final arrangements.

The object of this Assembly X'?as  to confirm what had been done up to 

that point and to hand over outstanding problems to a liquidating 

committee. General agreement about League assets had been reached with 

the U]N Preparatory Commission and Lester hoped there V7ould be no further 

complications when this reached the Assembly.^ Pe took care to inform 

each state of the precise business in hand and what sort of delegation should 

be sent^and dealt with such questions as states who had been withdrawn 

from the League by previous regimes, whom should be asked as guests and so 

on. No serious complications arose at the Assembly, unless one counts a 

brief flurry when Avenol was denounced by the Czech delegate and was 

allowed to speak in his own defence. The necessary arrangements were 

approved and speeches of farewell made. Lester received the thanks of 

the Assembly and was nominated full rather than acting Secretary-General, 

retrospectively to 1940. This did no more than recognise the responsibi

lities V7hich he had borne in isolation for so long, though the large 

financial gain involved was adversely commented upoii by some less 

fortunate officials.

Lester had been pleased with the last Assembly.

In a general way (it) went off very v/ell, with a good deal of 
interest and dignity - more than I had dared hope for. We have 
now a period of troublesome clearing up to do before I can hope 
to get release and rest.2

This lastjtvzilit phase of the League was not one to which he looked forvjard.

Hambro and Jacklin think that the Liquidating Committee will be 
working well into 1947 and I cannot but concur (personally the 
prospect of having to carry on throughout such a period without 
a holiday appals me).^

^Lester to Olivan, 29.1.46, A. S 552/1.
O

'̂ Lester to M.O. Hudson, 16.5.46, A. S 568/3.
3
Lester to Loveday, 1.2.46, A. S 550/1.
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'The Liquidation Board, which in membership and function was an 

extension of the old Supervisory Committee, held its first meeting in 

Geneva on April 23rd 1946. It consisted of Hambro as Chairman, Kisch as 

Vice-Chairman, representatives of France, India, South Africa (Jacklin 

in a new role) Czechoslovakia, Switzerland and China, and a small Secre

tariat Group headed by Lester. Several criticisms were made. Lester 

himself thought

the Board of Liquidation for political reasons was made rather 
large. Can it, or would the members be ready to, divest them
selves of their final responsibility as to the actual distri
bution figures and leave the responsibility to a small body?l

That this did not happen was perhaps linked with the second criticism

namely that the Board was "grossly-overpaid" receiving a substantial daily

2
fee when not working and more during actual meetings. The Board met 

forty times in all, concluding on July 17th 1947, and issued four Interim 

Reports and a Final Report. It had to deal with a great variety of 

problems some important and involving large sums of money, some extra

ordinarily trivial.

An unexpected feature of these last months was a dramatic improvement 

in the League's financial position. States, anxious to make a clean 

start in the UN and to qualify for a share in the distribution of the 

assets of the League, proved, when pressed, willing to pay all arrears, 

in some cases going back to before the war. The U.S. finally paid its 

dues for Opium work and Lester managed to get a satisfactory settlement 

of the fifteen year old law case involving the League buildings. A few 

states still made difficulties, Argentina not paying her 2 million francs 

arrears till the day after the final ultimatum in April 1947 and Ethiopia 

declining to pay because of the League's "moral failure". Three League

^Lester to [lambro, 10.9.46, A. S 568/2.
o
M̂. Louis Atzenweiler, conversation with the vnriter, 5.8.70.
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memb'ers, Sx'/itzerland, Ireland and Portugal found themselves outside the 

UN and thus could not receive their share of the assets in the form of 

credit towards future contributions. Switzerland donated hers to the 

League and the others took theirs in cash. These shares were larger 

than expected on account of the large influx of payments; in February 

1947 Lester wrote how "we have been doing remarkably well vzith the 

collection of arrears of contributions . . . xre have got ten or twelve 

million since . . . August, and I hope to get some more before the end."^ 

This was welcome nexv̂ s for the member states, but embittering to past 

employees of the League who by now in most cases had had their compen

sation and pension claims decided on none-too-generous terms.

