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To all outward appearances, Hitler has just done a very strange thing

in France. He has put Laval in power - Pierre Laval, the best hated and least

trusted man in the whole of France, a fellow famous for double-crossing

everybody he has ever had anything to do with. Surely Hitler doesn’t feel he

can trust him any better than Admiral Darlan? Darlan is hostile enough to

Britain, and has been ready to compliment the Germans on their generosity
towards France. What has Laval that Darlan hasn’t got?

For the past week, news of German pressure on Vichy has filled the

front-page headlines. It has been intense and ferocious pressure, accompanied

by all the usual ultimatums, hate-propaganda, sensational rumours, and mass-

shooting of so-called ’hostages', which invariably go along with Nazi

pressure. Yet look at the result, now that most of the dust has settled down,

Laval is now France's Prime Minister, Foreign Minister, Home Secretary and

Propaganda Chief.

But Darlan is still Commander-in-Chief of all the armed forces (of
which the French Navy is much the most important). He is still official

successor to old Marshal Petain, as Chief of State.

Why did Hitler go to all this bother to put Laval in power at all?

Why couldn’t he just bully Petain and Darlan into giving him what he wanted,

without bringing this clever double-crosser into it? And anyway, why not

do the job thoroughly whilst he was about it, instead of allowing this

grafting of the new on to the old? I think if we can answer some of these

questions first we may be able to decide the really important question,
which is, how do these events in France tie in with the War as a whole and

with Hitler’s immediate plane in particular? For the rise of Laval, of

course, may be the real beginning of Hitler’s spring-offensive.

Well, what does Pierre Laval stand for? Everyone is agreed that he

stands first of all for - Laval. Self-interest is his chief characteristic.

But beyond that, he stands for a special kind of outlook in French politics.
It can be described rather by what he is against, than by what he is for.

He is against getting caught up in any way, for any reason. He is against

every idea of national heroism, or honour, which he regards as foolishness.

His outlook is a narrow, very materialistic, defeatist provincialism. To us

in Britain, Laval is chiefly associated witha long, dreary policy of

appeasement and opportunism - a policy of ’cringe and wriggle’. And let it

be said apolicy which hadn’t even the merit of being successful.

Laval stands, above all, for lickspittle politics: for defeatism in

the last War, for anxiety to do a deal with the rising Dictators in Italy

and Germany at anybody's expense, so long as France came out on the side

of the stronger Powers in the end. It is a point of view that has always

appealed to certain narrow-minded sections of French life - the

avaricious industrialists, the lower middle-class, some of the peasants.

It was very natural, in June 1940 when France was defeated, that Laval

should come out of the shadows where he had been lurking for some years.
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When war came in 1339, he had blamed Britain for forcing France into it.

He took up his old line of utter defeatism, and refused any office in the war-

time Governments. So when the collapse came, he played the leading part in the

Armistice negotiations with Hitler, and became Vice-Premier under Petain. At

that time, he said "I was able to speak with Hitler freely and frankly, because

I had no responsibility for the declaration of war, whose unhappy ending I had

always feared and predicted." It was a logical enough attitude.

Remember - as Mr.Churchill said in Ottawa - the French believed then that

the war was nearly over, that Britain would have her neck wrung like a chicken in

three weeks. It suited Hitler very well to leave southern France unoccupied
until he had knocked out Britain, because that neutralised the French Fleet and

the African Colonies. Laval eagerly agreed, becausehe saw that this left him

with certain bargaining cards in the eventual settlement; and his own province of

Auvergne at least remained unoccupied by German troops.

But then came the story we all know, that upset all these calculations.

Britain carried on - Hitler lost the Battle of Britain. Italy proved a flop, and

the next year Hitler was rash enough to attack Russia and tie himself up in the

east. For these reasons that curious hybrid, the Vichy Government, was able to

survive. In December, 1940, Marshal Petain had even plucked up courage and dis-

missed Laval. He substituted Darlan. The Germans accepted the change, for Darlan

seemed as bitterly anti-British as Laval, and that was all that mattered at the time.

Well, what’s made them change their minds about it now? I think it’s

partly what has happened in France meantime, and partly what Hitler is planning to

do thisyear.

Since Laval went, at the end of 1940, the men of Vichy have discovered

that they had certain levers which they could use to ease German pressure on them.

They forced a kind of deadlock, which left them with a slight degree of independence.

Since Italy proved such a failure in the Mediterranean and Africa, the French Fleet

and the African Colonies have appreciated in value. The Germans could not take

them over without starting big-scale operations in the West, which they weren’t

ready for. It would have been fatal if they had joined in actively on our side.

So Hitler ’s best policy was to keep then neutralised.

In the whole lay-out of the War, as viewed from Berlin, France was, after

all, something of a side-show. She could wait, to be dealt with later, when he

had his hands freer in the, east.

But in recent months, the men of Vichy have been trying his famous

"patience" rather a lot. There was this business of the Riom Trials.

