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Banker of the World. Builder of Europe.
Johan Willem Beyen (1897-1976)
Summary

The idea for this bi ographicalresearch on Johan Will em Beyen arose from curi -
osity about the man whose initiative in 1957 gave rise to the European Economic
Community that was not only the heart of the Treaties of Rome but also of the
European Union.

The main question posed in this work is why the pragmatist and aloof intellectu-
al Beyen was so deep lyaffected by Eu ropean unifica tionthat he made an impassion ed
plea for it as Ministerof Foreign Affairs. This historical research also poses thefol-
lowing questions that arise as corollaries of the main one:

1. What were the roots of Beyen’s thinking about European unification and

international cooperation?

2. Can clues be found in his banking career for his ministerial deeds later?

3. Does a recurrent theme in his career lead to his epoch-making views on

European integration?

BORN UNDER A LUCKY STAR

Beyen came into the world lucky as is app arent from Chapter 1 (18971918). He was
born into a stable and prosperous family in the late nineteenth century. His parents’
horizon was broad; t h ey were oriented toward Europe and passed this visionon to
their children. Beyen was intellectually gifted and had a keen mind. His life would be
given colour by both music and literature. The Grammar School of Utrecht [ Utrechts
Sted el ijk Gymnasium) of fered him ideal su rroundingsin whichto devel op his abilities
and to measu re himsel f with others. This all took place in the peri od of optimism and
progress characterising the initial years of the twentieth century.

The First World War cast a chillover the dominant, positive world vi ew and also
over the immedia te futu re pro s pects of the then seven teen - year-old Beyen. But he
spent these years pleasantly and usefully studying law at the University of Utrecht.

Beyen was successful in asserting himself and in manifesting himself actively in a
special way by taking part in the travesty theatre of those days. He was able to acquire
a circle of friends and acquaintan cesthat would be of great importance in his later
life.

He was lucky to have excellent professors, one of whom was responsible for chan-
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ging the co urseof his life: the unorth odox professorof civil law J.P. Suijling This pro-
fessor, one of Beyen’s first taskmasters and trailblazers, made sure his pupil received a
very promising position at the Treasury of the Ministry of Finance in The Hague.

TASKMASTERS

L.J.A. Trip was the important key player in the initial period of Beyen’s career, as
Chapter 11 shows (19181927). This Treasurer General and later President of the Java sche
Bank (the Bank of Java) and of De Nederlandsche Bank (the Dutch Central Bank)did
not only show his protégé the ropes of sec retive financial policy but also herded Beyen
towardthe banking world by unexpectedly of fering him a high position at De Java sche
Bank. Trip steered Beyen to adopt a conserva tive financial-monetary course, one he
would fo ll owfor years with complete conviction, assisted and su pported in this by les-
sons given by his renowned banker’s friend A.]. van Hengel.

The bond that came to exist between Beyen and the Minister of Finance and later
Prime Minister H. Colijn was a special one. Colijn was there for Beyen when he need-
ed him and vice versa. An instance of the pertinence of this friendship is when Beyen,
barely 30 years old, managed to save the suffering merchants’ banks from ruin.

Beyen’s period as an in-house lawyer for Philips was his first extensive experience
on the international stage in the mid-1920s and his first introduction to international
negotiations. His work there took him all over Europe, any wh ere the com p a nywas
trying to conquer markets. There Beyen came into contact with a world and a cul-
ture then looked down upon by those in The Hague: the electronic boys, messing
about in the province. Beyen became a confidant of the Philips family but would ne-
ver become a lackey in their royal household.

His work for Philips put him in contact with the current social debate in his own
country, wi tness his exerti ons with the broadcasting sys tem. In the pers on of Anton
Philips, he became acquainted with the ideas and the practice of social entrepre-
neurship. Beyen managed at the inception of his career to employ an un-Dutch com-
bination of chamm, playfulness and intell ect to build up a vari ed network of highlyval-
uable relationships. By the time he was thirty, he already knew the people personally
who made a differen ce to finance and mon ey in the Netherlands and, more impor-
tantly still, he himself was known.

GLOBAL CRISIS

Chaptertit (1927-1940) shows how the financial and econ omic crisis that spread
to the whole world after the crash of 1929 decidedly influenced Beyen and his career.
First and foremost, it made him aware of the gaps in the still-young science of econ-
omy and it spurred him on to develop his own theories. These gave rise to ideas high-
ly advanced for the time, like those that occurred to thinkers like Keynes.

