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This book addresses one of the least understood issues in modern
international history: how, between 1930 and 1945, Britain lost its
global pre-eminence to the United States.

The crucial years are 1930 to 1940, for which until now no
comprehensive examination of Anglo-American relations exists. Tran-
sition of Power analyses these relations in the pivotal decade, with an
epilogue dealing with the Second World War after 1941. Britain and
the United States, and their intertwined fates, were fundamental to the
course of international history in these years. Professor McKercher’s
book dissects the various strands of the two Powers’ relationship in the
fifteen years after 1930 from a British perspective — economic,
diplomatic, naval, and strategic: security and disarmament in Europe;
economic diplomacy during the Great Depression, especially the
introduction of the Ottawa system of tariffs and the Roosevelt
Administration’s determination to get freer trade after 1933; threats to
the Far Eastern balance of power between 1931 and 1941 and the
British and American responses; growing American interests in the
British Empire and their impact upon Imperial unity; and strategic
thinking and planning at London and Washington revolving around
naval power and armed strength in the wider world, from the London
naval conference through such events as the 1935 Anglo-German
naval agreement to the response to Axis and Japanese aggression after
September 1939.

BriAN MCcKERCHER is Professor of History, Royal Military College
of Canada. His previous publications include The Second Baldwin
Government and the United States, 1924—1929: Attitudes and Diplomacy
(1984) and Esme Howard: A Diplomatic Biography (1989).
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Prologue
Power and purpose in Anglo-American
relations, 1919-1929

The Americans seem to me to have made the great mistake of taking
for granted that what suited them & seemed just to them must at once

appear equally suitable & just to all the world.
Austen Chamberlain, August 1927!

This is a study of power. More particularly, it is a study of how power
has been lost and won in international politics, of how Great Britain, the
greatest of the great Powers in 1930, came to surrender its pre-eminence
to the United States by the end of the Second World War. In this
context, it shows how British leaders responded to the American
question in their diplomacy; and why the British side of this relationship
evolved as it did. What constitutes ‘power’ is a vexed question. Political
scientists have devised theoretical models to find an answer; but in the
recent words of one of them: ‘Even if they were substantially correct,
these statements would not be very satisfying, if only because all forms
of guessing are not equally imprecise.”® For thirty years, international
historians have embarked on the same crusade, particularly American
‘revisionists’, whose explanations for their country’s advent as the
world’s leading Power have touched its logical corollary — Britain’s
enfeeblement.?> Concentrating on the crude connexion between wealth
and national potency, they have been joined lately by Paul Kennedy,
who provides the apotheosis of economic determinism respecting
Britain and the United States. ‘Austria-Hungary was gone, Russia in
revolution, Germany defeated,” he observes about the situation after the

! Chamberlain to Mary Carnegie [his stepmother], 7 Aug. 1927, AC 4/1/1278.

2 A. L. Friedberg, The Weary Titan. Britain and the Experience of Relative Decline,
1895-1905 (Princeton, 1988), 11. His introductory chapter discusses the theoretical
literature.

3 The seminal work is W. A. Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy (Cleveland,
1959), esp. 108-201. Cf. L. C. Gardner, Economic Aspects of New Deal Diplomacy
(Madison, 1964); G. Kolko, ‘American Business and Germany, 1930-1941°, Weszern
Political Quarterly, 15(1962), 713—-28; C. P. Parrini, Heir to Empire: United States
Economic Diplomacy, 1916—1923 (Pittsburgh, 1969).



2 Transition of power

First World War; ‘yet France, Italy, and even Britain itself had also
suffered heavily in their victory. The only exceptions were Japan, which
further augmented its position in the Pacific; and, of course, the United
States, which, by 1918 was indisputably the strongest Power in the
world. 4

But this is disputable, the reason hinging on the one-dimensional
nature of ‘power’ sketched by economic determinists. Lately a subtler,
yet more satisfying definition of this difficult concept and its relation to
foreign policy has emerged amongst British international historians.> As
economic determinists argue convincingly, ‘power’ is measurable in
quantifiable statistics like gross national product, volume of trade, and
industrial capacity. Just as tangibly, a point ignored by American
revisionists and glossed over in The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, it
can be computed in the numbers of troops, ships, aeroplanes, and other
implements of war, and their strategic dispositions, available to support
diplomatic initiatives.® As Kennedy rightly shows, national strength can
be shown by the ultimate test — going to war. Butz it can also be shown by
threatening war. And along similar lines, it can be determined by the
strength of allies thrown into the balance in either war or peace. Less
palpably, ‘power’ also entails the willingness and ability of leaders to use
these resources, and the prestige of their state, to scare off potential
opponents. Put coarsely, ‘power’ is also a matter of will, tied to
perceptions of potential threat entertained by those same opponents.”

The more subtle definition asserts that ‘power’ is each of these things
and all of them. In peacetime, the essence of power is ‘influence’, using
a state’s corporeal resources with abstract ones tied to prestige, per-
ception, and will. In simplest terms, as Gordon Martel argues, power

4 P. M. Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers. Economic Change and Military
Conflict from 1500 to 2000 (New York, 1987), xix, 274—-343. Along similar lines is
C. Barnett, The Audit of War. The Illusion and Reality of Britain as a Great Nation (1986).
For a more subtle view, see A. Orde, The Eclipse of Great Britain. The United States and
British Imperial Decline, 1895—-1956 (NY, 1996), 99—-159.

5 D. French, The British Way in Warfare, 1688-2000 (1990), esp. 175-201; B. J. C.

McKercher, ‘Wealth, Power, and the New International Order: Britain and the

American Challenge in the 1920s’, DH, 12(1988), 411-41; D. Reynolds, Britannia

Ovwerruled. British Policy and World Power in the Twentieth Century (1991), 5-37. Also see

the special issue of the IHR, 13(1991) on “The Decline of Great Britain’: G. Martel,

‘The Meaning of Power: Rethinking the Decline and Fall of Great Britain’, 662-94;

K. E. Neilson, ‘“Greatly Exaggerated”: The Myth of the Decline of Great Britain

before 1914°, 695-725; J. R. Ferris, ‘“The Greatest Power on Earth”: Great Britain in

the 1920s’, 726-50; B. J. C. McKercher, ‘“Our Most Dangerous Enemy”: Great

Britain Pre-eminent in the 1930s’, 751-83.

Kennedy provides tables on ‘Military and Naval Personnel of the Powers, 1880-1914°,

‘Warship Tonnage of the Powers, 1880—1914’, “War Expenditure and Total Mobilized

Forces, 1914-1919°, and more: Kennedy, Great Powers, 203, 274, 324, 332.

7 Orde, Eclipse, passim does not dismiss ‘will’.

o



Prologue 3

determines who gets what, when, where, and how. But power is not
absolute. Great Powers, including interwar Britain and the United
States, no matter what their real or perceived strength is, never obtain
everything they seek, when they seek it, or in the manner they seek it.
Power is relative, something economic determinists admit in inter-state
relationships. But power is also relative according to circumstance, to
the way particular situations mould it, and by it not transcending time
and space unaltered. Using tables and charts to evaluate the tangibles is
counter-productive. Doing so only freezes the tangibles in a time and
space continuum that is fluid and varying, saying nothing about the
realities of international politics shaped as much by prestige, perception,
will, and human agency.

This is why Anglo-American relations in the decade and a half after
1930 is arresting. A pervading idea in twentieth-century international
history, particularly amongst economic determinists, is that the United
States had eclipsed Britain by 1918. The argument is that Britain was
rapidly declining as a world Power because of its supposedly weakening
economy. This argument has several strands. First, within the anti-
German coalition between 1914 and 1918, the British loaned vast sums
of money to their allies to prosecute the war. To do this, some British
overseas investments were sold and loans floated abroad, chiefly in the
United States. By 1918, Britain had become a net debtor and the
United States a net creditor, the opposite of 1914. Second, when the
war ended, British industrial demand prompted by the fighting abated,
putting large numbers of workers on the dole just when two million
soldiers were being demobilised; this produced chronic unemployment
that bedevilled interwar governments wedded to free trade and fiscal
orthodoxy. Finally, given the structure of Britain’s manufacturing base
and the conservatism of British investors, Britain’s legacy as the first
industrial nation, British industry fell behind that of other Powers.
Conversely the American economy, tied to innovative technologies and
investors more willing to take risks, produced an accumulation of vast
wealth. This accumulation compounded the gains that the war had
provided for American industry and agriculture.

This pervasive idea is misconceived. No doubt exists that by
1918-19, Britain had lost economic and financial ground to newer
industrial Powers compared to the mid-Victorian period. In 1860,
Britain produced 19.9 per cent of the world’s manufactures, the United
States only 7.2 per cent.® By 1928, the figures were, respectively, 9.9
and 39.3 per cent, and a similar trend occurred in the production of

8 Table 2 in P. Bairoch, ‘International Industrialization Levels from 1750 to 1980°, ¥EEH,
11(1982), 275.



4 Transition of power

basic industrial commodities like coal, pig iron, steel, and more.° The
case of Britain’s change relative to the United States mirrored that of
Britain relative to the other great Powers.!® This is not surprising. As the
nineteenth century progressed, other states saw in British industrial and
financial innovation the way of the future. What is surprising is that
‘declinologists’ should argue that Britain declined because its edge as
the first industrial nation eroded in relative terms. As the most recent
work shows, British economic strength since the seventeenth century
had been based more on its financial resources and expertise than
industrial output. In this sense, Britain entered the First World War as
the world’s leading Power.!! And when peace returned in 1918, Britain
was much stronger economically than it had been in the mid-nineteenth
century. In 1855, British gross domestic product amounted to £620
million.!? By 1918, it had reached £5,266 million. In every major
industrial commodity, British production by the early 1920s vastly
exceeded that of the third quarter of the nineteenth century.!®> In
the field of trade, the life-blood of the British economy, the Americans
only drew even by the 1920s; and the arrival of the Great Depression

° For instance:

Coal production (in millions of tons)
Britain United States

1854 64.7 7.4

1920 229.5 568.7

Pig iron production (in thousand of tons)
Britain  United States

1860 3,827 2,873

1920 8,035 67,604

Steel production (in thousands of tons by all processes)
Britain United States

1876 828 597

1920 9,067 46,183

The above reflect the earliest dates for both countries with available figures. B.R.
Mitchell, British Historical Statistics (Cambridge, 1990), 247, 249, 281, 283, 288-9;
Department of Commerce, Historical Statistics of the United States. Colonial Times to
1970 (Washington, DC, 1975), 589-90, 599-600, 693—4.

10 See coal, crude petroleum, natural gas, non-ferrous metal ore, non-metallic mineral
production, and more in B.R. Mitchell, European Historical Statistics 1750—1970
(1975), 353-483. Cf. P. Bairoch, ‘Europe’s Gross National Product: 1800-1975’,
JEEH, 5(1976), 273—340, esp. tables 4 and 5, 280-81.

11 P, J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, British Imperialism, vol. I: Innovation and Expansion
1688—1914 (1993).

12 Mitchell, British Historical Statistics, 828—29. ‘1920’ does not include southern Ireland’s
GDP.

13 See note 8, above.



Prologue 5

prevented them from overtaking the British in this important indicator
of economic strength.'# Although its financial dominance had been
eroded by 1918, the London money market still competed effectively
with New York.!> Consequently, the argument that pre-eminence is
pinned to a state being economically hegemonic is ill-conceived. Rela-
tive decline in manufacturing, accumulating capital, and investment
does not necessarily produce a concurrent political and strategic
decline. Granted, Britain’s economy was smaller than its American
counterpart as the Great War ended; but it remained powerful, stronger
than fifty years before. Thus, the term ‘decline’ is inappropriate when
discussing Anglo-American relations in the interwar period. It is a
loaded word, evoking the image of Britain irrevocably moving down the
slippery slope to second-rank status, with the United States rising
inevitably to become a superpower.

In the interwar period, as throughout the twentieth century, British
diplomacy remained the preserve of an elite. In its broadest definition,
this group included those responsible for making and implementing
foreign policy in the Cabinet and Civil Service, MPs and peers on the
government and opposition benches, and journalists, writers, and
private organisations with an interest in external affairs.!'® Admittedly,
the circle of those in government that determined Britain’s external
policies had widened considerably compared to that at the turn of the
century. This included not only the Foreign Office, but the Treasury,
the service ministries, and, depending on the question, other depart-
ments of state.!” In addition, the Great War had spawned non-
governmental groups concerned with foreign policy, from the Royal
Institute of International Affairs (RIIA) to the League of Nations

14 About 25 per cent of British national wealth by the end of the 1920s came from
external sources — including exports, re-exports, and sales of gold and silver bullion —
approximately $6.5 billion; the American total was in the order of 5 per cent to 6 per
cent, roughly $6.4 billion. McKercher, ‘Wealth, Power’, 433, and the relevant notes.

P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, British Imperialism, vol. II: Crisis and Deconstruction

1914-1990 (London, New York, 1993), 49-75.

16 D, C. Watt, “The Nature of the Foreign-Policy-Making Elite in Britain’, in Watt,
Personalities and Policies. Studies in the Formulation of British Foreign Policy in the
Twentieth Century (1965), 1-15. Cf. M. G. Fry, Illusions of Securiry. North Atlantic
Diplomacy 1918-22 (Toronto, 1972); B. J. C. McKercher, The Second Baldwin
Government and the United States, 1924—1929: Attitudes and Diplomacy (Cambridge,
1984); K. E. Neilson, Strategy and Supply. Anglo-Russian Relations, 1914—1917 (1985).

17 F. T. A. Ashton-Gwatkin, ‘Thoughts on the Foreign Office, 1918-1939°, CR,
188(1955), 374-8; D. Dilks, “The British Foreign Office Between the Wars’, in B. J. C.
McKercher and D. J. Moss, eds., Shadow and Substance in British Foreign Policy,
1895-1939. Memorial Essays Honouring C. §. Lowe (Edmonton, 1984), 181-202; Lord
Strang, ‘“The Formulation and Control of Foreign Policy’, Durham University Fournal,
49(1957), 98-108.

15



6 Transition of power

Union (LNU).!8 Increased public awareness of international politics, it
was surmised, would help prevent another ‘July crisis’ and other
Sommes. Still, the interwar elite remained small. Domestic affairs
preoccupied most ministers, their bureaucratic advisers, the political
parties, and the wider public. In peacetime, general interest in foreign
policy might suddenly develop in moments of crisis but, just as
quickly, recede as other issues came to the fore. Moreover, after
September 1939, as the war crisis required speedy policy decisions, the
circle constricted.

In this way, British foreign policy in the quarter-century after 1919
evolved via a massive series of individual transactions carried out within
an array of closely linked groups of individuals. Collectively, these
groups formed the ‘foreign-policy-making elite’. It had several distin-
guishing features: the continuity of its membership over time; the
comparatively free debate within its ranks; and the fixed, though not
necessarily inviolable, barrier controlling the flow of information about
these debates to the public or, rather, the various publics in whose
names its members acted, whose interests they believed they served, and
from whom, through the political process, they derived their authority.
Because of its special nature, British foreign policy in these years also
differed from its domestic cousin. Whereas politicians, civil servants,
parliamentarians, journalists, and others could experience first-hand the
daily swirl of the country’s economic, political, and social climate, the
same did not hold true for international affairs. For those who advised,
decided on, and implemented foreign policy, who criticised in Parlia-
ment, or commented in the press, books, and articles, a mass of second-
hand information conditioned much of what they thought. This arrived
by despatch and telegram to Whitehall, by conversation with British and
other diplomats temporarily in London, from British and other travel-
lers, writers, and journalists who had been abroad, and from the
importation of books and magazines. Of course, some knowledge came
from personal experience but, usually, this was limited. Politicians,
Foreign Office officials, and other civil servants attended conferences or
held discussions in foreign capitals. Journalists and writers toured
occasionally to gather material for their jottings. And in peacetime,
these people, along with others who could afford to do so, sometimes
took holidays in Europe, the Empire, and other places. Consequently,

18 D. Birn, The League of Nations Union, 1918-1945 (1981); J. A. Thompson, ‘The
League of Nations Union and the Promotion of the League Idea in Great Britain’,
AFPH, 18(1972), 52—61; C. Thorne, ‘Chatham House, Whitehall, and Far Eastern
Issues, 1941-1945’, in Thorne, Border Crossings. Studies in International History (New
York, 1988), 163-92, esp. 164-5.
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both inside and outside of government, foreign policy existed as a sphere
where images formed the basis of knowledge about what was happening
in the wider world.!?

Interwar British foreign policy derived from and was shaped by the
attitudes of those in government who created it and those outside who
sought to influence its direction. What held true for foreign policy in
general was particularly so for policy concerning the United States. By
the end of the Great War, the foreign-policy-making elite contained
three broad lines of thought.?° On one end of the spectrum, based on
pan-Anglo-Saxonism, ‘atlanticism’ entailed attitudes about Britain and
the United States being natural allies through a supposed shared history
and the common ties of culture, language, and politics. After 1918,
‘atlanticist’ thinking held that joint Anglo-American economic, diplo-
matic, and naval efforts could safeguard international peace and
security, despite American failure to join the League of Nations and the
discord created by war debts and the naval question.?! When a Labour
government took office in June 1929, James Ramsay MacDonald, the
strongly ‘atlanticist’ prime minister, emphasised the need for creating
strong Anglo-American bonds. ‘I do not believe real peace will come’,
he wrote to an American friend, Senator William Borah, ‘until you and
we stand together and proclaim from the house tops together that in
that respect we have the same mission and inspiration.’?

At the other end of the spectrum stood ‘Imperial isolationism’.
Thinking here held the Empire to be the cornerstone of Britain’s
global pre-eminence; thus the Imperial edifice had to be preserved at
all costs and, if possible, its economic and political strength enhanced.
To maintain a strong and cohesive Empire, Britain had to keep

19 B. J. C. McKercher, ‘“The British Diplomatic Service in the United States and the
Chamberlain Foreign Office’s Perceptions of Domestic America, 1924—1927: Images,
Reality, and Diplomacy’, in McKercher and Moss, eds., Shadow and Substance,
221-47. More generally, P. Conrad, Imagining America (New York, 1980); R. L.
Rapson, Britons View America: Travel Commentary, 1860—1935 (Seattle, 1971).

D. C. Watt, ‘United States Documentary Sources for the Study of British Foreign

Policy, 1919-39’, in Watt, Personalities and Policies, 211—22. This paragraph is based on

their fruitful use in Fry, lusions of Security; McKercher, Baldwin Government; B. J. C.

McKercher ‘“The Deep and Latent Distrust”: The British Official Mind and the

United States, 1919-1929’, in B. J. C. McKercher, ed., Anglo-American Relations in the

1920s: The Struggle for Supremacy (1991); D. C. Watt, Succeeding Fohn Bull. America in

Britain’s Place, 1900—1975 (Cambridge, 1984).

21 Cf. W. V. Griffin, Sir Evelyn Wrench and His Continuing Vision of International Relations
During 40 Years (New York, 1950); P. Kerr and C. P. Howland, ‘Navies and Peace:
Two Views’, FA, 8(1929), 20-40; W. T. Layton, ‘The Forthcoming Economic
Conference of the League of Nations and Its Possibilities’, ¥RIIA, 6(1927), 2—24;
A. Salter, “The Economic Conference: Prospects of Practical Results’, ¥RIIA, 6(1927),
350-67.

22 MacDonald to Borah, 26 Aug. 1929, MacDonald PRO 30/69/673/1.

20



8 Transition of power

extra-Imperial commitments to a minimum. Sir Maurice Hankey, the
secretary to both the Cabinet and Committee of Imperial Defence
(CID) from 1916 to 1937, embodied such sentiments. Richard Casey,
an Australian diplomat in London, reported in early 1928: ‘[Hankey]
said that he sometimes had periods of wondering whether we were well
advised in these islands to adopt the policy of involving ourselves in
Europe’s troubles to the extent we do, rather than an isolationist
policy.?® By 1918, ‘Imperial isolationism’ saw the United States as the
principal threat to the Empire because of Washington’s demand for
naval parity together with American economic penetration of important
parts of the Empire like Canada. Just as they turned against foreign
pressures threatening Imperial strength, ‘Imperial isolationists’ directed
their ire against those within the Empire who were perceived to be
undermining Imperial unity, whether dominion politicians, like William
Lyon Mackenzie King, the Canadian sovereigntist premier, or colonial
nationalists, like Mahatma Gandhi.?*

The third line of reasoning — ‘world leadership’ — reckoned that
Britain could never distance itself from great Power politics. The war
demonstrated that continental problems could not be ignored; after
1918, to ensure peace and security, British diplomatists had to maintain
and exert influence on continental affairs. Sir Austen Chamberlain, the
foreign secretary from November 1924 to June 1929, arrogated for
Britain a leading European role through active participation in the
League and commitments to regional security arrangements like the
1925 Locarno treaty. After leaving office, he argued the ‘world leader-
ship’ case before the RIIA: given Europe’s geographic proximity to
Britain, the Continent stood first in Britain’s diplomatic priorities.?> But
because Britain was a global Power, ‘world leadership’ could not neglect
other parts of the earth, particularly the Far East, where Britain and
other imperial Powers like Japan had sizable interests.?® To protect and
sustain Britain’s pre-eminence, British foreign policy had to be outward
looking. There could be no retreat into the Empire, nor a reliance on
friendly relations with a single Power, like the United States. To a large

23 Casey to Bruce [Australian premier], 29 Mar. 1928, in W. J. Hudson and J. North,
eds., My Dear P. M. R. G. Casey’s Letters to S. M. Bruce 1924—1929 (Canberra, 1980),
322-3.

24 For example: “The Canadian election was rather a disappointment, except for the fact
that MacKenzie King is eclipsed temporarily.’; in Casey to Bruce, 5 Nov. 1925, bid.,
103.

25 A. Chamberlain, ‘Britain as a European Power’, JRIIA, 9(1930), 180-8. Cf.
A. Chamberlain, The League (1926).

26 R. A. Dayer, Finance and Empire: Sir Charles Addis, 1861—1945 (New York, 1988); J. R.
Ferris, ‘A British “Unofficial” Aviation Mission and Japanese Naval Developments,
1919-1929°, ¥SS, 5(1982), 416—39.
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degree, ‘world leaders’ were the disciples of Lord Palmerston, who once
said that ‘Britain has no eternal friends or enemies, only eternal
interests.’

In the interwar period, ‘world leadership’ dominated the foreign-
policy-making elite. This came as much from the cold realism, and
pragmatism, that marked its reasoning as it did from inherent
weaknesses in ‘atlanticism’ and ‘Imperial isolationism’. For men like
Chamberlain, foreign policy entailed ascertaining what precisely British
interests were and, when other Powers had to be considered, what were
theirs. If interests differed, they had to be weighed and a compromise
found. If a compromise proved impossible, then British policy had to
remain firm. This is how Chamberlain succeeded over the difficult
diplomacy surrounding Locarno.?” He was a francophile. But as little
would be achieved by supporting Paris over Berlin, he endeavoured to
be the ‘honest broker’ in the Locarno negotiations because favouring
one side would destroy the chances for a settlement.?® Afterwards, he
continued showing an even hand to make the ‘LLocarno system’ work.
This does not mean that ‘world leaders’ were neutral in their personal
beliefs — Chamberlain never was; but it does mean that when pursuing
policy, they tried not to let sentiment interfere with their reasoning.?°
Whilst not always repressing sentiment, ‘world leaders’ tended to have a
clearer perception of the world and the problems confronting Britain.

Interwar advocates of ‘world leadership’ were not a homogeneous
group. There were those whose ideas about foreign policy had been
shaped before 1914 and had not changed as a result of the war; and
there were others, on the whole but not exclusively, a younger group
affected by the war, who saw danger in adhering to some pre-1914
methods of conducting foreign policy. In positions of influence until the
rise of Neville Chamberlain to the premiership in May 1937, the older
group clung to what has been labelled ‘Edwardian’ precepts of foreign
policy.?° During the reign of Edward VII (1901 to 1910), thanks to
Britain’s isolation caused by the Boer War, the ‘Victorian’ notion of
eschewing foreign commitments was superseded by another arguing
that Britain could best maintain the balances of power in Europe and
27 7. Jacobson, Locarno Diplomacy. Germany and the West, 1925—1929 (Princeton, 1972),

3-67.

28 Selby [Chamberlain’s private secretary] to Phipps [chargé, British Embassy, Paris], 10
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1924-1929°, IHR, 6(1984), 570-91. For balanced criticism of ‘LLocarno diplomacy’,

see J. Jacobson, “The Conduct of Locarno Diplomacy’, RP, 34(1972), 62—81.

30 For the seminal discussion of ‘Edwardianism’, see K. E. Neilson, Britain and the Last
Tsar: Anglo-Russian Relations, 1894—1917 (Oxford, 1996), ch. 1.
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elsewhere by combining with Powers that shared British interests and
concerns in opposing potential adversaries.>! Accordingly, in the 1920s,
the Washington and Locarno treaties mirrored the pre-1914 Anglo-
Japanese alliance and the enzentes with France and Russia. After 1919,
however, the ‘Edwardians’ were gradually opposed by those who felt
that British differences with potential adversaries in Europe and other
places could better be settled by bilateral arrangements. Thus, the
difference between the two divisions of ‘world leaders’ was not over
diplomatic ends but, rather, over means. Although this difference did
not affect British foreign policy in the decade and a half after 1918, it
began to do so by the latter half of the 1930s.

The thinking of the other two wings of the foreign-policy-making elite
lacked such clarity. ‘Atlanticism’ contained a glaring defect: that Amer-
icans would join with Britain to maintain the post-1918 international
status quo, an integral part of which was the British Empire. Despite
their own empire in Latin America and the Philippines, Americans
claimed to be anti-colonial. For instance, at the Washington conference
in 1921-2, Senator Oscar Underwood, an American delegate, criticised
proposals for foreign dictation in Chinese local affairs: Americans
‘would be very much opposed to the [Washington] treaty if they felt that
the government of the United States had in any way coerced China into
an obligation that is not clearly satisfactory to China’.?? In addition,
some ethnic groups in the United States like German Americans were
virulently anglophobic, whilst others gave financial succour to Irish
republicans and Indian nationalists.>> The assumption that Washington
would always support Britain and its Empire in moments of crisis was
folly. The flaw in ‘Imperial isolationist’ reasoning came from blindness
to the fact that not all parts of the Empire wanted to continue either
being under British domination or having close ties with London;3*
retreating into the Empire would not necessarily augment Britain’s
strength.

It follows that some elite members did not hold one line of thought to
the exclusion of the others. In some cases, for instance, during a crisis,

31 C. Howard, Splendid Isolation (1967); G. Monger, The End of Isolation: British Foreign
Policy, 1900-1907 (1963); Z. S. Steiner, The Foreign Office and Policy, 1898—1914
(Cambridge, 1969).

32 Meeting 31, Committee on Pacific and Far Eastern Questions, 3 Feb. 1922, FO 412/
117.

33 See Washington embassy reports on the activities of ‘Indian seditionists’ in the United
States in 1928: FO 371/12814/41/41 to FO 371/12815/8951/41.

34 Cf. J. M. Brown, Gandhi’s Rise to Power. Indian Politics, 1915—1922 (Cambridge, 1972);
D. Harkness, The Restless Dominion: The Irish Free State and the British Commonwealth of
Nations, 1921-31 (London, Dublin, 1969); P. Wigley, Canada and the Transition to
Commonwealth: British—-Canadian Relations, 1917—1926 (Cambridge, 1977).
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the borderline in individual cases could become indistinct, with these
people possessing two or even all three attitudes in varying degrees. But
the essential points remain: after 1918, a small group of individuals
participated in making and carrying out British foreign policy; this
group was an elite; it was divided both over how best to preserve
Britain’s position in international politics and about the British role in
them; and through a process of debate amongst the differing viewpoints,
this elite controlled British foreign policy.

In the 1920s, British leaders confronted a series of external problems
with the potential to undermine Britain’s position as a Power of the first
rank. Broadly speaking, these problems centred on helping to recon-
struct Europe, thereby ensuring peace and security, and defending the
Empire. More narrowly, they involved grappling with Franco-German
animosity so that the emerging continental balance was not upset to
Britain’s disadvantage; settling the nettled issues of reparations and war
debts; guarding the paramountcy of the Royal Navy (RN); and helping
to protect and extend British Imperial and commercial interests around
the globe, particularly in Latin America and the Far East. Despite its
return to isolationism from international politics after March 1920,
following final Senate rejection of the Treaty of Versailles and the
League Covenant, the United States had an interest in all these matters.
Yet, for the British during the 1920s, the American question generally
remained at the second level of diplomatic problems, especially since
French doggedness to keep Germany weakened endangered the peace
settlement. Hence, the United States remained just one of several
Powers that had to be considered in British foreign policy calculations.
This did not mean that London could treat the Americans lightly.
Successive American governments pursued United States’ interests
aggressively, two of which touched Britain directly: the payment of war
debts and the desire for equality between the United States Navy (USN)
and the RN. With the added dimension of increased commercial
competition over access to raw materials, air routes, and cable networks,
Anglo-American relations were at times uneasy. There is no doubt that
in the 1920s the Americans challenged Britain’s pre-eminence in the
pursuit of their interests, and that they sought to influence British policy
to enhance the United States’ global position. But, equally, there is no
doubt that the British successfully resisted this challenge so that, as the
1920s ended, Britain remained the greatest of the great Powers.

As the war ended, the British government, a coalition led by David
Lloyd George, believed that the chances for Anglo-American co-opera-
tion were good. Between 1914 and early 1917, Anglo-American rela-
tions had been strained by British blockade policies, which restricted
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American trade with the Central Powers and pro-German neutrals, and
London’s reluctance to support President Woodrow Wilson’s mediation
to produce a negotiated peace settlement.>®> However, United States
entry into the war on the Allied side in April 1917 brought the two
English-speaking Powers closer together. The USN joined the RN in
applying the blockade, and contact increased at the highest political
levels to co-ordinate strategy, supply, and peace-planning. Admittedly,
Anglo-American relations within the context of ‘coalition diplomacy’
were sometimes difficult given different strategic ideas, Wilson’s desire
to encase ‘the freedom of the seas’ in the peace settlement, and Irish
nationalist efforts to wrest Ireland’s independence from Britain by
armed force.?¢ Still, by 1918, Lloyd George and Arthur Balfour, the
foreign secretary, looked forward to working with Wilson to ensure a
lasting peace. Although some of the president’s announced war aims,
particularly support for ‘national self-determination’, created discom-
fort within the Cabinet because of their implications for the Empire, a
range of opinion outside of the government supported Wilsonian ideals
of open diplomacy and the preservation of democracy.>” On the other
hand, to protect Britain’s interests, British officials had worked hard
during the latter stages of the war to give shape to Wilson’s chief
obsession, the creation of the League.?® Consequently, for Lloyd
George, if not for most of his ministers, Anglo-American co-operation
at the Paris peace conference would have to develop from compromise
over war aims.

But co-operation proved to be a mirage because of, first, growing
discord between British and American policies and, second, Wilson’s
failure to secure ratification of Versailles. Anglo-American disharmony
emerged early on over the naval question. In 1916 and 1918, the
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American Congress approved massive battleship building programmes,

in part to deter future RN blockades against American merchantmen.

At the peace conference, the British resisted American pressures to

reduce the RN to the level of the USN, and to accept the freedom of the

seas.?® Saying that they were not building against the United States, the

British asserted that RN strength reflected concern for other naval

threats. Over the freedom of the seas, Lloyd George’s government

proved more intransigent. Blockade remained crucial to Britain’s sur-
vival; the Cabinet would not guarantee the neutral right to trade. In
early April 1919, Lloyd George finally demanded that unless the

Americans acknowledged Britain’s special naval concerns, he would

withdraw his support for the League, as well as recognition of the

Monroe Doctrine. Lord Robert Cecil, the chief LLeague advocate on the

British delegation, and Colonel Edward House, Wilson’s anglophile

foreign policy adviser, scrambled to find a compromise: in return for the

Americans cancelling the 1918 programme and deferring new construc-

tion for 1919-20, the British would support the League and accept the

Monroe Doctrine. Notwithstanding, the ‘naval battle of Paris’ created

ill-feelings on both sides as the intense diplomacy surrounding the

German settlement progressed.

Although Anglo-American efforts concerning Germany and ancillary
issues like handling Bolshevik Russia saw a substantial amount of co-
operation — for instance, in disarming Germany and in preventing
French annexation of the Saar — the two Powers divided over major
questions like the borders of reborn Poland, reparations, and disposing
of German colonies.*® And Wilson’s actions produced growing disfa-
vour towards him in Britain in the government and amongst public
opinion.*! For instance, he adopted a high moral tone in his argu-
ments, chiefly about secret wartime treaties concluded by Britain and
its allies for Middle Eastern spheres of interest, whilst hypocritically
reversing himself over ‘national self-determination’ in the Balkans.
Still, compromise seemed possible. Lloyd George ultimately endorsed
the League, and Wilson, willing to involve the United States in
European affairs, supported an Anglo-American guarantee of French
39 M. Klatchko and D. F. Trask, Admiral William Shepherd Benson. First Chief of Naval
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security.*? Thus, by the time Versailles was signed on 28 June 1919, the
British and Americans had come together, albeit with difficulty, to
ensure a basis for peace and security in the postwar world.

This collapsed with the Senate’s refusal to ratify Versailles.*> Wilson
had blundered politically by failing to include senior Republicans on the
American delegation, essential to winning bipartisan Congressional
support for treaty ratification. Later, he opposed a series of reservations
in the Senate, the locus of isolationist opposition, limiting American
support for the sanctions provisions of the League Covenant. Crippled
with illness brought on by a stroke and touched by a personal dispute
involving his wife and a member of the British Embassy, the president
refused to see Lord Grey, the former foreign secretary, sent to
Washington to smooth over the rough spots in Anglo-American
relations.?* A sense of betrayal permeated the British government,
feelings reflected by the British public. When, promising isolation in
foreign policy, the Republican Party under Warren Harding took the
White House and both houses of Congress in elections in November
1920, the possibility of Anglo-American co-operation evaporated.

As the 1920s unfolded, therefore, the British faced their external
problems believing not only that the United States would probably
remain aloof from political entanglements, but that its foreign policy
was by nature unreliable. This is why ‘atlanticist’ arguments had little
influence within the elite after 1920. Furthermore, notions of retreating
within the Empire could not be countenanced because of the peace
treaties, earlier commitments like that concerning the Bosporus, and
new responsibilities assumed by joining the League. Both the Foreign
Office and the Admiralty emphasised this to the CID in the summer of
1920.%> As the 1920s progressed and additional obligations like
Locarno were undertaken,*® ‘Imperial isolation’ increasingly lacked
credibility in policy discussions. It is not surprising, therefore, that
‘world leaders’ dominated foreign policy. Austen Chamberlain best
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embodied this line of thought during the decade, and Lloyd George,
Balfour, and others, like Lord Curzon, the foreign secretary from 1919
to 1924, and Sir Stanley Baldwin, prime minister twice between 1923
and 1929, shared his general sentiments. Certainly, Lloyd George
continued to entertain ‘atlanticist’ sentiments over naval issues, whilst
Curzon’s attitudes suggested an over-weaning need for Imperial unity
that harkened to his service as the Indian viceroy from 1899 to 1905.
But in the 1920s, these men were responsible for British foreign policy
with its myriad concerns in Europe, the Mediterranean, the Far East,
and the places in between. They had to ensure Britain’s voice in the
councils of the world and the strength to give that voice weight. They
wielded British power, using it to protect British global pre-eminence in
the ten years after the Paris peace conference.

