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DAVID WILLIAMSON, A Most Diplomatic General. The Life of General
Lord Robertson of Oakridge (London and Washington: Brassey, 1996), xvi
+ 265 pp. ISBN 1 85753 180 9. £25.00

In Britain General Sir Brian, later Lord Robertson might be regarded as
just one of a whole string of British top brass generals who witnessed the
sunset of Empire and organized the transfer of power. For the Germans,
however, he holds a special place: he was Deputy Governor, then
Military Governor and, finally, for a short while, High Commissioner of
the British Zone of Occupation. Along with Lucius D. Clay, his Ameri-
can opposite number, he acted as midwife at the birth of the Federal
Republic, and his biography is long overdue. Clay was given all the
credit, both at the time and afterwards, while Sir Brian Robertson has
always remained in his shadow. To a large extent this was due to his
personality. He was an elusive, though awe-inspiring man who shunned
the limelight, wrote no memoirs (unlike Clay), and left hardly any
private papers. He was the antithesis to Clay, who was a go-getter,
impatient and pushy, and constantly on the look-out for ways to satisfy
American public opinion. Sir Brian gave the impression of being cool,
detached, unperturbed, every inch the gentleman officer in control of
the situation. In their different ways the two Anglo-Saxon proconsuls in
western Germany represented the political culture of their countries,
and this could not have been lost on the Germans, especially those in the
north, who, in temperament, were so much more like their English
cousins than the south Germans.

German historians have been very interested in General Robertson,
the man he was, the views he held, the power he wielded. Yet they have
been unable to satisfy their curiosity because he seemed to be inaccessible
except via the official documents left at the Public Record Office. They
therefore have every reason to be grateful to David Williamson, who
was not put off by the daunting task of sifting through this material. He
has meticulously reconstructed Robertson’s career, while never losing
sight of his personality. It is most unlikely that any German historian
would have been able to accomplish this with anything like Williamson’s
insight and intuition.

Robertson’s German years cover only two of eight chapters. In this
sense the biography is a balanced account of his life. But it is equally true
to say that his approach to the task in Germany can only be fully
appreciated within the context of his previous career, almost arche-
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typically that of a ‘late British imperial figure’ (p. 220). The son of a
famous Field Marshal, Robertson was born in India in 1896 and spent
most of his military career as a staff officer at the front. In other words,
Robertson was not a fighting general renowned for great military
victories, but a competent administrator in charge of the army’s organ-
izational back-up. He only took command of troops for five years, when
he was posted to the Indian Army (1920-25). In 1934 he left the army
because of ‘the boredom of regimental soldiering in peace’ (p. 28). The
outbreak of the Second World War saw him working for Dunlop in
South Africa; he now rejoined the army, first the South African, then the
British, and ended up as General Alexander’s Chief Administrative
Officer in Italy. Montgomery recognized the administrative genius of
this Scotsman who got things going.

Brian Robertson’s five-year posting to Germany marked his ‘finest
hour’, as his biographer puts it with reference to Churchill’s memoirs.
This was the mission that earned him the title of the biography: ‘A Most
Diplomatic General.’ Though constituting only two chapters, these
years take up almost a third of the whole text. In other words, it is not
only Germans who naturally focus on this period; it is also a priority
justified by a fair assessment of Robertson’s overall achievement.
During these years he emerges as a figure of international importance,
as the British general closest to the Cold War battle zone. In an oral
history interview in August 1970 he frankly admitted that before his
appointment he did not speak a word of German and had never visited
the country. Nor had he taken part in the preparatory work for the
occupation period carried out in London. Was all this a reflection on the
British attitude to its new German dominion? The War Office was not
particularly impressed by Whitehall’s planning and admittedly much
of it had in any case become obsolete by the end of the war because the
principle of indirect rule via Berlin and German central authorities
could not be applied. Robertson, who was forty-nine when he arrived
in Germany, came with a fresh mind, and as one of the first men on the
spot was soon to discover that there were other priorities than those
which had been laid down in so many directives at a time when it was
not at all clear what kind of Germany the Allies would be burdened with.

The first problem was to win the ‘battle against the winter’. The
down-to-earth attitude and absence of the missionary zeal so charac-
teristic of later arrivals from Britain greatly contributed to the general
acceptance of military rule by the Germans. British authority, Robertson
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felt, could best be established by helping the Germans to help themselves.
For this he would have liked more time than the other major allies were
prepared to allow. He looked upon Germany as an ‘errant child who
urgently needs education’ (p. 87). However, above all, the Germans
needed to be housed and fed, with 50 per cent of housing stock in the
British Zone destroyed or badly damaged. Robertson did all he could to
cope with the food shortage and prevent starvation. It was he who
persuaded the British government to introduce rationing at home in
order to feed the Germans in their care. He might have been somewhat
paternalistic in his outlook, but this also implied a deep sense of
responsibility for his subjects. He suspended the denazification policy
when the management of pits was at risk and urged London to reduce
the French allocation of Ruhr coal. Years later he was to say: ‘We had to
save Germany physically from starvation, squalor and penury, spiritually
from despair and Communism’ (p. 87).