He saw social misery and massive unemploym ent as a shortcoming of political pol-
icy and advocated measures that consciously allowed room for government gui-
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dance. The govemnment, he though t, had to take an active role in econ omic life if other
solutions fell short. Beyen was at the forefront with this opinion and with the impor-
tance he attached to permanent improvement of the welfare of the masses.

Reality was less pliable, as became apparent when Beyen was chairing the
Werk fonds 1934 [Unemploym ent Relief Fund] and could not get his ideas for coun ter-
ing unemploym ent carri ed . That experien ce did not augm ent his enthusiasm for pol-
itics. Fundamentally, he was a direct problem solver with technocratic tendencies.

As a banker and as the director of Rot terdamsche Bankvereeniging (Robaver), Beyen
witnessed the failure of the international approach in tackling the financial and mo-
netary malaise and this was to be an indispensable experience for him. He hung on to
the gold standard to the bitter end partially because this was solid banking policy but
particularlybecause he was permanently convinced that this last anch or of intern a-
tional cooperation and free trade should not be allowed to disappear before a decent
system had replaced it. He shared this opinion with Colijn and Trip.

The crisis gave Beyen chan cesthat he perhaps would never have had otherwise.
With his taskmasters and trailblazers in key positions, he was able to rise quickly
above the environment of Boards of Directors for Merchant Banks and take advanta-
ge of the chance to devel opintemationally. It was mainly Trip who opened many doors
for him, like that of the Bank for In tern a ti onal Set t1em ents (81 s) in Basel. It must be
admitted, h owever, that Beyen’s acti ons as Brs President, with rega rd to the transfe of
Czech gold to the Nazis were unfortunate.

In the Netherddands, Beyen had meanwhile become a person to be reckonedwith
wh en sign i ficant financial and econ omic questi ons were raised. His drive to plumb the
depths of the economy put him in touch with all the country’s professors and experts
important in thatarea. This, in additi on to his nati onal and intern a ti onal banking ex-
perience, made him interesting to the Dutch business community. And finally, his bril-
liance was noticed at court, where he made friends with the royal couple.

Through his ‘network’, Beyen was exposed to the concept of European unity that
was coming into vogue, as it was promulgated in the Nederdandsche Paneuropa
Vereeniging [Dutch Pan-Furope Association] for instance. But at that point he was
never caught enthusing in that direction. The idea was probably too lof ty for him then.
Beyen did bel ong to the, ad mit tedly small, European culturalelite that travell ed the
continent by train and meanwhile took the time to exchange opinions abo utideas di-
rectly connected with day-to-day worries but also to music, literature and fine arts.

ON THE FRONT LINE

The Second World War caused a fracture in Beyen’s life and career, as becomes ap-
parent from Chapter 1v. Separated from family and his beloved, he was thrown upon
his own resources in London. The war, h owever, created unimagi n ed chances of which
he avidly took advantage, as Chapter 1v (1940-1952) demonstrates. The global trial of
s trength was also a con test of i deas for thedesign of societies and intern a ti onal co-
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operation. Here Beyen was on the front line, certainly where the creati onof a new mo-
netary-economic system was concerned. His point of reference was emphatically the
devastating malaise of the 1930s, not the Second World War that worked instead as a
catalyst in the generation of his ideas.

Beyen’s pers onal armam entwas also bet ter suited to theideological than to the
military theatre of war. The thoughts he had developed in the 1930s about economic
and social progress could now demonstrate their value. As the financial adviser to the
Dutch govern m ent in exile, he took part in interna ti onal discussions abo ut the new
world order that was ex pected to come about after the war. He was in con tactwith the
most significant thinkers about future international, monetary relationships. He
came to know John Maynard Keynes closely, to the pleasure of both.

As a director of the Unilever group of companies, stimulated by top man Paul
Rij kens, Beyen was given a clear field to explore the unemploym ent probl emin depth;
this led to a publicationthat attracted a great deal of attentiontransatlantically. The
future studies initi a ted by the ‘Study Group for Reconstru cti on Problems’ set up by
Rijkens could count on Beyen’s full support and cooperation. The report on forming
econ omic groups, written under his leadership, functioned as a calibra ti on point in
his thinking and a signpost to what was yet to come.