The narrow concerns of British foreign policy after 1920 — Franco-
German animosity; reparations and war debts; sustaining the supremacy
of the RN; and safeguarding British Imperial and commercial interests —
were interconnected. Not surprisingly, the Senate’s rejection of
Versailles put paid to the Anglo-American guarantee to France, and,
because Lloyd George’s government refused to supplant this with a
unilateral pledge, this resulted in Paris adopting the hardest line possible
against Germany. This translated into successive French governments,
apprehensive about German resurgence, working to keep Germany in
perpetual weakness. Fashioning a series of treaties in eastern Europe
with Poland and the °‘Little Entente’® of Romania, Czechoslovakia,
and Yugoslavia, Paris demanded that Germany honour the letter of
Versailles, particularly its reparations provisions. Surrounded by states
that had either suffered from German aggression between 1914 and
1918 or profited territorially at German expense at the peace confer-
ence, or both, Berlin had little room for manoeuvre. Lloyd George and
Curzon sought vainly to moderate French excesses in a series of meet-
ings at Cannes, Genoa, and other places in the sunny south; all that
developed was intense Franco-German animosity and Germany’s
apparent impoverishment.%” In January 1923, after economic crisis in
Germany produced a default in reparations deliveries, the French and
Belgians occupied the industrial Ruhr Valley to siphon off its wealth in
lieu of what they claimed was owed them. Unstable after November
1918, the continental balance of power wobbled dangerously.

Whilst these European problems engaged Lloyd George and Curzon
— and, after Lloyd George fell from power in October 1922, the new

47 Cf. C. Fink, The Genoa Conference: European Diplomacy, 1921-1922 (1984); S. White,
The Origins of Detente: The Genoa Conference and Sovier Western Relations, 1921—-1922
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Conservative premier, Andrew Bonar Law — the question of Britain’s
war debt to the United States required an answer.*® During the war, the
British lent the Allies almost £4,000 million and, in turn, borrowed
almost £1,000 million from the United States. Thus, although a debtor
to the United States, Britain was a creditor respecting France, Italy, and
other Powers. But there were problems with collecting. The Bolshevik
Russians refused to honour tsarist debts; and the French claimed that
whilst the Anglo-American contribution to German defeat had been
primarily pecuniary, France paid far more in blood. In February 1922,
the Republican Congress established the World War Foreign Debt
Commission to collect all debts by 1947 at a minimum 4% per cent
interest. The British had long pressed for all-round cancellation, osten-
sibly to allow for easier European reconstruction but, just as much, to
pressure the Americans into cancelling. Finally, in August 1922, when it
became clear that Washington would not budge, Britain issued a note
stating that they would collect from their allies only what they owed the
United States. Signed by Balfour, this note indicated that Britain still
supported rescinding all inter-Allied debts, plus a similar amount of
German reparations.*® But the Harding Administration refused to link
war debts and reparations, or to accept payments in kind, and the
French contended that debt payments had to wait until German
reparations were fully paid.

Baldwin, Bonar Law’s chancellor of the Exchequer, and Sir Montagu
Norman, the governor of the Bank of England, led a mission to the
United States in January 1923 to settle the debt issue. Although some in
Britain, including Bonar Law, found the terms distasteful — $4,600
million (about £980 million at par) to be paid off by 1985 at 3.3 per
cent interest — the Cabinet accepted the agreement. Other problems like
the Ruhr pressed on them, and the City opposed cancellation because it
wanted to get back its inter-Allied loans. Although the settlement
seemed amicable on the surface, underneath resentment existed. In
1920, the Americans had imposed customs duties to protect their
domestic markets, which limited tariffless Britain’s access to American
dollars through trade. As Baldwin said in Washington:

We intend to pay — but how can international credits be made liquid when the
creditor nation is unwilling to permit liquidation through the direct delivery of
goods, and is also unwilling to see the current sale of her products to the debtor

48 Except where noted, the next two paragraphs are based on M. ]J. Hogan, Informal
Entente. The Private Structure of Cooperation in Anglo-American Economy Diplomacy,
1918—-1928 (Columbia, 1977), 50-5; W. N. Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since
Versailles 1919—1963 (1968); K. Middlemas and J. Barnes, Baldwin. A Biography
(1969), 136-49.

49 Cmd. 1737.
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nation interrupted, and when the debtor nation is unwilling to be put in the
position of being unable to buy the products of the creditor nation?

The answer lay in conceding to American demands and, then, ex-

panding British trade elsewhere. German economic revival — before

1914, Germany was Britain’s best European customer — would mean a

revitalised European economy with concomitant trade.>° It follows that

by 1923, Britain had not been bankrupted; instead, it faced a cash flow
problem. It settled with the United States and ‘eliminated, temporarily
at least, a source of irritation and tension between the British and

American governments’.?!

Over the next two years, the British used the debt agreement as the
basis for steadying the German economy and, from this, giving stability
to Europe.’? The fruit of this emerged with the Dawes Committee, a
group of international bankers first suggested by Charles Evans Hughes,
Harding’s secretary of state, in December 1922. A year earlier, the
Reparations Commission, the legacy of the peace conference, fixed
German reparations at $131 billion. Hughes’ suggestion came just as
Germany’s crumbling economy prevented Berlin from meeting its
scheduled payments; the Ruhr occupation acted as a catalyst giving it
form. Charles Dawes, a Chicago banker, and his colleagues were
charged with stabilising the mark and balancing the German budget.
Once the committee began meeting in 1923, Dawes and the senior
British delegate, Sir Josiah Stamp, despite initial differences over
Germany’s capacity to pay, expanded its mandate to readjust the entire
reparations issue. In these deliberations, the British tended to be lenient
and the French, Belgians, and Italians severe, whilst the Americans
occupied the middle ground. Still, fostered to a degree by the debt
settlement and the franc’s dependency on the American and British
central banks,?> Anglo-American views converged about quickly getting
Germany back on its economic feet. They had different reasons for
joining together — the British looked to improve trade; American loans
were unlikely to be paid until Germany’s economy stabilised; still,
Anglo-American unity of purpose overcame French obstructionism by
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the time the committee reported in April 1924. The Dawes report
proposed annual reparations on a fixed scale, political control of the
German economy through a series of commissions, and a reorganised
German central bank, supported by a foreign loan, to stabilise the mark.
By the end of 1924, the Reparations Commission had endorsed the
Dawes Plan, and American banks were prepared to loan Germany
money. Five years after the Senate’s rejection of Versailles, Anglo-
American co-operation brought economic stability to Europe.

But economic stability constituted only half the equation. There also
had to be political security, the crux of French concern. French severity
towards Germany after 1920 occurred largely because the demise of the
Anglo-American guarantee had created feelings of insecurity in Paris.?*
In 1923, following the Ruhr occupation, the British government, now
led by Baldwin, sponsored an initiative called the Draft Treaty of Mutual
Assistance to foster French security. It obliged all League members to
assist any of their number in resisting wars of aggression, permitted the
Council of the League to allocate national responsibilities, encouraged
regional security agreements, and, respecting the latter, limited military
obligations to those against aggressors on the same continent.>® The
short-lived Labour ministry under MacDonald, in power from January
to October 1924, killed the Draft Treaty. The new Cabinet reckoned that
a heavy burden would be placed on the RN in the wider world, and any
regional agreement concerning Europe not only echoed the pre-1914
alliances, but could also weaken Britain because of dominion diffidence
to honour British commitments. British League activists countered with
the ‘Geneva Protocol’, a three-part undertaking by which League
members would accept arbitration in international disputes, disarm by
agreement, and undertake mutual support in the event of unprovoked
aggression anywhere in the world.>® Although removing regional com-
mitments, bringing arbitration to the fore, and tying security to disarma-
ment, the Protocol disappeared with Labour losing office.

Judging that Britain lacked the resources to enforce universal peace
and security, the new ministry, Baldwin’s second government, jettisoned
the Protocol early in 1925. The CID, where the debate occurred,
reflected ‘world leadership’ ideas by arguing that Britain should assume
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obligations only in areas of the world vital to British interests. American
disquiet with the Protocol also played in CID deliberations. Wary of
League involvement in the Western Hemisphere, Hughes told Sir Esme
Howard, the British ambassador at Washington, that he hoped the
proposal would ‘die a natural death’.>” With the Dawes Plan under-
writing European economic recovery, Austen Chamberlain searched for
a way to bring political stability to the continent. The result was his
conversion to a guarantee of the Franco-German border, the heart of
Locarno. By October 1925, with Britain and Italy guaranteeing the
Franco-German border, and eastern European frontier disputes to be
handled by a series of arbitration treaties amongst Germany and its
eastern neighbours, the French were presented with a system of political
and military security to balance Dawes. Given the Baldwin govern-
ment’s support for German admission to the League, including a
permanent Council seat, the recognition of great Power status, Franco-
German reconciliation seemed possible. The French began withdrawing
from the Ruhr, and Chamberlain played the ‘honest broker’ with
Aristide Briand and Gustav Stresemann, the French and German
foreign ministers, respectively, to reconcile differences between Paris
and Berlin; the sense of European crisis receded.

Locarno also inaugurated a crucial decision by the Baldwin govern-
ment concerning the League that added immensely to the political
strength of British foreign policy.>® Until this time, although British
leaders since Lloyd George had praised the organisation, actual political
support had been minimal. However, when Chamberlain became
foreign secretary, he kept League affairs under his personal control. He
did so for two reasons. The first involved Britain having a single foreign
policy voice. Until then, British policy on the League had largely been
determined not by the foreign secretaries but by other ministers. This
created difficulty when the Foreign Office took one line and British
representatives at the League in Geneva another. In November 1924,
Chamberlain used his leading position in the Cabinet to bring League
policy under his authority. The practical expression of this came with his
regular attendance at the quarterly meetings of the League Council and
his heading the British delegation to the annual Assembly each autumn.
The second reason involved Locarno. Just as Chamberlain travelled to
Geneva every three months, so, too, did Briand and Stresemann. The
three men worked together within the League; the net result for British

57 Howard to Chamberlain, 9 Jan. 1925, Chamberlain FO 800/257. Cf. D. D. Burks,
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diplomacy, which other diplomatists saw as balancing between France
and Germany, came with great and small Powers seeking British
support over a range of issues. With Chamberlain seeing the League as
another tool in the arsenal of British diplomacy and not an end in itself,
he arrogated for Britain a leading position within the organisation. The
political influence of British foreign policy increased markedly.>®

Once Locarno appeared a certainty in the autumn of 1925 and in line
with its promotion of the League, Baldwin’s government supported a
League-sponsored general arms limitation agreement. This course
devolved from British domestic concerns and, externally, it stood as an
issue in which the United States and the other great Powers were
interested. More specifically, League-sponsored disarmament would not
only contribute to the system of security then arising in Europe, it would
conform to a naval arms limitation agreement made in 1922 to which
Britain and the United States were partners and which had laid the basis
for a system of security in the Far East. In the autumn of 1925, the
League established a Preparatory Commission to furnish a draft treaty
for a world disarmament conference. With non-League Powers like the
United States and Bolshevik Russia sending delegations, the Commis-
sion began deliberating in March 1926. In this realm the other two
narrow concerns of the foreign-policy-making elite came to the fore:
conserving RN supremacy and protecting and extending British Im-
perial and commercial interests.

Postwar British domestic pressures over disarmament were twofold.
The first arose out of public reaction to the terrible human and material
cost of fighting the war. Within six months of the 1914 ‘July crisis’,
radical critics of British foreign policy began producing tracts under the
aegis of a group called the Union for Democratic Control (UDC).%°
They argued in part that secret diplomacy, augmented by the Powers’
reliance on armaments, bore heavy responsibility for the outbreak of
general European war; and, though other pressure groups like the LNU
proved more effective than the UDC in holding public attention after
1919, its contention about the possession of arms nurturing the seeds of
war permeated postwar public attitudes about military spending.®!

59 Chamberlain to Baldwin, 16 Sep. 1927, Chamberlain FO 800/261.
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Ypres, the Somme, and Passchendaele provided persuasive confirma-
tion. After 1918, as ‘the war to end all wars’ had just been fought,
popular sentiment to curtail arms spending could not be ignored by
politicians and civil servants. This was tied to a second domestic
concern: bringing about prosperity by getting the economy quickly onto
a peacetime footing.%? Declining industrial demand, an increasing
number of unemployed being joined by demobilised servicemen, and
rising taxation to meet public expectations for Lloyd George’s promise
of ‘a land fit for heroes’ prompted cries inside and outside government
for retrenchment in arms spending. Not coincidentally, public monies
saved could be shifted to social programmes. Using 1920 as a base,
because figures for 1918-19 are difficult to assess, British defence
spending was reduced by two-thirds (almost £320 million annually) by
1922.%3 With further cutbacks over the next two years, bringing the total
defence budget to £106 million by 1924, after which it levelled off,
British defence spending fell below that of 1914 given inflation over ten
years.%4
But there were limits beyond which the British could not reduce their
national armoury.®> As a global Power with interests on every continent
and the seas in between, Britain required armed force to support its
62 D. H. Aldcroft, From Versailles to Wall Street, 1919—1929 (Berkeley, Los Angeles,
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foreign policy and defend Imperial and commercial interests. With the
maritime nature of the Empire and British trade, this meant that the RN
had to be kept at the greatest strength possible. It got the lion’s share of
funds. On the other hand, after the politicians ensured that Imperial
outposts could be garrisoned and London’s fiat imposed in Ireland, the
Army bore the brunt of the defence cuts; with the creation of the Irish
Free State in 1921, the Army suffered further. The junior service, the
Royal Air Force (RAF), whose principal function in the 1920s also
centred on Imperial defence, fared only slightly better. By 1921,
Britain’s position as a global Power and the effectiveness of its foreign
and Imperial policies depended on a strong RN.

By 1918-19, the prewar threats to the RN had disappeared: Germany’s
fleet lay at the bottom of Scapa Flow; those of France and Russia had
withered away. But in their place stood the USN and the Imperial
Japanese Navy (IJN). British unease stemmed from the intentions of the
Americans and Japanese, both with the wealth and technological
ingenuity to challenge the primacy of the RN. The Naval Defence Act of
1889 compelled British governments to maintain a two-Power standard,
that the RN equal the strength of the next two naval Powers combined.
Although this standard was later modified, the RN was always kept at a
strength greater than that of the next greatest naval Power. Nevertheless,
in 1920, because of costs, the British adopted a one-Power standard.
Lloyd George’s ministry now confronted a dilemma: how to effect naval
spending cuts, yet protect the superiority of the RN? The CID calcu-
lated that the 1916 and 1918 American building programmes would
give the USN first place in the battlefleet tables by 1923.° Moreover,
both Washington and Ottawa were pressuring London to abrogate the
Anglo-Japanese alliance when it came up for renewal in 1922.%7 To do
this might antagonise Japan unnecessarily, with the possibility of dire
consequences for Britain’s Far Eastern interests. Lloyd George’s govern-
ment was wrestling with these questions when, in August 1921, the
Harding Administration suddenly invited Britain and other interested
Powers to a conference at Washington to deal with naval and Far
Eastern questions.

The outcome of the Washington conference, which sat from
November 1921 to February 1922, is well known.%® In place of the
Anglo-Japanese alliance, three new agreements emerged: a ten-year
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treaty establishing building ratios for capital ships and aircraft carriers
over 10,000 tons; a nine-Power guarantee of Chinese sovereignty and
existing foreign trade concessions in China; and a four-Power pledge
confirming the post-1919 status quo in the Pacific. Although Harding’s
Administration won accolades by calling the conference, especially since
Hughes’ opening speech contained startling proposals making the naval
treaty possible, the British emerged with several gains. First, with
British, American, and Japanese capital ships fixed in a ratio of 5:5:3,
respectively, the threat of an Anglo-American race in the most expensive
warships abated at a crucial moment in Britain’s postwar reconstruction.
This had extra profit since such a race would have prompted Japan to
keep pace with the two English-speaking Powers. Second, despite
forfeiting the Anglo-Japanese alliance, a system of security, no matter
how tenuous it might be, emerged in the Far East. In keeping IJN
strength at 40 per cent less than either the RN or USN, Japan received
regional naval supremacy: Britain could fortify no bases east of Singa-
pore; the United States none west of Pearl Harbor. Here lay the
supposed value of the nine- and four-Power treaties. Lastly, by resolving
Anglo-American differences without estranging the Japanese, the British
could turn to other pressing diplomatic issues. In practical terms, this
saw a concentration on European affairs that led to the Dawes Plan and
Locarno.

The Washington conference left unsettled the limitation of warships
displacing less than 10,000 tons: auxiliary craft like minesweepers,
submarines, destroyers, and, critically, cruisers, the main weapon for
attacking and defending maritime lines of communication. Although
accepting capital ship equality with the Americans at Washington, the
British refused to do so respecting cruisers. All that could be agreed
were displacement and gun calibre maxima — 10,000 tons with eight-
inch weapons. At Washington, by not yielding over cruisers — and having
a global network of bases with which to project naval power — Britain
had not surrendered its naval supremacy on the altar of good Anglo-
American relations; the symbol rather than the substance of naval
strength had been abandoned.®® By 1927, this had precipitated an
Anglo-American crisis because of differences in strategic doctrine.”®
British naval planning before and after the war adhered to ideas
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popularised by the naval thinker, Sir Julian Corbett, who argued that
command of the sea derived from keeping open one’s sea lanes whilst
disrupting those of adversaries. This involved a blend of concentration
of forces — the battlefleet — and dispersal — the cruiser squadrons. The
RN’s successful blockade after 1914, or, at least, its perceived
success, came from disrupting Central Power maritime lifelines. Such
ideas shaped British naval thinking after 1918, playing heavily in a
determination to avoid cruiser parity with the USN. American
doctrine differed significantly. Devolving from the teachings of
Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan, it necessitated destroying the enemy
fleet in a decisive Trafalgar-type battle to achieve unfettered
command of the sea.

In the 1920s, contrasting doctrine produced different cruiser require-
ments. The RN sought a large number of light cruisers, from 3,500 to
7,500 tons, but averaging 6,000 tons, carrying six-inch guns; numbers
were necessary because of the quantity and length of sea routes to
guard, and the importance of overseas trade to Britain’s economic
survival — one-quarter of British GNP.”! Furthermore, British bases
around the world gave RN light cruisers strategic advantages. The USN,
conversely, wanted a smaller fleet comprised chiefly of heavy
Washington-treaty vessels to augment the main battlefleet. Although
American navalists argued that their lack of bases required larger vessels
with greater cruising radii, the range of eight-inch guns would give the
USN an edge over six-inch ones in ship-to-ship combat. As it evolved,
the cruiser question was fraught with difficulty, and it arose in 1927 to
usher in a crisis that marked Anglo-American relations at the end of the
1920s.

This crisis developed out of deadlock in the Preparatory Commis-
sion.”? By early 1927, after a year’s fruitless discussion, the Commission
had become bogged down. Two competing draft treaties, British and
French, were under consideration. Difficulty came with the dissimilar
security requirements of the major maritime Powers — Britain, the
United States, and Japan — and terrene ones led by France and its
eastern European allies. German annoyance at French refusal to count
trained reserves in the number of ground effectives — Versailles denied
reserves to the Reichswehr — and Franco-Italian rivalry in the Mediterra-
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nean complicated the situation. Wanting to win domestic support for
the Republican Party and upstage the League, Calvin Coolidge, Hard-
ing’s successor, invited Britain, Japan, France, and Italy to hold separate
naval talks at Geneva. Coolidge aspired to extend the Washington-treaty
capital ship building ratio to lesser craft, the idea being that any
agreement by the naval Powers could be foisted on the Preparatory
Commission.

Meeting at Geneva from June to August 1927, the Coolidge con-
ference failed.”® First, the French and Italians did not participate.
France demanded a higher ratio than Italy, which Rome rebuffed.
Second, and more important, although the other three Powers agreed
on limiting submarines, destroyers, and other auxiliaries, Anglo-
American division occurred over cruisers. The British sought seventy
vessels — fifteen heavy and fifty-five light — the Americans just forty-five —
twenty-five heavy and twenty light. Not opposing the Americans
building to the British level, Baldwin’s government made clear that the
RN had an ‘absolute need’ for Imperial and trade defence. The Amer-
icans asserted that their needs were ‘relative’, that the USN could be
smaller or larger depending on RN and IJN requirements. When the
American delegation resisted endorsing a cruiser fleet of more than
forty-five vessels, the conference broke up with frayed feelings on both
sides of the Atlantic over whether limitation should be at a figure
convenient to Britain or to the United States.

The cruiser question was symptomatic of a deeper problem: the
incompatibility of the British doctrine of maritime belligerent rights with
the American theory of the freedom of the seas. Through Howard’s
reports, the Chamberlain Foreign Office correctly surmised that
blockade lay at the bottom of Anglo-American differences.”* By No-
vember 1927, Chamberlain won Baldwin’s support to have the CID
investigate whether Britain could compromise with the Americans by
modifying its established blockade policies. The Belligerent Rights Sub-
committee began deliberating in January 1928 and had yet to reach a
decision when, in the summer, problems in the Preparatory Commis-
sion brought Anglo-American relations to a new low. In March 1928, as
British and French differences threatened to destroy the Preparatory
Commission, its chairman implored London and Paris to find a
compromise. Secret discussion resulted in an Anglo-French com-
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promise in July; it was communicated to the leading Powers on the
Commission.”® Its essential point was that the British would withdraw
their opposition to counting reserves in land effectives and the French
would support a proposal to limit heavy, but not light, cruisers. Whilst
constituting a basis for renewed Preparatory Commission discussions,
and not being hewn in stone, only the Japanese supported it. To get
discussion going, the French concession was not mentioned at that
stage. But rumours that Britain had backed down over trained reserves
soon emerged, along with wild stories about a secret Anglo-French
alliance. Coolidge became incensed. Angered with the compromise’s
cruiser provisions and convinced of European obstructionism over
limiting arms, he chastised the European Powers on Armistice Day, 11
November, and called for American naval supremacy over Britain.”®
Although a new Republican president, Herbert Hoover, had been
elected five days earlier, which meant Coolidge would leave office in
March 1929, the departing president endorsed a bill before Congress
calling for fifteen new cruisers. Baldwin’s government confronted the
possibility of an Anglo-American naval race.

Under Chamberlain’s sure hand, the Belligerent Rights Sub-
committee reported in February and March 1929.77 It advised the
Cabinet that belligerent rights should remain as high as possible, that
they not be mentioned in a new Anglo-American arbitration treaty then
being examined at the Foreign Office, and that should a conference to
codify international law be called, there be a secret approach to the
White House to find common Anglo-American ground concerning
blockade. The latter point became urgent in early 1929 when Borah,
chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, promoted the
convening of such a conference. Indeed, he succeeded in February 1929
in having a resolution to this effect appended to the fifteen cruiser bill.
After Hoover’s inauguration, therefore, Howard impressed British con-
cerns on the new president.”® Desirous of improving Anglo-American
relations, Hoover responded that nothing would be done for some time.
His secretary of state-designate, Henry Stimson, the governor of the
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Philippines, who would not arrive in Washington till April, had to be
consulted.

Hoover’s anodyne words were actually part of a process of improving
Anglo-American relations that had begun at the time of Coolidge’s
Armistice Day speech.”® In early November, Baldwin had suggested to
William Castle, a leading State Department official visiting London,
that he would be willing to travel to Washington in 1929 to settle the
naval question. Almost immediately Howard and Castle in Washington,
and the Foreign Office and Downing Street in London, began preparing
for a prime ministerial visit. However, it could not occur until pre-
liminary discussions had taken place over the naval question, and after
an impending British General Election had been held. With the British
amenable to a naval settlement, Hoover had the American delegate at
the April 1929 Preparatory Commission, Hugh Gibson, the American
ambassador in Brussels, announce that Washington was considering a
‘naval yardstick’ to equate heavy and light cruisers. Adding to his
willingness to compromise, Hoover appointed the anglophile Charles
Dawes as the new American ambassador to London. By late April,
armed with the Belligerent Rights Sub-committee’s blueprint for settling
the American question, Baldwin’s Cabinet endorsed the idea of the
prime minister travelling to Washington. By mid-1929, the settlement of
Anglo-American naval differences seemed at hand.

Of course, commercial competition suffused all of these political,
naval, and strategic questions during the 1920s. In Europe, South
America, the Middle East, and East Asia, British and American entre-
preneurs strove for advantage over cables, air routes, access to raw
materials, and investment. The record does not show either unbridled
American success or Britain’s inevitable debilitation. Rather, it is mixed,
reinforcing the assertion that during the decade, ‘informal entente’
marked this element of the transatlantic relationship.?® There are two
reasons. First, whilst intense and occasionally vituperative, the quest for
commercial advantage lacked the sustained emotive quality that marked
the other issues. So, unlike the naval dispute, which touched the most
visible element of national potency, commercial competition remained
obscured from public view.?! Second, and more important, co-operation
rather than confrontation offered substantial commercial and financial
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gains for both countries. The Federal Reserve Bank of New York

(FRBNY), in essence the United States’ central bank, saw the wisdom

of this in the aftermath of the Dawes Committee, embarking on a co-

operative policy with the Bank of England and other European central
banks.8? And, when states like Venezuela encouraged foreign develop-
ment of their oil after 1919, British petroleum interests responded first
and American ones followed; this laid the basis for subsequent Anglo-

American competition in oil development both there and in the Middle

East over the next ten years.5>
This does not downplay the notion of rivalry.®* Rivalry existed, but

the British withstood American pressures. In China, for instance,

despite concerted efforts by the State Department and United States
business interests, American influence had not displaced that of Britain
by the time of the 1931 Manchurian crisis. This resulted less from the
endeavours of the government in London and more from those of
private British concerns, like the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank
headed by Sir Charles Addis, which used their experience and capital to
dominate initiatives like a loan consortium set up in 1919-20.8> More-
over, when violence that accompanied Chinese nationalism endangered

British holdings, as occurred at Hankow and other places on the

Yangtze River in early 1927, London despatched troops and ships to

maintain order — something Washington would not do.8¢ Similarly, in

1926, when Hoover, then Coolidge’s secretary of commerce, attacked

Britain’s monopoly of world rubber production — 75 per cent of the total

— Baldwin’s government refused to increase production and lower

prices; the economy of Malaya, strategically important to the eastern

Empire, had been savaged by a rubber glut after 1919, and only a

Colonial Office imposition of quotas and set prices salvaged it.8” This
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issue subsided quickly when American rubber manufacturers like
Harvey Firestone accepted that the British would not acquiesce and
looked to establish their own plantations in other parts of the world —
which were not successful.

To be sure, the Americans expanded their commercial interests at
British expense in some areas of the globe, particularly in Latin
America. Through economic advisers being despatched from the
United States, Washington seeking to influence nationalist regimes like
that in Mexico, and some corporations eschewing co-operation with
Britain in places like Colombia,?8 the United States stole a march on the
British. Much of this stemmed from successful American actions during
the war and the encouragement of the pan-American movement by
American political and business leaders in the 1920s.8° It also came
from Washington using diplomatic coercion and armed strength to
enforce the Monroe Doctrine.’® But in a number of places besides
China — the Baltic states, the Middle East, and Africa — the British more
than held their own.”! Thus, the suggestion that the United States had
emerged as the ‘heir to the British Empire’ by the early 1920s is
inaccurate.®? American commercial and financial gains made during the
war were not necessarily permanent, and they might not withstand the
efforts of British commercial interests to regain what had been either
lost or eroded. During the American intervention in Nicaragua in 1927,
for instance, Sir Robert Vansittart, the head of the Foreign Office
American Department, proposed despatching a British warship to
adjacent waters: ‘there was a distinct United States tendency to stretch
the Monroe doctrine so illegitimately that we should have been —
according to the latest theory — debarred from looking after our own
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interests in a far more important eventuality, i.e. if the United States
provoke a revolution in Mexico’.%?

The British understood that in some areas of the globe, like Latin
America, the American commercial position was improving at their
expense.’* But this did not mean that Britain meekly succumbed, as
Addis’ successful policies over the China loan consortium showed. Even
after Britain returned to the gold standard in 1925, sterling remained an
indispensable currency for international trade; and, despite some struc-
tural weaknesses, the LLondon money market had not been surpassed by
New York.°> Consequently, during the 1920s, the British used their
capital and expertise to protect their commercial and financial position
vis-a-vis the United States. In fact, the British also competed favourably
with other commercial and financial rivals. As the decade ended, Britain
retained significant commercial and financial strength and had yet to be
surpassed in the wider world by the United States.

At the time of the May 1929 General Election, Britain remained pre-
eminent in the world because, for ten years, its leaders inside and
outside of government had resisted the American challenge. United
States economic strength undoubtedly increased at British expense in
the decade after the Paris peace conference. But equally, the new
international order that had arisen after 1918-19 provided Britain with
significant benefits. Traditional maritime threats disappeared and the
Empire’s strategic disposition had been improved. Whilst new naval
adversaries replaced old ones, readjusting naval policy by holding firmly
to the ‘one-Power’ standard ensured RN supremacy. Ensuing policies at
the Washington and Coolidge conferences underscored the resolve to
remain first amongst the naval Powers. For narrow national interests,
the British took on the role of ‘honest broker’ in Europe after 1925 — the
United States’ withdrawal from European affairs offered London a freer
hand on the continent and more influence than it would have had if the
Anglo-American guarantee had come into force. And, after adjusting to
American refusal to join the League, British diplomatists came to
exercise a dominating influence at Geneva, using the organisation as
another tool in British foreign policy.

93 Vansittart minute, 23 Mar. 1927, FO 371/12038/2249/128.

94 Wiswould [DOT], ‘Memorandum respecting American Financial Penetration of Latin
America’, 29 Jan. 1926, with minutes, FO 371/11183/590/95.

95 J. M. Atkin, ‘Official British Regulation of Overseas Investment, 1914-1931°, EHR,
2nd ser., 23(1970); D. B. Kunz, The Battle for Britain’s Gold Standard in 1931 (London,
New York, 1987), 8—-28. A debate exists about whether it was cheaper to borrow
money in New York or London: cf. Aldcroft, Versailles to Wall Street, 242; D. E.
Moggridge, British Monetary Policy 1924—1931: The Norman Conquest of §4.86 (Cam-
bridge, 1972), 200.
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By mid-1929, therefore, the increase in its national wealth that came
with the Great War had not been transformed into concrete political and
strategic advantages for the United States. And as Hankow showed —
despite Washington enforcing the Monroe Doctrine in Latin America —
the British, not the Americans, had the will to use force to protect their
interests in the wider world. American wealth spelled potential peril for
Britain’s pre-eminent position, but wealth means nothing in the hard
world of international politics unless translated into tangible expressions
of national potency and married to a will to use them. Britain possessed
these tangible advantages in the 1920s; its leaders employed them to
protect and enhance their country’s interests. By capitalising on the
strategic preponderance afforded by the Empire, by working to keep the
RN as strong as postwar domestic conditions would permit, and by
using their capital and expertise deftly in commercial and financial
affairs, the foreign-policy-making elite tied British military and eco-
nomic strength to the exercise of British power in Europe, within the
League, and throughout the wider world. As the 1920s ended, settle-
ment of the cruiser question, the only unresolved issue in Anglo-
American relations, was at hand. How the foreign-policy-making elite
approached the question and, then, constructed their diplomatic
strategies would say much about the power and purpose of pre-eminent
Britain.



1 The end of Anglo-American naval rivalry,
1929-1930

[Hoover] is, it is generally understood here, much more interested in
naval reduction and restriction which he regards as immediately
feasible than in the ‘Freedom of the Seas’ which he is supposed to
think will anyhow take a very long time to settle internationally with or

by treaties or by conference.
Howard, June 1929!

Baldwin and the Conservatives lost the 30 May 1929 General Election
and, although Labour lacked a majority in the House of Commons,
MacDonald formed a government. Assured of Liberal support because
of Lloyd George’s antipathy towards Baldwin, the second Labour
ministry took office on 7 June.? Whilst the new prime minister had an
abiding interest in foreign policy — serving as his own foreign secretary in
1924 — intra-party manoeuvring saw him offer the Foreign Office to his
chief rival, Arthur Henderson, the party chairman.? Yet, despite relin-
quishing the Foreign Office to Henderson, MacDonald retained control
over Britain’s American policy. Success here might strengthen the
electoral appeal of the party and enhance his position as leader. More-
over, such a course flowed from his interest in Anglo-American relations
and, importantly, his public posturing whilst leader of the Opposition
after 1924. In terms of the former, he privately reproached American
smugness: ‘[The United States] seems like one of our new rich families
that put a heavy and vulgar foot upon our life, that have a big and open
purse, but that even in its gifts and in its goodness has an attitude and a
spirit that makes one’s soul shrink up and shrivel.’* But because he was

1 Howard to MacDonald, 6 Jun. 1929, Howard DHW 9/62.

S. Ball, Baldwin and the Conservative Party. The Crisis of 1929—1931 (New Haven, 1988),
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Government (New York, 1970), 15-17; D. Marquand, Ramsay MacDonald (1977),
489-90.

4 MacDonald to Howard, 8 Feb. 1926, Howard DHW 4/Personal/10.
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an atlanticist, removing Anglo-American differences became the focus
of his thinking on foreign policy.? This informed his utterances whilst in
opposition. During that time, he continually criticised Conservative
handling of the American question, especially naval limitation. After the
Coolidge conference, for instance, he launched a blistering parliamen-
tary attack on the Baldwin government’s disarmament policy, holding it
responsible for the poor state of Anglo-American relations; and in 1929,
just before the election, he wrote for the newspapers of the American
press magnate, William Randolph Hearst, arguing that if Labour won
office it would move to eliminate the rancour that had grown up since
1927.% That Baldwin and Chamberlain had fostered a co-operative
spirit in Anglo-American relations by May 1929 would make his task
easier.

Within days of becoming prime minister, MacDonald received
reports about the American question from Foreign Office and Diplo-
matic Service experts. On 10 June, Robert Craigie, the head of the
Foreign Office American Department, sent memoranda discussing the
main points of contention: naval limitation, blockade, and the arbitra-
tion treaty.” MacDonald learnt of the Belligerent Rights Sub-commit-
tee’s determination to keep those rights as high as possible, and about
not mentioning blockade specifically in any new arbitration agreement.
Craigie emphasised that a blockade agreement would benefit both
Powers, hence the need for Anglo-American consultation should a
conference to codify maritime law be called. He also stressed that the
Preparatory Commission had still to produce a single draft disarmament
convention and that France would oppose any separate naval arms
agreement. At this moment, Howard reported from Washington that
Hoover and Stimson wanted a settlement.® Believing that ameliorating
differences could be achieved by direct discussions at the highest level,
the ambassador implored MacDonald to travel to Washington. Craigie’s
memoranda and Howard’s report showed that material for a naval
settlement and its attendant problems lay at hand. But others also
sought to influence the new premier. Abhorring any strictures on British
blockade practices, Hankey dusted off arguments that the hardline

w
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minority in the Belligerent Rights Sub-committee had vainly employed
and sent them to his new political master.”

Cognisant of British security needs, MacDonald saw the opportunity
to transform his rhetoric about settling Anglo-American differences into
practical politics. But this could not be done in a vacuum. First, the
Preparatory Commission had gone into suspended animation waiting
for the particulars of the naval ‘yardstick’. Second, as the Washington
naval treaty would lapse in December 1931, a new conference would
have to be convened to extend its life. Both matters touched the League
and French reaction to naval talks outside the Preparatory Commission.
Moreover, the Labour Party contained a coterie of pro-League activists
who, deprecating bilateral arbitration agreements, wanted Britain to
sign a 1920 amendment to the Protocol of the Permanent Court of
International Justice (PCIJ]), a League appendage. Called the ‘Optional
Clause’ because it was not compulsory until signed, its signatories
accepted PCIJ jurisdiction without reservation in disputes involving
treaty interpretation, all questions of international law, any ‘breach of
international obligation’, and the level of award should such breach
occur.!® If MacDonald’s government signed the ‘Optional Clause’,
Britain and the United States would lack, given the American Congress’
opposition to United States membership on the PCIJ, an arbitration
mechanism to settle bilateral disputes. Finally, domestic considerations
in both countries had to be faced. With Labour in a minority in the
Commons, and Borah’s thirst for a conference to codify maritime law
unslaked, any agreement would have to pass legislative scrutiny. As
pressures for a naval settlement and improving relations were building
amongst some elements of the press and public opinion in both
countries — Edward Price Bell, an anglophile American newspaper
correspondent was prominent!! — raising hopes prematurely had to be
avoided.