During the early months of occupation Robertson acted as Mont-
gomery’s Chief of Staff and deputy, both on the Control Council in
Berlin and in co-ordinating military government at the zonal level. Even
though he was keen to maintain inter-Allied co-operation he fought
tenaciously for a higher rate of German steel production than either the
Russians or the Americans would accept. Coal and steel were the only
resources left to Germany to pay for vital imports and regain a measure
of stability. Robertson’s overall objective was a lasting peace in Europe,
which in his view required Germany to be not only completely
demilitarized and democratized, but also whole and undivided. The
latter proved to be the most difficult task to achieve. Unlike Clay, who
was to push for a separate West German state, Robertson was opposed
to the division of Germany, clearly anticipating that this would lead to
the division of Europe into opposing camps. Nor did he agree with
Clay’s penchant for a speedy return to private ownership and economic
laissez-faire. One of his subordinates called him a ‘military socialist’ (p.
110). More determinedly than Clay he tried to maintain co-operation
with the Russians, particularly Sokolovsky, his opposite number, whom
he respected as a fellow soldier. In the end, however, he also came to
realize that quadripartite government in Germany had become a ‘farce’.
But the solution he had in mind differed substantially from the general
direction which pointed to the creation of a West German state.

No doubt the Berlin blockade (June 1948 to May 1949) was both the
first serious showdown with the Russians and a personal challenge to
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Robertson. By now he had become Governor of the British Zone and
Commander-in-Chief responsible for all British troop movements. The
Berlin crisis was triggered off by the need for currency reform, a
prerequisite for economic recovery in Germany. Robertson hoped
against hope that a quadripartite currency reform could be sold to the
Russians. He was no appeaser in the negative sense, as Williamson
points out, but he was willing to meet the Russians half-way at a time
when his own government was no longer prepared to accept an
unworkable scheme. But the Communist coup in Czechoslovakia
strengthened the position of those pressing for a West German state.
Discussions with the Russians on financial reform ended in deadlock
when the Soviet representative withdrew from the Control Council.
The story of the Berlin blockade is well known. What is less well known
is that the airlift was first suggested by a British Air Commodore to
Robertson, who then converted Clay to the idea as a temporary measure,
not least in order to dissuade the American Governor from despatching
an armed convoy. Sir Brian Robertson was one of those generals who
based his policy on the worst case scenario. Neither he nor Montgomery
believed that a city like Berlin could be supplied entirely from the air.
They underestimated the determination of both the Americans and the
Berlin population. Unlike Clay, Robertson was not prepared to pledge
Allied commitment at any cost. His approach was: ‘say nothing and
stay put.’ It was politicians such as Bevin and Lord Pakenham who
argued that Britain should stand firm over Berlin and said so in public.
For them the Allied presence in Berlin, negotiated after all by the British,
was a moral issue. In this matter they pursued an ethical foreign policy,
to use today’s terminology. Robertson, on the other hand, felt that in
military and logistical terms the Western position in Berlin was untenable
in the long run. This was a perfectly logical conclusion to draw from the
situation, except that history rarely follows logical patterns.

For Robertson the only way out was a political solution acceptable
to both East and West. On 12 July 1948 he came up with a startling plan
which urged the Foreign Office to make a U-turn in its German policy
in the sense of abandoning the road towards a separate West German
state and trying once again to reach an agreement on Germany as a
whole. The Western Allies should insist on setting up an all-German
administration in Berlin with only a reconstituted Kommandatura as a
supervisory body. Allied forces should be withdrawn behind given
frontier areas, leaving Berlin and the main part of Germany to a single
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German government. He was less fearful than others of Germany going
Communist because he sensed that the Germans would not tolerate a
Soviet puppet regime installed in Berlin. Without doubt this was the last
chance to avoid the division of Germany. The Foreign Office hotly
debated the Robertson Plan, only to reject it in the end as too risky.

It is worth noting that only a few months later George Kennan, head
of the State Department’s newly created think-tank, proposed a similar
plan as a solution to the Berlin Crisis. His ideas, though carefully
worked out, were simply ignored by his superiors. The fate met by these
two plans is a clear indication that by 1948 British and American
decision-makers had given up all hope of co-operation with the Russians
and were thinking only of consolidating the Western alliance, of which
West Germany was to become the cornerstone. Nor were they prepared
to tolerate a potentially neutral Germany in the middle of Europe.

Williamson does not come up with anything sensational or new. But
he casts Britain’s chief representative in Germany in a new light, as
somebody who was not just following orders and certainly not somebody
who could be described as the Americans’ poodle. He also shows that
officials of Robertson’s standing, while pursuing British interests, were
indeed conditioned by the German environment, far more so than their
Whitehall colleagues.

For the last two years of his German mission Robertson tried hard to
eliminate the contradictions in British policy vis-à-vis Germany. Thus he
advocated putting a stop to dismantling and perceiving West Germany
as a potential ally in the defence of the West. From Germany Robertson
proceeded to the Middle East as Commander-in-Chief of Land Forces.
Fortunately, he left the army before the Suez debacle confirmed the end
of Empire. His last active years saw him as Chairman of the British
Transport Commission, where his organizational talents were much in
demand. Towards the end of his life he was ‘passionately in favour’ of
Britain’s entry into the Common Market, fully aware that by now ‘these
islands are too small to stand alone’ (pp. 216-17). Williamson does not
suggest that Robertson had this foresight immediately after the war
when Britain was in a position to weld Europe together. As in many
other cases, the experience of Suez may have been the turning point.

LOTHAR KETTENACKER is Deputy Director of the GHIL and Professor
of History at the University of Frankfurt-on-Main. He has written a
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major study on British planning for Germany during the Second World
War, Krieg zur Friedenssicherung. Die Deutschlandplanung der britischen
Regierung während des Zweiten Weltkrieges (1989). His most recent pub-
lication is Germany Since 1945 (1997), and he is currently working on
German unification.
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