Not all the ideas Beyen had had in the 193 os survived the pressu re cooker of the
war. But on many points he remained — as Keynes did — ahead of his time. Thus free-
market forces came to govern econ omic trade less and govern ment interven ti on be-
came completely acceptable. Economic decisions would in future no longer be taken
withoutconsidering their consequ en ces for the less fortu n a te sectors of the pop ula-
tion. This was in line with conclusions Beyen had arrived at in the 1930s.

It was different in the area of international, monetary-economic reationships.
Beyen had con clu ded from the incapacity of the ‘intenational community’ to com-
bat the malaise of the 1930s, from the bankruptcy of the gold standard, from the dis-
appoin ting achievements of the League of Nati ons and from the World Monetary and
Economic Conference in 1933 that to wish to fine-tune policy globally was to aim too
high. His opinion was that one should not aim higher than what the actual situation
dictated as possible and that amounted to regional cooperation. The allies, however,
did not appear to share this point of view.

Un der the leadership of the United States that was once more throwing itself open
to the world, the ‘one worl d” con cept reign ed su preme in attem pts to stave off new
warsand Beyen, in spite of his scepticism, could not remain aloof from that mood. He
took active part in preparati ons for the Bret ton Woods con feren ce and repre s en ted
Dutch interests there without having particularly high expectations about the future
of the two worl d - wide organisations that arose from it: the In tern a ti onal Mon etary
Fund and the World Bank.

Beyen did acclaim the result of Bret ton Woods. A start had been made toward
international guidance in the monetary-econ omic area; this was som ething for which
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he had passionately appealed. However, learning a lesson from the failures of the pe-
ri odbet ween the two wars, he con ti nu ed to set more modest goals and, for the time
being, to see more in regional cooperation. By pragmatically elaborating on bilateral
agreements, a broader zone for monetarycooperationand free trade could arise, that,
in the fullness of time, could lead to global agreements.

After the war, he left for Washington with his new wife Gretel Lubinka to become
exec utive director of the World Bank and to later take up the same positi on for the
Internati onal Monetary Fund as well. The challenge of setting up these new organisa-
tions and occupying a top position within them appealed to him. But his ambition to
reach the top there was not realised.

In both Bank and Fund, he con tinued to give priority to the European interest.
Seen in that way, Beyen’s lon g - term stay in the ‘n ewworl d’ did not mean he distanced
himself from the ‘old continent’ or from the ideals of regional unity that could be
achieved there. In fact, he started to feel more European than ever before.

UN-DUTCH

Beyen’s ministry deviated in every possible way from what was usual in the
Netherlands. Chapter v (1952-1956)reflects how his appoi n tm entas a non-partisan to
Minister of Foreign Affairs in 1952 came about in an unheard-of way under pressure
from the court; that two equivalent members of government should share a ministry
by opera ting within marked-off fields of policy was an unprecedented experiment; his
clashes with J.M.A.H. Luns involved su ch ex treme discourtesy on Beyen’s part that
they disru pted the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and endangered the continuedexis-
ten ce of theCabinet; Beyen’s working met h od distinguisheditself by a visionanda
passion which few in government and ministry could match; his exertions produced
aresult that Dutch diplomacy has never equalled since and his downfall was finally of
an inevitability so patent it was worthy of classical tragedy.

This unusual situation had advantages for Beyen. The support of the pro-Europe
Royal co urt made him practically unassailable — for as long as he had it. Wh ere an-
other non-partisan would have got the worst of it in that situation, he survived the
row about the com petences with Luns. The shared ministry would, paradoxically
enough, give Beyen an advantage. Because of it, he was able to fully con cen trate on
what he wanted to achieve: unity in Europe. These were emphatically ideas of a prag-
matist, not a ‘believer’ in European unity, of whom there were many at that time. The
time had come to con front this vision, that assum ed regi onal coopera ti on bet ween
groups of countries, withreality. He did this as a proj et managerwould, as he was
used to doinginbusiness. Undauntedbyballast from earlier functi ons, he could be
audacious.

As a completenovice, Beyen made his debut in the circle of Ministers of Forei gn
Affairsof the European Coal and Steel Com munity; where he immed ia tely took the
initiative. Su ccess, however, came only after a setb ack ex perien ced as bitter, when in
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thesummer of 1954 the agreem ents for the European Defence Communityand the
Eu ropean Political Community that containedhis ideas about a comm on market,
foundered on French resistance.