Dawes’ arrival in London on 14 June set in train negotiations lasting
until mid-September. Howard had informed MacDonald privately that
Dawes received instructions ‘not to go too far’ concerning the freedom
of the seas.!? This suggested Hoover’s inclination to ignore codifying
maritime law in achieving a naval agreement. When MacDonald met
Dawes on 16 June, Howard’s sanguine assessment proved accurate. In

9 Hankey to MacDonald, 13 Jun. 1929, with enclosures, PREM 1/99; Hankey diary, 18
[but 8] Oct. 1929, HNKY 1/8.

10 F, P. Walters, A History of the League of Nations (1960), 125—6, 274-5.

11 Bell, ‘Private Memorandum for Prime Minister MacDonald’, 26 Jun. 1929, Mac-
Donald PRO 30/69/673/1; Bell, ‘Memorandum for the President’, 9 Jul. 1929, HHPP
1031.

12 Howard to MacDonald, 6 Jun. 1929, Howard DHW 9/62.
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friendly conversation, Dawes indicated that a naval settlement was
imperative, that the other naval Powers should not be confronted with
appearances of an Anglo-American fair accompli, that MacDonald’s
American visit should occur only after the achievement of the lines of a
settlement to avoid raising public hopes in Britain and the United
States, and that ‘questions of belligerent rights, freedom of the seas, and
so on, will not rise for the moment’.!? A naval agreement now took first
priority; getting one became the goal of diplomatic efforts over the
summer.

These efforts, guided by MacDonald and Hoover, have been
chronicled elsewhere.!* By September, they produced a four-part
compromise: MacDonald conceding formal parity in vessels under
10,000 tons; Britain’s minimum cruiser requirement reducing to fifty;
American heavy cruiser demands dropping to twenty-one, with the
possibility that this might be reduced further after discussions with the
Japanese; and Hoover allowing Britain an extra 24,000 tons of light
cruisers to compensate for the USN having more heavy ones than the
RN. Fundamental to the negotiations’ success was MacDonald and
Hoover’s desire to get a settlement, which led them to override their
naval experts’ advice to achieve a political compromise that downplayed
technical considerations. This element of the compromise has been
misunderstood. Traditionally, it is argued that a drawn-out resolution of
the problem stemmed from MacDonald’s domination by the Admiralty
and his inability ‘to escape the imperatives of Empire and the traditions
of a glorious past’.!> Highlighting the normal give-and-take in the
negotiating process, this view belittles the political will in both Downing
Street and the White House to break the cruiser stalemate.

Just after MacDonald’s 16 June meeting with Dawes, Vice-Admiral
Sir William Fisher, the deputy chief of the Naval Staff, expounded the
established RN line that ‘the Naval Claims of the United States are
founded on unsound principles’.!® Pointing to the doctrine of absolute
need and Britain’s concession of informal equality in 1927, he opined

13 Henderson despatch to Howard, 24 Jun. 1929, DBFP II, 1, 8—10; MacDonald diary,
20 Jun. 1929, MacDonald PRO 30/69/1753. The idea that MacDonald was chagrined
at not getting an immediate invitation to Washington — O’Connor, Equilibrium, 32 — is
wrong; cf. ‘[Dawes] said that America would welcome me but I said I thought that it
should be staged as the final & not as the opening act’, in MacDonald to Howard, 17
Jun. 1929, Howard DHW 9/62.

14 W -H. Bickel, Die anglo-amerikanischen Beziehungen 1927—1930 im Licht der Flottenfrage
(Zurich, 1970), 100-30; Carlton, MacDonald Versus Henderson, 105—14; Hall, Arms
Control, 69—75; O’Connor, Equilibrium, 40—6; Roskill, Naval Policy, 11, 37—44.

15 Carlton, MacDonald Versus Henderson, 111-12; O’Connor, Equilibrium, 32—43.

16 Fisher draft memorandum, n.d. [but mid-Jun. 1929], FHR 11; emphasis in original.
Cf. Field [C-in-C, Mediterranean Fleet] to Hankey, 7 Jun. 1929, HNKY 4/21.
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that American-defined parity meant ‘each side should possess the same
number of 8” and 6” ships or that each side should have the same 8” and
6" tonnage’. As RN and USN strategic roles differed, this meant holding
to the seventy-vessel minimum, chiefly fifty-five light cruisers for fleet
work and patrolling sea lanes. As recent Preparatory Commission
discussions had shown, the Americans would not go above a maximum
of forty-five, twenty-three of which had to be heavy. Thus, the Admiralty
did not see how British and American requirements could be reconciled.
In Washington, American experts led by the USN General Board and
Admiral Hilary Jones, the chief naval disarmament adviser since 1926,
proved reluctant to define the ‘yardstick’.!” The Board argued that only
warship ages and displacements be computed in devising a limitation
formula; gun calibres should be ignored because determining firepower
would be a matter of interpretation on which both sides would surely
disagree. Thus, the yardstick’s impracticality: ‘Any attempt to establish
such a value necessarily must be based upon highly technical assump-
tions and complex computations upon which general agreement is most
improbable if not impossible.” Jones asserted that Britain’s worldwide
network of bases and large merchantmen capable of mounting guns
meant the USN could achieve parity only by having more heavy cruisers
than the RN. Although Hoover and Stimson looked for a suitable
formula, opposition from within the General Board prevented the
sending of specific ‘yardstick’ figures to London.

Given the naval experts’ inflexibility and the futility of compromising
over the technical issues, MacDonald and Hoover agreed tacitly on a
political settlement. In Britain, this conformed to Foreign Office views
about Anglo-American differences that arose after the Coolidge con-
ference and, because of Chamberlain’s arguments, formed the basis of
the Belligerent Rights Sub-committee’s reports. Like Baldwin and
Chamberlain, therefore, MacDonald reckoned that the naval experts
were blocking a cruiser settlement. Hoover concurred; he had a close
political adviser, Dwight Morrow, impress this on Howard as early as
January — ‘a working arrangement could be found and ought to be found
without delay provided the matter was handled by real statesmen and
not sailors’. Howard reported this to Vansittart, now a private secretary
in the prime minister’s office advising on foreign policy matters.!8

In Britain, Downing Street sought Admiralty opinions, and Albert

17 USNGB 438-1, Serial 1427, 10 Jun. 1929; USNGB memorandum, 14 Jun. 1929,
with annexes, HHPP 998 [the subsequent quotation is from p. 3]; Jones to Adams
[secretary of the Navy], 18 Jun. 1929, Jones 5.

18 Howard to Vansittart, 24 Jan. 1929, Howard DHW 9/61; Craigie memorandum, 27
Jun. 1929, DBFPII, 1, 15-16.
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Alexander, the first lord, and his advisers were informed of what
transpired. This course derived from the consultative nature of Cabinet
government in which the premier remained, theoretically at least, first
amongst equal ministers. But MacDonald overruled Admiralty advice
when difficulties in the negotiations emerged, for instance, when he
lowered Britain’s cruiser demand to fifty.!® MacDonald’s task was made
easier in that unlike the preceding Cabinet, which contained staunch
naval hardliners like Baldwin’s chancellor of the Exchequer, Winston
Churchill, the second Labour ministry lacked equivalent advocates.
Urging reform and arms reduction, and wanting British security tied to
the League, leading members of the new government supported the
prime minister over his navalist opponents in the Admiralty. This does
not mean that MacDonald ignored British security in seeking a rap-
prochement. As he confided to an MP: ‘I am keeping my eye upon
our relations not only with America, but with the rest of the world, and
any agreement which I make with the former will be on condition that it
has to be varied if it in any way weakens us dangerously in relation to
the latter.’?? Still, a deal with the United States had to be struck and,
whilst other threats were not overlooked, Britain had to make some
concession.

Hoover had more freedom of action. This stemmed from the
authority that the United States constitution bestowed on the presi-
dency. Cabinet members served at presidential discretion; and, as the
various departments and their specialist consulting bodies, like the Navy
Department and the USN General Board, only advised, presidents had
decided independence in policy-making. Hence, when MacDonald
made a public show of good faith in July by cancelling three small
auxiliary vessels and slowing down construction of two cruisers, Hoover
responded by suspending three vessels authorised by the fifteen cruiser
bill.?! In doing so, he disregarded the expert advisers in his government
and weathered criticism from their ‘Big Navy’ supporters outside. And
when Jones and the General Board continued obfuscating over the
‘yardstick’, Hoover decided on 11 September that USN heavy cruiser

19 MacDonald to Dawes, 8 Aug. 1929, DBFP II, 1, 36-8. Cf. Vansittart to Alexander, 3
Jul. 1929, AVAR 5/2/2; MacDonald to Dawes, 24 Jul. 1929, MacDonald PRO 30/69/
672/1; CC 33(29)1, CAB 23/61. See Fisher to Madden [first sea lord], 31 Aug. 1929,
DCNS memorandum, ‘Disarmament Conversations’, 5 Sep. 1929, both FHR 11.

20 MacDonald to Bellairs, 30 Jul. 1929, MacDonald PRO 30/69/672/1; MacDonald to
Dawes, 8 Aug. 1929, DBFP II, 1, 36—8; MacDonald diary, 6, 26 Aug., 11 Sep. 1929,
MacDonald PRO 30/69/1753. Cf. Fisher minute, 23 Aug. 1929, ADM 116/2686/
3672.

21 O’Connor, Equilibrium, 37. Cf. Hoover to McNutt [American Legion], 30 Jul. 1929;
unsigned memorandum [on favourable US editorial comment on suspending cruiser
construction], Aug. 1929, both HHPP 998.
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demands would have to be reduced to appease Britain.?? At that
moment, a naval lobbyist, William Shearer, brought a lawsuit against
Bethlehem Steel and other large American corporations involved in
naval construction, claiming these firms owed him money for success-
fully disrupting the Coolidge conference. Exploiting adverse public
reaction to Shearer’s charges, Hoover manipulated the controversy to
discredit American ‘Big Navy’ disciples and win public support for
appeasing the British.?> MacDonald even aided Hoover’s bid to conduct
unfettered diplomacy. In late August, Howard reported that Borah
threatened to block any agreement that did not reduce naval construc-
tion to a level he thought appropriate. When MacDonald wrote privately
to his friend on the importance to international security of Anglo-
American reconciliation, Borah backed off.?* Thus, as MacDonald left
London on 28 September, statesmen rather than sailors had it in their
power to settle the naval question.

The importance of MacDonald’s mission cannot be overemphasised.
As Howard had been predicting since mid-1928, a prime ministerial
visit would mend the rift separating the two Powers. Indeed, it inaugu-
rated a period of Anglo-American co-operation that lasted, with
difficulty here and there, until Hoover surrendered office in early 1933.
Part of this devolved from the MacDonald—Hoover discussions that,
if they did not flesh out the September compromise, reaffirmed the
principles on which the compromise was based; and, as important,
thanks to a public relations triumph engineered by Howard, it saw
public American suspicions of British policy begin to be replaced by
feelings of trust. Despite a full schedule of public appearances in New
York and Washington, MacDonald held private talks with Hoover at the
president’s country retreat on the Rapidan River on 6—7 October and,
afterwards, in the American capital.?’> The two men looked to give

22 USNGB 438-1, Serial 1444A, 11 Sep. 1929; Hoover to Stimson, 11, 12 Sep. 1929,
both HHPP 998.
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substance to the principles agreed over the summer. For instance, since
the Coolidge conference, the Admiralty had wanted to loosen Wa-
shington treaty strictures on battleships: extend their lives from twenty
to twenty-six years and reduce their displacement to a maximum 25,000
tons and gun calibres to twelve inches.? MacDonald pressed this on
Hoover who, arguing that ‘the days of the battleship were numbered
owing to the development of aircraft’, countered that battleship
numbers be reduced. When MacDonald rejoined about RN reluctance
to cut its battlefleet, Hoover accepted reductions to 25,000 tons. His
only proviso involved the USN being allowed a 35,000-ton vessel to
compensate for two equivalent battleships — the Nelson and the Rodney —
granted Britain by the Washington treaty and commissioned in 1925.
Though a final decision on this matter would have to await the
anticipated naval conference, MacDonald told the Cabinet that ‘ele-
ments favourable to a compromise are present’.

Inconclusive discussions touched on destroyers, submarines, and
aircraft carriers, together with a British proposal to transfer up to 10 per
cent of a class tonnage from one category to another. Still, the elusive
‘yardstick’ remained the focus of the Rapidan and Washington conversa-
tions. By the September compromise, the USN would be permitted
315,000 cruiser tons, 210,000 set aside for heavy vessels. The RN
would be allowed 339,000 tons, 150,000 for heavy vessels. With a
replacement programme of fourteen cruisers by 1936, the end of a
renewed treaty, this would meet Britain’s new absolute need. But
twenty-one USN heavy cruisers opposed to fifteen British caused
concern for MacDonald and his advisers: the Japanese, demanding a
cruiser ratio of 5:3.5, might build fifteen. Hoover suggested dropping
the American total to eighteen if the British extended the life of their
cruiser fleet by delaying their replacement programme until 1937 — this
would limit the IJN to twelve heavy cruisers. A decision was made ‘to
examine ways and means’ to reconcile this divergence before the
impending naval conference. Obviating an impasse in these discussions,
this action had the added benefit of not presenting the other naval
Powers with what might be construed as an Anglo-American variant of
the 1928 Anglo-French compromise. By 7 October, MacDonald and
Hoover agreed that the other three major naval Powers be invited to
meet with British and American representatives in LLondon in January
1930. Their brief would be to extend the Washington naval treaty by
five years.?’” The invitation outlined four considerations to guide the

26 London [British Legation, Geneva] telegram (129) to Howard, 24 Jun. 1927, London
telegram (133) to Tyrrell [Foreign Office], 25 Jun. 1927, both FO 412/115.
27 “Note of Invitation to the Naval Conference’, 7 Oct. 1929, DBFPII, 1, 103—4.
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negotiations: the Kellogg Pact would be ‘the starting-point of agree-
ment’; the RN and USN would achieve parity by 31 December 1936;
the Washington treaty replacement programmes should be re-examined
to effect battleship reductions; and London and Washington would urge
the abolition of the submarine.?®

Although dialogue about limiting warships proceeded amicably,
potential danger to the growing rapprochement emerged when Hoover
suddenly announced that good Anglo-American relations ‘could never
be fully established until the problems associated with the capture of
property at sea in time of war had been squarely faced’.?° Ignoring the
agreement reached at the first MacDonald—-Dawes meeting, the
president pointed to Borah’s desire to preserve ‘the freedom of the seas’.
Hoover also had a personal interest in belligerent interception of ‘food-
ships’ — during the war, he had headed an organisation that had fed
starving European states occupied by the Germans and subject to the
British blockade.?® MacDonald obliquely referred to the Belligerent
Rights Sub-committee, which ‘found [the question] replete with
dangers and complexities of every sort’; but following the sub-commit-
tee’s recommendation to consult secretly with Washington should a
conference to codify international law be in the offing, the prime
minister indicated that his government would rather have a separate
Anglo-American treaty, that if a conference to codify international law
was still called, only the five major naval Powers should attend, and, in
either case, private Anglo-American talks should be held to ensure a
unified view respecting blockade.

MacDonald telegraphed the Cabinet about his willingness to
‘examine this question fully and frankly’ with Hoover.?! This message
induced paroxysms of disapproval in Hankey. Whilst Admiralty opinion
had been skirted in the political process that produced the September
compromise — and Hankey had contributed nothing through his involve-
ment in reparations negotiations beginning in August — he would not
allow what he perceived to be an emasculation of British belligerent
rights. From his central position in the Cabinet, CID, and COS, he
galvanised Henderson and other ministers to block the proposed
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examination.?? Henderson then wired MacDonald to outline Cabinet
opposition, explaining that an Anglo-American arrangement could
adversely affect any economic or military sanctions imposed in future to
support either the Covenant or the Kellogg Pact.?> A signatory of both
instruments, Britain could not indulge in a bilateral examination: there
had to be multilateral talks involving all LLeague members and signa-
tories of the Kellogg Pact. Beyond this, the unspoken and far more
important reason involved RN ability to impose future blockades in
defence of Britain’s narrow national and Imperial interests. Though the
Cabinet’s action compelled MacDonald to have mention of blockade
excluded from the joint communiqué summarising the talks, he prom-
ised Hoover that informal examination might occur after he returned to
London.?* The matter went into abeyance.

Cabinet intercession was not unwelcome to MacDonald — Hankey’s
lobbying conformed to Foreign Office notions about first getting a naval
agreement.?®> Determined to keep political rather than technical con-
siderations at the fore in Washington, MacDonald took no naval officers
with him. Apart from Thomas Jones, the pro-American deputy secretary
of the Cabinet, who handled administrative matters, MacDonald’s
hand-picked advisers on this mission were the two diplomats most
responsible for Britain’s American policy: Vansittart and Craigie. With
Howard, who shared their ideas about a political resolution of the naval
question, Vansittart and Craigie ensured that MacDonald’s discussions
with Hoover followed Belligerent Rights Sub-committee recommenda-
tions. Emphasising this to the Foreign Office on 8 October,® Vansittart
pointed to MacDonald preventing an international conference and, ‘by
great exertion’, getting a joint Anglo-American examination accepted by
Hoover. A Hoover ploy to have the British abandon their naval bases in
the Western Hemisphere in return for the Americans building none in
the Eastern Hemisphere was also politely, but firmly, rebuffed.?” There
were limits to Britain’s desire to resolve Anglo-American naval differ-
ences — the fifty cruiser minimum lay at the edge — that Hoover had to
accept. This says much about the success of MacDonald’s mission.
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Hoover’s failure to find an answer to the food-ship question, his inability
to overcome British resistance about abandoning bases, and the process
of doing no more than reaffirming the principles of the September
compromise did not damage the co-operative spirit in relations that had
been developing for almost a year. Despite Hoover and Stimson being
unhappy about British intransigence, compromise on both sides re-
mained the order of the day.

Howard handled the public side of MacDonald’s trip. Judging from
Howard’s reports, American and British press coverage, plus a deluge of
congratulatory messages reaching the Washington embassy,>® his efforts
produced a swell of positive comment that suggested a more favourable
British image in the United States. During his tenure as ambassador,
which began in 1924, Howard used the public platform, including
radio, to great effect in explaining his government’s views to the
American public on a range of subjects. Aided by the propaganda arm of
the embassy at Washington — the British Library of Information at New
York (BLINY) — his remarks were disseminated across the United
States.>® Howard had also established personal contacts with leaders of
the two major political parties and influential bodies like the Council on
Foreign Relations. Given his long-standing arguments favouring a high-
level British mission to the United States, he used his connexions to get
MacDonald as much public exposure as possible: addresses to the
Senate in Washington and six different groups in New York, including
the Council on Foreign Relations. MacDonald’s central thesis con-
cerned maintaining international peace by co-operative efforts, for
which Howard and BLINY achieved the widest possible press coverage,
including a national radio audience for MacDonald’s speech to the
Council. Along with improving relations at the official level,*° the public
tone of the relationship began to change for the better by the time
MacDonald left the United States on 13 October to spend two weeks in
Canada.

When MacDonald returned to Britain on 1 November, preparations
for the London naval conference were underway. Favourable French,
Italian, and Japanese replies to the 7 October invitation had been
received within ten days.*! These speedy answers resulted from Paris,
Rome, and Tokyo being kept abreast of the summer negotiations and

38 Except where noted, this paragraph is based on Hall, Arms Conzrol, 80; McKercher,
Howard, 348—-9; O’Connor, Equilibrium, 49-50. Cf. MacDonald diary, 25 Sep. 1929,
MacDonald PRO 30/69/1753; Howard to Henderson, 10 Oct. 1929, Henderson FO
800/280.

39 McKercher, Howard, 297-337 passim; McKercher, ‘Images’, 221-48.

40 See Stimson to Nan [his sister], 1 Nov. 1929, Stimson R79.

41 DBFPII, 1, 128-31.
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the ensuing MacDonald-Hoover discussions; and, in line with the
understanding made at MacDonald’s first meeting with Dawes, the
Powers were not presented with irreducible Anglo-American limitation
proposals. French perceptions, always tinged with suspicion, typified the
reaction to the invitation. “There is now a fairly widespread under-
standing’, Sir William Tyrrell, the ambassador at Paris, reported, ‘that,
so far as naval matters are concerned, what the conversations and Mr.
MacDonald’s visit have really secured is the acceptance by the British
and American Governments, in principle, of parity between the two
fleets.’#?> But agreeing to attend a conference and limiting naval arms
were different propositions. Franco-Italian mutual distrust turning on
the naval balance in the Mediterranean, which had led both Powers to
boycott the Coolidge conference in 1927, remained.*?

More ominous, Tokyo’s desire to increase the IJN cruiser building
ratio over that allowed for capital ships could not be ignored. Whilst in
the United States, MacDonald approved Hoover’s suggestion that
Japanese delegates to the conference be invited to stop in Washington
for preliminary discussions.** To this end, informal talks between
Stimson and the Japanese ambassador occurred by the end of October.
Stimson expressed his concern about Japanese views to Ronald Ion
Campbell, the chargé at the British Embassy: the Japanese seemed
apprehensive about ‘rigid’ Anglo-American agreement on limitation;
and their desire for a 3.5 ratio for heavy cruisers could affect the naval
balance in the southern Pacific.#> To avoid irritating the Japanese,
Stimson asked for information on any Anglo-Japanese talks being held
in London. He wanted to avoid any divergence between the English-
speaking Powers that might harm the conference. Stressing that the
Japanese should be told that London and Washington were examining
‘ways and means’ to reconcile the 24,000-ton difference in their cruiser
requirements, and built around the idea that eighteen American heavy
cruisers would limit the IJN to just twelve, Henderson’s friendly
response hid nothing from the Americans.*%

The time between MacDonald’s return to London and the opening of
the conference on 21 January 1930 saw the British and Americans draw
closer together. This had two dimensions: the first, the more obvious,

42 Tyrrell despatch to Henderson, 14 Oct. 1929, ibid., 125-17.

43 Graham [British ambassador, Rome] to Henderson, 18 Oct. 1929, Henderson to
Graham, 22 Oct. 1929, both Henderson FO 800/280.

‘Memorandum by Mr. MacDonald’, cited in n. 25, above.

Stimson memoranda on conversations with Debuchi [Japanese ambassador,
Washington], 16, 23 Oct., SDDF 500. A. 15a3; Campbell telegram (535) to Henderson,
7 Nov. 1929, DBFPII, 1, 132-3.

46 Henderson telegram (571) to Campbell, 12 Nov. 1929, ibid., 135-6.
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involved smoothing over the unresolved issues that had emerged during
MacDonald’s trip; the second, hidden from view and a derivative of the
first, entailed the evolution of attitudes within the two governments
about the need for co-operation. The most important unresolved matter
concerned blockade. As MacDonald’s Cabinet had not yet seen the
Belligerent Rights Sub-committee’s reports, these were circulated on 4
November. Although no evidence exists to explain this delay, the
premier’s desire to have a free hand in pursuing his American policy
during the summer probably had much to do with it. Within two days,
criticism came from the pro-League section of the Cabinet. Lord
Parmoor, the lord president of the council, reproached both reports for
being based ‘on assumptions which the Labour Party and Labour
Government have publicly rejected’: that Britain did not want belli-
gerent rights watered down, and that it might impose blockades without
reference to the League.?” MacDonald did not respond. Instead, he
wrote to Hoover that his government, mindful of the British people’s
‘deep sentimental regard for their historical position on the sea’, could
not agree to an examination of blockade, even concerning food-ships.®
Raising the spectre of political divisions within Britain that might
prevent an Anglo-American agreement, MacDonald cautioned that ‘a
re-examination is apt to unsettle and stampede’ British opinion. Hoover
let the matter drop.

Britain’s legal right to blockade had also been strengthened in
September when the Cabinet decided to sign the ‘Optional Clause’.%°
On this single point, MacDonald strayed from the Belligerent Rights
Sub-committee recommendations. Nonetheless, this constituted in-
spired diplomacy on the Labour ministry’s part, even if endorsing the
‘Clause’ occurred because pro-League elements in the Cabinet sought
to strengthen the PCIJ rather than improve Anglo-American relations.>°
It meant that the worry about the Americans seeking to arbitrate future
blockades, League or otherwise, had evaporated: not only could London
now not conclude bilateral arbitration agreements, even with the United
States, it could only accept PCIJ adjudication should British orders-in-
council and other legal forms be questioned. League wars would be

47 Parmoor memorandum [CP 310(29)], 6 Nov. 1929, CAB 24/206.
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MacDonald, 3 Dec. 1929, both HHPP 999.

Cmd. 3452. See discussions of the Cabinet committee, created in July 1929 and on

which Henderson and Alexander sat, which formulated arbitration policy: CAB 27/

392.
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‘public’ wars, fought under the fiat of the League, because as even
Hankey had realised a year earlier:

Once we have a code drawn up for public wars we shall always be able to apply it
mutatis mutandis to private wars, which by the way, we should always try and
induce the world to believe were public wars or else wars like the American
operations in Nicaragua, which Phillip [sic] Kerr politely designates as police
measures.’!

Although some Admiralty—Foreign Office disagreement developed over
elements of the ‘Clause’, for instance, its legitimacy should League
machinery prove inadequate, they concurred that it would not regulate
‘naval action in the event of war having broken out’.”? With Hoover’s
reluctance to push for an examination of blockade, this meant that the
divisive issue of belligerent rights had fallen by the wayside.

Pre-conference exchanges occurred not only between London and
Washington. As MacDonald and Hoover had agreed to avoid the
appearance of prior Anglo-American commitments, the 7 October
invitation solicited the other Powers’ views. Beyond Hoover’s desire for
Japanese—American conversations, this devolved into bilateral discus-
sions between the French and Italians, and between the British and
both the Japanese and French. Stretching from 19 November to 18
December, Franco-Italian deliberations were distinguished by France’s
bid to increase its building ratio over that agreed at Washington whilst
denying Italy an equivalent acceleration.”® Refusing to concede naval
supremacy to France, the Italians cunningly called for the abolition of
the submarine, a course designed to win support from the British and
Americans whilst isolating the French, who saw this warship as a cheap
weapon for naval defence. Unable to force the Italians to relent, the
French declined to give specific limitation figures.

Although Anglo-French conversations occurred sporadically after
MacDonald’s return, the Franco-Italian impasse saw the French outline
their general goals to the British on 20 December;>* still foregoing
specific figures (Paris wanted an overall tonnage rather than ones for
individual categories of vessel), this amounted to pre-conference
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demands that MacDonald and Hoover wanted to avoid. The most
important involved using Article 8 — the disarmament article — of the
Versailles Treaty as the basis of French naval proposals; this would tie
naval limitation to air and land limitation, and ensure that security
guarantees accompanied any arms agreement. This put Paris at odds
with both London and Washington.>®> The British replied that this
translated into pre-conference demands;>® holding that ‘the measure of
security’ demanded by France had already been achieved through the
League, the Washington four-Power treaty, Locarno, the ‘Optional
Clause’, and the Kellogg Pact, MacDonald’s government, with Amer-
ican support, refused to bargain before the conference opened.

Whilst the relative weakness of the Italian and French navies allowed
MacDonald and Hoover to evade the concerns of Rome and Paris at
this stage,’” such luxury did not exist concerning Tokyo. Japanese
overtures to the English-speaking Powers, like those which worried
Stimson in late October, showed a determination to achieve a 5:3.5 ratio
for IJN auxiliary vessels, mainly cruisers. Although MacDonald spoke
for both governments by characterising this privately as an ‘impossible
position regarding Japan’s intentions at [the] 5 Power Conference’,®
Japan’s strong naval, military, and political position in East Asia meant
that its wishes could not be ignored. In addition, domestic pressures on
the Japanese Cabinet by militarist and nationalist opinion suggested that
if a compromise proved impossible, any agreement reached at London
might see Japan’s failure to ratify. Thanks to Stimson’s approach to
Campbell in early November, LLondon and Washington endeavoured
to avoid any divergence when talking to the Japanese.’® By early
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December, British and American co-operation had reached new levels.
Stimson was fully informed about discussions between MacDonald and
Matsudaira Tsuneo, the Japanese ambassador at London, in which
cruiser limitation loomed large. Matsudaira learnt that the British
‘would accept fifteen 8-inch vessels against 18 for the United States and
regard this as parity’, the difference being made up by ‘certain compen-
sations in the matter of small vessels [light cruisers]’.®® Though this
proposal had not yet been accepted by Washington, it would, if
sanctioned, translate into twelve heavy cruisers for Japan, a ratio of 5:3.3
each for the RN and USN wvis-a-vis the IJN.

Like the French, the Japanese pressed for principles to guide limita-
tion before outlining specific numbers. This entailed setting a precise
ratio for heavy cruisers and getting a force of submarines ‘necessary for
[Japan’s] naval purposes’, followed by an adjustment regarding ‘small
cruisers and destroyers’. But as Hoover’s Administration had not yet
decided whether to accept eighteen heavy cruisers, Tokyo delayed
offering precise numbers. This was the situation when the Japanese
delegation to the London conference, led by Wakatsuki Reijir6, a former
premier, arrived in Washington.®! Stimson learnt that Japan would not
tamper with the Washington treaty capital ship ratio, but that anything
less than a 70 per cent ratio for auxiliary vessels would disturb ‘Japan’s
sense of national security’. As neither London nor Washington
was prepared to entertain pre-conference commitments — and as the
Americans had not determined their heavy cruiser requirements —
Stimson won Wakatsuki’s approval that the conference ‘find a way by
which the national feeling of the Japanese people could be protected and
their national sensibilities not in any way offended by anything like an
attempt to impose upon them or put them in a position of inferiority to
other nations’. Once in London, Wakatsuki discovered similar senti-
ments in talks with Craigie, who reported: ‘I gained the impression that
both the Japanese delegates [Wakatsuki and Admiral Takerabe Takeshi]
are well disposed towards this country and will do their utmost to secure
an agreement.’%? On the eve of the London naval conference, the three
major naval Powers understood the requirements of each other — unlike
at Geneva in 1927; the problem would be to reconcile their differences
over cruisers.

Just after returning from the United States, MacDonald announced a

60 Henderson telegram (192) to Tilley, 16 Nov. 1929, ibid.; Atherton telegram (334) to
Stimson, 20 Nov. 1929, HHPP 999.
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major change at the uppermost level of the Foreign Office that strength-
ened the immediate policy of settling the naval question: Vansittart
would become permanent under-secretary. Done to provide continuing
competence at the administrative and policy-making heart of British
diplomacy, and assuredly to give MacDonald influence in Henderson’s
Foreign Office,%? this action also proved decisive to the course of Anglo-
American relations, in particular, and British foreign policy, in general,
for the next seven years — Vansittart held this post till December 1937.
Sir Ronald Lindsay, the permanent under-secretary since August 1928,
had been at odds with Henderson and his parliamentary under-
secretary, Hugh Dalton, since Labour took office in June.%* Lindsay’s
abilities were unquestioned; but, selected by Chamberlain in reward for
two brilliant years as ambassador at Berlin, he embodied what many
Labour Party supporters disliked about professional diplomats: patri-
cian, wealthy, and possessing a sense of duty to the state that drawing-
room socialists like Dalton confused with ‘prejudices’ towards them.%>
Moreover, on two matters — the ‘Optional Clause’ and Egyptian policy®®
— Lindsay had gone over Henderson to MacDonald. Using Howard’s
long-planned retirement, scheduled for February 1930, as an excuse to
send Lindsay as his replacement, MacDonald chose Vansittart as the
Civil Service head of the Foreign Office. Although some criticism of this
appointment emerged from those passed over, the overwhelming
opinion of both the Foreign Office and Diplomatic Service, as well as
the king, an array of politicians, including Baldwin, and even Dalton,
applauded this promotion.%”

Just forty-eight when he began his new duties on 7 January 1930,
Vansittart had been at or near the highest levels of the elite for a decade:
Curzon’s private secretary from 1920 to 1924; four years as head of
the Foreign Office American Department; and, since February 1928, in
the prime minister’s office advising on foreign affairs. He had joined the
Diplomatic Service in 1903 and, by 1911, had entered the Foreign
Office where he remained for the rest of his career. In this process, he
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24 Dec. 1929, MacDonald PRO 30/69/672/3.

Cf. Lindsay to Dalton, 16 Aug. 1929, Dalton minute, ‘Parliamentary Questions’, n.d.,

both Dalton II 1/1; Lindsay to Phipps [British minister, Vienna], 11 Nov. 1929, PHPP

2/20.

65 Dalton diary, 8 Nov., 10 Dec. 1929, BLEPS; H. Dalton, Memoirs, I (1953), 219.

66 Dalton diary, 29 Jun., 4 Nov. 1929, BLEPS.

7 For criticism, see Carlton, MacDonald Versus Henderson, 23 n. 2; W. Selby, Diplomatic
Twilight (1953), 4. Selby was Henderson’s private secretary. On support, see
Chamberlain to Vansittart, 13 Nov. 1929, Stamfordham to Vansittart, 2 Jan. 1929 [but
1930], both VNST II 1/2; R. I. Campbell to Vansittart, 21 Nov. 1929, VNST II 1/3;
Baldwin to Vansittart, 30 Dec. 1929, VNST II 6/9; Dalton diary, 8 Nov. 1929, BLEPS.

64



The end of Anglo-American naval rivalry 49

imbibed heavily the ‘Edwardian’ foreign policy: the absolute importance
of maintaining the balances of power in Europe and abroad in concert
with other Powers; and, when possible, threatening or using force to
support policy.®® The war only strengthened the utility of these lessons
in his mind; and his exposure to their practical application continued
into the postwar period as ‘Edwardians’ dominated the Foreign Office:
Curzon and Chamberlain in the foreign secretary’s chair; and Sir Eyre
Crowe (1920-25), Sir William Tyrrell (1925-28), and Lindsay in that
of the permanent under-secretary.’® Possessing the poise, wit, and
charm of the professional diplomat, Vansittart was also atypically
pugnacious and competitive, which is shown by his 1927 arguments
about sending a gunboat to the Nicaraguan coast; and this was married
to cold realism. After the Coolidge conference, he had observed:

A war with America would indeed be the most futile and damnable of all, but it
is not ‘unthinkable’ ... If it is childish — and it is — to suppose that two nations
must forever be enemies, it is also childish to stake one’s whole existence on the
gamble that two must be forever friends (especially when they never have been
really.)”?

Such attitudes permeated Vansittart’s advice during his tenure as
permanent under-secretary, placing him firmly amongst those British
diplomatists who endorsed Palmerston’s sage comment about Britain
‘having no eternal friends or enemies, only eternal interests’. He
provided British diplomacy for most of the 1930s with the indispensable
element of realpolitik.

During the first six months of the second Labour government, more
than anyone else, he served as MacDonald’s chief adviser concerning
the United States. Apart from his efforts during the summer negotia-
tions, he had made a secret visit to Washington in September to help
prepare for the prime minister’s visit’! — this masked by business
concerning the estate of his late American wife. After MacDonald
returned to London in early November, Vansittart continued to advise
him daily.”? It is significant that the last six years before Vansittart
became permanent under-secretary saw him heavily involved in the
American question, particularly in his central role in settling the

68 Cf. Lord Vansittart, Lessons of My Life (1943), esp. 3—36; Lord Vansittart, The Mist
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blockade claims controversy of 1925-27 and in the year’s diplomacy
after Coolidge’s 1928 Armistice Day speech. This meant that he
possessed a knowledge of the issues that provided continuity and
consistency to policy. It also meant that he could advance the careers of
officials who shared his views, chiefly Craigie, his friend and close
colleague since 1925.72 It was no coincidence that by December 1929,
Craigie had emerged as the Foreign Office naval expert who, despite
carping from Hankey and others about his ‘wrecking the British
Empire’,”* accentuated the political dimension of a naval settlement.
Equally important problems had to be addressed by the British —
reparations, French demands for security and their impact on the
Preparatory Commission, and the East Asian balance; thus, like his
political master, Vansittart saw the necessity of burying Anglo-American
differences to deal better with these threats to Britain’s ‘eternal
interests’.