The League's various departments were now passing under new control 

or being closed dovm. In June 1946 Lester noted that the Princeton group 

would pass into UN service on August 1st. He followed closely the fortunes 

of the archives, emphasising that an "over-enthusiastic" selection for 

transfer would destroy the League's records without being of special

benefit to the UN, and hoping that they should be made available to

2
serious students of international affairs. The UN approach combined 

long delays with occasional hustling. Lester declined to transfer Health, 

Opium and Social Services at two days notice and later resented the speed 

v/ith which the ILO - which had passed untouched into the UN-took over the 

Administrative Tribunal, a body which handled staff relations.

Trivial staff claims still came in. Two doctors from the Singapore 

Health Bureau claimed successfully for their property which had been lost 

to the Japanese. Less successful was a Swiss X\?ho claimed damages for 

slight bronchitis, incurred by having to visit unheated parts of the

^Lester to F.O. (Gore-Booth), 26,2.47, A. S 568/2.
O

■̂ 'Lester to Pelt, 6.1.47, to Moderov, 27.2.47, A. S 567/1.
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Palais des Nations during the war snd was told, Lester noted, that he

could have worn an overcoat.

Lester had originally hoped to leave at the end of March 1947. His 

secretary (who had worked v/ith him since 1937) transferred in February to 

work for Moderov, the UN's senior representative at Geneva and, interest

ingly, a former LN Harbour Commissioner in Danzig. In March he arranged 

to vacate his official residence, also to Moderov, though asking to be 

allowed to use the gardens until he left Geneva. Two things kept him in

Geneva for another four months, the late arrival of contributions

already referred to and a last minute dispute with the ILO over respon

sibility for future pensions. This aroused all Lester’s old resentments 

towards the ILO, his bitterness being accentuated by the further delay 

involved. In May he wrote, "although I am passionately longing to have 

the liquidation finished . . .  I find the policy exposed to us by the 

ILO is so unfair that I am inclined to recommend a stiffer attitude on 

our side."^ Nonetheless, faced with an uncompromisiiig approach, the 

Liquidation Board did in the end accept the ILO's demands, probably from 

sheer weariness and bearing in mind the rapid increase in League funds.

Though chronologically not Lester's last official action, a happier 

note upon which to end is his visit to the first full Assembly of the 

in New York in October-November 1946. In contrast to his experiences 

at San Francisco he was able this time to travel at leisure and with 

members of his family. There he was a guest of honour and established 

friendly personal relations with Trygve Lie, the Norwegian who was 

first Secretary-General of the United Nations.

^Lester to Kisch, 7.5.47, A. S 568/5.
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In the late spring of 1947 Lester was finally free to leave Geneva.

Thereafter, though still only fifty-eight years of age^he lived in almost

complete retirement until his death in 1959. He was offered a number of

high positions \7ith the United Kalions, including those of Mediator

between India and Pakistan over Kashmir and of High Commissioner in

Palestine - the post in which Count Folke Bernadotte was later to lose

his life. All of these he declined. At the death of Douglas Hyde in

1947 Lester's name was again considered for the Irish Presidency, but

though he was in fact willing to go forward as a non-party candidate,

support on this basis was not forthcoming. In theory he could perhaps

have returned to the Department of External Affairs; in practice there

were obvious difficulties in finding him a suitable position, not to

mention his own inclinations being against such a step.^ Lester did not

even indulge in the retired diplomat's traditional exercise of writing

his memoirs, though a year before his death he "(thought) that now I must

,.2
put something (in) writing. '

Two honours came to him at the end of his career. In November

1945 he was awarded the Woodrow Wilson Prize for his

distinguished service in maintaining throughout World War II
the tradition and organisation of the League of Nations . . .
(and) vision and largeness of view in making available to the
new agency of the United Nations the rich experience and 
valuable facilities of its predecessor.

