Did Gareth Jones help the Nazis
win the March 1933 election?

By Philip Colley

Adolf Hitler, speaking at the Berlin Sportpalast on March 3 1933, mentions the Great Soviet Famine for the
first time, one week after his meeting with journalist Gareth Jones.
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In his seminal work Bloodlands, Timothy Snyder references a critical speech given by
Chancellor Adolf Hitler at the Berlin Sportpalast on the 2" March 19331 It was just three days
before the election that brought the Nazis to power. In that speech 20,000 “frenzied followers”
listened to Hitler attack “fourteen years of Marxist rule in Germany”?. During the campaign
Hitler had made such attacks against German socialists before. But this speech was different.
For the very first time Hitler attacked the Soviet Union itself and did so, in particular, by
bringing into play the great famine in Ukraine and Southern Russia then in full rage, but still
hidden behind closed doors.

The speech came as a shock to Soviet diplomats in Berlin. By directly attacking the Bolshevik
system Hitler was risking the hitherto good German-Soviet relations they knew his nascent,
and as yet un-rearmed, regime depended on. An official letter of complaint was delivered to
German Foreign Minister Neurath calling it a “contemptuous and offensive... attack on the
internal affairs and conditions of [their] country.”® Attacks on Marxists in Germany the
Kremlin could tolerate, but not attacks on the Soviet Union itself. By proclaiming as he did
that “millions of people are starving in a country that could be a breadbasket for the whole
world™* Hitler was airing the dirty laundry that the furious Soviets were desperate to conceal
from the world.

But for Hitler it appears that that didn’t matter. He was prepared to suffer the ensuing
diplomatic pain if it would help bring electoral gain just a few days later. In that election the
only possible thing standing between him and total power, or providing a check on power, were
German Marxists, whom to Hitler included not just communists but also democratic socialists.
As Tim Snyder put it,

“With a single word (Marxists) Hitler united the mass death in the Soviet Union with the
German Social democrats, the bulwark of the Weimar Republic... For people lacking close
familiarity with Soviet politics, which meant almost everyone, to accept Hitler’s assessment of
the famine was to take a step toward accepting his condemnation of left-wing politics, which
in his rhetoric was mixed with the rejection of democracy as such.”®

How influential the speech was in winning him the election it is impossible to judge. Hitler
was perhaps already on course to win. But it would seem likely the spectre of Marxist famine
that Hitler raised would at least have swayed a significant number of wavering minds. It was
the trump card of his speech. In its own small way it helped him win a democratic election the
consequences of which would in turn banish democracy from Germany until the end of the
Second World War.
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It was thus an important speech, and a conspicuous one, because of its introduction of the
famine as a political weapon, one which is still used today. But where did Hitler get his
information about the famine from? It hadn’t yet really been reported anywhere in the world,
and certainly not in Germany. True, a few German newspapers had passed on information,
gleaned from Pravda, that peasant discontent at collectivization was a threat to the food supply.
But the inference of those reports was that Moscow was, as a consequence, softening its
policies. The reports gave no inclination whatsoever of the mass starvation that in reality was
then well underway.

Joseph Goebbels speaking at the Berlin Sportpalast March 3™ 1933,

Nor would he have been alerted by the German Foreign Office who at the time were advising
their consuls to “moderate their reporting on the famine”®. The Foreign Office was “the
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only institution with access to direct sources from the USSR”7 and had an interest in
shielding the new anti-Bolshevik government in Berlin from the reality on the ground in
the Soviet countryside. The Rapallo Treaty of mutual assistance which had guided
Soviet-German relations so successfully for the last decade was still considered to be of
crucial value by German diplomats.8 They wanted to encourage their new masters in
Berlin into an accommodation with the Bolsheviks rather than give them ammunition to
attack them. They knew that knowledge of the famine could, in the wrong hands, be a
very potent weapon.

With the catastrophic nature of that famine thus still generally unknown, and not just in
Germany, academics have found it odd that Hitler should suddenly draw upon it for use in his
Berlin Sportpalast speech. As German historians Tanja Penter und Dmytro Tytarenko note in
their work Der Holodomor, die NS-Propaganda in der Ukraine und ihr schwieriges Erbe (The
Holodomor, Nazi propaganda in Ukraine and its difficult legacy)...

“It is possible that Hitler was not referring to the current famine, of which he probably had no
precise knowledge, but to the earlier Soviet famine between 1921 and 1923”.°

But that is unlikely to have been the case. The earlier famine was well known to have been the
result of drought and war, not ideology. And Hitler is clearly talking here in the present tense.
He uses the famine to illustrate his crucial point that “the practice of Marxism is the best
refutation of the theory of Marxism”?, implying that both practice and theory inevitably lead
to disaster. And in his next line after announcing the famine he is clearly talking about the
present... “Millions of men are reduced to misery in a country that could today overflow with
abundance.”*! It is the contention of this article that Hitler did indeed have “precise knowledge”
of the famine and that the source of that knowledge was Gareth Jones.

