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There is also that immense body of doctrine and procedure, which was 
brought into being amid high hopes after the First World War, as the League 

of Nations.

The League of Nations did not fail because of its principles or conceptions.  
It failed because these principles were deserted by those States who  

had brought it into being. It failed because the Governments of those days 
feared to face the facts and act while time remained. This disaster must  

not be repeated. There is, therefore, much knowledge and material  
with which to build …

*  *  *

Winston S. Churchill
Zurich, 19 September 1946
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Prologue—Towards a Better World

The artist Paul Nash gave the ironic title ‘We Are Making a New World’ 
to his depiction of the gigantic destruction of life that he witnessed dur-
ing the First World War.1 It is difficult to imagine that there would be 
any regeneration from the devastation that his work illustrates. Seeds 
were sown, however, by US President Woodrow Wilson in 1918 in his 
famous Fourteen Points’ speech, the final point of which called for a 
general association of nations to be formed ‘under specific covenants’. 
The speech had a remarkable reception. It was translated and distributed 
to soldiers and citizens and contributed significantly to the decision by 
Germany to agree to an Armistice.2

Eric Drummond, at that time Private Secretary to British Foreign 
Secretary Arthur Balfour, accompanied the Foreign Secretary on a three-
month visit to Washington to meet Wilson after the United States had 
entered the War. Before the Armistice, Drummond put before Balfour 
a powerfully argued memorandum concerning the anticipated Inter-
Allied Peace Conference. The proposals were characteristic of his later 
diplomacy, namely that honest experts should bring forward plans and 
statistics and, after the Government had decided its policy, it should dis-
cuss the differences with Washington.3 There was practical transnational 
experience to draw on. Inter-allied supply committees existed in 20 
areas of coordination.4 These initiatives stemmed largely from the Allied 
Maritime Transport Council’s Executive arm (AMTE) on which the 
USA, UK, France and Italy were represented. This was led by British civil 
servant Arthur Salter and included his French counterpart, Jean Monnet.
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When the Peace Conference met in Paris in January 1919, French 
Premier Georges Clemenceau was elected to preside. On 28 April 1919, 
in the crowded Banqueting Hall of the Quai d’Orsay, he brought a 
League of Nations into existence with strange swiftness:

‘Does anyone else want to speak?’ he demanded. ‘The resolution is moved. 
Is there any opposition? The resolution is carried’. The delegates turned to 
one another in bewilderment. There was a minute’s blank silence … and it 
dawned on the perplexed assembly that the League of Nations Covenant 
[its Constitution] had been approved, that its Secretary-General had been 
appointed, that a Council … had been created, that Geneva had been cho-
sen for the League’s permanent home, and that a committee had been 
charged with preparing an agenda for the first meeting of [the governing 
bodies] the League Council and Assembly…5

The Conference had appointed Eric Drummond, the youngest and the 
longest-serving, of those who have been Secretary-General of either 
the League or the United Nations. Part I of this book gives an account 
of Drummond’s life and character, and concludes that he stands in the 
front rank of those who have held the post.

The initiative of establishing the League’s functions lay with 
Drummond as Secretary-General. He was to show himself to be a princi-
pled, trustworthy and conscientious leader. This book, authored by four 
former international civil servants, provides a fresh perspective on the 
League by putting the Secretary-General and the Secretariat centre-stage.