3
Lester accepted, "on behalf of all my colleagues wherever they served."

Then iii 1948 he was awarded an honorary doctorate from the National 

University of Ireland. After this his name rapidly lost whatever 

prominence it had once possessedo

^I am indebted to the Lester family for details of these offers and 
possibilities.
2
Lester - C. Gorski (son-in-law) 25.6.58, cited in Barros, op. cit., p. 268,
3 . . . .
These letters are on display in the League of Nations Museum in Geneva.
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V Concerning Lester's achievement in taking over and maintaining the

League during the war there seems to be general agreement on two points.

Firstly that, given the circumstances of the time, the Supervisory

Commission's decision to keep the Secretary-General in Geneva and

Lester's personal decision to stay there were correct ones.^ Secondly

that Lester, though he showed great patience in holding disparate sections

and individuals together and adapted with fortitude to the reversal of

policy in 1944, "ne joua finalement qu'un role efface, et le veritable

pouvoir de decision revint a la Comniission et plus precisement a son

2
President, Carl Hambro." Two criticisms may perhaps be mentioned here.

A Secretariat colleague believes that "(Lester's) over-cautious and

prudent behaviour during the war deserved, in my opinion, the cold-

,3
shoulder reception he received in San Francisco (1945)." In this res

pect Lester's position may perhaps be compared to Admiral Jellicoe's 

with regard to the British Grand Fleet at the battle of Jutland, both 

having much to lose and little to gain. A more aggressive .policy by 

Lester could well have led to Germany insisting on the closing down of 

the Geneva headquarters with a consequent break in continuity and a 

further discrediting of international work. The second criticism 

relates to the pensioning off of Senior League Officials by the Liquida

tion Board. One former official feels that this was blatantly over- 

generous in relation to the terms earlier negotiated for others, and 

that "Sean Lester was not active in the plunder - but benefited."'̂ It 

is true that Lester was made full rather than Acting Secretary-General 

retrospectively and thus received a substantial capital sura in addition

^Among others, Martin Hill, conversation with the writer 22.7.70.
2 ^
Ghebali, ’’La France en guerre . . .", p. 156.
3
Z. Deutschmann, letter to che writer 29.7.70.

4 . . .
L. Atzenweiler, conversation with the writer 5.8.70.
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to hi's pension. Against this nay be set Lester's ovra words at a moment

of crisis in 1942:

. . .  no conceivable money would have tempted to carry on 
(in 19=0̂); it has been done because it V7as a duty, first to 
my conscience and secondly to those who trusted me. All my 
personal interests and wishes, if I had taken them into account, 
would have led to quite different decisions. . . .  I may have 
paid for my decision in sacrificing my position in my national 
service, in being separated from my wife and children for years 
and paying to some extent in my health . . .̂

Certain conclusions may now be drawn from a survey of Lester's v7ork 

in the League of Nations. Though his ideals remained constant his angle 

of vision, as it were, inevitably altered during the three main phases of 

his career. Initially, his first responsibility was to his own country, 

with a second (and later perhaps more strongly-felt) sense of obligation 

to the small states among whose delegates, through the chance of Council 

membership and his oto personality, Lester was a leader. The Danzig years 

involved him more with the Great Powers, at the centre of whose complex 

relationshipshis discharge of the League's responsibility briefly placed 

him. Here he felt his loyalty was to the Council which had appointed him 

and of xvhich he had so recently been a member. Finally^with his o w  

absorption into the Secretariat and the increasing tendency of both large 

and small states to ignore the League^he saw his commitment as being to 

the survival of internationalism itself, and accordingly to preserve as 

far as possible the personnelj work and spirit of ths Secretariat, and to 

interest vzhom he could in such preservation.