European cooperation, according to Beyen, consistedfirst and foremost of tuning
in to one another, of sharing and even transferring responsibilities, both on political
and econ omic terrain. That demanded an or gan with its own com petences to promote
the com munal interest. Solely a ‘supranational organisation could act ef fectively
here. That was certainly true for cooperation in economic areas, although in his opi-
nionthat would only have been feasibk inapolitically unanimous Europe, aware of
its solidarity and prepared to employ its powers to achieve its ideals.

Nevertheless, Beyen’s dream was not devoid of reality. He was aware that a vicious
circle had to be breached. In Europe, in his opinion, one was confronted on econom-
ic issues by the paradox that completecooperationwithout trans ferof responsibili-
ties to a communitywas impossible, but the hesitati on to arrive at the point wh ere one
gave up on e’s own responsibilitywas large indeed and the willto rinquish on €’s own
freedom of action slight.

He partially succeeded in inters ecting the cirde. At the con feren ce of Messina in
the summer of 1955, reluctant acceptance was given to his plan for a common market.
This would come to occupy a more and more prominent place in negotiations to fol-
low and would result in the European Economic Community (Eec).

The conclusionis justi fied that Beyen furnishednew pers pective for the European
integra ti onby getting it on the econ omic track at the ri ght moment. That is not to say
that Beyen placed the pri m acy of the economy above that of thepolitics. He simply
thought that European unity had to have a robust foundation and that was the com-
mon market for him. For Beyen there was no contradiction between the Dutch inter-
est or the national interests of the other European countries and the European inter-
est. His efforts for an economically united Europe meant striking out upon unknown
terri tory but his clear goal was to once again give Europe prestigeand authori tyin the
world and to bring welfare and prosperity to the Europeans.

THE GREET HOFMANS AFFAIR

Beyen’s ministry terminated painfully with his undoing in the Greet Hofmans af-
fair, the que s ti onof the all eged influ en ceof the spiri tu a lly gi f ted Greet Hofmans on
Queen Juliana. Beyen had been given the task of keeping the lid on the affair and keep-
ing it out of the public eye; he succeeded very adequ a tely in the beginning. He had
been put in an unenviableposition. On the one hand, he kept up friendly reation-
ships with Juliana and Bernhard, who had helped him become minister. That friend-
ship was very precious to him. On the other hand, he was the ‘servant of the Crown’.
He must have felt a con fli ct of conscience. Carrying out Juliana’swishes could not help
damaging Bernhard.

As he was leaning more and more toward Bernhard’s side, Beyen continu ed to oc-
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cupyhimself prominentlywith the question. Did Beyen overestimatehimself in deal-
ing with the affair, did he think himsel f i nvulnera ble due to his fri endship with the
Queen and the Prince or was he in league with Bernhard and acquainted with all the
princely machinations? It seems obvious that Beyen must at least have been aware of
Bernhard’s role in making the affair public. Yet available sources provide too little to
go on in making this assumption.

The more likely image is that of Beyen keeping track of tensions at court with in-
creasing anxiety, watching the Queen’s entoura gewith repugnance, viewing Greet
Hofmans as an actual danger, but being incapable of turning the tide. Beyen was buf-
feted bet ween Bernhard’s and Juliana’sinterests and was incapable of ch oosing one
sideunambiguously. He could not withd raw himself from the unfurling drama either

When Bernhard went public, Beyen himsel f, as ministerial liaison, en tered the
line of fire with the press. Because wh en this happened he con fided his con cern about
the situation at court, he was banned from Soestdijk when Juliana got wind of this. He
was beside himself with rage. He thought he had served his soverei gn correct ly. He fail-
ed to understand that HerMajesty, whose trust he thought he had, was treating him
as a try-your-strength machine and lending her ear to pers ons in her surroundings
whom he disdained and who were making his life a complete misery.

At that moment, Beyen was in so explosive a tem per that it cannot be excluded that
he advocated abdicati on of the throne. There is no doubtthat Beyen thought the pres-
ence of Greet Hofmans and her followers close to the Queen to be pernicious. There
is too little eviden ce though to su pport the allega ti onthat he was the significant insti-
gator of abdication.

FROM PLENIPOTENTIARY TO PAWN

The loss of his ministerial functi on had affected Beyen more than he had ex pec-
ted. The weigh tiest reasonwas not esteem. It had to do with the authori ty to make de-
cisions about large interests, to exercise power with the goal of getting things done. In
all the positions that followed, he was the executor and servant of policies others had
delineated, as Chapter v1 (1956-1976) shows.