The influence of Drummond in shaping the League’s Secretariat 
(the first International Civil Service—ICS) is the subject of Part II. He 
began his work in May 1919 in a back room of his London home, 23 
Manchester Square, where he sought to form an embryonic Secretariat 
with men and women who were ‘League-minded’.6 The actions he 
took were decisive in shaping the impartial character of the ICS. The 
life course of any organization is shaped by its early origins and, for 
eight months, the League existed only as the Secretariat. For a further 
ten months, from January to November 1920, the period between the 
Council’s first meeting and the First Assembly in Geneva, the League’s 
permanent activity was maintained by the Secretariat in London. It was 
during these early months that Drummond created the ethos of the ICS, 
and established, with his senior colleagues, the League’s functions and 
structures.
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The first recruits to the League were in the main young, and several, 
like Salter and Monnet, had worked together in the war. It was the imag-
ination of the emergent Secretariat that allowed the League to respond to 
the political, economic and social problems of the post-war era through 
enduring structures of international cooperation. Drummond’s tenure 
was associated with the ‘Spirit of Geneva’ and with the establishment of 
that Swiss city as a centre point of global diplomacy. There, the League 
helped to stabilize nations and to protect vulnerable populations in the 
post-war years. It demonstrated that the way towards building a better 
world was through nations acting together. The enlightened British pol-
itician, Lord Robert Cecil, described it as a ‘great experiment’. The con-
cept of the League as an experiment allowed the ICS to show creativity 
and to lay the foundations of a century of multilateral cooperation.

Drummond’s first deputy, Monnet, and the American Under Secretary-
General (USG) Raymond Fosdick, left in 1923 and 1920, respectively. 
After their exit, and especially following the departure in 1927 of Italian 
USG Bernardo Attolico, the ethos of internationalism at the topmost level 
of the Secretariat began to weaken. It was Drummond and his League-
minded Japanese USGs who maintained the ideal of the impartial offi-
cial. French, Italian and German nationals who served at this level largely 
failed in this respect, showing partiality towards their own countries. 
Drummond’s disappointment in the USGs was evident when he que-
ried later whether the posts should continue. It was among the Directors 
Drummond appointed that the League’s brightest stars appeared.

‘League-mindedness’ is a term that appeared in the literature of the 
1920s.7 Drummond found this in those who directed the Secretariat’s 
various Sections. Salter, along with fellow Briton Alexander Loveday, 
built a strong and powerful Economic and Finance Section that 
responded promptly to the economic problems that followed the war. 
The Polish physician Ludwik Rajchman directed the far-reaching Health 
Section, which undertook pioneering work in protecting the health of 
populations. Robert Haas, the French head of the Communications and 
Transit Section, helped establish practices to secure freedom of transit 
for international trade. The Norwegian Erik Colban instituted a system 
whereby grievances of minority populations in newly created European 
states could be considered by the League. The Frenchman Paul Mantoux 
who headed the Political Section was a walking compendium on every 
aspect of the Covenant. His friend, Swiss lawyer William Rappard, 
directed the Mandates Section and devised processes that helped the 
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League to hold accountable the imperial powers that were mandated to 
govern former German and Ottoman territories in the interests of indig-
enous people in Africa, the Middle East and the Pacific. Rachel Crowdy, 
the only woman appointed at senior level, achieved wonders with her 
tiny Social Questions Section which dealt predominantly with inter-
national action relating to women and children, policies that were later 
adopted by many Member States.

The victorious powers—France, Britain, Italy and Japan—were reluc-
tant to act collectively through the League on the political functions 
for which the international body was created, particularly the pursuit of 
disarmament. An additional problem for the League was its lack of uni-
versality—the United States refused to join, Germany’s admission was 
delayed until 1926, and the membership of Russia/USSR was achieved 
only in 1934. It was the Secretariat’s determination that induced the 
League to address, through multilateral action, the post-war problems of 
economic recession, displaced populations, epidemic disease and welfare 
of women and children.

