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ANTJE ROBRECHT, ‘Diplomaten in Hemdsärmeln?’ Auslands kor re  spon   -
denten als Akteure in den deutsch-britischen Beziehungen 1945–1962, Bei -
träge zur Englandforschung: Schriftenreihe des Arbeitskreises Deut -
sche England-Forschung, 63 (Augsburg: Wißner-Verlag, 2011), 328
pp. ISBN 978 3 89639 789 8. €42.00

The reports of British correspondents continue to fascinate historians.
Orlando Figes has recently captured the atmosphere of the Crimean
War as a major turning point in modern history. He sees the war as
‘the earliest example of a truly modern war—fought with new indus-
trial technologies, modern rifles, steamships and railways, novel
forms of logistics and communication like the telegraph, important
innovations in military medicine and war reporters and photogra-
phers directly on the scene’.1 In this context of rivalries and increased
communication in the ‘modern world’, historians have focused par-
ticularly on German–British relations. A number of studies in recent
years have addressed issues of German–British press relations from
the Daily Telegraph affair to the First World War and the Cold War. 

Against this background, Antje Robrecht has studied the role of
British and German correspondents after the Second World War,
from 1945 to 1962, and has managed to unearth a number of interest-
ing documents. She had access to the papers of The Times correspon-
dent Charles Hargrove and the letters of the Daily Telegraph staff in
Berlin. She was also able to use the private papers of a number of jour-
nalists from Die Welt, Die Zeit, and the Observer, as well as various
memoirs and interviews. One wonders, however, whether Robrecht
was really satisfied with the evidence she obtained. Some of the inter-
viewees seem to have been overly positive. The correspondents refer
to the ‘importance’ of their reports, the significance of their work for
‘peace’, and the ‘great time they had in London’. It would have been
interesting if Robrecht had included more in-depth reflections on the
general problems of sources. The lack of proper archiving practices,
for example, is a central issue in modern press history, exacerbated
by the conditions correspondents face while travelling, when written
evidence is often heavily compressed and not necessarily stored after
the article has been wired back to the newspaper’s headquarters.

1 Orland Figes, Crimea: The Last Crusade (London, 2010), p. xix.
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Robrecht’s general take on her subject is to compare the role of
foreign correspondents with that of diplomats. Thus the title of her
book asks whether journalists were ‘Diplomaten in Hemdsärmeln?’
(diplomats in shirtsleeves?). The transnational approach of her dis-
sertation was inspired by the work of her supervisor, Eckart Conze,
and by Dominik Geppert’s and Frank Bösch’s research on British–
German press relations.2 Conze has recently stirred up a lively debate
on the history of the Nazi-tainted German diplomatic service after
1945.3 Given his interest in the reconstruction of diplomatic affairs
and the title of Robrecht’s book, some overlap might have been
expected here, but Robrecht’s dissertation was finished some time
before Das Amt was finalized and published. Her book focuses close-
ly on German and British press correspondents in the 1950s. This is a
great strength of the book, but also a limitation.

In the first part of her study, Robrecht looks at the biographies of
German and British correspondents of the 1950s, including Charles
Hargrove (The Times), Louis Heren (The Times), Alistair Horne (Daily
Tele graph), Reginal Steed (Daily Telegraph), Terrence Prittie (Guard -
ian), Hans Scherer (Die Welt), Fritz von Globig (Die Welt), and Heinz
Höpfl (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung), and comes to interesting con-
clusions. She shows that the group of German correspondents in the
years immediately after the war contained both German emigrants,
such as Heinz Gustav Alexander (Der Spiegel), and Nazi-tainted cor-
respondents such as Höpfl, who had worked for the Völkische
Beobachter. Her results tally with recent research on the development
of the German press and diplomacy after 1945. The second part of her
study deals with the working conditions and daily routines of the
correspondents. While this reveals interesting details, developments
in the German press and diplomatic sector are only briefly referred
to. It would have been useful if the author had included further infor-
mation on the development of newspapers in Germany and com-
pared working conditions in Paris and Washing ton in order to help
the reader understand the bigger picture behind the resumption of

2 Frank Bösch und Dominik Geppert (eds.), Journalists as Political Actors:
Transfers and Interactions between Britain and Germany since the late Nineteenth
Century (Augsburg, 2008).
3 Eckard Conze, Norbert Frei, Peter Hayes, and Moshe Zimmermann, Das
Amt und die Vergangenheit: Deutsche Diplomaten im Dritten Reich und in der
Bundesrepublik (Munich, 2010).
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West German foreign news and diplomatic relations in the early
1950s. 

Robrecht’s book has been criticized for relying too much on the
intertwined logics of diplomatic and press relations in the 1950s.4
However, the opposite is the case. Robrecht does not make enough of
the interesting overlaps between diplomacy and press relations in the
late 1940s and 1950s. She could have used her fascinating findings
more extensively for an even closer analysis of press and diplomatic
relations in the Cold War. The extensive historiography on media
and politics in the Cold War, however, is hardly mentioned. A more
detailed account of Britain’s changing global outlook in the 1950s
would also have better explained the career paths of the British cor-
respondents who are at the centre of the study. Hargrove had post-
ings in Asia and Paris and Heren reported from Singapore, Delhi,
Bonn, and Washington in the 1950s.

It was not only the legacy of war, political reports, and ‘gentle-
manly’ diplomacy, but also travel and war reports, literary novels,
and colonial adventures that shaped the genre of international news
and reporting in Britain and the USA until the 1950s, contributing to
the rise of publications such as Merian and Stern in West Germany.
Pictures of exotic princesses, former colonial possessions, and appar-
ently ‘ideal’ travel destinations contributed to the great interest in
newspaper reports from abroad in the 1950s. The spirit of interna-
tional Anglo-American news reporting was rekindled in 1954 when
Ernest Hemingway received the Nobel Prize for Literature. Robrecht
is interested in the diplomatic side of a profession that was not nec-
essarily limited to this aspect. Perhaps Thomas Mann, who is men-
tioned several times in the book, is not the best point of reference
either. One might instead think of Klaus and Erika Mann and their
chaotic friendship with the travelling Swiss reporter Annemarie
Schwarzenbach in the 1930s and 1940s. Moreover, Britain, the
Empire, and the Commonwealth are perceived mainly through the
lens of German–British diplomacy in London and Bonn. Britain’s
global agenda and legacies of exotic adventurism deserve closer
attention in the book, along with some earlier German international
reporters, such as Margret Boveri, who were still active in the 1950s.
4 Norman Domeier, review of Robrecht, Diplomaten in Hemdsärmeln? in 
H-Soz-u-Kult, 7 October 2011, <http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/
rezensionen/2011-4-016>, accessed 1 June 2012.
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Nonetheless, Robrecht’s book really comes alive when she analy-
ses the interaction of journalists with the political, social, and histor-
ical context of the time. The third part of the book examines the net-
works linking diplomats and journalists. There are interesting addi-
tional observations, in particular, on the Lenz affair in Germany,
interviews with Adenauer, and journalists’ relations with East Berlin.
It is a shame that the third part is quite short and that the book lacks
an index and detailed references to the correspondents’ actual re -
ports. Robrecht’s book, however, has opened up an important area
for further study, one that historians have taken too much for grant-
ed so far. As Figes argued in Crimea, the foreign correspondent is
often seen as the epitome of modern international relations in the late
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. To have shed new light on this
neglected aspect of international history is one of the great achieve-
ments of Robrecht’s study.
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