The government commission for German affairs — meant to clear away questions
that disru pted the reati onship with Germany — was a positionof staturebut at the
same time subj ect to the limitati ons of politics in The Hague. It was su rprising that his
successor Luns and the Cabinettrusted this delicate question to Beyen. Du ring the ne-
gotiations with Germany about the Generalbereinigung, he was regularly subjected to
serious criticism by Prime Mnister Drees and others. He was said to be giving too
much away, to be showing too much understanding for Germany.

It was a real achievement that nevertheless the beginnings of a modus vivendi
were reached, during which, at Beyen’s initiative, a flexible ‘agree to disagree’ formu-
la was found for the precise contours of thepoliticalboundary in Eemsand Dollard
and agreem ents were concluded about com munal managem ent of the area. This
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would, in fact, turn out to be the overture to the solution that would be accepted on-
ly several months after Beyen had left the Germ an - Dutch theatre to become ambas-
sador in Paris, a solution that would usher in a normalising of relationships between
the Netherlands and Germany.

The post of ambassador was also in essence a serving position. The fact that, sh ort-
ly after becoming ambassador at the beginning of the1958, hewitnessedthe coming
to power of G en eral De Gaulle, did however suddenly place Beyen once again in the
‘front seat’ of European history. Using the rise of Nazism in the193 osas a gauge, he
presented a disquieting account of currents in the French armed forces that could set
the country he saw as so civilised back many years in time. No matter how undemo-
cratic Beyen found De Gaull €’s behaviour, he was convinced that on ly the gen eral him-
self could avert this threatened, catastrophic development. The question of what
would happen in the event of a possible assassination attem pt on De Gaulle there-
fore filled him year after year with great anxiety.

Perhaps it was this that gave rise to the great respect Beyen paid the general —a re-
s pect that seemed mutual, given the way De Gaulle interacted with Beyen and the pref-
erential treatment he gave him. Perhaps that was the reason why Beyen saw more
chance of negotiating with the gen eral about a top structu re for the united Eu rope
than withhisMinister Luns. Because his certain vi ew was that this was lacking. The
attem pts of De Gaulle and those su rrounding him to tu rn back or at least neutralise
the existing su pranational decision making within the European communityandto
on ce more give the national states the last word convers ely met with Beyen’s fierce
criticism, despite his profound understanding that ‘supranationality con trad i cted eve-
rything the French state stood for, in its grandeur.

In Paris, he found com fort in Roman Catholicism for his weariness stru ggling with
the meaning of life. His conversion gave to the playful and highly imaginative Beyen
the solid foundationhehad been missing as a thinker about life and the world. This
very personal choice did not put an end to his restlessness though.

When he was seventy and definitively at the end of his working life, the
Netherlands once again looked too small to him. As a man of the world, he wanted to
stay ahead of the lethargy of old age, to continue to live gloriously and remain excit-
ing to his younger wife. He expected to be able to be the witty and celebrated man of
yesteryear in foreign parts.

The search forsuitable surroundings for the last ch a pter of the ‘novel” of his life
with Gretel was an uphill battle. Me anwhile Beyen was missing contact with his
friends, particularlywith Bemhard. The wording of his letters to the Princereveals
sincere affection, deep friendship. But more frequent contact, as Beyen would have
wished, did not fit into the very busy prin cely existen ce, making the fri endship one-
sided and unequal. It added something tragic to the relationship.

Beyen became less and less successful at bending life to his will. His existence nar-
rowed itself to life with Gretel, leaving aside visits to the Netherlands. It was a life that
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of fered less than he, and prob ably she too, h adex pected. His failing health hardly per-
mitted favourite activities like travelling, walking and particulardy making music.
Beyen followed what was going on in the world, but was shaking his head lightly.

The European and citizen of the world Beyen thus lived in isolati on du ring his last
years. He would die under those same circumstances, ironically enough in the
Netherlands, which he had left in order to live more gran dly. His testament was bizarre
too: no memornal, no mass and no grave. In this, he surprised everyone for the last
time. This narcissisticand vain man, this artist, this pra gmatic banker, who stunned
both fri end and en emy with his passionate search for Eu ropean unity, consciously
chose a sober end without an audience.
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