MacDonald and Hoover kept naval officers in secondary roles in
their delegations to the conference.””> MacDonald led the British
delegates and, although Henderson, Alexander, and the Indian secre-
tary, William Wedgewood-Benn, were nominal members, he relied
almost solely on Vansittart, Craigie, and two Foreign Office officials,
Alexander Cadogan, the League expert, and Herbert Malkin, the chief
legal adviser. Admiral Sir Charles Madden, the first sea lord, Fisher,
and Captain Roger Bellairs, the Admiralty director of plans, were
included to offer technical advice. Stimson headed the American
delegation. The senior political delegates who accompanied him were
Charles Adams, the navy secretary, and two senators, David Reed, a
Republican, and Joseph Robinson, a Democrat; the latter two were
selected to ensure bipartisan Senate support for the renewed treaty.”®
The American delegates who corresponded to Vansittart and his
Foreign Office retinue were three ambassadors whom Hoover trusted:
Dawes, Hugh Gibson, and Dwight Morrow, now the envoy to Mexico
City. Assisted by a clutch of naval officers, Jones and Admiral William
Veazie Pratt, the chief of naval operations, were to provide technical
guidance.

On 5 December, MacDonald had asked that the American delegation
reach London early for preliminary talks.”” Accordingly, although con-
versations continued with the French, Italians, and Japanese to prevent
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any whisper of Anglo-American collusion,’® MacDonald and Stimson
held a lengthy discussion on 17 January.”® The two men colluded; and
the significance of this meeting cannot be stressed too much. Here, the
British and Americans ended the naval rivalry that had suffused their
relations since the war; the eventual treaty, ready by April, only sealed
the deal. Of course, whilst both sides entered the conference with their
naval needs defined within the parity principle, both were looking for
some advantages. But neither was going to press so hard as to damage
Anglo-American accord. In the preceding week, MacDonald had en-
forced his vision of a political settlement on the Cabinet, chiefly by using
the competing interests of the Treasury and the Admiralty to cancel one
another.8° He, thus, ensured that British proposals for reopening the
battleship question and extending the building ratio to auxiliary craft
would not antagonise Washington. On the American side, earlier
informing MacDonald that the United States could accept reduced
battleship numbers but not a scaling down in displacement and gun
calibres,®! Hoover and Stimson were moving towards accepting eighteen
heavy cruisers for the USN. Whilst this process had yet to be completed
before Stimson left Washington on 7 January — it meant side-stepping
opposition on the USN General Board — the president understood that
compromising over heavy cruisers would be necessary to reach an
agreement with the British.52

MacDonald and Stimson ranged over a number of issues: conference
procedure; Japan’s demand for a better cruiser ratio; difficulties pre-
sented by France and Italy; and battleship limitation. Significantly
cruisers and blockade remained unmentioned. Arguing that Congress
would not ratify a treaty giving Japan a 10:7 cruiser ratio, Stimson
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contended that if the Japanese delegation withdrew because they did not
get their way:

we might make a treaty without them and they know that in that case they ran a
great danger of having two cruisers laid down to their one by both the United
States and Great Britain and that if it was done under those circumstances those

four cruisers would be more likely than not to be used against their one in case
of trouble.

Whilst it was necessary to find a ‘means of saving Japan’s face’, the
desire to achieve Anglo-American agreement above all else emerged in
the 17 January meeting. Stimson told MacDonald that ‘he was to work
with me’. MacDonald recorded afterwards:

We discussed the attitude of both Japan & France & resolved that neither was to
place us in an impossible position with our people if complete co-operation
between us could prevent it. ‘If the worst comes’, [Stimson] said, ‘we can make
an agreement ourselves two’.

The stage was now set for the London naval conference, which met
from 21 January to 22 April.33 Given all that had passed since the
Coolidge conference, the cruiser question occupied a central position
in the conference. The British and Americans had reconciled their
competing visions of cruiser strength during the MacDonald—Hoover
talks at Rapidan and Washington; the only unresolved issue concerned
whether the Americans would accept eighteen heavy cruisers. As
Tokyo’s probing had suggested, and Wakatsuki’s discussions in
London and Washington confirmed, Anglo-American requirements
could not be divorced from those of Japan.®* Hoover and Stimson had
been pressing for the lower figure since late December, but USN
General Board deadlock on whether this would meet American
strategic requirements prevented a decision before Stimson left for
Britain. Accordingly, determining the final bargaining position fell to
the delegation after it arrived in London and could survey the
situation. Discussions conducted by Reed and Robinson showed that a
hard line over twenty-one vessels would prevent a settlement.®> The
Americans would have to accept eighteen to avoid another deadlock.
In a tense meeting of American delegates on 28 January, Jones

83 Hall, Arms Control, 88—115; O’Connor, Equilibrium, 62—108; Roskill, Naval Policy, 11,
37-70.

84 Reports from Tilley and Castle, the latter the temporary US ambassador at Tokyo,
reinforced this. Tilley despatch (540) to Henderson, 23 Dec. 1930, FO 371/14257/
631; Tilley telegram (30) to FO, 30 Jan. 1930, FO 371/14258/856; Castle to Reed, 27
Jan. 1930, Reed to Castle, 20 Feb. 1930, both Castle 71; Castle telegrams (25, 31) to
State Department, 10, 19 Feb. 1930, both HHPP 991.

85 Stimson telegram to Cotton, 5 Feb. 1930, FRUS 1929, 1, 18.
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promoted the higher figure.8¢ Pratt overruled him, arguing that the
views of Stimson and the civilian representatives had priority — Pratt’s
appointment as chief of naval operations by Hoover on the eve of the
conference suggests the president’s determination to outflank the in-
transigents on the General Board. The decision to accept eighteen
vessels was then incorporated in “The Tentative Plan of the American
Delegation’, telegraphed to Washington on 4 February;®” Hoover’s
approval came the next day. As the conference began its third week, the
basis for an Anglo-American compromise had been achieved. All that
now needed to be done was, first, to bring this in line with the parity
principle as it touched light cruisers for the RN and USN and, then,
find some way of blunting the Japanese demand for a 70 per cent ratio.
These two goals became the focus of subsequent cruiser negotiations
that lasted until 1 April.

Anglo-American agreement proved relatively straightforward.
MacDonald and his experts held a series of discussions with Stimson
and the Americans after 21 January.®® By 7 February, after Hoover
had approved the “Tentative Plan’, both delegations had circulated
memoranda setting out their proposals for limiting all classes of
warship.8° They concurred on eighteen heavy cruisers for the USN and
fifteen for the RN, although the American memorandum posited that
‘Great Britain would have the option, by reducing the number of its
small cruisers, to increase its large cruisers from 15 to 18 so as to give it
a total tonnage of 327,000 tons, the exact amount of the tonnage which
the United States now asks’. After this, Japan’s requirements became
the subject of negotiation. Conducted by Reed and Matsudaira, the
search for an acceptable compromise took nearly two months.?® The
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87 Stimson telegram (35) to State Department, 4 Feb. 1930, State Department telegram
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Americans won a hard-fought campaign to redefine heavy and light
cruisers: the former would conform to the Washington treaty maxima,
10,000 tons with eight-inch weapons; but the latter were now deter-
mined by gun calibres. This derived from the Americans having some
vessels exceeding 7,000 tons; hence, by arming them with six-inch guns,
they need not be scrapped. By 31 December 1936, the termination date
of the new treaty, the USN would be allowed eighteen eight-inch-gun
ships, the RN fifteen, and the IJN twelve. But because of tonnage
limitations in this class for the United States, Britain, and Japan —
respectively, 180,000, 146,800, and 108,400 — the Japanese received a
ratio of 66 per cent in numbers but only 60 per cent in total displace-
ment. Japanese compensation was to come from Britain and the United
States conceding a ratio of 70 per cent in six-inch cruisers, 70 per cent
in destroyers, and 100 per cent in submarines;°! and to sweeten the deal
further, the Americans would slow down their construction to produce
just fifteen heavy cruisers by 1936.

For their part, the British wrested 50,000 tons more of six-inch-gun
ships than the Americans to compensate for the USN having three more
eight-inch vessels. And MacDonald and his advisers were able to get an
‘escalator’ clause included in the treaty: if any of the three Powers felt
that ‘the requirements of [its] national security’ were endangered by the
unanticipated construction of any non-signatory, they could, after
notification, increase tonnages in any category limited by the treaty.®?
Although Britain might have surrendered the two-Power standard vis-a-
vis the United States and Japan, it had not done so respecting its
potential European rivals, France and Italy. Moreover, as the CID no
longer considered war plans against the United States,”> the London
conference ratios gave Britain a two-Power standard against Japan
and either France or Italy. Along with the ‘escalator’ clause, this would
allow the RN the strength to protect British sea-lanes running out to
the Empire and adjacent to the home islands. Although opposition to
the cruiser portion of the treaty surfaced in each country during the
negotiations, particularly in the United States and Japan, it did not
prevent the conclusion of a cruiser agreement.
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Battleship limitation proved easier. A ten-year construction prohibi-
tion for vessels of this class — the ‘naval holiday’ — had been integral to
the Washington treaty; it was to lapse in 1931. As battleships were the
most expensive weapons of the time, expanded limitation would not
only save the exchequers of the Powers considerable sums, but also aid
the ratification of the treaties in each legislature by appeals to retrench-
ment in arms spending. As late as MacDonald’s visit to the United
States, Hoover had agreed that the USN might accept a scaling down of
battleship displacement and gun calibres and, to compensate for the
Rodney and Nelson, the right to build an equivalent 35,000-ton vessel. In
this matter, the Japanese proved willing to follow any compromise
worked out by the two English-speaking Powers for, as Stimson
remarked to MacDonald on 17 January, ‘the chief hold which we had
over Japan — to persuade her to make a satisfactory agreement — was her
desire to be relieved from the financial pressure of battleship replace-
ment’.°* Agreement on battleship limitation, therefore, fell to the British
and Americans. Pre-conference deliberations within the American gov-
ernment overturned the possibility of scaling down. In the best Maha-
nian tradition, the USN General Board argued convincingly that the
‘backbone of the fleet’ should not be diminished.®” It also asserted that
in keeping with the 1921 ratio, battleship numbers should be reduced to
fifteen each for Britain and the United States and nine for Japan. (By
1930, Britain had twenty, the United States eighteen, and Japan ten, the
latter two Powers having not built to their permitted maxima.) This
would mean scrapping five RN warships, three USN ones, and one of
the IJN’s; and, to counterbalance the RN’s two post-Washington battle-
ships, the USN would be allowed two new 35,000-ton vessels, the IJN
one. After this, the United States and Japan would scrap an equal
number of older vessels to bring full battleship parity into force by 1936.

In general terms, these proposals emerged in the American plan
announced on 6 February. They found a receptive audience within
MacDonald’s ministry. During the pre-conference discussions within
the British government, the Admiralty held firm to its demand for no
reduction in numbers.’® But with MacDonald pressing for a political
settlement, and pacificists and economists dominating amongst minis-
ters, the Cabinet countered: “The battleship is simply and solely a ship
of war, and as political security is strengthened it must stand to
disappear.” Although still affirming the desire to scale down displace-
ment and armament and extend age, the British memorandum of

94 Stimson diary, 17 Jan. 1930, Stimson 12. 95 O’Connor, Equilibrium, 71.
9 This and the next sentence based on Madden memorandum, 15 Jan. 1930, and CC
1(30), in n. 80, above.
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7 February also left room for reducing numbers. This produced discus-
sions in February, March, and early April to find an acceptable limita-
tion formula.®” The desultory nature of this quest derived from
battleship strength being tied to the cruiser question, as well as the
problems posed by Franco-Italian differences. In addition, outside
pressures were exerted on the British delegation by supporters of the
iconoclastic naval thinker, Admiral Sir Herbert Richmond, who saw
small battleships as more effective in future exertions of British naval
strength.”® Nonetheless, once cruiser limitation had been arranged in
early April, the conference turned to battleships. The five Powers all saw
the financial benefits of extending the ‘holiday’ to 1936, although the
French and Italians refused to tie this to any reductions in the numbers
of battleships their navies should possess. But while the British were
willing to accept fifty cruisers and avoid the scaling down of battleships,
they were averse to American and Japanese construction of new
35,000-ton battleships. When MacDonald refused to compromise on
this point at the fifth Plenary Session of the conference on 14 April,

Stimson withdrew the American demand and the three major Powers,

having decided to push on without France and Italy, agreed to establish

their battleship strength in the 15:15:9 ratio.?®
Although MacDonald and Stimson were prepared after their 17

January conversation to ignore the French if need be, serious efforts to

bring France into the expanded Washington naval treaty occurred until

mid-March. Where the Americans, through Reed, took the lead in
negotiating with the Japanese, the British endeavoured to break the

Franco-Italian impasse. In initial discussions, the senior French dele-

gates — Briand, the foreign minister in the latest government, and André

Tardieu, the premier — seemed flexible despite pre-conference demands

centring on the disarmament provisions of Versailles, tying any London

agreement to air and land limitation, and arranging security guarantees.

Consequently, as the conference began, MacDonald and Stimson
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98 On Richmond’s ideas, see B. D. Hunt, Sailor-Scholar. Admiral Sir Herbert Richmond,
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believed that a compromise could be arranged which would see the
French accept approximate parity with the Italians in auxiliary craft
based on the 1921 ratio.!°® For the first few weeks, progress seemed
possible. But on 12 February, the French finally tabled specific figures: a
total of nearly 725,000 tons, including provision for three new battle-
ships, a force of ten Washington treaty heavy cruisers, and 100,000 tons
of submarines.!® MacDonald despaired: ‘The French mentality is
exactly what it was before the war. It allows no value for political security.
It thinks in guns & bayonets.’!1°? The next day, through Craigie, the
British sought to soften French demands by suggesting that a consulta-
tive pact for the Mediterranean, akin to the four-Power Pacific treaty that
had emerged at Washington in 1921, underpin French security.!??
Whilst MacDonald’s government opposed a Mediterranean Locarno,
which implied automatic sanctions against a violator of the status quo, it
would be willing to do all possible ‘within the limits imposed by public
opinion [in Britain], to increase France’s sense of security’. The collapse
of Tardieu’s government four days later delayed further negotiations.
When the French delegation returned in early March — again led by
Tardieu and Briand — compromise had become impossible. The Italians
had finally produced their proposals, which amounted to equality with
the French; along with reports from Paris and Rome indicating that
neither government would entertain concessions, MacDonald and
Stimson concluded that any chances for compromise were slipping
away.!%* Confirmation came on 16 March, when Tardieu met separately

100 MacDonald diary, 22, 23, 27 Jan. 1930, MacDonald PRO 30/69/1753; Stimson diary,
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with MacDonald and Morrow.!%> The British and Americans now
recognised that a three-Power treaty would be the goal of the confer-
ence. The result was the final settlement of the cruiser and battleship
questions involving the British, Americans, and Japanese and confirmed
at the fifth Plenary Session on 14 April. That MacDonald and Stimson
were intent on removing Anglo-American naval differences regardless of
the other Powers can be seen in mid-March when Stimson told
Wakatsuki that he and MacDonald were willing to conclude ‘a two
power treaty’ come what may.!%6

On 22 April, after feverish work to bring the disparate elements of the
agreed formulae together in acceptable language, the British, their
dominion representatives, the Americans, and the Japanese signed the
London naval treaty.!°7 It extended the ‘holiday’ for the revised battle-
ship numbers to December 1936; it brought parity in cruisers between
the RN and USN whereby the Americans received an extra 30,000 tons
of eight-inch-gun ships, and the British 50,000 tons more of six-inch
vessels; the Japanese received an improved ratio for auxiliary craft over
that which they got in 1921 for capital ships; and the ‘escalator’ clause
allowed each Power, but especially Britain and Japan, to increase
tonnages in any category should construction by any non-signatory
endanger perceived requirements of national security. The delegates
adjourned by agreeing that further discussions would be undertaken by
the British to bring the French and Italians into the treaty — although the
treaty allowed the French and Italians to construct capital ships
authorised at Washington in 1921 but not yet laid down. Like all
negotiated settlements, the London naval treaty represented compro-
mise. The British reduced their cruiser number to fifty, a cut of 30 per
cent from the seventy demanded since 1927; the American heavy cruiser
requirement dropped by one-third compared with that demanded when
MacDonald took office; the Americans and Japanese accepted no new
battleship construction until 1936; and the Japanese received an im-
proved ratio for vessels under 10,000 tons.

But such compromises should not have been unexpected. Since the
twilight months of the second Baldwin government, there had been a
realisation on both sides of the Atlantic that Anglo-American naval
rivalry should end. The problem was how to do this without repeating
1927. And as the British and Americans understood even before Labour
105 MacDonald diary, 16 Mar. 1930, MacDonald PRO 30/69/1753; Stimson diary, 16
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took office, any naval settlement would have to be essentially a political
one. At the London conference, this translated into accepting restrictions
on the RN, USN, and IJN that might not meet the desires of naval
officers like Madden and Jones, but which were exchanged for an
agreement that obviated discord and reduced government arms
spending. Indeed, Jones left London at the end of February because of
ill-health; whilst infirmity might have been the reason for his departure,
his inability within the American delegation to promote the hardest of
hard lines seems equally crucial.!°® But even he could not prevent the
ratification of the London treaty once back in the United States, in the
same way that die-hards in Britain and Japan could not in their countries.

No one at that time disputed that the London naval treaty was
imperfect, that it could be broken, or that it might not prevent the
Powers from circumventing it by means fair or foul. There is much truth
in Jones’ comment that:

While the treaty runs it undoubtedly puts an end to competition, [but] the
treaty has merely transferred competition to subjects not mentioned in the
treaty, and chiefly to the skill of the naval inventor. For navies are, by their very
nature, competing instruments who have no excuse for existence if they are not able to
win in battle competition.1?

In this, he shared the views of treaty opponents in Britain like Churchill,
who told Baldwin in May 1930, ‘the arsenals of all the signatory Powers
will be clanging for the next five years with large additions to existing
naval strength’.11° However, Stimson epitomised the temper of the times
when he remarked at the sixth Plenary Session: ‘We believe that naval
limitation is one of the most accurate measures of the world’s belief in
the possibility of the settlement of all international matters by pacific and
rational means.’!!! Here the leaderships in London and Washington
were at one, their views supported by domestic opinion, so that in
Britain and the United States, as well as in Japan, the treaty was ratified
despite powerful opposition.!!? These accomplishments derived largely
from Anglo-American co-operation that, although buffeted by minor
nuisances like American anxiety over Britain and the dominion govern-
ments having six votes in committee,!!3 gained strength as the delibera-
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tions progressed. Of course, on some matters, pre-conference objectives
had to be jettisoned. In the British case, submarine abolition proved
untenable, though no one in London, except George V, seemed broken-
hearted by this development. But it remains that Anglo-American naval
rivalry dissipated in a warming transatlantic political atmosphere and,
from the perspective of London and Washington, Japanese ambitions
were contained. Whilst some impediments remained, like those tied to
Franco-Italian rivalry, they were small beer and could be addressed later.

The London naval conference removed the emotive issue of naval
rivalry that had buffeted Anglo-American relations since the Great War.
The question is did Britain’s concession of formal parity with the United
States weaken London’s ability to underpin its foreign policy with
strength? The simple answer is no. And this is because the London naval
treaty was a political document that sealed a political deal over naval
weapons. For instance, whilst the British wanted seventy cruisers, the
RN actually had just about fifty at the end of 1929; the USN seventeen;
and the IJN thirty-four. The debate at London, and in the two-and-a-
half years since the Coolidge conference, had been over theoretical
limits to the British, American, and Japanese navies, not over limiting
actual vessels.!1* Here, men like Jones in the United States, Churchill in
Britain, and Japanese naval hardliners like Admiral Katdo Kanji were

114 Britain United States Japan
Capital ships
Battleships and 19 17 10
battlecruisers 550,000 tons 502,000 tons 299,390 tons
Aircraft carriers 6 2 (1) 3(1)
104,300 tons 24,400 tons 65,658 tons
Cruisers
Heavy 17 5(09) 4 (4)
165,930 tons 48,150 tons 40,000 tons
Light 32 (4) 12 33
137,725 tons 76,900 tons 190,572 tons
Destroyers 142 (14) 215 125 (8)
130,355 tons 240,537 tons 122,950 tons
Submarines 57 (7) 102 (2) 67 (5)
53,756 tons 82,796 tons 72,525 tons

The numbers in brackets are vessels building; the tonnages of vessels building are not
included. From fane’s Fighung Ships (1930). Official American figures, differing
slightly in total tonnage, ships building, and so on, show the same disparities amongst
the three major navies; see tables of fleet strengths built, building, appropriated for or
authorised, as of 31 December 1929, in HHPP 999. The ‘Summary Table of Fleet
Strengths, Built, December 31, 1929’ in ibid., shows British total cruiser strength at
54, American at 12, and Japanese at 29.
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justified in their criticisms of the London naval treaty. And for Jones, it
meant putting a brake on the expansion of the USN, which was already
weaker in numbers than either the RN or IJN. But foreign policy, in
general, and its variant, arms control, are the art of the possible. The
political leaderships in London and Washington had come to under-
stand this even before June 1929. For the British, as the Foreign Office
and Esme Howard had been arguing since at least late 1927, a naval
agreement would not see the surrender of RN naval pre-eminence.
Rather, it would satisfy American amour propre, take the wind out of the
sails of ‘Big Navy’ advocates in the United States, and enhance the
possibility of Anglo-American co-operation in other international
endeavours. On the American side, it would promote Anglo-American
co-operation whilst avoiding massive expenditure on warships. Such
expenditure would damage American public finances since, as Hoover
discovered, it cost twice as much per ton for American shipyards to
build warships as it did for British ones; additionally, as Hoover
surmised that the British would never allow the United States to surpass
them in naval strength, a political settlement had to be the order of the
day.!!® Not surprisingly, Hoover prepared American policy on the
assumption that the British will to keep the RN at maximum strength
would bring little benefit to the United States if hardline policies like
those advocated by Jones triumphed within his government.

Thus, in 1930, just as in 1921, the British surrendered the symbol not
the substance of sea power to the United States, especially when
Britain’s massive lead in merchant shipping added to its preponderance
in fighting ships.!16 Several senior British naval officers felt that the RN
had emerged from the London conference relatively unscathed, given
that neither the USN or the IJN was being built to its allowed
maximum. Fisher, for one, argued that the American climb-down from
twenty-five heavy cruisers to eighteen had been a signal achievement of
the negotiations and, given the United States record of never con-
structing what it was allowed, he posited that ‘there is quite a reasonable
chance she will only build 15 — the same number as ourselves’.!!7 Japan
presented problems, but as Fisher told Jellicoe: ‘Japan is prohibited
from building any more [eight-inch-gun ships] than she now possesses
before 1936, so that a halt has been called in the type of cruiser most

115 e cannot get parity by naval building; the UK can build for % our cost and will
continue to build as long as we do’; in unsigned memorandum [in Hoover’s hand],
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dangerous to our sea communications and most ruinous for us to have
built in the requisite number.” Representing that of other senior naval
officers, Fisher’s purpose now became simple: ‘All possible pressure and
argument should be brought to bear to make the Government lay down
a Building Policy which will cover the period of the Treaty and put us in
possession of every ton that the Treaty allows.’

In this, he was not unlike other members of the foreign-policy-making
elite who had to utilise the diplomatic resources of the state to protect its
external interests. Vansittart put this clearly in his first major assessment
of the international situation after the conference.!'® Although the
London treaty had ended Anglo-American naval rivalry, it did not
eliminate other problems that might arise over the competing financial
interests of the two Powers. Moreover, other potential threats to Britain
remained. French and Italian refusal to sign the treaty might jeopardise
British naval security in the Mediterranean. This needed addressing
and, even as the ink on the treaty dried, Craigie began efforts in this
direction. In addition, problems involving Germany and tied to repara-
tions held the potential for trouble. Outside of Europe, the vehemence
of domestic Japanese opposition to the settlement at London — delaying
ratification until October 1930 — suggested some uncertainty in the Far
East, despite the naval treaty and the four- and nine-Power pacts. But
this was an issue that, like those relating to Europe, could now be given
more time and energy because of improved Anglo-American relations.

In fact, the co-operative spirit in Anglo-American relations could help
to resolve these problems in the interests of the two English-speaking
Powers. Exchanging letters in May 1930, MacDonald and Hoover
concurred in the desire to work together.!!° ‘It has been such a pleasure
to me to co-operate with you in this work, wrote MacDonald. “The
mentalities of Europe will mean much negotiating and persuading on
our part yet but we shall go on as best we can.” “The world makes its
progress in short steps,” Hoover responded, ‘it is disheartening at times;
but the main thing is to keep the light ahead. I do feel that we have laid
foundations upon which we or others can build more greatly in times to
come.” These sentiments were genuine, but they were now to be tested
in Europe and the Far East by a series of financial and political crises
spawned by the onset of a global depression that would shake not only
the foundations of emerging Anglo-American co-operation, but those of
the international order hammered out at Paris in 1919-20.

118 Vansittart memorandum, ‘An Aspect of International Relations in 1930’ [CID
991-B], 1 May 1930, CAB 4/19.

119 MacDonald to Hoover, 1 May 1930, Hoover to MacDonald, 14 May 1930, in Hoover
to Stimson, 26 May 1930, Stimson R79.



2 The undermining of war debts and
reparations, 1929-1932

The fact is that France and America are both thinking of their
forthcoming elections. Any Reparations settlement or adjustment must
be accompanied by a corresponding settlement or adjustment of war

debts. Hoover knows it but daren’t say so.
Neville Chamberlain, December 1931!

In October 1929, as MacDonald completed his American trip, the New
York Stock Market collapsed. Although indications of Wall Street’s
weakness had appeared six months before, it was the events of October
that precipitated the ‘Great Depression’.? The capitalist system by the
1920s was a delicate and interlocking structure in which any disruption
spread quickly to all its parts. Supply and demand largely determined
prices for most basic raw materials, food, and industrialised goods in the
global marketplace; and regional division of labour had developed
whereby large areas prospered by producing specific materials and
goods for sale abroad. Credit financed much of this production, an
arrangement based on mutual confidence: lenders and investors would
get their funds back; debtors would pay; and producers of food, raw
materials, and industrial products would be able to sell at fair prices.
Through this process, sellers could purchase from primary and sec-
ondary producers, debts could be honoured, and new investment could
be undertaken. To ensure smooth financial transactions, there was a
stable medium of exchange. Gold underpinned the major currencies,
particularly sterling and the dollar. Although London and New York
banking houses contested for advantage, this competition occurred
within defined rules and was overseen to a degree by co-operation
between the Bank of England and the FRBNY.

1 Chamberlain to Hilda, his sister, 6 Dec. 1931, NC 18/1/764.

2 The next two paragraphs are based on Aldcroft, Versailles to Wall Street; B. Eichengreen,
ed., The Gold Standard in Theory and History (New York, 1985); Clarke, Central Bank
Cooperation; J. K. Galbraith, The Grear Crash (1955); C. P. Kindleberger, The World in
Depression, 1929—1939 (1973); Kunz, Gold Standard, 8—28; Moggridge, British Monetary
Policy; P. Williamson, ‘Financiers, the Gold Standard and British Politics, 1925-1931°,
in J. Turner, ed., Businessmen and Politics (1984).
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Wall Street’s collapse undermined this interlocking system. Techni-
cally, it began as a financial problem in the United States — stocks were
overvalued. But as stock prices tumbled, the crisis passed from finance
to industry. American commodity prices began falling and spread
abroad. This situation became complicated when, even before October
1929, the American Congress considered increased customs duties: the
Smoot—Hawley tariff. When signed reluctantly by Hoover in June 1930,
it raised rates on agricultural raw materials and other goods. Wall
Street’s weakness constricted American export of capital, as American
creditors began calling in their loans. But these were to be paid in
dollars, and as European and other debtors confronted higher American
tariffs that made acquiring dollars difficult, the confidence that had
marked the 1920s declined. International commodity prices fell, debts
contracted before 1929 were paid with difficulty, if at all, and unemploy-
ment emerged everywhere. Tied to regular liabilities, like capital invest-
ment, were special ones incurred in the 1920s: war debts and
reparations. In full swing by mid-1930, the general international
economic and financial malaise continued for the rest of the decade. It
affected Britain and the United States. As naval limitation in the 1920s
had shown, it was not solely economic and financial concerns that
defined their relationship. But as fiscal dislocation reshaped inter-
national politics in the 1930s, the political contours of Anglo-American
relations altered. Just as naval limitation was achieved, Anglo-American
relations entered a phase quite unlike that either predicted or wanted by
MacDonald and Hoover.

In the background, other influences were at work in both countries.
Generally, the ‘Roaring Twenties’ were a time of optimism, of possi-
bilities prompted by prosperity, of beliefs that a new world had been
forged on the battlefields of the war, and of increases in material
comfort made possible by modern technology and available for those
willing to work to acquire them. This optimism is seen best in literature,
then dominated by ‘modernism’: ‘aesthetic concentration, imaginative
intensity and boldness, a stress on individual sensitivity, a corresponding
indifference to purely social values, and a certain contempt for the
recent past (which may, however, be associated with attachment to a
“tradition” embodying the more remote past)’.> Writers from the
British Isles like W. B. Yeats, D. H. Lawrence, and Aldous Huxley,
joined by Americans such as F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway,
and William Faulkner struck out in new directions. Their work and that

? This is Spender’s definition. Cf. B. Bergonzi, “The Advent of Modernism 1900-1920’,
in Bergonzi, ed., The Twentieth Century (1970), 17—18; S. Spender, The Struggle of the
Modern (1963).
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of others poked and prodded at politics and social structures, but
suggested that hope existed to realise human values.*

After October 1929, optimism crumbled. The ‘Hungry Thirties’
witnessed the general impoverishment of the British and American
working and middle classes, the advent of beliefs that the new order
created after 1918 was flawed, and the difficulty of hard work achieving
material gain. Lawrence, Eliot, Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and the rest
saw their comfortable world disappear; more astringent writers, like
Christopher Isherwood in Britain and John Steinbeck in the United
States, graphically described the Depression’s debilitating impact on
society, the tensions between returning to older values or pursuing more
radical prescriptions and, in Steinbeck’s case, the justified use of
violence to meet the wrongs of those in authority.”> In 1925, one of
Huxley’s characters remarked:

I don’t see that it would be possible to live in a more exciting age ... The sense
that everything’s perfectly provisional and temporary — everything, from social
institutions to what we’ve hitherto regarded as the most sacred scientific truths —
the feeling that nothing, from the Treaty of Versailles to the rationally explicable
universe, is really safe, the intimate conviction that anything may happen,
anything may be discovered — another war, the artificial creation of life, the
proof of continued existence after death — why, it’s all infinitely exhilarating.®

After 1930, exhilaration diminished. Fitzgerald, the most transatlantic
of Anglo-American writers, observed as late as 1938: ‘Often I have
encouraged [that his daughter find a profession] because my generation
of radicals and breakers-down never found anything to take the place of
the old virtues of work and courage and the old graces of courtesy and
politeness.’”

The domestic milieu of the 1930s from which both British and
American foreign policy sprang differed from that of the 1920s.
Baldwin’s victory in October 1924 ushered in four-and-a-half years of
good, if uninspired, government which not even the 1926 General Strike

4 M. Bradbury ‘The Novel in the 1920s’, in Bergonzi, Twentieth Century, 180-221;
M. Bradbury, ‘Style of Life, Style of Art and the American Novelist in the Nineteen
Twenties’, in M. Bradbury and D. Palmers, eds., The American Novel and the Nineteen
Twenties (1971), 11-26.

5 C. Britch, ‘Steinbeck’s “Breakfast”: Godhead and Reflection’, in C. L. Lewis and
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deflected from its efforts to diminish class tensions and increase
prosperity.® Labour’s election in May 1929 suggested a desire by British
voters to spread the wealth more evenly. On the other side of the
Atlantic, Hoover’s rise to power promised a continuation of Republican
‘normalcy’ that began in 1920. The Depression changed everything.
London and Washington retrenched to keep taxation at acceptable
levels. Social policies assumed greater priority, as did alleviating unem-
ployment by increasing industrial production and trade. The problem
was that essential British and American foreign policy interests did not
change. Internationally, economic dislocation strained the war debt and
reparations settlements, leading in part to the rise of Adolf Hitler and
the recrudescence of aggressive German foreign policy. It also provided
the incubus for discrediting Japan’s civilian leaders, who used economic
diplomacy to extend Japanese power, and accentuated the rise of
militarists who saw armed force as a better method of protecting and
enlarging Japanese interests. Hence, the domestic financial and eco-
nomic impact of the Depression affected international finance and
economics and, in turn, the wider political and strategic concerns of the
Powers. Such developments played havoc with the Washington and
Locarno treaties and the League’s quest for disarmament, undercutting
the feelings of security that had arisen after 1925. These interconnected
issues — domestic politics conditioned by the Depression, changing
domestic priorities, and immutable external interests in a volatile
international environment — affected the Anglo-American relationship
after October 1929.

Given the nature of the crisis, the war debt and reparations regimes
came under assault. Actually, in October 1929, the Dawes agreement
was being revised. Since the Dawes Plan had not tied German repara-
tions to a fixed schedule of payments, it had been provisional. By the
end of 1927, the agreement had helped the German economy recover
from the catastrophe of 1922-3. This occurred in several ways:
through American loans; through political controls imposed on the
German economy to ensure payment (like appointing foreigners to the
board of the German National Railroad); and, outside the Plan, as a
result of the security offered by Locarno. In late 1927, Germany’s
economic rejuvenation prompted both Stresemann and Parker Gilbert,
an American appointed to administer the agreement in Berlin, to
advocate revising Dawes’ payment schedule and eliminating foreign

8 B. Pimlott, Labour and the Left in the 1930s (1977), 9—-20; J. Ramsden, The Age of Balfour
and Baldwin (1978), 188—294; R. Rhodes James, The British Revolution: British Politics
1880-1939 (1977), 187-238.
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political control.® Stresemann did so to overcome domestic critics, who
argued that Locarno no longer protected German interests, and to end
foreign military occupation of the Rhineland, imposed in 1919 to
ensure German fulfilment of Versailles. For his part, Gilbert reckoned
that a new reparation scheme would reduce German overborrowing in
the United States, augment foreign investor confidence, and commer-
cialise reparation bonds. If revision occurred at a time of calm, Gilbert
argued, unlike that in 1924 following the Ruhr occupation, the chances
for a lasting settlement would be enhanced.

Since revision hinged on French concurrence, London and
Washington had to move carefully. The French had concluded war debt
settlements with the British and Americans in April and July 1926.
Since payment depended on what France received from Germany in
gold and in kind, these agreements had yet to be ratified by the National
Assembly. To avoid antagonising the British and Americans, Paris made
provisional debt arrangements after 1926; but before ratifying the main
agreements, Briand and other ministers wanted assurance that future
German transfers covered France’s contracted obligations.!® They did
not oppose revision as long as German reparations covered French debt
obligations; however, Stresemann wanted the unconditional end of the
Rhineland occupation. Here security, tied to Locarno, a purely Anglo-
French-German concern, touched reparations and war debts, a wider
issue involving the United States.

By June 1929, the diplomatic ground had been prepared to revise
Dawes and remove Allied troops from the Rhineland. This had not been
easy. In December 1928, Chamberlain and Briand quarrelled with
Stresemann’s proposal for unconditional evacuation.!! German gains
had to be purchased; the price was an amended reparations agreement.
Yielding, Stresemann won the point that any committee struck to
produce such an agreement must be composed of non-governmental
experts — he wanted to distance reparations from politics. Whilst
Coolidge and Hoover supported a committee of private experts, they
cleaved to the established American policy that war debts had no link to

9 Jacobson, Locarno Diplomacy, 143—7; B. Kent, The Spoils of War. The Politics, Economics,
and Diplomacy of Reparations, 1918—1932 (Oxford, 1989), 272-3; M. Piesche, ‘Die
Rolle des Reparationsagenten Parker Gilbert wihrend der Weimarer Republik
(1924-1930)’, Fahrbuch fiir Geschichre, 18(1978), 135-69. Cf. Cmd. 2263; ‘Reports of
the Expert Committees Appointed by the Reparation Commission (1924)’, Reparation
R1; ‘The Experts’ Plan for Reparations Payments (1927)’, ‘Report of the Agent-
General for Reparations Payments (10 December 1927)’, both ibid., R2.
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reparations.!? Consequently, Washington supported revision as long as

the existing debt agreements remained untouched. This ran against the

long-standing British argument, outlined in the Balfour note of 1922,

that war debts be reduced — even eliminated — to facilitate Europe’s

economic and financial reconstruction. However, Baldwin’s chancellor
of the Exchequer, Churchill, had met with Gilbert and Raymond

Poincaré, the French premier, in September 1928;!3 convinced that

Germany could pay its reparations, which Britain could use to honour

its debt agreement with the United States, Churchill persuaded the

Cabinet to support revision.