The optics of Gareth’s connection with Nazis have never stood well, especially for those
nationalists trying to frame him as a ‘hero of Ukraine’. In Ray Gamache’s Gareth Jones: On
Assignment to Nazi Germany 1933-34, the author attempts to counter accusations that Gareth
was aiding the Nazis, not least that his reporting was providing them with propaganda
ammunition. For Gamache the fact that Hitler’s speech happens before, and not after, Gareth’s
trip to Ukraine shows that,

“Hitler had no need for Jones's reporting of mass starvation to make his condemnation of left-
wing agrarian policies.”!?
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He implies that Hitler was getting his knowledge from another source but avoids answering
the question from where. What his assertion fails to acknowledge is that Gareth already had
precise knowledge of what was happening in Ukraine. His only purpose in making the journey
to Kharkov was to get on-the-ground witness testimony of what he already knew was
happening in order to support his planned exposé. Lacking other known sources therefore,
Hitler arguably did indeed have “need for Jones’” information. And, just seven days before the
Berlin speech, Gareth provided it. On the 23" February he became the first foreign observer to
fly with the new Chancellor.'2 That evening Gareth, fluent in German, passed on his knowledge
of the famine to Hitler’s closest confidante and information czar, “the brilliant Dr. Goebbels”14.
And from Goebbels reaction, as recorded in his diary, it would appear that the German Foreign
Office had up until that point been successful at keeping him and his boss in the dark about it.

How was it that Gareth knew what he knew? In the preceding years he had become something
of an expert on the agricultural situation in the USSR. He had visited there twice and on his
last visit in August 1931 had been particularly shocked by what he saw. Though the effects of
Stalin’s collectivisation were not yet catastrophic Gareth reported that the stage for a
catastrophe was being set. In articles on his return he told of widespread discontent among the
peasants. Their animals were being taken away, their private farms were being abolished and
their lives were being effectively returned to a state of serfdom.'® Lenin’s revolution was
supposed to have brought that serfdom to an end and so, particularly in Ukraine, there was
significant resistance.

As 1932 drew to a close Gareth’s predictions of calamity were reinforced by the expert contacts
his status as one of Lloyd George’s advisors afforded him. Those contacts all told him that the
Autumn harvest had been a disaster. One of those who had just returned was the academic
Samuel Harper who reported that, on top of that failure, Ukraine had also been “milked dry by
[the] excessive government grain procurements”.'® Another recent returnee, economist
Professor Jules Menken of the London School of Economics, told Gareth in a meeting on the
7th October that...

“what he had seen [across the USSR] was the complete failure of Marxism. He dreaded this
winter, when he thought millions would die of hunger.” *’
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As that dreaded winter was reaching its end Gareth found himself enjoying a private dinner
with Josef Goebbels at the Hotel Baseler Hof*8 in Frankfurt. He and Goebbels had arrived in
the town that same day after flying with Hitler to an election rally on 23 February. By then
Gareth knew that, as Menken feared, millions were indeed now dying. And this terrible ‘secret’
is what Gareth, fluent in German, would have shared with Goebbels, someone he felt “at home
with”® and for whom he clearly had great respect.?° The two got on well and we know
Goebbels was impressed by his dinner companion.?* The fact that what Gareth was telling him
about the enormity of the famine came as news to him is implied by Goebbels entry in his diary
for that night...

“Long conversation with Lloyd George's Secretary.... An intelligent young man. Tells me
terrible things about the Soviet Union."??

If, as they enjoyed their dinner, the existence of famine was one of the ‘terrible things’ that
Gareth’s brought to Goebbels’ attention, which it surely was, its enormous propaganda value
would have been instantly recognised by him. Goebbels told Gareth, “You watch next week,
we’ll flood Berlin with propaganda”.?® The master orator and propagandist Goebbels would
surely have jumped at the chance of adding Gareth’s famine to that coming Nazi flood. And
the perfect place to “float’ it would have been Hitler’s Sportpalast speech.

We can only speculate about what other ‘terrible things’ Gareth might have shared with
Goebbels that night. Are clues again provided by the content of Hitler’s speech? In his
unprecedented attack on Russia, Hitler also spoke of mass shootings?* and impending societal
collapse,? all themes that Gareth’s recent writings had touched upon. Another thing he had
recently written about was something he’d learnt from both peasants in Russia and from
German Mennonite colonists in Ukraine in 1931. It was a story Goebbels, and Hitler, no doubt
would have been very interested in. Increasing numbers of ‘kulaks’, many of them Germans,
were being internally deported and, as Gareth wrote, condemned to “cutting wood in the
forests... of Siberia” where “life was terribly hard and [that] they did not have enough to eat.”?¢
Again it is not hard to imagine such shocking information being eagerly passed on by the
Propaganda Minister to his boss and political intimate Hitler. Especially when many of those
being mistreated in the USSR were ethnic Germans. And there does indeed appear to be an
echo of Gareth’s words in Hitler’s speech, just seven days later, where he recommends that
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those Germans who are enthusiastic about Russia should go and have “a week’s experience of
the system under which men work in the forests of Siberia—one week would be enough!”?

One week is what had passed since Gareth and Hitler had met on a cold morning on the
Tempelhof Airport runway in Berlin. As Tim Snyder once pointed out ‘the famine became
politics even as it was happening’.?® Gareth’s job as a reporter was to tell the world what was
happening; to disseminate, not conceal, information. How others used that information was not
his concern.

On the same day that Hitler was making his speech in Berlin, Gareth was arriving in Moscow
at the start of the most significant and consequential assignment of his career. It was an
assignment destined to damn the Soviet Union in the future, perhaps far more than it was to do
so at the time. As Tim Synder notes in Bloodlands, when Gareth returned to Berlin four weeks
later, and revealed to the world what he had witnessed in the Russian and Ukrainian
countryside,...

“The worst political famine in history seemed like a minor news item compared to the

establishment of a new dictatorship in the German capital. Indeed, the suffering in the Soviet

Union had already become, during Jones’s absence, part of the story of Hitler’s rise to
9929

power.

But if the contention of this article is correct then it was actually during Gareth’s presence at
his dinner with Goebbels, and because of it, that that Soviet suffering actually became part of
Hitler’s story. Albeit unwittingly, Gareth Jones may well have played his own small, but
portentous, part in Hitler’s fateful rise to power.
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