In thase three .roles one common limiting factor emerges, that of 

support. The head of^say^an army or of a political party has obvious and 

imraediate backing behind him; the international civil servant's is less 

well defined. Lack of interest or support from Ireland for Lester as

^Lester - Jacklin 8.5.42. A. S 556/2.
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Permanent Delegate probably first started him thinking in international 

rather than national terras, and can thus be taken as a positive rather 

than a negative outcome. Lack of Council support for Ltster as High 

Conraiissioner ultimately made his work there futile tind involved him in 

unnecessary isolation and strain. For 'lack of Council support' it is 

not altogether unfair, in spite of Lester's o\m generous remarks, to read 

'lack of British support' and in the third phase this lack was decisive. 

Britain's increasing withdrawal from the League from 1937 accelerated 

the institution's irrelevance, while her wartime support for Lester as 

Secretary-General, though vital in preserving the League at all,was limited,
X«/v

firstly by -their ovm limited concept of what an international organisation 

should be and continuing wish to dominate it, and later by the erosion of 

their own world-position. Thus when their allies demanded a new start in 

1944 the British Government could only, in effect, tell Lester to pack up 

and come home, so reducing the original justification for Lester's own 

sacrifice in remaining in Geneva. Instead of a triumphant revival of the 

League there remained for Lester the humiliations of San Fraacisco and the 

dreary paper-work of liquidation.

Few men probably would ha/e borne less resentment. A comment on his 

ox-ra career is provided by Lester himself shortly before his death v/hen he 

wrote,

I have often thought . . . that there never was a less ambitious 
man put into international posts . . .  I never planned for a job 
or promotion in my life Peculiar, but true.' . . .  I recall 
saying to an English friend . . . in June 1940 how 'I began iny 
life politically in one 'lost cause’ and it seems likely I shall 
finish it in another'.!

Tha pessimistic phrase 'a lost cause' does justice neither to Lester's 

own hopes for the League nor to his work on its behalf. He had gone to 

Geneva when the League was arguably at the high point of its existence

Lester - (’. Gorski 25.8.58, cited in Barros, op. cit., p. 269.



and not until towards the end of his time in Daazig did it become clear 

that the political centre of gravity had passed elsewhere. Thereafter, 

until war came^Lester was among those who believed that the League was in

effective cnly through disuse and that it could still be reanimated by 

the genuine participation of the Great Powers. In the war years his belief 
%

that Geneva might still be found the best centre for the ultimate peace 

settlem.ent lasted until a generally accepted alternative had been found. 

Regarding Lester's achievements one must be careful to avoid entertaining 

any exaggerated claims. There were obvious limitations to what any 

diplomat from a small country was likely to accomplish, particularly a 

man who was more the servant than the maker of policies, the user rather 

than the creator of international machinery, and in addition, on a 

personal level, modest and unambitious. But it would certainly be unfair 

to apply to him Churchill's famous dismissal of Attlee and say he had 

plenty to be modest about. As a Permanent Delegate he strove with some 

success to maintain the League's political reputation in the Far East 

and in Latin America, and to make the Secretariat an efficient instrument 

of international co-operation. By his participating in so wide a range 

of League activities and his emergence as a small power spokesman, he 

brought to his o\m country a welcome prominence which, with all respect 

to Mr, de Valera's occasional impressive contributions^it might not have 

otherwise enjoyed. In Danzig,operating without visible backing^he delayed 

by several years the elimination of German opposition to National Socialism 

and gave the League of Nations an opportunity for making an effective stand. 

Their failure to take it v;as redeemed only by his courage and persistence 

in an increasingly impossible position. Returning to the League Secre

tariat in its period of decline and disrepute he by his own example 

helped to preserve sufficient respect for international organisations to 

ensure that although a new start might have to be made, it would be made



306.

along'similar lines.

In all this he brought to bear qualities which were at once ordinary 

and extraordinary - ordinary in that they were the basic qualities of 

humanity, integrity and dedication, extraordinary in that he maintained 

them, whether in a position of obscurity or authority, throughout the 

changing fortunes of the institution he served.
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