With this settled, a new committee of experts representing Germany,
the United States, and the four principal Allied Powers (Belgium, Italy,
Britain, and France) met in Paris beginning in January 1929.!% Chaired
by an American industrialist, Owen Young, this committee reported on
7 June 1929, the day MacDonald’s Cabinet was sworn in. The ‘Young
Plan’ had five essential parts: Germany’s annual payment be reduced to
an average of 2 billion marks from the Dawes total of about 2.5 billion;
Belgium, Italy, and France should receive indemnities to cover war
damages; German transfers to these three Powers, plus Britain, should
cover their annual ‘outpayments’, their war debt payments to the United
States; because the United States would not discount its debt claims, to
be paid by 1988 in all the debt funding agreements, Germany’s schedule
of payments should stretch over fifty-nine years; and an independent
body, the Bank for International Settlements (BIS), be created to
replace the existing control bodies to receive and distribute reparations.
The Young Plan succeeded in two ways: by fixing the sum payable by
Germany and by making reparations a commercial matter.

As in any negotiation, compromises became necessary and, here,
British and American reactions were important. The Young experts
reduced Britain’s portion of German reparations from 22 to 20 per cent,
whilst German payments in kind, particularly coal, which had damaged
British continental trade after 1920, were to continue for another
decade. The Foreign Office saw this as the price for continental stability;
the Treasury felt any reduction damaged Britain’s fiscal prestige.!® This
12 Howard telegrams (417, 418) to Chamberlain, both 24 Dec. 1928, DBFP IA, VI, 6-7.

Hoover memorandum, 4 Feb. 1923, HHPP 1006 shows his consistency over the long
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divergence led Sir Frederick Leith-Ross, the deputy controller of finance
at the Treasury, to minute: ‘Locarno &c. ought not to be fundamentally
shaken by the British Government defending its interests and calling
upon its Allies to fulfil their obligations under existing agreements.’
Firm in opposing debt reduction — Washington distanced itself from
what it portrayed as a private agreement — Hoover was apprehensive that
the debtor Powers were tying war debts and reparations together
through the medium of the BIS. To prevent this, he decided that his
government would not participate in creating the BIS. Of this Stimson
noted: ‘we should have drifted into the position of debt-collector against
Germany and that would have gone far to prevent any reconciliation
between this country and her’.!¢ Still, as other Powers had concerns —
notably Germany’s annoyance that reparations were not further reduced
— the reparations issue seemed resolvable just as MacDonald and
Hoover began the delicate naval negotiations that occurred during the
summer. A conference was to meet in August to give form to the Young
proposals.

By the time this conference convened at The Hague on 6 August,
British policy concerning reparations and the Rhineland evacuation had
undergone profound change. This derived from the advent of the
Labour government which, because of MacDonald’s concentration on
naval policy, saw handling of the Young Plan fall to Henderson and
Philip Snowden, the chancellor of the Exchequer. Both men had
criticised the Baldwin government’s European policies, their attitudes
reflecting Labour Party antipathy to the course of British foreign policy
since 1925: Locarno’s regional focus undermining the ideal of universal
League collective security; the lack of progress on arms control; and
Britain’s failure to sign the ‘Optional Clause’. These attitudes surfaced
in the Labour Party election manifesto, published in 1928, as well as in
the writings of Henderson, Dalton, and Philip Noel-Baker, Henderson’s
parliamentary private secretary.!” Suffusing Labour views of Europe
was a belief that Baldwin’s government had been too ready to appease
France; hence, when difficult decisions had to be made, like that over
evacuating the Rhineland, Germany had been needlessly antagonised.

The British delegation to The Hague included Snowden, Henderson,
Hankey, and Noel-Baker. The delegates met in two commissions: an

minute to Grigg, 11 Jul. [1929], on FO memorandum, 9 Jul. 1929, Craigie minute, 9
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16 Stimson diary, 28 Aug. 1929, Stimson 10. Cf. Brown memorandum, ‘The Young
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economic one, dealing with the Young Plan; and a political one, charged
with effecting the Rhineland evacuation. On the first day, Snowden
supported fixing the schedule of payments, commercialising Germany’s
debt, and removing political controls from the German economy.!®
However, he attacked the reduction of Britain’s share of reparations and
the continuation of deliveries in kind. Opposing increases in German
payments, he wanted the annual 2 billion marks proposed in the Young
Plan redistributed to meet British requirements. In the Economic
Commission on 8 August, he refused to discuss putting the Plan into
operation until Britain’s share was increased. His ploy angered the
French, who had finally ratified the British and American debt agree-
ments on 21 July 1929. Despite French threats to sell their sterling
reserves to weaken Bank of England gold holdings, plus pressure from
MacDonald and some American bankers to compromise, the chancellor
refused to budge.!° His intransigence forced the other Powers to
concede and, by 28 August, Britain received an increase of 83 per cent
in payments from Germany over that proposed in the Young Plan.
However, because of time constraints, the conference adjourned three
days later without giving practical form to the Young proposals. To keep
discussions alive, seven committees were struck; the most important
dealt with the constitution for the BIS, the amount of reparations that
Germany’s wartime allies, Austria and Hungary, should pay, and
sanctions to be employed against Germany should it again purposely
default on its commercialised or other debts.2°
In the Political Commission, French hedging about evacuating the
Rhineland convinced Henderson that Britain should unilaterally with-
draw its troops. This conformed to both the election manifesto and
Labour’s general assertion that continued pressure on the Germans was
counterproductive. More importantly, it showed that MacDonald’s
ministry now pursued foreign policy with greater regard to Labour-
defined British interests. In this calculation, less reliance would be
placed on regional commitments like Locarno and more on the League
— at this juncture, the Cabinet was moving to sign the ‘Optional Clause’.
Therefore, on 19 August, when Briand evaded a specific date for French
18 Philip, Viscount Snowden, An Autobiography (1934), 789—90. On Cabinet support,
Snowden memorandum, 15 Jul. 1929, DBFP IA, VI, 420-6; CC 29(29)6 and 30(29),
both CAB 23/61.
19 Carlton, MacDonald Versus Henderson, 44—6. Cf. Hankey to MacDonald, 7, 11 Aug.
1929, both CAB 21/317.
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Treasury memorandum, ‘“The Young Plan and Sanctions’, 10 Dec. 1929, T 172/1379,
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evacuation, Henderson opened negotiations with Stresemann to have all
British forces out of Germany by 31 December 1929.2! Snowden’s
actions isolated Briand. Labour diplomatists were not going to court the
French by accepting reduced reparations, nor were they about to base a
decision about withdrawing British occupation troops on an elastic
French timetable. Although Paris opposed modifying the reparations
proposals, British and German pressures forced it to negotiate a firm
date for pulling Allied troops out of the Rhineland. As the conference
adjourned, the French agreed to remove their troops from the Rhine-
land, which was then to be demilitarised, by 30 June 1930.22 This would
be contingent on putting the Young Plan into practice.

A second Hague conference to this end convened in January 1930. In
the interim, two series of events enhanced the emerging spirit of co-
operation in Anglo-American relations promoted by the naval negotia-
tions. The first concerned the weakening of the personal relationships
that underpinned Locarno. On 3 October 1929, Stresemann died. This
removed the one German leader able to balance the demands of the
Allied Powers with those of German nationalists like Hitler, who
criticised reparations and the strictures imposed by Versailles.?> Then,
three weeks later, political problems in France forced a restructuring of
the government there. Though Briand continued holding office until his
death in March 1932, younger men like Tardieu and Pierre Laval, less
accommodating towards both Britain and Germany, began to dominate
French foreign policy.?* Shaken by Chamberlain’s eclipse and the
actions of Snowden and Henderson in August, the tripartite collabora-
tion that had distinguished the latter 1920s was evaporating. This did
not unduly worry the Labour Cabinet, which was putting the League
more at the centre of British foreign policy; and, importantly, Snowden’s
actions at the first Hague conference had general public support in
Britain.?®> By the time the second Hague conference convened in

21 Phipps [The Hague] to Sargent, 20 Aug. 1929, enclosing Henderson to Stresemann,
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January, Locarno was ceasing to be the focal point of Britain’s European
policy.

The second series involved MacDonald and Hoover’s approach to the
progress of the Young Plan. After MacDonald’s visit, Hoover suggested
privately to Wilmot Lewis, The Times’ Washington correspondent, that
the moment seemed right to remove all impediments blocking good
Anglo-American relations: the naval question, war debts, reparations,
liquor smuggling, and ‘commercial rivalry’.2® Hoover would not counte-
nance war debt reduction;?” but, significantly, beyond blocking Amer-
ican government participation in creating the BIS, the Administration
did not raise difficulties over the Young Plan connecting reparations and
outpayments. There seems to have been an unspoken agreement by
MacDonald and Hoover to avoid controversy over this matter by not
discussing it.2® At London, the Treasury wanted to assert Britain’s
international fiscal rights despite Foreign Office fear that the political
impact of such a policy could rebound unfavourably in Europe.?° Thus,
on 20 November, over policy concerning British seizure of German
property during the war, MacDonald forced a compromise between
Snowden and Henderson that, more widely applied, ensured that
Britain would not break the Young Plan.?® The result was Anglo-
American unity of purpose as the conference approached: Britain would
not question the amount of war debt payments; the Americans would
not dispute the connexion between reparations and Young Plan out-
payments.

The second Hague conference began on 3 January and, because the
seven committees had made substantial headway, completed its work
within three weeks. In most respects this conference accomplished a
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1/3.

27 Stimson telegrams (64, 83) to Schurman [US ambassador, Berlin], 14 Sep., 19 Nov.

1929, Castle memorandum, 19 Nov. 1929, all FRUS 1929, 11, 1083-5, 1094-7, 1101;

Campbell despatch (2158) to Henderson, 19 Nov. 1929, Henderson telegram (639) to

Howard, 13 Dec. 1929, both DBFP IA, VII, 162-3, 242—-4.

‘Mr. Hard [a Hoover confidant] told me that there were two or three questions which

he felt sure Mr. Hoover would rather not have touched in any conversations during

your approaching visit ... War Debts, the World Court, the League of Nations, and the

Recognition of Russia’; in Howard to MacDonald, 28 Aug. 1929, DHW 9/63.

Cf. Snowden to Henderson, in FO telegram (133) to Patteson [British Legation,

Geneva], 19 Sep. 1929, Sargent to Phipps, 11 Nov. 1929, enclosing Treasury to FO, 20

Oct. 1929, Sargent to Wigram, 29 Nov. 1929, enclosing Leith-Ross to Sargent, 27

Nov. 1929, all DBFP IA4, VII, 23, 131-2, 210-12.

30 MacDonald diary, 20 Nov. 1929, MacDonald PRO 30/69/1753. On American
concern, see Edge [US ambassador, Paris] telegram (560) to Stimson, HHPP 987. On
Treasury negotiations, see Treasury memorandum, “The Young Plan and Sanctions’,
10 Dec. 1929, Leith-Ross to Grigg, 18 Dec. 1929, Leith-Ross minute to Snowden, 3
Jan. 1930, all T 172/1379. Cf. Sargent to Phipps, 20 Dec. 1929, PHPP 2/8.

28

29



The undermining of war debts and reparations 73

great deal: the resultant agreement declared ‘a complete and final
settlement, so far as Germany is concerned, of the financial questions
resulting from the war’; the Rhineland occupation would end on 30
June; future German defaults would be resolved by reference to the
PCIJ rather than reliance on armed intervention; Austrian and Hun-
garian reparations were settled; and the BIS, with headquarters at Basle,
was to begin operations in May. Crucially, the final settlement provided
for further reductions of German reparations if Washington later agreed
to scale down Allied war debts.?! But beneath the satisfaction of British
and American luminaries such as Snowden and Thomas Lamont,
the anglophile senior partner of the American banking house J. P.
Morgan,3? difficulties remained. As London and Washington learnt
from their embassies in Berlin and Paris, the final agreement generated
German and French domestic pressures that might create difficulties
outside the realm of international finance.?3

In Germany, the Reichstag ratified the agreement on 26 March
despite the protest resignation of Hjalmar Schacht, the Reichsbank
president; the next day, however, under the onslaught of opposition
criticism about the inadequacies of its economic programme, Chan-
cellor Hermann Miiller’s cabinet resigned en masse. A new coalition took
its place led by a Catholic centrist, Heinrich Briining.>* Supported by
the Army leadership, Briining faced down a majority in the Reichstag
and, resorting to emergency powers conferred by the Weimar constitu-
tion, ruled by decree. To pay reparations and revive Germany’s
economy, Briining imposed spending cuts, tight fiscal controls, tax
increases, and other deflationary measures that gave additional public
support to the opposition parties. Given that anti-Versailles parties like
the National Socialists and Communists were focal points for dissatis-
fied Germans, Briining confronted decided opposition.

In France, Tardieu faced attacks in the National Assembly concerning
the Rhineland evacuation and the dismantling of political control over
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the German economy.?> He could not risk overturning the Young Plan

given the developing Anglo-American accord on this matter, especially

since France’s debt agreements with Britain and the United States had
been ratified. Nonetheless, too much has been made of Tardieu’s
apparent weakness vis-a-vis the two English-speaking Powers after

October 1929.26 Tardieu was a realist; whilst he could do little over

reparations and war debts — where France’s bargaining position was

limited — neither he nor his colleagues showed any reluctance when
protecting French interests in matters where France had strength.3”

Accordingly, when the London naval conference began just days after

the second Hague conference ended, the French adopted the intransi-

gent position that in April led them to refuse to sign the naval treaty. As

Tyrrell told Henderson, ‘unless the French get additional security either

under the Covenant or the Kellogg Pact, reduction of armaments will

remain impossible’.?® Given the improving electoral chances of Hitler’s

National Socialists, hypercritical of all fetters placed on Germany by the

Treaty of Versailles, strained Franco-German relations portended by

domestic criticism of the Young Plan in both countries might threaten

the balance of power in western Europe. The deepening Depression
accentuated such problems.

It has been said of Britain that the ‘politics of 1925-31 were ... the
politics of unemployment’.3® Yet these were the politics of all Powers
touched by the Depression. Full application of the Smoot-Hawley tariff
restricted foreign access to the American market, which brought protests
from Powers that either needed dollars to pay their debts or saw United
States purchases as crucial for their trade balances.*® Except for those of
Britain, which still adhered to general free trade, these protests were
hypocritical. Germany, France, Italy, Japan, and other countries as
diverse as Belgium and Canada also used protection to shore up their
domestic economies. In addition, the availability of money declined as
the London and New York money markets could not float loans to the
35 C. Baechler, ‘Une difficile négotiation franco-allemande aux conférences de La Haye:

Le réglement de la question des sanctions (1929-1930)°, Revue d’Allemagne, 12(1980),

238-60.

36 Kent, Spoils of War, 314-15.

37 Cf. M. Claque, ‘Vision and Myopia in the New Politics of André Tardiew’, French
Historical Studies, 8(1973), 105-29; J.-B. Duroselle, ‘Les “invariants” de la politique
étrangere de la France’, Politique Etrangere, 51(1986), 12—23.

38 Tyrrell to Henderson, 28 Mar. 1930, Henderson FO 800/281. Cf. Tyrrell despatch
(360) to Henderson, 31 Mar. 1930, British Documents on Foreign Affairs, part 11, ser. J,
vol. 3 [hereafter in the form BDFA, 11, J3], 303.

39 Rhodes James, British Revolution, 479.

40 Cf. German Embassy to State Department, 12 May 1930, Edge to Stimson, 3 Jul.

1930, enclosing Flandin [French minister of commerce] to Edge, 3 Jul. 1930, both
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degree they had done in the 1920s. With governments wedded to fiscal
orthodoxy, prices for agricultural products, industrial raw materials, and
factory-produced commodities depressed, and with even short-term
loans difficult to arrange, there was a general recognition by late 1930
that the Depression would take time to overcome. This meant continued
high levels of unemployment that threatened social cohesion and
political stability. Playing havoc with other major international issues
like the ongoing disarmament discussions, the expanding Depression
undermined The Hague’s ‘complete and final settlement ... of the
financial questions resulting from the war’.

The Powers saw unemployment, reduced production, and attendant
social problems spawned by the Depression as essentially domestic
economic questions; this necessitated fiscal measures like retrenchment
and boosting trade. Significantly, however, they held war debts and
reparations to be international political matters. As these interwoven
issues centred on Germany and Young Plan outpayments, they chiefly
affected Britain, France, and the United States, and involved whether
Berlin would pay its annual 2 billion marks. In Germany by September
1930, the paucity of new loans tied to reduced industrial output had
produced 3 million unemployed — a 100 per cent increase over a year
before.*! This strengthened Briining’s opponents. In elections that
month for the 577-seat Reichstag, the chancellor’s coalition won only
171 places; the National Socialists, whose total rose from 12 to 107, and
the Communists, who went from 54 to 77, now were, respectively, the
second and third largest parties.*> During the election campaign,
politicians of all stripes, including Briining, argued that the existing
restrictions on Germany had to be revised or removed.*>

Conditioned by domestic pressures in Britain and the United States
where unemployment also reached staggering proportions,** British and
American diplomatic reactions to the fate of the Young settlement were
not unimportant. Until mid-1931, the two Powers adopted a wait-and-
see attitude dictated by the belief that the worst of the Depression might
pass — and also by the need to concentrate more on domestic policy. In

41 A, Bullock, Hitler. A Study in Tyranny, rev. edn. (Harmondsworth, 1962), 152.

42 The Social Democrats, also opposed to Briining, were the largest party (143 seats).
E.W. Bennett, Germany and the Diplomacy of the Financial Crisis, 1931 (Cambridge,
MA, 1962), 9—-11; Craig, Germany, 542-3.

43 Rumbold [British ambassador, Berlin] despatch (723) to Henderson, 20 Aug. 1930,
DBFP II, 1, 502—4; Gordon [US Embassy, Berlin] telegram to Stimson, 15 Sep. 1930,
Gordon despatch (486) to Stimson, 17 Sep. 1930, both FRUS 1930, 111, 76-9.

44 In 1929, British unemployment was 1.216 million (11 per cent); American, 1.55
million (3.2 per cent). In 1930, the figures were, respectively, 1.917 million (14.6 per
cent) and 4.34 million (8.7 per cent). From Mitchell, European Historical Statistics,
167-71; Commerce Department, Historical Statistics, 135.
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Britain, MacDonald, Snowden, and the Treasury reckoned that repara-
tions should be left alone. The sentiments behind the Balfour declara-
tion had not faded, but to reopen negotiations so soon after the second
Hague conference — and after the disputatious French and German
ratifications — would be counterproductive. In July, therefore, when the
Germans hinted at territorial revisions in the east and an early end to
French control of the Saar (scheduled to lapse in 1935), MacDonald’s
government politely rebuffed them.*> Then after the German elections,
when Julius Curtius, Briining’s foreign minister, suggested a mora-
torium on all inter-governmental debt payments, the Cabinet, Treasury,
and Foreign Office responded with emphatic opposition to both this and
any idea of revisions.*® The Young Plan had taken a year to fashion in a
period of relative economic calm; to seek modifications during a time of
crisis, as Parker Gilbert had warned, offered slim chances for success. In
Washington, Hoover and Stimson sympathised with Germany’s plight
and the other Powers’ determination to link reparations and war debts.*”
But the White House and the State Department would not reduce the
principal on war debts. Congressional opposition would be immediate,
a revised agreement would meet the same fate as the Versailles Treaty,
and ratification of other White House-sponsored legislation would be
threatened. When Schacht visited Washington in late October whilst
lecturing in the United States, Stimson told him that the Hoover
Administration saw the Young agreement as a contract that Germany
had to fulfil, and, to keep the record straight, he reported his discussion
to Lindsay and Paul Claudel, the French ambassador.*®

London and Washington’s wait-and-see attitude did not mean that
diplomatists of both Powers stood idle. By late 1930, prescient author-
ities in both the Foreign Office and State Department reckoned that
foreign policy should not ignore economic and financial questions. On
1 December, Sir Victor Wellesley, Vansittart’s deputy under-secretary,
circulated a memorandum proposing a ‘Politico-Economic Intelligence
Department’ within the Foreign Office.*® Supported by Dalton and

45 Rumbold despatches (546, 548) to Henderson, both 3 Jul. 1930, R. H. Campbell
[British Embassy, Paris] despatch (930) to Henderson, 13 Aug. 1930, all DBFP IA, 1,
488-91, 493—4.

46 Rumbold despatch (864) to Henderson, 27 Oct. 1930, Henderson despatch (1159) to
Rumbold, 2 Dec. 1930, both DBFP I, 1, 525-7, 535-9.

47 Stimson diary, 28 Dec. 1930, Stimson 10. Cf. Borah, ‘War Debts’, 19 Apr. 1932,
Borah 761.

48 Stimson memoranda (2), both 23 Oct. 1930, both FRUS 1930, III, 89-90. Cf.

Stimson diary, 19, 23 Oct. 1930, Stimson 10.
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Vansittart — Henderson was preoccupied with disarmament — problems
quickly arose. Should the head be a career diplomat or an economist
from outside government? How would the new division be funded?
Would it duplicate the functions of existing agencies like the Department
of Overseas Trade (DOT)? And how would this new body work with
British embassies and legations abroad and other ministries in Whitehall,
particularly the Treasury? After more than a year of discussion within the
Foreign Office, plus consultations between Vansittart and Sir Norman
Warren Fisher, the Treasury permanent under-secretary, Frank Ashton-
Gwatkin, a diplomat, became Foreign Office co-ordinator of economic
intelligence sent from British diplomatic posts. In this, Vansittart’s desire
to have professional diplomats manage this aspect of Foreign Office
work triumphed — something helped by the Labour government’s
collapse in August 1931 and Dalton’s return to the opposition benches.
Whilst Ashton-Gwatkin believed his work bore fruit by the end of his
first year in this post, the Foreign Office’s ability to shape economic
diplomacy was restricted. Part of the reason derived from the mandates
of the economic ministries: the Treasury controlling government expen-
diture, the Board of Trade supervising trade policy, and the Bank of
England overseeing fiscal policy.?® The rest involved the traditional
distaste that British diplomats had for commercial endeavours.’! More-
over, the crush of traditional political diplomacy saw Ashton-Gwatkin
work alone until June 1933, when he finally received an assistant and
typist. Still, by early 1932, the Foreign Office had a window on economic
and financial issues that it had not had before; and its purely political and
strategic advice could now at least be better informed.

The American response was more effective. This devolved from
Stimson who, by August 1930, saw the need for an ‘Economic Adviser’
within the State Department. His difficulty, he confided to Joseph
Cotton, the assistant secretary, was a dearth of suitable candidates.?? He
wanted a political economist and, in early 1931, found one after reading
a recently published book by Herbert Feis, a research associate on the

of the Foreign Office Economic Relations Section, 1930-1937°, H¥, 20(1977),
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Council of Foreign Relations. Although Feis had earlier examined
domestic issues, his Europe: The World’s Banker, 1870—1914 touched a
sensitive nerve in the secretary of state.>> Analysing the connexion
between diplomacy and international finance in the half-century before
the Great War, Feis argued that the movement of capital abroad
increased trade. He asserted that European capital, particularly British
capital, gave strength to the investing Power before 1914; crucially, it
also helped less developed states — a category into which Feis put the
United States — that also sought markets. Feis saw international capit-
alism as symbiotic rather than exploitive; this prompted Stimson
privately to gauge the man. Felix Frankfurter, an anglophile Harvard
legal scholar, wrote a glowing reference: “Work like [Feis’s] is not the
work of a merely bookish man, and he is not at all a bookish man.’>* By
May, Feis had become Stimson’s chief financial adviser.

In this month, Anglo-American detachment from reparations and war
debts ended when an Austrian banking crisis spread to Germany and
threatened to shatter the fragile German economy. The antecedents of
this affair involved French and German diplomatic manoeuvring to
enhance their security one against the other. At the League Assembly in
September 1929, Briand proposed a pan-European economic union to
expand Franco-German reconciliation beyond Locarno. He envisaged a
European trading bloc to compete better in the world and, more
importantly, through beneficial tariffs and improved trade, obviate
German territorial grievances — the impending Rhineland evacuation
required a new device to contain German irredentism.?> Stresemann’s
death and the politics leading to the rise of Brilining, the reconstruction
of the French government, and difficulties attending the Young settle-
ment postponed action until May 1930. Then, with the Young Plan
ratified, Briand circulated a memorandum giving form to his original
suggestion. However, the advent of Tardieu and pressures from France’s
eastern European allies saw the economic side of the September
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proposal overwhelmed by its political cousin: security needed to be
tackled first to affirm the post-1918 European borders. Cognisant of the
approaching election and deciding to court nationalist sentiments, yet
unwilling to reject Briand’s plan outright, Briining’s cabinet sent a non-
committal reply in July. This helped beget a ‘Commission of Enquiry for
a European Union’ at the League Assembly in September.

The Briining government’s subsequent response to Briand’s May
memorandum involved a proposal gestating in Berlin since November
1927: establishing an Austro-German customs union.’® Such a union
would have the double advantage over time of producing a German-
dominated bloc of south-eastern European Powers — Austria, Bulgaria,
Hungary, Romania, and, perhaps, Yugoslavia; this would strengthen
Germany economically and, by weakening France’s eastern European
alliances, politically. Moreover, it could augment Germany’s strategic
position in central Europe by laying the basis for political union between
Germany and Austria — anschluss — prohibited by the treaties of Versailles
and Saint-Germain. Bernhard von Biilow, the state secretary in the
German Foreign Office, commented baldly that ‘[w]hen Germany is
strong and powerful and need not fear other states, she will be, thanks to
her political, economic and moral strength, the state to which the new
small states will look.” Whilst concern developed in Berlin and Vienna
over the ill-favour such revision would generate amongst the other
Powers, and whilst controversy exists over its position in Briining’s
diplomatic thinking,>” Curtius, Biilow, and others like Johann Schober,
the Austrian foreign minister, won the day. Reasoning that Berlin had a
strong bargaining position because neither Paris nor London wished to
strengthen radical revisionists in Germany, Curtius believed that a
customs union did not violate the treaties. In addition, Anglo-German
relations seemed to be entering a new phase as MacDonald had
sounded Briining and Curtius about coming to London for disarma-
ment talks.”® On 21 March 1931, the Commission of Enquiry received
the customs union proposal. Fusion of these two issues in the spring of

6 Biillow memorandum for Briining, 26 Aug. 1930, quoted in Kaiser, Economic
Diplomacy, 16. Except where noted, the rest of this paragraph is based on bid., 23-66
passim; Bennett, Financial Crisis, 44—81 passim; O. Hauser, ‘Der Plan einer deutsch-
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1931 threatened the political balance of Europe which the Young
settlement had helped underwrite.

Although earlier reports from their embassies in Berlin suggested that
unemployment, reduced production, and the burden of reparations
might occasion ‘a breakdown in the whole German economic system’,>°
London and Washington refused initially to involve themselves in
Germany’s economic plight.®® Judging disarmament more important in
their diplomacy, Henderson and Stimson concentrated on the Prepara-
tory Commission. With Stimson’s support, Craigie had engineered a
Franco-Italian compromise preparing the way for France and Italy to
sign the London naval treaty.! The ‘Bases of Agreement’ for this
compromise reached Parliament on 11 March;®? but news of the
customs proposal ten days later provoked unfavourable reaction in
Paris. Suspecting that Austro-German economic union might produce
anschluss, Paris distanced itself from the Italo-French compromise, in
particular, and arms limitation, in general. Alexis St Leger, the political
director of the Quai d’Orsay, warned Tyrrell’s embassy: ‘if the German
government persisted in its present policy towards Austria, [France]
could go no further in the way of concession’.%>

Henderson and Stimson reacted strongly. The British foreign secre-
tary moved first. In Paris during 23—25 March for a meeting of a sub-
committee of the Commission of Enquiry, he urged referring the
Austro-German proposal to the League Council for an opinion on its
legality — in practical terms, a submission to the PCIJ.%* Henderson was
buying time. He needed a formula allowing Briining and Curtius to
forsake their scheme without losing face whilst deterring a French hard
line that could delay the World Disarmament Conference. Even though
the Germans refused to be swayed, the Austrians retreated because of
western-Power influence over their economy. This allowed Henderson,
working with Briand and Dino Grandi, the Italian foreign minister, to
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win League Council agreement on 18 May to get a PCIJ ruling on the
Austro-German proposal.®®> By securing Schober’s assurance that
Vienna would not conclude any agreement with Berlin until after the
PCI]J decision, Henderson had time to look for his formula. For his part,
Stimson planned to visit Rome, Berlin, Paris, and London in late June
‘to get a personal survey of the chances of the great disarmament
conference next winter’,%¢

Other issues now surfaced that forced American intervention in the
war debts and reparations question. A week before the Council decision
to approach the PCI]J, the Creditanstalt, Austria’s largest private bank,
announced massive losses.®” Here lay Vienna’s reason for backing off
the customs union proposal, since the bank’s looming failure forced the
Austrian government to seek a massive BIS credit — 100 million
schillings. Both the Bank of England and the FRBNY supported this
move because, as Montagu Norman told Benjamin Harrison, his
FRBNY opposite, ‘a monetary breakdown in Austria might quickly
produce a similar result in several countries’.®® This credit did not
staunch the flow of capital from Austria, nor did it prevent the crisis
from spreading to Germany with a run on the mark and German
creditors, particularly Americans, calling in their short-term loans. By
early June, with the BIS credit proving inadequate, Norman and
Harrison were considering supporting a new one.

On 6-7 June, Briining and Curtius made their long-planned visit to
Britain, meeting MacDonald, Henderson, Snowden, and Norman at
Chequers, the prime minister’s country retreat.® Whereas the original
purpose of the talks had been to make headway on disarmament, the
economic crisis dominated discussions. MacDonald and his economic
advisers, heretofore reluctant to modify the Young settlement, now
thought differently. The impetus for change came from the Treasury.
That the German leaders attributed ‘all evils [in Germany] to Repara-
tions’ — and specifically referred to Hitler — only bolstered Treasury
arguments. Prior to the German visit, Leith-Ross had Sir Richard
Hopkins, the controller of finance, assess ‘the attitude of the German
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Ministers’ for the Foreign Office and Cabinet.”® Hopkins accurately
predicted that Briining and Curtius would tie Germany’s budget deficit,
depressed prices, and more to reparations. Leith-Ross added that if the
Germans deferred reparations, the French and Italians would suspend
their debt payments.”! As this would create a shortfall in annual British
outpayments — £5.8 million out of £33 million — the Cabinet should
postpone this amount of its American remittances, allowed under the
1923 debt agreement, and transfer such monies to other spending. ‘One
of the chief merits of the Young Plan,” Leith-Ross pointed out, ‘was that
it established a connection in fact between Reparation receipts and War
Debt payments to America.” The critical moment at Chequers arose
when Briining indicated that Germany would seek a moratorium; he
wanted it to begin in November 1931. This rekindled strain between
MacDonald and his foreign secretary. Cognisant of Treasury concerns,
the prime minister assured the Germans that his government would
support Berlin diplomatically. However, Henderson was more con-
cerned about arms limitation. Maintaining that the matter could only be
resolved by an international conference — French susceptibilities had to
be weighed carefully’? — he argued that the Commission studying the
Briand plan would be the best venue for renewed discussion of war
debts. MacDonald disagreed. For him, the crucial Power to consider
was the United States. Not only were reparations and outpayments
linked, but the general question was one where Anglo-American co-
operation could bring about a solution. Henderson’s advice was brushed
aside.

After Briining and Curtius departed, MacDonald wrote Stimson ‘an
unvarnished and simple statement of what happened’.”> Emphasising
the immense domestic problems confronting Briining’s government, he
also focused on achieving Anglo-American harmony:

I ought further to report to you that of course the United States was frequently
mentioned and, in connection with that I took the liberty, which however bold
and may be [sic] improper it was, I know that both you and the President will
pardon because (a) it was purely an expression of personal opinion and (b) it
was done with the hope that it would help us all ... These men are facing a very
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awful situation and anything which any of us can do to help them discreetly,
really ought to be done.

MacDonald asked that Stimson continue characterising his forthcoming
European trip as one designed to advance disarmament: ‘If you give any
sort of expectation that you are coming prepared to discuss economic
and financial things, I think you will get badly involved in our troubles,
and there will be one country on the Continent [France] which will get
into a state of fuss and suspicion.” These tactical considerations aside,
Stimson and Hoover were being asked to help settle the European
economic crisis. When Stimson received a copy of MacDonald’s missive
by telegraph, he showed it to Hoover and observed: ‘It was an admirable
letter, fairminded in its spirit and perfectly frank with us, a model of
what relations might be between two foreign offices.’”4

As Hoover, Stimson, and their advisers, such as Feis, weighed the
American response, the European situation worsened. The BIS balked
at issuing a second line of credit to Austria. Consistent with the
commercialisation of former enemy indebtedness that underpinned the
Young settlement — and which created the BIS — it wanted an ordinary
loan with adequate guarantees and an agreed schedule of payments.
When this created delay, the French government offered a loan on 16
June, conditional on Austria formally rejecting the customs union.””
Wanting to enhance Britain’s financial interests, Norman moved to take
the initiative away from the French and, with Snowden’s concurrence,
offered a 150 million schilling loan to the Austrians on 18 June.”®
Although Vienna backed off the customs union proposal, Berlin seemed
loath to follow suit. But buffeted by a massive sell-off of marks,
Germany faced a renewed budgetary crisis.”” Briining’s government was
going to ask for a moratorium; its policies in central Europe had
antagonised the French; and the whole structure of war debts and
reparations was now imperilled.

The Hoover Administration considered possible actions before the
Chequers conversations and MacDonald’s letter to Stimson. Frederic
Sackett, the ambassador at Berlin, and his staff had sent reports since
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March about Germany’s difficult economic straits.”® Some State
Department officials, like Jay Pierrepont Moffat, head of the Western
European Division, thought Sackett too uncritical; but home on leave in
early May, the ambassador impressed on Hoover and Stimson his
anxiety about the fate of the Young settlement.”® His apprehension was
mirrored by Feis, Department of Commerce assessments, and the
counsel, not always appreciated, of Wall Street insiders like Lamont and
Frank Altschul, the senior partner of Lazard Freres.8° Interventionist
arguments had additional weight thanks to Dawes and Gibson, both of
whom, also at home on leave, supported suspending payments.8!

On 20 June, Hoover proposed a one-year moratorium on all inter-
governmental debts. Two weeks before, on 5 June, thanks to State and
Commerce Department information, the ambassadors on leave, and his
reading of Wall Street, he had decided to support temporary postpone-
ment.8? Like MacDonald, he encountered divided counsel: where
Stimson and his advisers favoured American intervention in the interests
of ‘psychology and credit’, the Treasury secretary, Andrew Mellon, and
Ogden Mills, his assistant, saw postponement as a ‘breakdown of the
debt structure’.®> Hoover found the State Department view compelling
following a private meeting with Stimson, Mellon, and Mills on 5
June.8* The Chequers meetings over the next two days reinforced
Stimson’s arguments, and, by 9 June, Mellon and Mills reversed their
positions.®> But the president could not move precipitously. In the two
weeks between his decision to support a moratorium and his public
announcement, he worked to get domestic public and Congressional
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support for his action whilst Stimson cleared the diplomatic ground
abroad. Hoover wanted to ensure that both Wall Street and Congress
appreciated that the government could not stand back from the German
crisis.®® Hoover had Morrow, elected senator for New Jersey in
November 1930, approach ‘New York bankers’, particularly Morgan
and Company, ‘to find how serious they regarded the condition of the
Reichsbank and the Austrian banks’. By 8 June, he, Morrow, Mills, and
Stimson began consulting with Congressional leaders and even secured
the backing of Borah. The few who did not approve of a moratorium,
like Senator James Couzens of Michigan, agreed to ‘raise no opposition’.
Wider afield, Hoover worked to bring powerful press organs to his side.
For instance he had Dawes, in Illinois visiting his family, approach the
strongly isolationist owner of the Chicago Tribune to ensure ‘his favorable
attitude’.