In this centennial of the founding of the League and the ICS, it is 
important to understand how the first institution of global governance 
was conceived and operated, and to appreciate the talents of its architect. 
The final Part of the book shows the large-scale absorption of League 
programmes, practices and staff into the United Nations (UN) and its 
Specialized Agencies. ‘Although it could never be publically admitted 
during or after the war—the League had become politically toxic by the 
late 1930s—the truth is that the UN was in many ways a continuation of 
the earlier body’.8

There is little in what the League did that did not transfer in one 
form or another to the UN and its agencies—not just the ICS but vir-
tually all the League’s economic and technical work, its humanitar-
ian programmes, and much else. This was however the time of a ‘fresh 
start’, and there was an ungracious silence over what had gone before.9 
In 1946, one of Drummond’s appointees who transited to the UN 
wrote to him saying, ‘I am proud to say that your spirit was present the 
whole time during these last three months when first the Preparatory 
Commission and then the General Assembly of the UN worked to put a 
new international organisation in the position to perform its task’.10

The League maintained a potent influence in the international eco-
nomic and social fields until its dissolution, but was weak politically 
almost from the beginning. It was the ICS that took the first steps on the 
road to building a better world. Its members were creative in devising 
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mechanisms for multinational cooperation and innovative in enlisting 
the cooperation of outside experts and voluntary organizations. Most of 
all, they were impartial. The book focusses on the men and women who 
were at the heart of this historic experiment in global governance.

On the day in 1946 that the League ceased to exist, the British 
Government minister and former League official Philip Noel-Baker 
delivered a eulogy, saying:

I am as proud of our British Civil Service as any man could be, but I can 
say with truth that in none of our departments did I find a higher stand-
ard of technical efficiency, a higher level of personal and official pro-
bity, a greater industry and devotion to their cause, than I found in the 
Secretariat as I knew it then.11

Drummond died in 1951. A former League colleague predicted that he 
would come into his full recognition as having conceived and then con-
structed one of the new, permanent elements of world life.12 The crea-
tion of an International Civil Service was an enduring achievement of the 
internationalism that emerged in 1919. The grave of this modest man 
makes no mention of the office that he held, but describes him as ‘A 
Great International Civil Servant’. The book provides a new assessment 
of his legacy.
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Drummond revealed little of himself to the politicians, diplomats and 
colleagues who were at the centre of his life and he baffled the press 
corps. His public image was that of a simple man, doing his duty, smok-
ing his pipe and relaxing over fishing or a game of golf.1 He could not be 
enticed to write about his ‘great experiment’ in promoting cooperation, 
peace and justice between nations, and failed to get past the first page of 
an autobiography or beyond a tantalising list of eleven proposed episodes 
of a book that would have spanned the years between the First World 
War and the Munich crisis of 1938. However, a fresh insight on his life 
and character is presented in this chapter, derived from new biographical 
sources.

His career was powerfully influenced by his origins and early life. 
He was raised in an era in which there was an ever-present conscious-
ness of family honour and personal reputation, and in a household with a 
centuries-old clanship tradition, characterized by fierce loyalty to kin and 
causes. The qualities he showed in office may have had their roots, to 
some extent, in these values. A French reporter suggested so in a finely 
observed description of Drummond, concluding that he was a gallant 
man who put into practice the Scottish motto of his clan, Gang Warily—
‘advance with caution’.2 Family mottos were important to Drummond: 
while courting his future wife, he quoted another, Prius mori quam 
fidem fallere, which he interpreted as ‘I would rather die than break my 
word’.3
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He was a Scottish aristocrat, second son of Viscount Strathallan, but 
was not born into great wealth, rather he grew up within a relatively 
modest military family. His page of autobiography does not extend 
beyond childhood and begins by recording his birth at the White 
House, Fulford, near York, on 17 August 1876. His father James David 
Drummond was serving there as a British Army officer with the rank of 
Captain in a prestigious regiment, the 6th Dragoons.