Riom turned into an inquiry not into why France went to war, but into why

she had not been prepared for war, and why she had been defeated. Worse still

from the German point of view - the Republicans turned the Riom court-room into

a public platform, where Blum and Daladier told the world that it was Germany

which had caused the war - and the Vichy censorship let their speeches be published

to the world. Hitler lost his temper, and snarled about it publicly a month ago.

The Riom Trials have now been indefinitely suspended’. He has now decided

to bring Vichy to heel, and to force France back to that mood of despair and

defeatism that she knew in 1940. So the Nazis naturally turn to Laval, who is

not infected wit h this spirit of defiance.
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That 's one side to it. But of course Hitler's sponsoring of Laval

is far more than the result of bad temper. The miscarriage of Riom is

only the climax of Vichy's whole policy this last eighteen months. It has

been semi-collapborationist and semi-neutral. It has - in words and

sometimes in deeds- been anti-British. But is has not been very actively

pro-German. It has cultivated a connection with America which has given
it a status of neutrality, and has brought a few shipments of food to relieve

the German throat of starvation in France. The men of Vichy have not been

able to resist economic collaboration, for the Germans have a strangle-hold
on the supplies of raw materials and man-power. But even economic

collaboration has been lessened a lot in practice by the go-slow resistance

of the French people. Sympathy and support for General de Gaulle and the

Free French movement have been growing in France.

Vichy has not dared to suppress this with much vigour. But I think
the main point is that Hitler’s great need at the momentis for maximum

economic collaboration everywhere in Europe - more skilled workmen ready to

go to Germany, the speeding-up of production in war-factories, more supplies

of raw materials, perhaps, from North Africa. This is what he wants from

France: and it is what he hopes to get from Laval.

Laval’s first job will be to damp down popular resistance in France.

That is why he has put himself in charge of the police and propaganda. His
next job will be to got France into betterworking-order economically - that

is, to tie her up more completely with Germany's economic machine. That is

why he has included industrialists like Lehideux in the Cabinet. I think

Laval will be quite ready to do this, because he really believes that the

only hope for France is to give up all popular resistance, reconcile herself

to full economic collaboration with the Germans, and renounce that heroism

which Laval regards as foolishness in a defeatednation.

But how much further will he collaborate with Germany? Will his

compliance extend to military and naval action, as well. as economic and

political collaboration? Personally, I very much doubt it. Of course, he

is always liable to be outwitted by the Nazis. But I don’t think he wants

France to fight England, any more than he wants her to fight Germany, for he

distrusts any sort of battle except a battle of wits. However much Hitler

would like to see the French Fleet brought into action against us, or handed

over to Germany, I can’t see any interest Laval could have in willingly

handing it over, not of course that ho would have any scruples. But he is

the last man in the world to give away anything for nothing, and he is too

cunning at driving a hard bargain not to know that the last thing any Vichy

Minister would ever do - literally the last - would be to hand over the Fleet

to Hitler. Whoever is in power, it is Vichy’s most precious asset and the

mainstay of its whole existence.

What Laval might be more ready to do, would be to use the Colonies - and

especially the very far-away Colonies, like Madagascar or even West Africa -

as pawns in his bargaining. That is where we have to watch him most closely.

But I think we misunderstand the whole situation if we think of him as

pro-German. He is pro-Laval first, pro-Vichy second, pro-French third. That

is the whale spirit of his broadcast speech last Monday. There is the facade

of cringing flattery and lip-service to Germany.
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Behind that is perfect willingness to indulge his anti-British and anti-

communist sentiments. Behind that again, the appeal to a narrow, selfish

provincial outlook - he referred to his native Auvergne, ”to whose soil

I an so deeply attached”, and specially urged the peasants and the workers

to carry on with their daily toil. He intends to lead France back to the

defeatism and submissiveness of June, 1940, and he will crush every force

that resists him.He remains the apostle of appeasement; and he will do

his utmost to disguise appeasement as collaboration.

Every concession to Hitler will be made as spectacular as possible.

But both his personal and his political interest lie in trying to trick

Hitler out of the last reality of surrender. He has already announced his

intention of keeping in with America as long as possible, although Nazi

propaganda has thundered for months past that France must choose between

Berlin and Washington.

The State Department, so far, has followed a day-to-day policy of

’wait and see'. We, top, have every reason to watch Laval, as a cat watches

a mouse. That is what the Germans are doing - they have already said,

sceptically, that they are more interested in what Laval does, than in what he

says he is going to do. We can be sure that every Allied reverse will be

made the most of, in Laval's propaganda of defeatism. And perhaps if he

succeeds even in stemming the rising tide of French resistance, he will have

done the chief thing Hitler wanted of him. For in the west the Nazis

have become very nervous and anxious lately.

British sea-and-air-raids - and the promise of more to come - have

thrown them into a flutter of defensive preparations. A nation of cowed

or apathetic Frenchmen would be one of their strongest defences: a sort of

"Laval-Line* of defeatism. But equally, our best ally is the brave spirit
of the people of France. No tyrant has quenched it yet. And I don't think

Laval will, either.
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