Stimson concentrated on keeping the Anglo-American axis firm by
meeting with Lindsay and consulting MacDonald.?” In a telephone
conversation with MacDonald on 13 June, Stimson asked two ques-
tions: would a one-year moratorium help the European situation? And
could the European Powers ask Hoover’s administration to make the
proposal?®® After seeing Vansittart and Leith-Ross, MacDonald coun-
selled that getting a speedy decision from the Powers, particularly
France, would be difficult. Indicating that his government might
announce unilaterally and asking the British to inform him of any
difficulties over the next few days that could undermine an American
initiative, Stimson next dealt with the other major Powers. France
presented the greatest difficulty. He did not want the French to stand
back whilst the United States acted. By 15 June, he reckoned ‘that
France was getting increasingly scared, [and] it might be well to get her
even a little more scared before she gained any idea that we might act’.8°
This translated into saying nothing to Paris. But, three days later, after
the French ultimatum to the Austrian government, he saw Claudel:

I told him that I had inferred that France had tried to mix politics with that loan,
and that I didn’t approve of it ... we were not going into any eleemosynary

86 This paragraph is based on an anonymous chronology of ‘Moratorium’ [sent to Castle
on 7 Jul. 1931], HHPP 1013; Hoover moratorium diary, 6-20 Jun., HHPP 1015;
Dawes diary, 21 Jun. 1931, Dawes Journal, 352-3.
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business towards Germany, while the rest of the Allied Nations stood by and
winked at us.%?

The Italian, German, and Austrian ambassadors received the same
message. With domestic support ensured and the European Powers
aware that an American-sponsored moratorium must be collective
rather than unilateral, Hoover made his public statement that all inter-
governmental debt payments would be suspended from 1 July 1931 to
30 June 1932 — because debt payments occurred in June and December,
this meant that payments would be deferred until December 1932.°! He
invited the other Powers to give his suggestion form. MacDonald
already knew. The day before, Stimson had informed him of the
president’s announcement, the only leader so treated.”?

Much has been made of inadequacies in the Hoover moratorium: it
should have been for two years; the French were insufficiently sounded;
and without revision of the Young settlement, delaying payments only
avoided the central problem of Germany’s ability to pay.”> Hoover,
however, did not have the luxury of leisurely decision-making. Reports
from Europe suggested that Germany and Austria might crack under
the economic and financial strain. In Britain on family business on 18
June, and after meeting MacDonald, Henderson, and Norman, Mellon
reported that ‘the situation had been highly critical two days ago, and
that if it had not been for the action taken by the Bank of England on
Tuesday [in getting a second loan], Austria would have been broken’.%*
Unless something was done to provide breathing space, the whole
reparations—war debts regime might collapse. Hoover had to act and, of
the options available, a moratorium seemed the best alternative. Con-
gress, Wall Street, and American voters would not accept debt cancella-
tion. Moreover, cancellation would rebound unfavourably on other
American creditors. When rumours circulated in Washington that a war
debt moratorium might be offered, some South American Powers
seemed prepared ‘to default on all of their foreign obligations’.®

These were immediate problems. In the longer view, tied to his
attitude to protecting American national interests, Hoover had two
90 Stimson diary, 18 Jun. 1931, ibid.
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purposes in offering the moratorium. First, he wanted to thwart a de jure
link between war debts and reparations. On this issue, he and Stimson
disagreed.®® Stimson argued that ‘of course legally [war debts and
reparations] were separate; but even legally, in domestic law, as soon as
a man became insolvent he and his creditors could not make indepen-
dent arrangements about their debts’. Hoover countered that con-
necting the two matters would ‘drag us into the European mess’. He
wanted the United States isolated from European entanglements even
though, as Stimson realistically saw, American foreign policy increas-
ingly had difficulty concentrating on Europe’s financial difficulties
without considering the political ramifications of such diplomacy.
Second, and more important, Hoover connected arms spending with
the ability to pay war debts and reparations:

I felt that one of the fundamental difficulties of all Europe was the increasing
armament, which now reached the stage where the total expenditure of civilised
nations was nearly $5,000,000,000 per annum; that this sum amounted to many
times the whole debt weight of the world, but that this did not so much directly
concern Germany.®’

The president encased this sentiment in his 20 June announcement.
With the World Disarmament Conference scheduled to begin in
February 1932, Hoover probably believed that when inter-governmental
debt payments resumed in December 1932, almost a year of delibera-
tion would have produced arms reductions and freed up public money
in Europe. That Presidential and Congressional elections would occur
in November 1932, in which Hoover could style himself as a defender of
American financial interests and a sponsor of improved international
security, was probably not far from his mind.

Difficulty in giving the moratorium life arose from predictable quar-
ters. On 24 June the French government, now led by Laval, made
counter-proposals that amounted to a demand that the moratorium not
be seen as diminishing France’s rights granted under the Young settle-
ment.”® Hoover refused to bargain. Diplomatic exchanges occurred
and, on 5 July, he decided enough was enough. With Mills and Castle —
Stimson had left for Europe — he drafted a message for Laval that he
characterised as ‘we do not care what view the French [take] of our
formula[,] that we only wanted yes or no, that we proposed to finally
test their honesty and to force their hands’.®® The French retreated, but
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only after their delayed acceptance of Hoover’s proposal produced a
further run on the mark, the withdrawal of more German gold, and the
failure of some large German banks.

MacDonald’s role in this process was one of support for Hoover.
Although an element of unjustified self-congratulation dominated his
thinking, MacDonald’s desire to bolster Anglo-American relations
played a large part in this: “These things I dreamt of when in the U.S. in
1929 but hardly thought they would happen.’!°® Henderson’s ideas
differed. As at Chequers, he worried about unfavourable French reac-
tions to appeasing Germany over reparations — they might damage
concurrent preparations for the disarmament conference. Therefore, in
mid-July, whilst in Paris for arms limitation discussions, he played his
own game.!®! At that moment, the Powers were considering new
German economic aid. Henderson wanted Laval to extend such assis-
tance; and, in return, he sought to induce Briining and Curtius to offer
political concessions. Engineering a visit by Brilining and Curtius to
Paris on 18 July, he deliberately ignored instructions from MacDonald
not to pressure the Germans to make some compromise in return for
financial assistance. The Franco-German talks proved barren because
Laval made the impossible demand that in return for a French loan,
Briining’s government should agree that Germany would seek no
revision of the peace settlement for a decade. Henderson’s machinations
only heightened tensions between him and MacDonald.

The Paris talks were actually preliminary to a hastily arranged seven-
Power conference at London to augment the moratorium by giving
Germany short-term relief. For three days beginning on 20 July,
MacDonald met with Stimson, Laval, Briining, and others; their
deliberations showed that the time for inventive diplomacy had
passed.!9? As the first American secretary of state to attend a European
conference since 1919, Stimson joined MacDonald to oppose further
loans to Germany — ‘I told [Hoover] that what I wanted him principally

Stimson, both 24 Jun. 1931, Castle telegram to Edge, 4 Jul. 1931, Edge telegram to
Castle, 5 Jul. 1931, ‘Memorandum of a Trans-Atlantic Telephone Conversation’, 5
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to know was that I found the British in accord with ourselves and that
we were working together like two old shoes.’!°3 This unity dashed all
hope entertained by Henderson and Laval that political concessions
could be wrested from Germany. Significantly, by working with
Stimson, MacDonald brought his errant foreign secretary to heel.
Although making no innovative decisions, the London conference
delegates united on one point: the need for a standstill agreement on
non-governmental international credits to Germany. Receiving the
details of such an arrangement from Hoover a few days before, Stimson
worried initially about French reaction to another unilateral American
initiative. At London, however, Stimson discovered MacDonald moving
in this direction because it offered stability. By careful manoeuvring,
Stimson allowed the standstill proposal to come from the British
delegation — which, surprisingly, found support from the French.!%4
When the conference ended on 23 July, Germany’s financial difficulties
as a consequence of the standstill agreement had been relieved within
the general moratorium on inter-governmental debt payments.
Anglo-American accord seemed to be the basis for the international
effort to meet the reparations—war debts crisis of 1931. In a narrow
sense, such appearances were valid. London and Washington saw the
moratorium as a way of buying time until the international economy
improved; they were disinclined to burden Germany with more debt;
and they saw French policy as regressive. In reality, however, the British
had surrendered the initiative to the United States. Such a course arose
because of the weakness of their economic diplomacy. Since Hoover still
resisted a formal link between war debts and reparations, MacDonald’s
Cabinet could do little beyond endorsing the moratorium as a refine-
ment of the Young settlement. When efforts occurred in the six weeks
afterwards to stabilise the German economy, MacDonald understood
that his government lacked the resources either to force Berlin to accept
new restrictions or to remove existing ones. It shocked the Cabinet that
Hoover proposed suspending all inter-governmental debt payments,
and not just those tied to reparations.!?> The British would be unable to
collect from their debtors, something that tied into the Labour govern-
ment’s domestic economic and financial policies. This domestic dimen-
sion assumed decided importance by late July 1931 as the continental
crisis spread to Britain. It arose from two associated problems: the
103 <Memorandum of the Secretary’s Telephone Conversation with the President’, 20 Jul.
1931, Stimson 17.
104 Atherton telegrams (242, 254) to State Department, 17, 20 Jul. 1931, both HHPP
987; Hoover moratorium diary, 20—22 Jul. 1931, HHPP 1013; Stimson diary, 19-23
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central European banking crisis which exposed the position of the City
of London; and Snowden’s prospective budget deficit of £120 million.

As the London conference ended, MacDonald’s Cabinet confronted
onerous internal problems: unemployment had reached staggering
proportions; a balanced budget could not be achieved without cutting
social programmes; and the Treasury and Bank of England worried
about sterling being driven off the gold standard.'®® Given Labour’s
minority in the Commons, domestic policy assumed increasing impor-
tance. The government had been weakened in May 1931 when Sir
Oswald Mosley, the chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, resigned after
Cabinet rejection of his radical prescription for tackling the Depression:
government reform to achieve economies; deficit financing to reduce
unemployment through a massive public works programme; and ‘mobi-
lisation of national resources on a larger scale than has yet been
contemplated’.!%” Neither MacDonald nor his senior ministers would
be shaken from their adherence to fiscal orthodoxy and a balanced
budget.1%® Under pressure from Snowden in March 1931, and partly in
response to Mosley, MacDonald established a Committee on National
Expenditure under Sir George May, a businessman. Designed to assess
programmes and recommend spending levels, this body became part of
‘a cloud of impressive-sounding Commissions and Committees’ from
which the government sought guidelines for economic and financial
revival.1%° Reaching the Cabinet on 30 July, the May Report concluded
that the Exchequer faced a shortfall of £120 million in revenues against
projected expenditures of about £800 million.!!® Massive economies
were required to balance the budget or, at least, bring it near to balance:
a cut of £97 million, including £67 million in unemployment assistance.
For a socialist ministry riven with faction and supposedly dedicated to
the welfare of the under-privileged, the May Report contained explosive
political material.

Just as the Cabinet received May’s findings, MacDonald, Norman,
and Snowden confronted a run on the pound. Britain’s short-term
liabilities were double its gold reserves and, by July 1931, holders of
short-term capital began to lose confidence in sterling. Whilst it has
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been argued that the Bank of France initiated a sell-off of sterling to
force Britain to accept Paris’ views on the German question,!!! other
reasons were more important. The budget deficit, an adverse balance of
payments caused by the decline in trade, and the view that the pound
was overvalued combined to produce a sell-off by commercial banks in
smaller European countries and a depletion of Bank of England gold
reserves.!!'? Although daily gold withdrawals averaged £2.5 million in
July, MacDonald learnt of a L5 million loss the day the London
conference ended.!'®> Three days later, Norman obtained a credit of
£50 million from the FRBNY and the Bank of France. An increase in
the lending rate to 4% per cent — the rate had been raised to 35 per cent
on 23 July — was thought sufficient to check the outflow of British gold.
It failed. On 10 August, MacDonald cut short a vacation in Scotland to
rush back to London and meet the crisis.

The events of August 1931 are some of the most analysed in modern
British history.!!* For a week — from 12 to 18 August — the Cabinet
Economy Committee wrestled with the May Report. Because of
Labour’s minority position, MacDonald and Snowden conferred simul-
taneously with Conservative and Liberal leaders to explain the econo-
mies being considered: Baldwin, Neville Chamberlain, Baldwin’s chief
lieutenant who had been chancellor of the Exchequer in 1923, and Sir
Herbert Samuel, deputising for the infirm Lloyd George. Beginning on
19 August, the Cabinet met for five days without determining budget
cuts that pleased Labour ministers, the trade unions, and the opposition
leadership. Because of irreconcilable Cabinet divisions, and because
King George V pressured MacDonald, Baldwin, and Samuel, new
discussions ensued on 23 and 24 August which led to the resignation of
the Labour government and its replacement by a coalition, the National
Government, to meet the crisis. MacDonald retained the premiership;
Baldwin became lord president; and Samuel took the Home Office. In
this process, the Labour and Liberal parties split. Henderson refused to
join a coalition dominated by Conservatives and, with Dalton and
others, moved to the opposition benches. Likewise, Lloyd George
remained in opposition at the head of a rump of Liberals loyal to him;
Samuel became leader of a faction called the National Liberals. The
new government took office on 25 August. The formation of the
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National Government precipitated vicious attacks on MacDonald by his
former colleagues over his supposed forsaking of Labour ideals.!!®
Nonetheless, those within the new ministry also felt discomfort over
governing a la rrois; Baldwin, who played a leading role in destroying
Lloyd George’s coalition in 1922, was prominent. But it remains that
Labour could not deal with the crisis; fresh ideas and a more pragmatic
approach to economic and financial policy at the highest political levels
were required. It fell to the National Government to provide such
leadership, especially as the gold drain continued.

The immediate difficulty involved defending sterling. This required
loans from the United States and France, the only Powers with sufficient
gold reserves. Approaches were made to Morgan’s and the Bank of
France which, on 28 August, produced loans totalling £80 million. A
high price was paid for this assistance: the American half of the loan was
charged the discount rate in London — 4% per cent — rather than that at
New York — 1% per cent; and in Paris, French negotiators, particularly
Pierre-Etienne Flandin, the minister of finance, ‘stressed the necessity of
co-operation between the British and French governments’ over repara-
tions.!1® Whilst the British had no intention of conceding to French
pressures,!!? the high American interest, no matter how justified given
the risk involved, began to undermine notions of Anglo-American
financial co-operation. But the immediate problem had been met, and
the National Government turned to balancing the budget. Snowden,
still the chancellor of the Exchequer, introduced an economic plan on
10 September that mixed spending cuts with tax increases.

Neither the Budget nor the Franco-American loan arrested the
outflow of gold, a situation deriving from foreign perceptions of British
economic weakness. First came shocking news that British sailors at
Invergordon refused to muster on 15 September because of pay-cuts in
Snowden’s Budget.!'® Then uncertainty developed about how long the
National Government intended to hold office. MacDonald, Baldwin,
and Samuel came together on 24 August with a single purpose: to
stabilise the pound and bring in a balanced Budget. With this accom-
plished, a general election would be called to put a new government in
power.!1® Continued pressure on the pound after the Invergordon
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mutiny — a loss of £5 million on 16 September, £10 million the next
day, and almost £18 million on 18 September — plus reluctance by New
York and Paris to advance further credits, changed the situation.!?° On
18 September, the Treasury advised MacDonald that Britain should
abandon the gold standard. Three days later, MacDonald and his allies
secured the passage of legislation to this end.'?! The leaders of the
National Government then decided to call a general election for 27
October and appeal to British voters to return them to office en bloc — a
coalition could provide a unified front that would dish Henderson and
Lloyd George and provide a base for restoring foreign confidence in the
economy.!?? By the end of October, a renewed National Government
took office with a commanding majority in the Commons. Although
MacDonald remained prime minister and Samuel and other Liberals
received important Cabinet posts, real power resided with Baldwin and
the Conservatives: they controlled 473 out of 554 government seats.
British domestic politics had reached a turning-point.

The same held true for foreign policy, especially concerning the
United States. In the two months between the seven-Power London
conference and Britain abandoning the gold standard, Anglo-American
financial co-operation had reached its limits. The United States had
sufficient gold holdings to assist Britain unilaterally after early August.
In addition, leading members of Hoover’s Administration wanted a
good working relationship with Britain to make progress on disarma-
ment. Vacationing in Scotland in August after his peregrination through
Europe, Stimson impressed this on MacDonald.!?? But as is often the
case in American foreign policy, domestic constraints affected the
course of diplomatic strategy. Hoover had used as much political capital
as he dared to line up domestic support for the moratorium. By
September, whilst sympathising with Britain’s plight and finally admit-
ting to Stimson that war debts and reparations were connected, he could
do no more.!?* The cost to Britain in all of this had been high:
abandonment of the gold standard and a significant loss of prestige for
the London market.
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problems that overvalued sterling created for British trade thereafter
have become interesting academic exercises.!?®> But it remains that in
the late summer of 1931, MacDonald and his new political allies had to
deal with the results of that policy. In this, the American question held
extreme importance given its connexion to war debts and reparations;
and as the course of economic diplomacy had shown since the first
Hague conference, international security and arms limitation could not
be divorced from war debts and reparations. This had added piquancy
by September 1931. On the nineteenth, as the gold standard and
domestic political calculations preoccupied the National Government, a
crisis erupted in Manchuria which threatened the East Asian balance of
power. With the World Disarmament Conference set to begin on 2
February 1932, the implications of this for security both in Europe and
the Far East loomed large. Already strained by the economic and
financial crisis in August and September, Anglo-American co-operation
would again be tested in wider disarmament and security questions.
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3 Disarmament and security in Europe and the
Far East, 1930-1932

I asked the United States Ambassador to come and see me this
morning in order that I might speak to him about the question of
arrangements for the World Disarmament Conference ... my greatest
hopes were based on co-operation with the United States Government,
who, with His Majesty’s Government, might exercise a decisive

influence at the conference.
Henderson, February 1931!

Since first meeting in 1926, the Preparatory Commission had made
little progress because of the dichotomy between arms limitation and
national security.? Here lay the root of the different emphases of the
British and French draft treaties and the British and American diver-
gence over cruisers. The French and their allies wanted to preserve the
security system that had emerged at LLocarno, one having at its core their
unrestricted land-based military strength and the limited size and nature
of the German armed forces. The British sought to balance France and
Germany on the Continent and safeguard the naval equilibrium
achieved at the Washington conference. The naval treaty allowed the
RN a strategic advantage in European and Mediterranean waters and,
with the four- and nine-Power treaties, looked to maintain the status
quo in the western Pacific Ocean and China. Though supporting the
tenor of the British draft treaty — for instance, limiting tonnage by class
rather than by a universal total for each Power — Washington and Tokyo
pursued modifications to meet their particular security requirements:
the USN’s desire for a large number of heavy cruisers and the IJN’s
resolve to increase its cruiser tonnage ratio. Preparatory Commission
discussions went into abeyance after April 1929, when Gibson an-
nounced the ‘yardstick’. Whilst the obstacles to reconciling the com-
peting French and British draft treaties still lurked in the background,
Anglo-American naval differences constituted the immediate block to
progress. The integrated nature of armed forces meant that considering

1 Henderson despatch (237) to Lindsay, 19 Feb. 1931, BDFA, I, J3, 334.
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air and land disarmament would be fruitless until the two principal
naval Powers — and Japan — resolved their divergent requirements.
Anglo-American negotiations over the summer revived the Preparatory
Commission. By late 1929, supporters of international arms limitation
hoped the World Disarmament Conference might soon meet.>

MacDonald’s government contained an influential group that, clus-
tering around Henderson, wanted to achieve meaningful disarmament.
The group comprised Dalton, Noel-Baker, and Robert Cecil, ennobled
as Viscount Cecil of Chelwood in 1924. Holding memberships in the
LNU, all believed passionately in disarmament.* Of these, Cecil was the
most important. A Conservative, he had been the minister responsible
for disarmament in Baldwin’s second government until August 1927,
when he resigned to protest at what he regarded as British responsibility
for the breakdown of the Coolidge conference. Subsequently attacking
his former colleagues from his bench in the Lords, and promoting the
League ideal in Britain through his position as LNU president, he was
rewarded by MacDonald and Henderson in June 1929 with a place in
the Foreign Office to advise on League matters.” ‘I cannot tell you what
a relief it is to me’, Cecil wrote to MacDonald, ‘to think that a genuine
and whole-hearted Peace Ministry is installed in office at this critical
time.”® Henderson quickly grasped Cecil’s commitment to peace when,
a week after Labour took office, Cecil begged off representing Britain at
a conference to codify rules of war such as those concerning the
treatment of prisoners: “The proposed Conventions deal with the laws of
war, that is, the management of the institution which I am anxious to be
destroyed.”” Despite the idealism reflected by such sentiments, an
activist pro-disarmament group was ensconced at the Foreign Office;
allied with Parmoor and the pro-League faction in the Cabinet, and
the LNU outside government, it looked to make progress when the
Preparatory Commission next met.

These British disarmament advocates had allies in the League

[

Cf. J. H. Bernstorff, ‘Der Stand der Abrustungsfrage’, Europdische Gespréiche, 7(1929),
401-16; Comité National d’Etudes Sociales et Politiques, L %ézat actuel du probléme du
désarmement (Boulogne-sur-Seine, 1929); P. Kerr, ‘Navies and Peace: A British View’,
FA, 7(1929), 20-9; S. de Madariaga, ‘Disarmament — American Plan’, Atlantic Monthly
(Apr. 1929), 525-38.

Cf. Lord Robert Cecil, ‘Disarmament and the League’ [speech delivered in 1923], in
Cecil, The Way of Peace (1928), 211-32; Dalton, Peace of Nations, 141-66; P. J. Noel-
Baker, The League of Nations at Work (1926).

Cecil of Chelwood, ‘Apres ma démission’, Revue des vivants, 1(1927), 611-23; Cecil of
Chelwood, ‘Case for Disarmament’, Narion (27 Apr. 1929), 211-32. Cf. Carlton,
MacDonald Versus Henderson, 18—19; McKercher, Baldwin Government, 77—80.

Cecil to MacDonald, 21 Jun. 1929, Cecil BL Add. 51081.

Cecil to Henderson, 14 Jun. 1929, Henderson FO 800/280.
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Secretariat, which had responsibility for the day-to-day administration
of the Commission and, should it convene, the world conference. They
included Sir Eric Drummond, a British career diplomat who had been
secretary-general of the organisation since its creation, Frank Walters,
his deputy, and Erik Colban, the head of the Secretariat’s Disarmament
Section.® When the invitations to the five major naval Powers to
convene in London were issued in October 1929, they lobbied success-
fully to have Colban attend as an observer ‘in view of the important
bearing which the forthcoming London Naval Conference is likely to
have upon the work of the Preparatory Commission’.® More practically,
the League Secretariat endeavoured to remove difficulties that might
retard the Commission once it reconvened. When Hoover made a
public statement in November 1929 about excluding food-ships from
future blockades, for instance, Colban had the Secretariat’s Economic
and Disarmament sections prepare position papers to meet the points
raised by the president.!® Since blockade underpinned the legal appli-
cation of the Covenant’s economic sanctions,!! League officials wanted
to ensure that this powerful weapon in maintaining international peace
and security remained undamaged. In this way, by the time the London
naval conference began, disarmament advocates in the British govern-
ment and within the League were preparing for the revival of the
Preparatory Commission.

Once naval negotiations at London were under way, the question of
how the Commission should fulfil its brief was addressed. Before April
1929, Colban urged other League officials to concentrate on arms
limitation above all else, including security.!'? French concerns about
Germany and the differing British and French views about limiting

8 Drummond to Noel-Baker, 18 Jun. 1929, Noel-Baker to Drummond, 21 Jun. 1929,
Walters to Noel-Baker, 25 Oct. 1929, all NBKR 4X/87/5. Cf. Drummond to Cecil, 11
Jun. 1926, Drummond LNP 33/2; Drummond note, ‘Security, Disarmament, etc.’, 2
Feb. 1928, Colban minute for Drummond, 1 Mar. 1928, Colban ‘Notes sur
conversation avec M. Massigli le 11 mars 1929°, ‘Notes sur conversations avec
M. Weizsaecker, le 9 mars et le Comte Bernstorff, le 11 Mars 1929’, both 12 Mar.
1929, Drummond minute to Colban, 13 Mar. 1929, all ibid. 33/6.

Snow [FO] to Colban, 9 Jan. 1930, with Colban and Drummond minutes, LNR 2389/
16886/8080.

Colban minute to Drummond, 26 Nov. 1929, Drummond minute, 27 Nov. 1929, Hill
[Economic Section, Secretariat] to Colban, 5 Dec. 1929, with memorandum, 2 Dec.
1929, all LNR 2389/15991/8080; Colban to Loveday [Economic Section], 26 Nov.
1929, Loveday LNP 11.

Cf. Farrar [DOT] memorandum, ‘Blockade as a Means of Enforcing Peace’, Apr. 1918
[revised 15 Jul. 1919], in Farrar to Lloyd [League Secretariat], n.d. [but Jul. 1919],
LLNR 289/16/16; Salter [League Secretariat] memorandum, “The Economic Weapon of
the League’, 22 Sep 1919, LNR 289/748/16; Colban ‘Memorandum on the Economic
Weapon of the League’, 22 Jun. 1920, with Drummond minute, LNR 289/1196/16.
Colban to Sugimura [under-secretary general], 5 Mar. 1929, Sugimura to Renthe-Fink
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naval arms that emerged at London convinced League officials and
others like Cecil that security could not be divorced from disarma-
ment.'> When failure to compromise over extending the Washington
capital ship ratios to auxiliary vessels saw Paris and Rome refuse to sign
the London naval treaty, it was obvious that the Commission could not
concentrate solely on weapons reductions. Furthermore, it suggested
that a hasty meeting of the Commission might delay an agreed draft
treaty for the consideration of the world conference. Although the

Commission chairman, the Dutch diplomat Jonkheer Loudon, wanted a

session soon after the London conference ended,'* more powerful

voices urged prudence. Meeting in early April with Cecil and Joseph

Paul-Boncour, a senior French arms negotiator, Colban discovered that

both thought an autumn meeting would allow time to prepare for

delicate negotiations touching reserves, the budgetary limitation of
arms, and the organisation of a permanent disarmament commission to
oversee the results of the world conference.!®> Although this prompted

Colban to despair — ‘On the security business I am unfortunately no

more enlightened today than before’!® — a slower pace could not be

avoided.

In Britain, this caution derived from the Foreign Office. With
MacDonald dominating naval discussions and Snowden leading over
reparations, Henderson took control of British disarmament policy.
Although he began his tenure as foreign secretary deprecating the hard
edge of French policy — seen in his exchanges with Briand at The Hague
over the Rhineland evacuation — his attitude changed by the time the
London naval conference ended. This odyssey occurred for two reasons.
First, advice tendered by Vansittart and key ambassadors like Tyrrell
and Sir Horace Rumbold, the ambassador at Berlin, suggested that
French security interests could not be treated lightly if the existing
European security system built around Locarno was to survive.!” As
Henderson learnt in March from a memorandum that Vansittart had

[Political Section], 12 Mar. 1929, Renthe-Fink to Sugimura, 25 Mar. 1929, Colban

minute, 9 Apr. 1929, all LNR 1851/9440/9440.

13 Cf. ‘Note by the Secretariat’, 15 Jan. 1930, with enclosures, LNR 2389/16886/8080;
Colban to Drummond, 30 Jan. 1930, Colban LNS 5445/1; Cecil to Henderson, 1 Mar.
1930, Henderson FO 800/281.

14 Colban to Drummond, 3 Mar. 1930, Colban LNS 5445/1.

Colban notes, ‘Sur conversation avec Lord Cecil, le 2 avril 1930, ‘Date de la prochaine

réunion de la Commission Préparatoire’, ‘Organe du Conseil pour les questions du

désarmement apres le cession des travaux de la Commission Préparatoire’, all 3 Apr.

1930, all Drummond LNP 33/6.

16 Colban to Drummond, 3 Apr. 1930, ibid.

17 Cf. Rumbold despatches to Henderson, 11 Oct., 12 Dec. 1929, Tyrrell to Lindsay, 4

Nov. 1929, ‘Note from the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs to H.M. Embassy
(Paris)’, 18 Nov. 1929, all DBFP IA, VII, 44-7, 92-3, 159-61, 241; Tyrrell to
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Orme Sargent, the head of the Foreign Office Central Department,
prepare:

However irritating and unadaptable she may sometimes appear, the fact remains
that of all the Great Powers of Europe[,] France’s objectives resemble most
closely our own. Both countries have been satiated by the Peace Settlement:
neither is striving to obtain anything more. Both only want to keep and develop
what they have got. Both, in fact, are seeking peace and security . . .18

And with the widening impact of the Depression, the economic side of
Anglo-French relations could not be ignored. ‘All the information I
gather in commercial and financial circles is to the effect that never was
France so economically sound as she is today,” Tyrrell warned in March
1930. ‘She has built up huge gold reserves both in America and in
England which she imagines give her great strength and means of
pressure.’!®

The second reason entailed Henderson being the least francophobic
of Labour ministers;?° therefore, despite some residual concern about
the loyalty of Foreign Office officials towards the goals of Labour foreign
policy,?! the foreign secretary came to share the views of his permanent
advisers in devising diplomatic strategy. Simply put, as Vansittart and
Sargent argued, this involved working with Paris because of the affinity
of British and French interests. Such thinking flew in the face of general
opinion within the Labour Party about the ‘reactionary’ Foreign Office
being both francophile and germanophobe, attitudes limiting the effec-
tiveness of British diplomacy by making more difficult the reconciliation
of Germany.?? Nonetheless, by July 1930, the Foreign Office could tell
the Committee of Imperial Defence, in a memorandum approved by
Henderson: ‘Generally speaking, it is to the interest of England to see a

Henderson, 1, 24 Feb. 1930, both Henderson FO 800/281; Vansittart minute, 21 Feb.
1930, FO 371/14259/1463/1.

Vansittart minute to Henderson, n.d., enclosing Sargent memorandum, 18 Mar. 1930,
with Henderson initials, FO 371/14261/2283/1.

19 Tyrrell to Henderson, 28 Mar. 1930, Henderson FO 800/281.

20 Carlton, MacDonald Versus Henderson, 31-2; H. R. Winkler, ‘Arthur Henderson’, in
G. A. Craig and F. Gilbert, eds., The Diplomats, 1919—1939, vol. II (New York, 1977),
312-19.

‘[Henderson] has shouted at Van and Loraine [high commissioner, Egypt] in front of
our side of the circus and has said to me several times that “these officials don’t seem to
want a settlement. They do nothing but raise difficulties.”’: in Dalton diary, 7 May
1930, Dalton BLEPS.

Buxton [TUC-Labour Party Advisory Committee on International Questions],
‘Memorandum on the Pact of Locarno’, Oct. 1925; Angell [TUC-Labour Party
Advisory Committee on International Questions], ‘Memorandum on the Reactionary
Attitude of the Government in International Affairs’, Nov. 1925, both MacDonald
PRO 30/69/5/139. Cf. W. R. Tucker, The Attitude of the British Labour Party Towards
European and Collective Security Problems, 1920—1939 (Geneva, 1950), 244—6.
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strong and prosperous France just as it is to the interest of France to
retain the friendship of this country ... their Governments will be
obliged to co-operate in the settlement of post-war problems.’??

Just as important, a CID sub-committee — the Reduction and Limita-
tion of Armaments Sub-committee (RA) — was created in December
1929 to advise on policy for reducing and limiting armaments. With
Henderson as chairman and Dalton, Noel-Baker, and Cecil members,
the chief disarmament advocates within the second Labour government
learnt quickly the difficulty of squaring Britain’s need for effective
armed forces with arms reductions. In its first six meetings, concurrent
with the naval conference, discussion rested on two proposals to bolster
international security: a ‘Model Treaty to Strengthen the Means of
Preventing War’ and a ‘Draft Treaty of Financial Assistance’.?* Emer-
ging from the 1928 League Assembly, the ‘Model Treaty’ looked to
augment the Kellogg Pact by having ‘a model which any two or more
States might adopt and put into force as between themselves’; whether
League members or not, signatories would ‘undertake to accept and put
in force any directions given by the Council of the League under the
provisions of the Covenant with a view to prevent hostilities or restore
peace’.?® The ‘Draft Treaty’ originated with a Finnish proposal to have
the League aid small Powers in raising loans to purchase arms, ammuni-
tion, and other implements of war should they suffer attack from larger
Powers.2°

In these deliberations, Cecil, Dalton, and Noel-Baker came to
appreciate that Britain required a certain minimum armed strength to
cover contingencies from League collective security through aid to the
civil power to Imperial policing. At the first meeting, for example, when
the Colonial Office argued for unfettered force to defend Kenya from
Abyssinian marauders, Cecil acknowledged that ‘if [Abyssinia] went to
the League and said that as a result of the action we were taking on her
borders war might take place, then we could quite easily say that as a
matter of fact the Abyssinian tribes were merely raiding British territory
and had been driven back’.?” Over the next three months, although
none surrendered the ideal of general arms reduction, Henderson’s
three assistants saw the connexion between armed strength and

23 In ‘Papers Prepared for the Use of the Chiefs of Staff in their Fifth Annual Review of
Imperial Defence (1930)’ [CID 1008-B], 29 Jul. 1930, CAB 4/20.

Minutes of the preliminary and first six meetings, 19 Dec. 1929—-12 Mar. 1930, CAB
16/98.

5 Third Session of the Committee on Arbitration and Security, LD C.358.M.112.1928.IX,
44-17,102-6.

Ibid., esp. 108-21. 27 RA meeting 1, 7 Jan. 1930, CAB 16/98.
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security.?® When the first sub-committee reports reached the CID in
March endorsing British support for the two treaties, the need for
adequate air, land, and naval strength to maintain internal peace and
international security was fundamental to their conclusions;?° none of
the three dissented. The net effect of Henderson’s exposure to the
intricacies of protecting Britain’s ‘eternal’ interests, and of Cecil,
Dalton, and Noel-Baker participating in RA deliberations, was the
realisation by Labour’s most influential disarmament advocates that
rushing towards the World Disarmament Conference could be counter-
productive.

By May 1930, following the achievement of the London naval treaty
and the Young settlement, disarmament remained the only major
foreign policy problem facing MacDonald’s government. With Mac-
Donald and Snowden preoccupied with domestic problems generated
by the Depression, Henderson could direct British disarmament policy
with minimum interference from his two chief rivals in the Labour
leadership. His immediate concern involved getting ready for the next
session of the Preparatory Commission, scheduled for the autumn.
With the success of the naval conference, this meant framing specific
proposals for limiting air and land forces. In addition, before negotia-
tions at Geneva could produce a comprehensive disarmament plan, the
Franco-Italian quarrel over auxiliary vessel ratios had to be addressed.
To these ends, the Foreign Office saw Anglo-American co-operation as a
way to smooth the path to a general arms limitation agreement. ‘[I] will
always happily recall our pleasant association during the past few
weeks’, Henderson told Stimson as the naval conference ended, ‘which I
regard as the happiest auguries for our future relations.’>°

This desire to work with the Americans became central to British
arms limitation policies in the period leading to the World Disarmament
Conference in February 1932. Importantly, it showed that MacDonald’s
pro-American sentiments and Henderson’s increasing desire to maintain
a good working relationship with the French were complementary. As
Vansittart pointed out on 1 May 1930, in his first major assessment of
the international situation:

If the United States can be persuaded, or, rather, can persuade themselves — and
to many it will be collar-work — that of all the European nations we alone are

28 Dalton diary, 21 Jan. 1930, Dalton BLEPS; Cecil to Henderson, 1 Mar. 1930, Cecil to
MacDonald, 14 Mar. 1930, with enclosure, both Henderson FO 800/281; Noel-Baker
to Dalton, 12 Mar. 1930, NBKR 4X/87/4.

29 ‘Model Treaty to Strengthen the Means of Preventing War. Report’ [RA 9], 26 Mar.
1930, ‘Draft Treaty for Financial Assistance. Report’ [RA 10], 12 Mar. 1930, both
CAB 16/98.