His character and values were largely shaped in the imposing fifteenth 
century Methven Castle, and at Machany, the neighbouring Drummond 
family estate. His happiness as a child is evident from his recollection that

two months were regularly spent in Perthshire at Methven Castle, my 
mother’s old home … Our annual migration took place about the mid-
dle of July and we looked forward to it immensely … Every part of the 
journey had a special excitement … Methven Castle was a most fascinat-
ing home for children. My grandfather and grandmother entertained large 
parties during the time we were there … My birthday was always passed 
there and was celebrated as a giant excursion, if the weather was fine. A 
picnic at the loch, the catching of numerous fish out of a boat … I do not 
think that a child’s birthday could have been more happy.4

He was educated entirely in England, first at home where the 
Drummond children had a German governess, Emilie Winkopp.5 He 
went on to a small boarding school kept by two maiden ladies. The 
reserve that he displayed as Secretary-General has been attributed to his 
early instruction at home and to his being raised within a small social cir-
cle.6 He then attended St. John’s Royal Latin School in Buckingham, 
during which he avidly read books of every kind, secured several prizes 
and became well-grounded in French.7 In 1891, he entered Eton 
College where in 1895, his final year, he won the Prince Consort’s 
French prize. Proficiency in French was clearly a factor in his selection as 
Secretary-General and there was early evidence of Drummond’s leader-
ship; at Eton he was head of ‘Oppidans’, one of the two most senior stu-
dents. He was also selected for Eton’s prestigious debating society, but, 
alas, never demonstrated oral presentation skills in his subsequent career.8

His family on both sides were strong Tories: the Smythe dog was 
taught to bay and bark for Disraeli and to growl for Gladstone. In an 
early display of independence of mind, young Master Drummond 
declared himself an ardent Liberal, which was received with horror and 
amusement by all the family.9 In his later years, he sat in the House of 
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Lords as a representative peer of Scotland (having succeeded to the 
Earldom of Perth in 1937) and served there as Deputy Leader of the 
Liberal party from 1946.10

Sadly, his father did not survive to witness Eric’s achievements—
during the great storm of 1893 he went out to see the damage to his 
woods, fell ill, ‘went to bed and never rose again’.11 A powerful influ-
ence on his life, especially after the early tragic death of his father, was 
that of his mother Margaret Smythe, Lady Strathallan (see Annex 1, 
Drummond’s family tree). In the hectic summer of 1919 when he was 
busy establishing the Secretariat, he sent Lady Strathallan a note saying 
‘I am proud of my mother’; she died shortly after his move to Geneva, at 
the very moment he was holding the inaugural meeting of the League of 
Nations.12

His father’s influence was felt, however. When Eric left school in 
1895, the scholarly 19-year old followed his father’s career; on 30 
October, he was gazetted as Second Lieutenant in the 3rd Battalion 
of the Black Watch, a Highland regiment that was based near the fam-
ily home in Perthshire and in which his elder step-brother Viscount 
Strathallan and younger brother Maurice also served.13 He resigned his 
commission in December 1896.14 Drummond seems to have sustained 
an injury or illness affecting his leg; on New Year’s Eve 1895, he records 
that he ‘went to see doctor because of [his] heel’ and, in 1914, wrote 
saying ‘just think I might have been there [East of the Meuse] except 
for my leg’. A newspaper report remarks that he played tennis, ‘notwith-
standing slight lameness’.15

During the years in which he held the post of Secretary-General, a 
position that the first UN Secretary-General, Trygve Lie, described ‘as 
the most impossible job in the world’, his main relaxation was fishing; 
the recreation of the contemplative man and an art that provides the 
angler with ‘a rest to his mind, a cheerer of his spirits, a diverter of sad-
ness, a calmer of unquiet thought, a moderator of passions, a procurer 
of contentedness; … [and] habits of peace and patience’.16 Drummond 
wondered if his love of fly-fishing was an inherited quality or whether 
it was aroused by a wonderful day on a Highland river. For more than 
half-a-century he maintained a ‘Sportsman’s Record’ detailing where he 
fished, what he caught and who accompanied him.17 League of Nations’ 
staff regularly presented him with a matchbox containing the first of the 
season’s Mayflies, hatched in Lake Geneva, as a matter worthy of imme-
diate attention.18