30 Henderson to Stimson, 28 Apr. 1930, Stimson R79.
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attempting to exert a sane and salutary influence toward the reduction of
international friction and the maintenance of peace, Anglo-American relations
should be the gainers.?!

Henderson and the Foreign Office also saw Anglo-American co-opera-
tion as having benefits in the Far East. Sir John Tilley, the ambassador
at Tokyo, reported during the final stages of the London conference that
Japan’s willingness to accept less than it wanted over cruisers stemmed
from the unity of the British and Americans.?? Willing to work with the
British over general arms limitation after April 1930, Hoover and
Stimson could not do much until Congress approved the London treaty;
hence, the politics of ratification preoccupied them until July.?®> Once
Congress endorsed the treaty, MacDonald and Henderson sent con-
gratulatory letters asserting, in Henderson’s phrase, that ‘the final
ratification of this Treaty will be the prelude to an era of steadily
increasing friendship and sympathy between our two nations’.>* After
consulting Hoover, Stimson responded in kind at the end of August.3>
In Britain, the RA deliberated over the summer. Because the Pre-
paratory Commission’s purpose involved producing a single draft treaty
as the basis for discussion at the main conference, the Labour govern-
ment looked for practical proposals to reconcile the competing British
and French draft treaties. The discussions had two dimensions: seeking
limits on specific kinds of weapons; and searching for a general method
of restricting overall forces.?® Regarding the former, Cecil, Dalton, and
Noel-Baker agreed with the service ministries on a series of points.
Limiting tanks, heavy guns, and military aircraft would be futile since
verification was impossible: these weapons could be easily dispersed or
stored in their component parts and quickly assembled in a crisis. On
the other hand, restrictions could be placed on manpower given the
difficulty of disguising numbers of troops and reserves. Finally, any
effort by other Powers to limit British Empire armed forces as a whole
could not be accepted without consulting the dominion governments.

31 Vansittart memorandum, ‘An Aspect of International Relations in 1930’ [CID 991-B],
1 May 1930, CAB 4/19.

32 Tilley telegram (108) to Henderson, 5 Apr. 1930, DBFPII, 1, 292-3.

33 Cf. Stimson ‘Memorandum for the President’, [PMay 1930], Galvin [US Navy League]
to Hoover, 21 May 1930, Hoover ‘Open Letter’, 7 Jul. 1930, Jahncke [Navy
Department] to Hoover, 9 Jul. 1930, with enclosure, all HHPP 1000; Stimson to
Morrow, 4 Jun. 1930, Stimson to Lippmann [journalist], 7 Jun. 1930, Stimson drafts
to Borah, 7 Jul. 1930, Stimson to Hoover, 9 Jul. 1930, with enclosures, all Stimson
R80.

34 MacDonald to Hoover, 25 Jul. 1930, HHPP 1000; Henderson to Stimson, 24 Jul.
1930, Stimson R80.

35 Stimson to Henderson, 27 Aug. 1930, Stimson R80.

36 RA meetings 67, 11, 28 Jul. 1930, CAB 16/98.
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These decisions proved straightforward. Beyond agreeing that Powers
should have enough armed strength to provide for national defence —
but not enough to take the offensive — finding the principle on which
arms limitation should be based was more difficult.

Speaking for the disarmament faction, Cecil argued that budgetary
ceilings offered the most effective means of control. ‘Limitation would
be by the total amount of money allotted to each Service,” he pointed
out. ‘It was in fact a global method.” Other Powers, especially the United
States, challenged this approach. At Geneva, Gibson had referred to
‘serious objections [in the United States] to the adoption of budgetary
limitation ... on constitutional grounds’; and, more importantly, Amer-
ican negotiators made plain after the April 1929 Preparatory Commis-
sion that limiting the size of national armouries had to be based on
specific figures not ‘generalities’.>” In addition, budgetary restrictions
based on existing spending levels would benefit France over Germany.
French disbursements allowed reserves for their army; the Versailles
treaty prohibition of German conscription would perpetuate the military
imbalance that Briining’s government and opposition politicians like
Hitler found intolerable. Although Cecil, Noel-Baker, and Dalton
refused to abandon budgetary limitation, the report sent to the CID
advised that the eventual World Conference should decide on the
applicability of the concept, which Britain would support unless there
was significant opposition.38

Whilst the RA wrestled with these issues, Henderson involved the
Foreign Office in the search for a Franco-Italian naval compromise.
Craigie’s experience at the LLondon conference suggested that domestic
political considerations shaped France’s naval policies, something seen
starkly when Tardieu and Briand left London in late February to deal
with the ministerial crisis.?>® The subsequent negotiations at London, as
well as Tyrrell’s reports, reinforced this perception.*® The French
demanded a larger navy than Italy. Tied to Italy’s position as a
Mediterranean Power, Benito Mussolini, the Italian dictator’s, concept

37 Gibson memorandum, 6 Aug. 1929, Gibson 109. Cf. Jones, ‘Memorandum of

Conversation Between Admiral Jones and Admiral Kelly’, 19 Apr. 1929, Gibson 103.

‘Report of the Sub-Committee on the Reduction and Limitation of Armaments’ [CID

1016—B], CAB 4/20. Cf. Selby minute to Henderson, 14 Oct. 1930, enclosing Cecil to

Henderson, 24 Sep. 1930, Cecil memorandum, 24 Sep. 1930, Dalton ‘Supplementary

Note’, n.d., all Henderson FO 800/282.

39 Craigie to Hankey, 24 Feb. 1930, CAB 21/339. Cf. Colban minute to Drummond, 19
Feb. 1930, Colban LNR 5445/1.

40 Cf. ‘Notes of a Meeting ... March 12, 1930°, ‘Record of a Conversation between Mr.
A. Henderson and M. Briand, 27 Mar. 1930’, ‘Notes of a meeting ... April 8, 1930°,
all DBFP II, 1, 242-8, 276—9, 293—301; Tyrrell to Henderson, 24 Feb., 4, 28 Mar., 4
Jun. 1930, all Henderson FO 800/281.
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of Italian self-esteem had no place for inferiority to France. As Grandi
told Sir George Graham, the British ambassador at Rome, French
foreign policy seemed designed to make France dominant on the
continent, which Italy could not allow.*! Henderson’s conversations
with Briand and Grandi at the May 1930 League Council confirmed
both French desires to secure a naval march on Italy and Rome’s
resistance to such a course.*?

By late September, following unproductive Franco-Italian discussions
in which the French opposed British mediation,*> and with the
Preparatory Commission set to meet on 6 November, LLondon and
Washington were involving themselves in Franco-Italian discussions. On
20 September, Craigie met with René Massigli, the French naval arms
negotiator, who rejected ‘a maximum total tonnage figure in each
category which would be equal for both France and Italy’.#* The next
week at the League Assembly, when Henderson learnt that the talks had
been suspended, he informed the French and Italian representatives
that he would ‘do anything which either the Italian or French Govern-
ment felt I could do by way of helping them to reach a satisfactory
settlement’.#> He wanted to reconcile the two Latin Powers in a way
that would not affect unfavourably the European and Mediterranean
balances of power. This meant careful handling of the French. The
American view differed. After consulting Gibson, and two of his
advisors, Hugh Wilson and Theodore Marriner, Stimson saw Lindsay
to impress on him his distrust of the French.*® Arguing that ‘in naval
disarmament [the] aims and interests of His Majesty’s Government and
[the] United States Government were identical’, the secretary of state
wanted concerted Anglo-American pressure on Paris to bargain in good
faith. When Henderson still advocated caution, which Stimson blamed
on Tyrrell for being pro-French,*” Stimson approached MacDonald
through Dawes. By 27 October, the Labour government had agreed to
work with Washington to break the Franco-Italian naval stalemate.*8
41" Graham to Henderson, 23 Apr. 1930, Henderson FO 800/281.

42 ‘Notes of a conversation ... on May 9°, Henderson despatch to Graham, 27 May 1930,

Henderson despatch to Vansittart, 17 May 1930, with enclosure, all DBFP II, 1,

-62.
43 3/21815it6tart to MacDonald, 6 Aug. 1930, ibid.; Vansittart to Henderson, 25 Aug. 1930,

Henderson FO 800/282.

44 Craigie memorandum, 20 Sep. 1930, DBFPII, 1, 399—-400.
45 Henderson despatches to Tyrrell and Graham, both 1 Oct. 1930, both ibid., 400-2. Cf.

Sissiani [Italian minister of marine] to Alexander, 19 Sep. 1930, AVAR 5/2.

46 Lindsay telegram to Henderson, 24 Oct. 1930, DBFP II, 1, 411; Stimson diary, 24 Oct.
1930, Stimson 10.
Stimson diary, 23 Oct. 1930, Stimson 10. Some of Stimson’s subordinates appreciated

Britain’s difficulty; see Marriner to Castle, 19 Aug. 1930, Castle 36.
48 Stimson diary, 23 Oct. 1929, Stimson 10; Dawes Fournal, 248-9.
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Tyrrell and Graham immediately joined with Gibson to request that
Paris and Rome resume naval negotiations.#® As the French navy was
much larger than its Italian counterpart, the British and Americans
were prepared to bring France alone into the London treaty. This
grated on Italian sensitivities.’® Nonetheless, the Anglo-American
recommendation suggested that during the life of the London naval
treaty, ‘France should agree on fleet figures acceptable to Great
Britain’.?! At the same time, Paris and Rome should make independent
statements about their naval needs — worked out in consultation with
the British and Americans and without mentioning the issue of parity.
Since these figures would conform to what the British found acceptable
— in accordance with the building ratios laid down in Part III of the
London treaty, which included the escalator clause®? — France and Italy
could guarantee the naval status quo between them, and their security,
until at least 1936. The Anglo-Americans looked to defer discussion of
Franco-Italian parity until the anticipated conference convened to
extend again the Washington treaty. On 6 November, the day the
Preparatory Commission began meeting, Tardieu’s ministry endorsed
Anglo-French ‘conversations’ to bring France’s naval demands in
line with Part III of the London treaty; within twenty-four hours,
Mussolini’s government followed suit.”> Craigie travelled immediately
to Geneva to meet with Massigli and Augusto Rosso, Grandi’s chef de
cabinet.

For different reasons, this turn of events suited the four Powers.
Whilst the French initially looked to American rather than British
mediation®* — probably to divide the two English-speaking Powers —
Henderson and Vansittart wanted to be the arbiters in Franco-Italian
relations. By getting Washington, Paris, and Rome to accept Craigie’s
mediation, they provided Britain with a voice in maintaining the
European naval balance. No opposition arose in Washington where,
apart from the domestic economic crisis, urgent diplomatic problems
relating to Philippine independence and difficulties in Central and

49 Graham telegram (177) to Henderson, 27 Oct. 1930, Tyrrell telegram (178) to
Henderson, 28 Oct. 1930, both DBFP II, I, 414-15; Armour telegrams (324, 345) to
Stimson, 27 Oct. 1930, both HHPP 987.

Graham telegram to Henderson, 5 Nov. 1930, Henderson telegram to Graham, 6 Nov.

1930, both DBFPII, 1, 424—6.

Lindsay telegram to Henderson, 3 Nov. 1930, ibid.

52 Foreign Office, Naval Conference, 25—31.

53 Vansittart telegram (127-128) to Tyrrell, 4 Nov. 1930, Tyrrell telegram (188) to
Henderson, 6 Nov. 1930, Henderson telegrams (137, 139) to Graham, both 7 Nov.
1930, Graham to Henderson, 7 Nov. 1930, all DBFP II, 1, 422-8.

54 Armour to Gibson, 6 Nov. 1930, Gibson 103; Gibson to Stimson, 6 Nov. 1930, HHPP
987.
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South America preoccupied Hoover and Stimson.?® Besides, since
French and Italian naval construction had implications for the security
of British sea-lanes running across the Mediterranean, it was politic to
let MacDonald’s government handle this question. Although accepting
the Anglo-American compromise might seem to suggest a climbdown
by the French, it constituted realpolitik. Tardieu deemed that France’s
‘naval difficulties with Italy had been allowed to assume as between the
two nations an importance out of proportion to its intrinsic importance’;
his principal concern in arms limitation, which was conditioned by the
German question, related to land-based forces.’® He would only gain
the enmity of the English-speaking Powers, particularly Britain, a
Locarno guarantor, by refusing to compromise over naval arms. In
Rome, the decision to retreat from the earlier hard line derived from the
impact of the Depression. Needing foreign capital and unable to raise
money in the United States and Scandinavia, Mussolini’s regime in
early November was looking to Paris as a source of funds.’” A month
later and to French surprise, the Italians floated their loans in London.>8

Craigie’s efforts stretched over the winter of 1930—1, resulting in the
‘Bases of Agreement’ published on 11 March 1931. The negotiations
demonstrated Craigie’s diplomatic skills: he steadily cut away the
diplomatic debris, like the emotive concept of ‘parity’; he did not let a
change of government in France in December overturn initial agreement
about a construction holiday for heavy cruisers; and, when the new
minister of marine, Pierre Dumont, threatened to authorise an extra
battle-cruiser in February in response to a German decision to lay down
a pocket battleship — a course that would upset the Mediterranean
balance — he got Henderson to intervene successfully in both Paris and
Rome.>® After the London conference, France had seven heavy cruisers
built and one building, nine light cruisers, and a total submarine

55 Stimson diary, 10 Oct.—30 Nov. 1930, Stimson 10 passim. Cf. “... we hope very much
that it can be an arrangement between France, Italy and Great Britain, to which we can
give our polite assent’, in Castle to Gibson, 13 Mar. 1931, Castle 109.

56 Lindsay telegram (370) to Henderson, 3 Nov. 1930, DBFP II, 1, 420—1. Cf. Tyrrell to
Henderson, 14, 17 Nov. 1930, both Henderson FO 800/282; Ord [US military attaché,
Paris] memorandum for Wilson, ‘French Military Policy and Disarmament’, 24 Oct.
1930, Gibson 104.
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tonnage of 53,017; Italian figures were two heavy cruisers and seven
building, twelve light cruisers, and 34,729 submarine tons. Although
there seemed to be an Italian advantage in light cruisers, French
warships of this class had greater displacement and larger guns. To be in
effect for the life of the London treaty, the ‘Bases of Agreement’
witnessed compromises all round.®® The French dropped their original
demand for ten heavy cruisers, accepting eight until 1936. They
reduced their desired submarine tonnage from 100,000 tons to 82,000,
which still gave them equality with the USN submarine fleet. Jettisoning
the demand for parity, the Italians acquiesced to no building after
completing their planned construction. The British agreed to keep their
submarine tonnage at the London level of 53,756 — allowing France an
advantage in this vessel in European waters; but they reserved the right
to expand their destroyer force should the World Disarmament Con-
ference fail ‘to arrive at a satisfactory equilibrium between French
submarine tonnage and British Commonwealth destroyer tonnage’.

Supported by Hoover and Stimson, as well as the Japanese government,

the March agreement brought Craigie accolades from MacDonald and

Henderson.%!

The ongoing negotiation of the Franco-Italian agreement did not
affect the Preparatory Commission, which met from 6 November to 9
December 1930. Conforming to Henderson and Vansittart’s desire for
good Anglo-French relations — and probably so as not to endanger the
naval talks — MacDonald’s ministry rebuffed the Briining government’s
demand for German equality of arms with its neighbours.%? A legitimate
grievance because the Allied Powers had not reduced their arms as
promised at the Paris peace conference,®> removing it at that moment
would have led the French National Assembly to reject any arms
limitation agreement reached at Geneva. On this matter, Foreign Office
disarmament advocates divided: Dalton joined Henderson and
Vansittart to support a firm Anglo-French axis. Much retrospective
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criticism from Cecil, Noel-Baker, and their disciples has been levelled at
this orientation of British policy prior to the World Disarmament
Conference.%* But the situation in late 1930 dictated that the French
could not be bullied into granting equality to the Germans. Tyrrell made
this plain, arguing that of all French leaders, Tardieu and Briand were
the most conciliatory.®® It followed that the Commission would be
unable to institute sweeping arms reductions. Rather, it would have to
lay the basis for the limitation of separate classes of weapons, obtain
compromises over ancillary matters like trained reserves, and find
means to augment existing security arrangements through initiatives like
the ‘Model Treaty to Strengthen the Means of Preventing War’.

With British policy determined, Cecil led the British delegation to
what proved to be a profitable meeting of the Commission: by 9
December, a single draft treaty had emerged.®® Success obtained from
the two English-speaking Powers indicating the limits to which they
would go to placate Paris. Three days after the Commission began
deliberating, Henderson wrote to Tyrrell:

I have this moment initialled a pretty lengthy despatch to you endeavouring to
set out our position as regards French security in the hope that it may be of
assistance to you in meeting French contentions ... I am satisfied that we have
gone as far as it is possible to go in the way of meeting France in the matter of
security, having regard to our own public opinion.®?

Shortly afterwards, the American delegation circulated a draft ‘deroga-
tions article’ that constituted an elaborate escalator clause: ‘If, during
[the] life of [the] present convention, a change of circumstances
constitutes, in the opinion of any high contracting party, a menace to its
national security, such high contracting party may modify temporarily in
so far as concerns itself any article or articles of [the] present conven-
tion, other than those expressly designed to apply in the event of war

..”%8 Whilst a means to assure easier Congressional approval of the
eventual general treaty, this proposal, Cecil reported, ‘afforded satisfac-
tion to the French, not only in regard to the case of actual violation of
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the convention, but also in the case of what, for convenience, I may call
“changed circumstances”’.

Concerning air and land weapons, the draft treaty amalgamated
competing British and French proposals that had lain dormant since
late 1927; its naval portion incorporated ‘the provisions of the treaties of
Washington and London’, allowing that the main conference might alter
them.%° After articles outlining the principles for limiting air, land, and
sea weapons, for bringing about budgetary limitation, and more, the
document comprised a series of blank tables. Covering issues as diverse
as ‘Maximum Formations organised on a Military Basis stationed in the
Home Country’ and ‘Dirigibles of the LLand, Sea and Air Forces’, these
blanks were to be filled in by the main conference. Progress within the
Commission was achieved largely because Paris and Berlin now realised
that delay would not further their interests. Henderson’s despatch and
the American ‘derogations article’ convinced the French that they could
not pry more out of London and Washington to meet their security
concerns. Furthermore, with the tripartite naval talks making steady
headway, it was difficult to believe that significant concessions to Paris
and Rome would be forthcoming. On the German side, chafing at not
acquiring equality of treatment in arms limitation, Briining’s govern-
ment wanted the main conference to convene as soon as possible: ‘if the
eventual right to re-arm is being increasingly asserted, it is only in order
to increase the pressure of the demand for general disarmament, which
is what the majority of Germans really want’.”® Just as critical, both the
British and French long knew that the Weimar government had been
evading some disarmament strictures, like that on accumulating war
materials.”! Whilst the Foreign Office never perceived these technical
violations of Versailles as a threat to the European balance,”?> German
moaning about their harsh treatment lacked the innocence necessary to
convince others.

Dangers confronting arms limitation did not disappear after December
1930. Dominated by Laval, the new French government that took power
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that month was less conciliatory than its predecessor, a tendency accen-
tuated by the proposed German pocket battleship. In Berlin, Rumbold
and his embassy feared that ‘an aggressive minority are more likely to
prevail over. .. a docile and peaceful majority’, unless German grievances
about arms limitation were addressed — the September 1930 elections
were a fresh memory.”? Nonetheless, a single draft treaty existed thanks
largely to the British and Americans indicating the limits of their tolerance
to continued obstruction and offering constructive means to allay French
disquiet. The Powers now had to take advantage of the situation to
transform the draft treaty into an expression of practical politics.

After the New Year, the Council of the League began preparing for
the main conference. At its January meeting, it set 2 February 1932 as
the opening date.” This was relatively easy. Selecting executive officers
to direct the conference and co-ordinate its administration with Drum-
mond’s officials was more problematic. Eduard Benes, the Czechoslovak
foreign minister, was first promoted as the ‘president’ — the chief
executive officer. As Czechoslovakia was a French ally, it was suggested
that two neutral vice-presidents be appointed for balance: one Danish
and one American. Regarding the latter, the names of Morrow and
Norman Davis, a Wall Street lawyer with State Department connexions,
were mentioned. Opposition to Benes came from Curtius and Grandi,
neither of whom wanted a French ally in such a sensitive post;’> in
Washington, Hoover balked at an American vice-president because of
potential domestic disapproval about his government assuming a leader-
ship role in the conference. ‘[The] United States representatives would
as seen from here be thrust into the very forefront’, Stimson told
Lindsay, ‘and most of [the] responsibility for eventual failure would fall
on American shoulders.’”® But with the realism that distinguished his
stewardship of the State Department, he posited inevitable failure
unless the major Powers concerted together: ‘the Conference would not
be a success unless Great Britain, France, Italy and Germany partici-
pated [with the United States] in preparation for it in the same way as
we had worked hard in preparation for the Naval Conference with Great
Britain’.””

When unhappiness in Berlin, Rome, and Washington scotched a
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Benes-led executive, new discussions ensued; by May, these had seen
Henderson selected as president. His only serious rival appeared to be
Briand, whose chance of selection disappeared when Washington joined
with Berlin and Rome to deny France such an advantage. Unease in the
Hoover Administration with French arms limitation policies wvis-a-vis
Germany was evident by late December 1930.78 French actions over the
next five months concerning the Austro-German customs union pro-
posal, plus rejection of the ‘Bases’ for a Franco-Italian naval agreement,
further eroded any support Briand might have had in Washington. The
chief European Powers felt that Henderson had been playing an even
hand to achieve arms limitation; for Stimson, the continuation of Anglo-
American co-operation would do much to promote the Great Power
collaboration that he and Hoover saw as essential for successful arms
limitation.”® Henderson shared this view, something he impressed on
Dawes in February.®® Although MacDonald seemed chagrined at his
party rival winning this honour®! — a personal appointment unrelated to
Henderson being British foreign secretary — the political apparatus to
guide the World Disarmament Conference had been established by
mid-1931. It had the potential to guide the eventual general treaty along
lines amenable to British interests.

With the date set and a president selected, the Disarmament Section
of the League Secretariat began gathering the Powers’ specific arms
limitation proposals to fill in the blanks in the draft treaty. These
submissions appeared in Commission reports circulated before the main
conference convened.3? Rules of procedure for the conference and its
structure were also devised.®3 Here, Colban’s hand can be discerned
because, even though he left the Secretariat before the main conference
began, they reflected lessons he learnt whilst observing the London
naval conference.®* There was to be a general commission, a central co-
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ordinating body, composed of the president, vice-presidents, and
chairmen of the special commissions dealing with air, land, and naval
disarmament, political questions, and national defence expenditures. To
avoid delays, which had occurred at London, the special commissions
were to convene simultaneously. Technical committees were to assist the
special commissions; and, in contradistinction to London, verbatim
minutes of all meetings were to be recorded and circulated to keep the
delegations briefed about what was happening. Drummond was made
‘responsible for the secretarial work of the Conference and of its
commission, sub-commissions and committees as well as of the General
Committee of the Conference’. To ensure strong direction, the president
received wide powers.5>

Conference arrangements occurred in a desultory way throughout
1931; such an approach was unintentioned. Financial diplomacy sur-
rounding war debts and reparations deflected the Powers’ energies for
much of the spring and summer. In Britain, the August crisis that
produced the National Government compounded the situation; and as
political uncertainty continued in Britain until after the October
General Election, arms limitation was not seen as an issue of primary
concern for British politicians. Of course, the fashioning of disarmament
policy did not go into abeyance in Britain and the United States in this
period. Nor did Anglo-American co-operation over this issue cease
whilst economic and financial affairs took centre stage in international
politics. Henderson and Stimson’s ambition to work together, expressed
in February, remained a constant during the final seven months of the
second Labour government. However, with the Depression in central
Europe and Britain threatening the Young settlement, disarmament
conference preparations fell to the second rank of foreign policy
problems.

In Britain, the RA completed its work by 30 January 1931. With the
Commission having arrived at an agreed draft treaty, the British faced
only two unresolved matters: controlling the private manufacture of
arms and verifying the strength of foreign armed forces. On the first
point, Cecil argued that ‘there would be every advantage in postponing
the discussion of this Convention until after the Disarmament Con-
ference since the results of this Conference must, to a considerable
extent, influence the framing of the Private Manufacture Convention’.86
His colleagues agreed. When the armed services ministries, through the
War Office representative, Brigadier A. G. Temperley, brought up

85 For these powers, see Draft Rules of Procedure, 1.
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verification — ‘the French proposed to camouflage their figures as much
as possible’®” — the sub-committee recognised that technical problems
would have to be considered as they arose. A group comprising the
representatives of ‘the three Fighting Services’ was thus instituted to
monitor the other Powers’ figures and advise the CID.®® This small
body never amounted to much as the service ministries used the main
CID as a forum to vent their concerns about the state of British forces
relative to those of other Powers.®° Yet, despite the normal concern
expressed about adequate funding for self-defence, these ministries did
not worry unduly about arms limitation as long as there occurred, in the
words of the War Office, ‘the establishment of a more equitable ratio
between the over-armed states and those who have disarmed, among
whom we are the most prominent’.

Labour disarmament policy since June 1929 had been designed to
achieve such a ratio — a naval balance with the United States and Japan;
a resolution of Franco-German differences over land-based forces; and
limits on air forces to prevent any Power from taking the offensive. With
the work of the RA concluded, that policy had been determined. The
political side of the equation then dominated: achieving domestic
bipartisan support for the government’s proposed course of action and,
externally, ensuring that difficulties amongst the other Powers did not
endanger the main conference before it met. MacDonald addressed the
first problem in March 1931 when he sought Conservative and Liberal
participation on a special CID sub-committee to establish ‘a united
national programme to be brought before the Disarmament Confer-
ence’.?% Indeed, MacDonald indicated the Cabinet’s desire to have each
major party represented on the eventual British delegation. A three-
party sub-committee duly convened and, whilst it did not alter Labour
policy, accepted that ‘France holds the key to disarmament by sea, land
and air’.°! As even the over-prudent Hankey told MacDonald in May, a
consensus had developed that supported Henderson and Vansittart’s
policy towards the Continent: ‘We [the British], perhaps, are the only
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nation in a position to bring any pressure to bear on France in the
matter. In doing so, however, it will be necessary to use the utmost
caution.” When MacDonald’s government sent its proposals about
filling in the blanks of the draft treaty to the LLeague Secretariat in early
August,”? the two opposition parties tendered no public criticism.

The external side involved achieving a balance between France and
Germany. Briining and Curtius’ invitation to the Chequers meeting in
June embraced this strategy, even though by the time the Germans set
foot in Britain the financial crisis was dominating discussions. Similarly,
Craigie’s efforts towards a Franco-Italian naval compromise, which
continued after Laval’s ministry reneged on the ‘Bases of Agreement’,
was part of Henderson Foreign Office exertions to produce fruitful arms
limitation negotiations after February 1932. The foreign secretary’s
machinations in Paris in late July, prior to the London conference that
produced the standstill agreement, represented the high-water mark of
this diplomacy. Yet, Anglo-American co-operation was essential in -
Labour’s diplomatic strategy. By mid-1931, both London and
Washington judged that arms limitation and security as they touched
the European Powers could not be divorced from war debts and
reparations. This was driven home by Berlin’s push for an Austro-
German union and Laval attaching anti-revisionist conditions to the
proposed French loan. These matters convinced those responsible for
foreign policy in the MacDonald government and the Hoover Adminis-
tration that by working together, they could foster a political climate in
which the compromises necessary for stability could be achieved.
MacDonald’s communications with Stimson about the moratorium
before and after 20 June, plus Stimson’s European tour in July, were
indicative. Although Stimson worried about anti-French feelings in
Britain — he ascribed these to Montagu Norman — his concern dissipated
after private talks with MacDonald and Henderson in early August.®?
To his mind, these discussions were ‘very helpful ... on the subject of
future policy as to disarmament’. In fact, MacDonald not only men-
tioned the deliberations of the three-party CID committee, but also
gave Stimson the British disarmament proposals to be sent to the
League and ‘a number of reports made to the committee on which [they
were] based’.

Hoover’s Administration watched as the British led in seeking a
Franco-German disarmament compromise. Although some American
diplomatists initially shared Stimson’s concern about francophobic
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sentiments in the British government impeding arms limitation,%*
Washington could do little in the late summer of 1931. Unlike with the
financial diplomacy that produced the moratorium, the Americans
lacked leverage in arms limitation.°®> And domestically, the tactic of
sitting back had benefits for an administration under attack for its
inability to bring the United States out of the Depression: European
security was a British not an American concern,®® as Lindsay had learnt
in February when Hoover blocked an American vice-president on the
conference’s executive. Externally, the sacrosanct 1930 naval agreement
could not be tampered with since it removed naval rivalry with both
Britain and Japan for the foreseeable future. On top of this, American
ground and air forces, starved of funds since 1919, were feeble at best.®”
In June 1931, holding the continental United States to be impregnable
to attack and that American overseas commitments requiring armed
force were minimal, the president enforced brutal budget and manpower
cuts on all American armed forces, including the USN.”2 Publicised in
the American figures despatched to Geneva for circulation to the other
Powers,®® they highlighted the limits of American influence in arms
limitation diplomacy and Washington’s need to rely on British initiative.

Anglo-American co-operation, so prized by MacDonald and Hoover,
reached its zenith during the summer of 1931. For almost three years,
since the immediate aftermath of the 1928 American elections, the
relationship had been shaped largely by both leaderships’ willingness to
compromise over the major political and financial problems that con-
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fronted them. Additionally, as their handling of Japan at London in
1930 and their approach to Franco-German differences demonstrated,
there had been a perception about shared interests. Admittedly, residues
of suspicion and mistrust remained in some quarters in both capitals.!°°
But overall, MacDonald, Hoover, Stimson, and even Henderson recog-
nised that Anglo-American co-operation offered means of underwriting
international political and financial security. This consensus related to
maintaining the international structures that had emerged in the 1920s.
By the autumn of 1931, the systems of security began to face pressures.
Thereafter, owing to threats to the balances of power in Europe and the
Far East, co-operation began to break down. The reason resided in
divergent views about meeting these threats to protect perceived na-
tional interests; and, within Britain’s foreign-policy-making elite, the
belief re-emerged that the United States could not be relied upon to
contribute meaningfully to international security.

The first threat emerged on 18 September 1931 in the north-eastern
Chinese province of Manchuria.!®! Armed conflict erupted between the
Japanese Kwantung Army, which guarded Japanese-controlled railways,
and troops loyal to the local warlord, Chang Hseuh-Liang, who owed
fealty to the government of the Chinese strongman, Chiang Kai-shek.
Within three days of the outbreak of violence in the city of Mukden, the
Kwantung Army, supported by additional units from the Japanese army
in Korea, commanded the main points along the Southern Manchurian
Railway. By mid-October, Japanese forces controlled most of the
Manchurian railway system and were spreading out to conquer the
province. The Kwantung Army justified its operations outside the
railway zone by the need to protect the life and property of Japanese
nationals from Chinese brigandage — about which there was some truth;
and its success derived from the efficiency of its troops and the effective
use of air attacks against cities like Chinchow, a strategic transportation
point on the southern route into the province. That Chiang’s ostensible
national government was weakened by warfare between his forces and
other warlords, plus food shortages caused by flooding and other
natural calamities, only aided the Japanese. By March 1932, with
Japanese mastery over Manchuria complete, a puppet government
declared the independence of ‘Manchukuo’.

Several reasons underlay Japan’s conquest. Manchuria contained
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plentiful natural resources, had abundant agriculture, and, thanks to
Russian investment before the Russo-Japanese war of 1904—5, and
Japanese afterwards, was the most industrialised part of China. Japanese
nationalists looked covetously on the province, seeing it as a natural area
of economic and strategic expansion through its contiguity with their
Korean colony. The intensification of Chinese xenophobia and the
advent of the Depression convinced these nationalists, particularly
younger officers in the Kwantung Army, that Manchuria might fall from
Japan’s orbit. Given that anti-Japanese demonstrations and boycotts of
Japanese goods were becoming commonplace in China, including
Manchuria, the idea emerged that unless the province was seized,
Japan’s position on the East Asian continent could be weakened.
Civilian leaders in Tokyo preferred economic expansion to recourse to
arms in establishing Japanese hegemony; but after Mukden, they were
outmanoeuvred by militarists in the government. Dominated by military
men, a new Cabinet took power in December 1931 and supported what
had heretofore been independent Kwantung Army actions that violated
the Washington nine-Power treaty and probably the Kellogg Pact and
the League Covenant. It constituted a major diplomatic crisis that
London and Washington could ignore at their peril.

The British and Americans approached the situation warily. In
Britain, domestic problems resulting from the National Government’s
decision to go off the gold standard on 21 September and subsequent
political scheming about how the coalition should contest the antici-
pated general election hampered decisive action. Meeting the crisis fell
to the Foreign Office, which, beyond agreeing that order should be re-
established, divided over how this might be achieved.!°? By the late
1920s, Anglo-Japanese relations in China had been defined by an
informal modus vivendi that left each Power alone in their spheres of
economic interest: Britain chiefly in the south, at Hong Kong and along
the Yangtze River; and Japan in the north, in its Liaotung leasehold and
Manchuria. A policy of hard realism, it produced balance between the
two Powers’ interests and even improved Anglo-Chinese relations.!0?
After Mukden, Foreign Office East Asian experts led by Wellesley and
Sir John Pratt, a senior member of the Far Eastern Department, saw
Japan’s actions as threatening to the balance of power; they also worried
that League intervention would be greeted unfavourably in Tokyo.

102 Except where noted, the next two paragraphs are based on C. Thorne, The Limits of
Foreign Policy. The West, the League and the Far Eastern Crisis of 1931—1933 (New York,
1973), 149-52.

103 Cf. E. K. S. Fung, ‘The Sino-British Rapprochement, 1927-1931°, Modern Asian
Studies, 17(1983), 79-105.
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On the other side pro-Leaguers, led by Cadogan, argued that the
organisation’s ability to meet future crises in the Far East, Europe, or
elsewhere would be undermined unless it took a prominent role in
bringing about a settlement.

Lord Reading, the caretaker foreign secretary who replaced
Henderson, showed initial reluctance to take any initiative that might
limit the policy options of the post-election Cabinet. British hands were
forced when Chiang’s government, using Article 11 of the Covenant,
appealed to the League on 21 September to have the Council consider
the crisis. Reading understood that Britain now had to support a
League-sponsored settlement. ‘A failure by the League to find some way
round the difficulty would be nothing short of calamity at the present
juncture’, he told Vansittart, ‘and might imperil any hopes we may have
of making progress towards a solution in the more immediate field of
Europe in which we are so much concerned.’!%* He, therefore, attended
a League Council in October that, on the 16th, invited the United
States to join its deliberations and, on the 24th, asked Japan to withdraw
its troops into the railway zone before the Council reconvened on 16
November. It fell to his successor, Sir John Simon, a Liberal who took
office on 5 November, to find a solution that would shield British Far
Eastern interests.

American reactions were important in British calculations.!?> It has
been argued that after the difficulties Hoover faced from domestic
critics and the French over the moratorium, his internationalism waned;
first appearing during the Manchurian crisis, his attitude convinced the
National Government, dominated by the Conservatives, about the
equivocal nature of American foreign policy.!% There is much truth in
this argument, particularly as the new Cabinet, grappling with the
manifold challenges confronting Britain, found the Hoover Administra-
tion oscillating between action and opposition to Japan with nothing
more substantial than words. Incensed at what he held to be Japanese
aggression, Hoover reckoned that his government had to do something
‘to uphold the moral foundations of international life’.1%7 But isola-
tionism militated against both unilateral action and any notion of
American participation in collective security. With Geneva involved

104 Reading to Vansittart, 21 Oct. 1931, DBFP II, VIII, 810, n. 3. Cf. Reading despatch
(126) to Vansittart, with enclosure, 17 Oct. 1931, BDFA, 11, E10, 350-1.

105 Vansittart to Simon, 16 Nov. 1931, Simon FO 800/285.

106 \Watt, John Bull, 62-3.

107 Tn N. Graebner, ‘Hoover, Roosevelt, and the Japanese’, in D. Borg and S. Kamoto,
eds., Pearl Harbor as History. Fapanese-American Relations, 1931-1941 (New York,
London, 1973), 25-6. See E. E. Robinson and V. D. Bornet, Herbert Hoover. President
of the United States (Stanford, 1975), 196—-203.
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following the Chinese appeal, Administration diplomacy had to proceed
prudently. Stimson’s assessment differed. Thinking in terms of the
global balance, he recognised that the treaties on which Far Eastern and
European security found basis were at risk: ‘the whole world looks on to
see whether the treaties are good for anything or not, and if we lie down
and treat them like scraps of paper nothing will happen, and in the
future the peace movement will receive a blow that it will not recover
from for a long time’.!°® Toying with American support for League
sanctions against Japan, he expressed these sentiments after the
bombing of Chinchow. Hoover overruled him: ‘[Stimson] feels deeply
and rightly that the whole fabric of international obligations are at stake.
I agreed with that, but I could not agree to take any part in economic
sanctions. My view was that they would lead to war ... 1%° Given the
weakness of United States armed strength accentuated by Hoover’s
economies in June, American diplomacy had to avoid concrete methods
of containing Japan. Bowing to presidential authority, Stimson then
pursued a policy that did not first seek to compromise with the British —
the hallmark of Anglo-American co-operation since before June 1929.
Accordingly, a gulf began to appear between the two English-speaking
Powers in November and December as the League endeavoured to solve
the crisis. When the Council reconvened on 16 November, the area of
Japanese military operations had expanded. Japanese self-esteem would
not allow them to be dictated to by the western Powers, and the rise of
the militarist government only entrenched the unyielding elements of
Japan’s policy.!!® Since 1921, successive Japanese cabinets had co-
operated with Britain and the United States, especially over naval arms
limitation. Manchuria suggested that a new era marked by a less
accommodating Japan had begun. British diplomatists understood this —
especially Reading and Simon. Britain lacked the resources to force
Japan to retreat, which ipso facto meant the League lacked resources.
With Washington disinclined to offer practical support, and with the
effectiveness of British armed forces in the Far East uncertain, the
Cabinet agreed on 11 November that a diplomatic solution that
conciliated Japan had become essential.!!! Thus when, on Drummond’s
108 Stimson diary, 9 Oct. 1931, Stimson 18. On the top of this page, Stimson later
scrawled: “Trying to wake up H.H. Cf. Hornbeck [Far Eastern Division, State
Department] memorandum, ‘Manchuria — American Interests in’, 30 Sep. 1931,
Hornbeck 453.
109 Hoover memorandum, n.d. [but late 1931] in Hoover to Stimson, 3 Jun. 1936,
quoted in Robinson and Bornet, Hoover, 199.
110 1 indley despatch (500) to Reading, 21 Oct. 1931, Lindley despatches (559, 586, 593)
to Simon, 27 Nov., 12, 15 Dec. 1931, all BDFA, II, E10, 378-80, 402-3, 420-1,
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suggestion, the League Council agreed on 10 December to send a
commission of enquiry to the region to investigate and make recommen-
dations for a settlement, London supported it.!!?> A commission would
buy time whilst some sort of settlement was put together. The im-
pending World Disarmament Conference, plus new threats to the
Young Plan created by the worsening Depression, both judged more
important for Britain and the European Powers at that juncture, needed
to be addressed.!13

At this moment, American policy wobbled. On 16 October, in a
stunning diplomatic departure, Washington instructed Prentiss Gilbert,
the American consul at Geneva, to attend the Council as an observer.
Three days later his orders were rescinded because some meetings were
in camera; smacking of secret diplomacy, this created problems with
Congressional isolationists.!!* Dawes was then despatched to the
Council in November and December but, not joining in its delibera-
tions, he simply paced the lobby to show American solidarity with the
League. On top of this, Hoover and Stimson at first opposed a League
commission but then not only supported one but allowed an American
to join as full member.!!> Stimson selected a friend with Philippine
experience, General Frank McCoy, as the United States representative
to serve under its chairman, Lord Lytton, a former British viceroy of
India. This course of events caused Baldwin, the locus of real power in
the National Government, to criticise privately United States policy:
“You will get nothing out of Washington but words, big words, but only
words.’ 116

For the Anglo-American relationship, this was a prologue to Stim-
son’s 7 January 1932 announcement that the United States would not
recognise

the legality of any situation de facto, nor does it intend to recognise any treaty or
agreement entered into between those Governments, or agents thereof, which
may impair the treaty rights of the United States or its citizens in China ... and

Policy. Annual Review for 1932°, 23 Feb. 1932, CAB 53/22 which was being prepared
in November-December 1931.
112 <Bxtract from Minutes of the Sixty-Fifth Session of the Council’, 10 Dec. 1931,
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that it does not intend to recognise any situation, treaty or agreement which may
be brought about by means contrary to the covenants and obligations of the
Pact of Paris . . .117

The ‘Stimson doctrine’ — ‘the doctrine of non-recognition’ — resulted
from the growing disfavour with which the Hoover Administration
perceived Japan’s effort to protect its rights in Manchuria. Japanese
arguments about self-defence seemed more a mask hiding expansionism
than a legitimate desire to safeguard Japanese commercial investments.
The occupation of Chinchow on 2 January proved a watershed: its
capture meant that the province had fallen completely under Japanese
control.!!'® Lacking means to force Japan to disgorge its conquest, the
Hoover Administration put on record United States opposition to
changes that Japan’s actions might make to existing treaty obligations
concerning China. Most important was the ‘Open Door’ which, pro-
posed by the McKinley Administration in September 1899 and accepted
by the European Great Powers and Japan, sought to preserve China’s
political unity and independence whilst attesting that all Powers should
enjoy equal commercial and tariff rights there.!!° Reaffirmed at the
Washington conference, the ‘Open Door’ underpinned the American
commercial and financial presence in China after 1922.

In limited terms, the Stimson doctrine constituted the sensible
diplomatic response of a Power unable to defend its interests in China
by force of arms — although Hoover and Stimson soon divided over
whether the doctrine involved American disapproval (Hoover’s view)
or a first step towards stronger statements and, maybe, sanctions
(Stimson’s view).!2° More widely, apart from raising Japanese hackles, it
complicated League efforts to resolve the crisis; and, because there had
been no consultation beforehand, it encountered difficulty from Simon
and the National Government. First, Stimson did not inform Britain
and the other nine-Power signatories of his démarche until the day he
despatched it.!?! Second, even though the British had formally thrown
their support behind the Lytton Commission, Stimson was asking for
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‘representations to Tokyo warning the Japanese Government against any
infringement of treaty rights’ under the nine-Power treaty and the
Kellogg Pact.12?

Even before Chinchow fell, the British shared American misgivings
about Japan’s forward policy in Manchuria.'?®> From their perspective,
however, the question became how to ensure that British and other
foreign interests in China were protected. There were two divergent
answers: a policy of armed intervention, or conciliation. The new
Cabinet had weighed these alternatives on 11 November and had opted
for the latter, which lay at the basis of British policy in January. Offering
tough words without force behind them, the Stimson doctrine only
antagonised Japan. Simon distanced Britain from the American state-
ment and, though grasping the goal of Japanese policy in Manchuria,
took at face value Tokyo’s assurances ‘that Japan had no territorial
ambitions in Manchuria and was the champion in Manchuria of the
principle of equal opportunity and the Open Door for economic
activities of all nations’.!?* In essence, this meant accepting that a
Japanese-controlled Manchuria would not undermine existing foreign
treaty rights in the province. On this basis, he and his advisers supported
the Lytton Commission. As he minuted on Christmas Day 1931: ‘I
quite agree that good relations with Japan are of the first order of
requisites, & must be safeguarded; but we must, consistently with this,
play our part as a member of the League, and use such influence as we
have.’!?> Stimson disliked the British response, yet he understood the
problems facing them: ‘it was not at all unexpected so far as I was
concerned, owing to the complications the British are in with India and
with their financial situation’.!26

This suggests that whilst National Government and Hoover Adminis-
tration tactics differed, Simon and Stimson, and Hoover, for that
matter, were at one in their misgivings about Japanese policy. Just as
crucial, both leaderships shared a desire to help re-establish stability in
East Asia to protect their Chinese interests; and, to a degree, each
understood the problems of the other. Therefore, diplomatic means not
ends separated London from Washington. In more placid times, simi-
larity of goals might have produced full co-operation, just as at London
in 1930 or over the moratorium the preceding June. But by January
1932, the two Powers’ inability to shake off the Depression, renewed
122 Wellesley ‘Record ... of a conversation with the French Ambassador’, 7 Jan. 1932,
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pressures on the war debts and reparations agreements, and the advent
of the World Disarmament Conference diffused energies. With a new
government in Britain, and Hoover less internationalist in deeds, the
gulf that had opened between Britain and the United States had no time
to close.
After 18 January, Sino-Japanese conflict spilled out of Manchuria into
Shanghai, the financial heart of western interests in China. The
Shanghai emergency has been analysed elsewhere.!?” Anti-Japanese
demonstrations and a boycott of Japanese goods produced tensions that
saw the deaths of some Japanese nationals in the city at the hands of
Chinese rioters. Despite Chinese local authorities conceding to Japanese
demands for reparations and the dissolution of all anti-Japanese organi-
sations, Tokyo despatched troops, aeroplanes, and ships to the city
ostensibly to protect the ‘International Settlement’ from Chinese out-
rages but, in reality, to punish the Chinese. By 2 February 1932, the day
the World Disarmament Conference opened, Japanese aeroplanes had
fire-bombed Chapei, a Chinese sector of the city. RN and USN warships
reached Shanghai on 5 February to help defend the ‘Settlement’; and
the British and American ambassadors in China, Sir Miles Lampson
and Nelson Johnson, helped negotiate a settlement once fighting ceased
on 3 March — Chinese resistance proved better than expected, pre-
venting a quick Japanese victory. On 4 May, with the withdrawal of
Japanese forces, an armistice was achieved. Along with the proclamation
of independent Manchukuo two months earlier, the armistice saw a
tenuous calm appear.
The Shanghai incident widened the gulf that had opened between the
two English-speaking Powers. By 8 February, because the violence there
affected all Powers with interests in China — unlike in Manchuria where
Japan’s were almost exclusive — Hoover and Stimson believed that they
could now obtain British support for non-recognition.!?® Stimson then
spent from 11 to 15 February making his case personally to Simon on
the transatlantic telephone.!?° Despite Geneva having been brought
more fully into the crisis — Chiang’s government had appealed to the
League on 29 January to invoke Articles 10 and 15 of the Covenant!3° —
127 Borg, Far Eastern Crisis, 9—12; Nish, Japan’s Struggle, 90—106; Thorne, Limits,
203-10.
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Stimson wanted a joint Anglo-American appeal via the nine-Power
treaty and the Kellogg Pact. Simon countered that Britain had obliga-
tions to the League. After consulting with MacDonald, he agreed to
seek Council support for the non-recognition of any changes to China’s
situation that ran counter to Article 10; Stimson could balance this with
an American statement relating to violations of the nine-Power and
Kellogg agreements. Agreeing with the argument that joint Anglo-
American pressure would be more effective, Stimson responded that
Britain should endorse both his initiative and any the League might
undertake. At this point, Simon had to depart for Geneva. He had
Vansittart inform the American Embassy at London that he would do
what he could to get Council support for non-recognition.!3!

Uneasy with this delay, Stimson dropped the matter and decided to
seek support from other governments without British blessing. He
encapsulated his proposal in an open letter to Borah on 23 February.!32
According to Norman Davis, representing the United States at the
disarmament conference, his missive had a good effect at Geneva.!?3 In
London, however, Vansittart decried it as a rehash of the 7 January
declaration.!?* Although Stimson’s action pre-empted Council consid-
eration of the proposal he made to Simon, the Assembly adopted a
resolution on 11 March that maintained that League members should
not ‘recognise any situation, treaty or agreement brought about by
means contrary to the Covenant ... or to the Pact of Paris’. The
resolution also established a ‘Committee of Nineteen’ to monitor and
report on this and other resolutions and to join in searching for a
settlement.!?> By then, the Shanghai crisis was receding, Manchukuo
was an uncomfortable fact, and the Lytton Commission had embarked
for the Far East. And, unexpectedly, division between Britain and the
United States had appeared over how to respond to Japan’s forward
policies in China.

The simple fact was that neither the British nor the Americans had
sufficient armed strength in the Far East to take the offensive against
Japan. This was driven home to the National Government when it chose
conciliation in November 1931, and COS assessments over the next few
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months disabused Simon and other ministers that it could be
otherwise.!>® For London, a political solution in concert with the
League remained the only alternative. ‘We are incapable of checking
Japan in any way if she really means business and has sized us up, as she
certainly has done’, Vansittart observed on 1 February 1932. ‘“Therefore
we must eventually be done for in the Far East, unless [the] United
States are eventually to use force. It is universally assumed that the
United States will never use force.’!>” Here lay the problem which the
Stimson doctrine ignored: tough words had to be supported by a show
of strength, either economic or military, or both. United States ground
and air forces were in no condition to undertake major operations in the
Far East in conjunction with those of Britain; and, despite what Stimson
might have thought about his government imposing sanctions, Hoover
would not do so. The Foreign Office suspected the worst — rightly as it
turned out. Admittedly, the British misjudged Stimson to a degree. Of
all American leaders at this time, he understood the hard edge of
realpolittk, and he alone thought in global strategic terms when making
policy.!3® However, Stimson misjudged the British, their willingness to
accommodate a new situation in the Far East, and their position as
leaders within the League. The result was that co-operation between the
two English-speaking Powers, at least in responding to Japanese policy
in China, proved illusory. Nonetheless, the leaderships in both countries
still looked to Anglo-American co-operation in their pursuit of arms
limitation and in handling the international economic and financial
problems spawned by the continuing Depression. It was these matters
that preoccupied them as the crisis in the Far East entered a quiescent
phase after March 1932.
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4 The unravelling of co-operation, 1932-1933

I am trying to avoid a situation which will mean that the United States
will go back to the relations they had with us before 1929, when in
spite of the Irish Settlement, opposition to us was regarded as very

certain proof of patriotism to the United States.
MacDonald, June 1932!

Between early 1932 and early 1934, the international order created at
the Paris peace conference and modified by the Washington and
Locarno treaties and the war debt and reparations settlements came
under sustained assault. British foreign policy had to ensure that
Britain’s economic, political, and strategic interests tied to these ar-
rangements were safeguarded. Generally speaking, since 1921, that
policy had been fashioned by finding grounds to co-operate with the
major Powers: France, Italy, and Germany in Europe via the League,
Locarno, and the war debt and reparations agreements; Japan in the Far
East through the three Washington treaties; and, because of its interest
in naval affairs and economic diplomacy, the United States by resolving
the cruiser question and making the Dawes and Young settlements
work. Some division had developed in the foreign-policy-making elite
between those like Vansittart, Dalton, and Tyrrell who promoted ‘world
leadership’ policies, whether they focused more on France or more
on Germany, and ‘atlanticists’ like MacDonald. As evidenced by
Henderson, these ideas were not mutually exclusive, and this produced
a balanced foreign policy in pursuit of the global balance of power. But
as the constellation of international power began changing after 1932,
so did the equilibrium between the two main wings of the British elite.
The ‘world leaders’ came to dominate policy-making.

Importantly, the National Government did not begin life unwilling to
co-operate with the United States, which Dawes’ embassy impressed on
Hoover and Stimson — as did, after Dawes retired in early 1932, that of
his successor, Mellon.? Conservative ministers like Baldwin and Neville

1 MacDonald to Simon, 3 Jun. 1932, Simon FO 800/287.
2 Dawes telegram to Stimson, 6 Nov. 1932, in Boal to Newton, 6 Nov. 1932, HHPP 988;
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Chamberlain had held office in the 1920s when the cruiser question and
war debts had strained Anglo-American relations. Whilst some of them
thought MacDonald too deferential to Washington,? none held implac-
ably hard views about the United States. Even Chamberlain thought
that earlier difficulties stemmed from Coolidge, and that Hoover would
work with the British rather than against them.* As Lindsay impressed
on his political masters as late as March 1932, Stimson was trustworthy
and had ‘a genuine and heartfelt personal love for England’.> Within the
new Cabinet, apart from MacDonald, some influential ministers were
pro-American. Sir Samuel Hoare, the Conservative Indian secretary, for
instance, long held ideas about an ‘Anglo-American alliance’ being ‘an
inestimable blessing to the world’.® Still, compromise between London
and Washington became difficult. Overshadowed by Far Eastern trou-
bles, this largely resulted from the course of the World Disarmament
Conference and the Depression’s impact on war debts and reparations.
These matters showed that in Palmerstonian terms, relying on the
United States to help protect Britain’s ‘eternal interests’ was misplaced.
That Hoover and the Republicans lost the November 1932 American
elections and were succeeded in March 1933 by a more isolationist
Administration led by a Democrat, Franklin Roosevelt, only showed
such reliance to be dangerous. For these reasons, rather than the rise of
the National Government, the fissure that opened between Britain and
the United States during the initial months of the Manchurian crisis
spread quickly and deeply after January 1932.

Although disarmament advocates supposed that the world conference
would make quick headway, the delegations met throughout 1932
without result.” France’s quest for security and Berlin’s chagrin over the
denial of equality of treatment frustrated even preliminary agreement on
minor issues. In this atmosphere, the British and Americans strove to
push discussions along and, unable to do so, generated further pressures
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affecting their ability to co-operate. The genesis of this can be seen in
their final — and separate — preparations for the conference. Less than
two weeks after taking office, the new Cabinet created an advisory
committee on disarmament.® Composed of Simon, as chairman, the
dominions secretary, J. H. Thomas, and the three service ministers —
Lord Londonderry, the air secretary, Viscount Hailsham, the war
minister, and Sir Bolton Eyres-Monsell, the first lord of the Admiralty —
it submitted two reports by mid-January 1932.° Ranging over the
problems that confronted Britain, this body determined the figures that
Britain wanted inserted into the draft disarmament treaty.!? It recom-
mended pursuing seven goals at the conference: abolishing the sub-
marine; reducing capital ship displacement and armament; abolishing
gas and chemical weapons; abolishing conscription; restricting land
guns above a certain calibre; supporting budgetary limitation; and
establishing a permanent Disarmament Commission to oversee the
implementation of the eventual treaty. On the other side, it opposed
prohibitions on both military aircraft and tanks. These decisions proved
relatively easy given the work accomplished by the Labour government’s
limitation of armaments sub-committee, the efforts of the three-party
committee, and specialist advice from an inter-departmental group of
experts, set up on 7 October.!!

More burdensome were political and strategic questions. With limita-
tions on the projection of British armed strength in the Far East clear at
this point — not through RN weakness, but because previous budget cuts
had made Singapore and other bases ill-prepared for either attacking or
defending against the Japanese!? — British armed forces were pared to
the operational bone. Simon stressed the problem for the Cabinet:

we cannot hope to persuade other Powers to reduce their armaments by telling
them that we cannot reduce ours; and, on the other hand, our previous
reductions have made it, in the opinion of our technical advisers, practically
impossible to effect very substantial further reductions ourselves.!3

However, only one Power had to be convinced to reduce its arms:

8 CC 80(31)4, 20 Nov. 1931, CAB 23/69.

9 Simon, ‘Interim Report’, 14 Dec. 1931, Simon note, ‘Disarmament Conference’,
enclosing ‘Report’, both 11 Jan. 1932, both CAB 27/476.

10 CDC(31) Meetings 1-4, 6, ibid. This produced minor textual amendments to the
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France. Echoing Vansittart,!* Simon argued that political guarantees
might augment existing security treaties; he had in mind a French
suggestion then circulating for a ‘Mediterranean Locarno’ to diminish
Franco-Italian rivalry and allow them to sign the London naval treaty. In
this context, American policy remained significant because of the
international debt structure: ‘[the United States] is profoundly mis-
trustful of the policies and armaments of Europe; and probably only a
very real measure of disarmament would convince the United States
that the time had come to modify claims which she is fully entitled to
press’.

Since a Mediterranean agreement would compound British military
and naval obligations, a special group comprised of MacDonald,
Chamberlain, and Simon’s committee examined the idea. On its recom-
mendation, the Cabinet rejected additional commitments.!®> The chief
reasons related to British public opinion hesitating ‘to accept a guar-
antee sufficiently effective to give satisfaction to France’, dominion
opposition that might ‘exercise a detrimental effect on the naval co-
operation which Australia and New Zealand now give’, and financial
costs. The special group understood that unless French security was
further bolstered, Paris might reject arms cuts significant enough to
impress Berlin. French intransigence might see Germany quit the
League: the League, ‘even if it survives so shattering a blow, will, for a
long time to come, be crippled and emasculated’; and British defence
spending would increase significantly. However, the peril in supporting
initiatives like a Mediterranean LLocarno was precisely the same as doing
nothing should the World Conference fail: increased defence spending
in a hostile international environment. British policy would have to
concentrate on goals delineated by the Simon committee and get the
French to accept a measure of disarmament that would enhance the
existing security mechanisms provided by the Covenant and Locarno.
With French reductions, particularly for their army, Germany’s desire
for equality of treatment, or, at least, greater equality, could be achieved.

At Washington, Hoover’s earlier determination to let the European
Powers take the lead in arms limitation weakened. In enforcing cuts on
the American armed services in June 1931, he believed that the United
States should have minimum forces for defence. Six months later,
he decided that this should be the American theme at the World
14 FO memorandum, ‘The British Position in relation to European Policy’, 1 Jan. 1932,

CAB 27/476. Cf. unsigned memorandum, ‘Guarantee Pact’, n.d. [but Dec. 1931],

Simon FO 800/285.

15 CC 1(30)1E, CAB 23/70. The rest of this paragraph is based on CDC(31) meeting 5,

CAB 27/476; MacDonald, ‘Report of a Cabinet Committee on a Mediterranean
“Locarno”’, 18 Jan. 1932 [CP 27(32)], CAB 24/277.
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Conference, something he impressed on American delegates before they
departed for Geneva.'® Hoover emphasised the ‘idea of a basic police
army taking the German percentage as the standard and considering
everything above that as army for offense or defence’, and of having ‘the
budgetary method [of limitation] apply only to this excess’. In an
astonishing departure from traditional American policy, Hoover was
willing to nudge events along the right track by considering war debt
reduction. He broached the matter to Laval in late October, when the
French premier visited Washington, indicating that his purpose was a
corresponding alleviation of German reparations.!” The president was
suggesting that European good faith could see financial concessions
from the United States beyond the moratorium.

Hoover played to American strength. Because of weak United States
air and ground forces and the inviolability of the 1930 naval treaty,!® he
lacked the military resources to bargain with the European Powers. This
was highlighted in a series of reports reaching the White House and
State Department in the autumn of 1931.1° Thus, whereas the British
determined relatively specific goals for the World Conference, the
Americans looked to foster a scheme of general principles to guide arms
cuts.?® Stimson outlined them in instructions given Gibson, the acting
head of the American delegation — Stimson, the actual head following
Dwight Morrow’s sudden death in October, could not leave Washington
for the time being.?! Consistent with the Kellogg Pact, the Administra-
tion wanted to ‘preclude any nation retaining armaments likely to be
used for successful aggression particularly initial surprise attacks’; and,
following the logic that dictated American naval limitation policies prior
to 1930, ‘the principle of relative strength should apply’ to those forces
for the security of the state above those required for preserving ‘internal

16
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order’. Beyond this, Gibson and his senior colleagues — Dawes, Norman
Davis, and Senator Claude Swanson — could concede to budgetary
restriction if it was tied to ‘the limitation and reduction of material’,
extended the life of the 1930 naval agreement within the terms of the
resultant treaty, acceded to reductions in capital ship numbers rather
than displacement, consented to prohibitions on the use of poisonous
gas outside national boundaries, and allowed only for defensive aircraft.
They were not to accept trained reserves in determining peacetime force
levels or give any authority to the proposed Disarmament Commission
that might impinge on national sovereignty (for instance, verification
within the United States). Finally, no Power should be compelled to
accept the derogatory clause, which played so conspicuous a role in the
final deliberations of the Preparatory Commission.

In this way, though willingness to co-operate existed in both
capitals,?? their different approaches towards the conference lessened
the chances for accord over arms limitation. The National Government
preferred to sustain the existing system of security built around Locarno
and the Covenant. With Manchuria laying bare the boundaries of these
commitments and those for Imperial defence, Britain could assume no
new obligations — here was an echo of the doctrine of absolute need
adumbrated in the 1920s. British policy had to focus on reconciling
Franco-German differences. Naturally, other Powers were vital to the
success of this policy, especially the United States with its stake in the
debt settlements. But as the Stimson doctrine showed, American weak-
ness beyond its financial resources, themselves sapped by the Depres-
sion, restricted Washington’s ability to pursue strong foreign policy. On
top of this, the vagaries of American public opinion hindered strong
action by the Administration. Hoover and Stimson’s approach was more
general and, at the same time, more grandiose. With the conference
meeting in the midst of the moratorium, they felt that Britain and the
European Powers would accept a comprehensive settlement that tied
together arms limitation and inter-governmental debts. Hence, Stimson
could tell Borah: ‘to me it seemed no longer a disarmament conference
but a peace conference because it brought up all the underlying political
questions which France had previously been unwilling to talk about but
as to which she now seemed to be changing in that respect’.?>

Despite such optimism, three days after the conference opened, the
French sought additional security guarantees through the League before

22 Even Vansittart, who observed: ‘we have been careful to cultivate Anglo-American
relations to a degree of cordiality never before attained’. Vansittart memorandum, “The
United Kingdom and Europe’ [CP 4(32)], 1 Jan. 1932, CAB 27/476.

23 Stimson, ‘Memorandum of a Conversation’, 6 Oct. 1931, Stimson 18.
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they would discuss specific arms cuts. Tardieu, now minister for war,
circulated a plan containing four key points: the internationalisation of
civil aviation; all long-range artillery and warships carrying eight-inch
guns or bigger, or displacing more than 10,000 tons, be placed under
League command; an international police force be put at the League’s
disposal and placed under its control; and the acceptance of compulsory
arbitration in all disputes, with the term ‘aggression’ specifically
defined.?* The ‘Tardieu Plan’ met immediate, unfavourable reaction
from the major Powers. Surmising Paris’ intention to sustain the existing
European status quo, integral to which was the weakness of the Reichs-
wehr, Briining’s government rejected continued qualitative deficiencies
and demanded equality of treatment.?> The Hoover Administration had
no intention of surrendering United States sovereignty to any inter-
national instrument, particularly one entrusting the League with a
leading role.?® Finally, the British, Americans, and Japanese would
never allow their battlefleets and heavy cruisers to slip from their
control.??

Tardieu’s plan deflected the conference from its professed purpose,
leading to a rush of observations from other delegations,?® of which the
British was the most important. Simon used his opening address on
8 February to seek a political compromise between the French-led
faction, on one side, and the Germans, Americans, and Japanese, on the
other.?° He put his weight behind an effective permanent disarmament
commission, this to allay American distrust of the League and German
concern about the perpetuation of the status quo. Independent of the
League, this body would monitor the disarmament treaty and scrutinise
arms production so that no Power could steal a march on the others. ‘A
high level of armaments is no substitute for security,” he remarked. ‘At
best, it creates the illusion of security in one quarter while at the same
time aggravating the sense of insecurity in another.” Then, genuflecting
to the French, Simon argued for arms prohibitions or limitations that
24 Proposal of the French Delegation (5 Feb. 1932), LND Conf.D.56. Cf. Bennett, German
Rearmament, 97—9; J. Minart, Le drame de désarmament francais (1919—1939): ses aspects
politiques et techniques (Paris, 1959), 24—6.

Proposal by the German Delegation Concerning Qualitative Disarmament, LND
Conf.D.124.
26 Gibson speech, 9 Feb. 1932, FRUS 1932, 1, 25. Cf. Stimson-Gibson telephone
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27 Hankey memorandum, ‘The French Proposals’, 16 Mar. 1932 [DC(M)(32)4], CAB
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would weaken the ability to take the offensive. But he went no further
for, as he told Tardieu, ‘British public opinion was definitely opposed to
entering into any further commitments or guarantees on the continent
of Europe’.3?

French intransigence over ‘security before arms limitation’ remained
unshaken, something accentuated by Briand’s death in March, which
robbed the French government of even ostensible affability; and the
Depression, which heretofore had by-passed France, began to be felt
there with devastating results. Admittedly, discussions occurred in the
specialist sub-commissions;>! the technical committees debated;>? and
the Disarmament Section of the League Secretariat ensured liaison
amongst the delegations.?> Nonetheless, without movement at the top,
negotiations below the General Commission foundered.>* By June,
when the specialist commissions tabled their first reports, their labours
proved barren. In the interim, the British and the Americans looked for
a way around the impasse. The National Government had established a
ministerial committee composed of MacDonald, Baldwin, Chamber-
lain, and a few other senior ministers ‘to deal rapidly with messages
received from the United Kingdom Delegation during the Disarmament
Conference’.?®> From 21 March to 6 June, it focused on reconciling
French demands for security with German insistence on equality of
treatment. Simon earlier reported that should Berlin persist in pressing
its case, Tardieu would ‘bring out a number of facts to prove that
Germany had, in fact, already broken the Treaty of Versailles’.>® The

30 Simon memorandum, 24 Feb. 1932, DBFP II, 111, 507—-10.

31 Cf. ‘Naval Commission. Progress from setting up (25th February, 1932) until
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situation would transform into a vituperative shouting match that
impending elections in both countries would exacerbate to the confer-
ence’s detriment. Because France would argue that ‘she had made her
choice and since we had seen fit to reject it, the responsibility for
anything she did must lie on our shoulders’, the committee searched for
means of getting France to compromise.

Given the impossibility of additional security arrangements,>” the
most effective policy would be, in MacDonald’s phrase, to ‘stand
between France and Germany’. Doing so alone might create difficulties
— ‘we might get bitten’. Accordingly, a consensus emerged that it would
be politic to join with the Americans in finding a compromise. This
would allow initial criticism to be shared whilst working towards a
settlement that both continental Powers could accept. Despite British
rejection of ‘non-recognition’ in January, Anglo-American co-operation
seemed possible. In mid-March Simon and Stimson exchanged letters
which both emphasised the need to co-operate.?® Coming just as Davis
had told the foreign secretary ‘that America and Great Britain ought to
try and see whether there was any form of middle position which they
could take up’, the ground seemed clear for effecting a Franco-German
compromise. Following Cabinet instructions, Simon prepared a strategy
differentiating between legal disarmament strictures imposed on
Germany and its ‘moral claim for reconsideration’, which was not only
‘very strong’ but supported by general American opinion.?° At the same
time, although rejecting the Tardieu Plan, the British would not oppose
‘regional guarantees between States on the Continent of Europe to meet
their special anxieties’, and they would seek a definition of ‘aggressor’ in
league with the Americans.

Simon’s strategy guided British policy for the next two-and-a-half
months; however, Anglo-American co-operation proved illusory
through the two English-speaking Powers’ different approaches to the
conference. In late March, the American delegation began fashioning
a ‘comprehensive plan’ which promoted an American-defined
‘security’.#® It involved going beyond qualitative disarmament by
abolishing offensive weapons — which to a large degree the United States
37 Cf. Thomas memorandum, ‘Disarmament and Sanctions’ [DC(M)2(32)], 10 Mar.

1932, Hankey memorandum, ‘The French Proposals’ [DC(M)4(32)], 16 Mar. 1932,
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had done already. Gibson told Swanson: ‘Although we would not say
anything so cynical out loud, its obvious advantage is that it involves no
commitments for the United States in regard to security, and obviously
no commitment to surrender a single weapon unless and until the
agreement has received general acceptance.” Here lay the block to
effective Anglo-American lobbying. American words, so eloquent and
engaging, lacked force because of the Administration’s unwillingness —
or inability — to back them with concrete concessions. This was not
immediately clear to the British. On 11 April, when Gibson traced the
American position, which emphasised security through disarmament,
Simon reacted ‘with a declaration of support’.#!

There then followed a series of General Commission resolutions to
this end, particularly one proposed by Simon on 22 April:

the Conference declares its approval of the principle of qualitative disarmament
— i.e., the selection of certain classes or descriptions of weapons the possession
of which should be absolutely prohibited to all States or internationalised by
means of a general Convention.*?

Whilst Briining’s government and that in Paris, with Tardieu now
premier, accepted this proposition, giving it form proved impossible.
Franco-German deadlock could not be broken when deciding what
classes or descriptions of weapons should be prohibited or internation-
alised. Even the presence of MacDonald and Stimson in Geneva from
16 April to 1 May failed to produce movement, despite Stimson’s belief
that he had ‘accomplished a great deal in my two weeks’.#> The French
remained wary of Anglo-American pressures to force them to make
concessions;** the Germans would not relent over equality of treatment;
and even the major naval Powers could not agree on which warships
were ‘offensive’. The result was that when the air, military, and naval
commissions reported by the first week of June, no specific recommen-
dations for limiting arms came forth.4>
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Continuing stalemate had much to do with the fall of Briining’s
ministry on 30 May and its replacement by a more conservative one led
by Franz von Papen. Although the Depression and reparations played
heavily in this change, Briining’s failure to acquire equality of treatment
in disarmament aided his enemies.*® Papen portended a less accommo-
dating German attitude at Geneva. More importantly, it became clear
by late May that London and Washington had different conceptions
about what the world conference should accomplish. British policy
focused primarily on Europe, specifically on striking a balance between
Germany and France; American policy cast a wider net. When the two
governments formulated their final disarmament policies six months
earlier, they had assumed a spirit of co-operation to bring about an
agreement much as had occurred at London in 1930 — the Simon—
Stimson exchange in mid-March is indicative. They erred in such
thinking. Manchuria had shown that over some crucial matters, shared
interests did not exist. Now at Geneva, the British and American
inability jointly to force the pace in a multilateral conference had been
exposed. The gulf between the Powers had widened further.

With the seeming disarmament deadlock in Europe, and with the
Japanese inactive in the deliberations, Hoover attempted to seize the
initiative. On 22 June, through Gibson, he suggested that the Powers
make massive quantitative and qualitative cuts to their armed forces:
after creating a ‘police component’ — determined by the number of
effectives the Paris peace treaties allowed Germany and the other
defeated Powers — all armies to be reduced by one-third; the Washington
treaty number and class tonnages of battleships, plus submarines, to be
cut by one-third; those of aircraft carriers, cruisers and destroyers by
one-quarter; and complete prohibition of bombers, chemical and bac-
teriological weapons, large mobile guns, and armour.*” Promoting his
plan as a chance for the United States to assume ‘moral leadership’ in
international politics,*® Hoover had baser political reasons for advo-
cating such sweeping cuts. American voters had to understand that
limiting arms was possible, and that his Administration could lead
whilst the other major Powers, including Britain, seemed unable to do
anything. With the presidential election scheduled for November, over-
shadowed by the poor state of the American economy, a diplomatic
success would deflect some criticism of his Administration and the
Republican Party. Significantly, the ‘Hoover Plan’ was announced just

46 Carsten, Reichswehr, 338-50; Craig, Germany, 553—60.

47 Declaration by Mr. Gibson concerning President Hoover’s Proposal (20 Jun. 1932), LND
Conf.D.126.
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days after his renomination as the Republican presidential candidate.*®
Massive arms cuts, particularly in naval weapons, would translate into
substantial retrenchment. If the other Powers decreased arms spending,
with debt repayments to resume in December, the possibility of Amer-
ican creditors receiving their money would be enhanced and criticism of
Hoover further reduced.>®

Hoover also issued his plan, in part, because he reckoned that the
British were about to suggest cuts and he did not want the initiative to
slip away.?! He was partially correct. In mid-May, Baldwin proposed in
Cabinet that abolition of submarines and military and naval aircraft
would allow for scaling down capital ships, reducing coastal defence
spending, and more.>? But this had not been translated into policy by
June. More important, on 10 June, Simon suggested to the Cabinet that
since the conference had ‘reached a critical stage’, the Great Power
delegations should meet privately.>> Out of the public gaze, they could
calmly discuss matters, reach provisional agreement on qualitative and
quantitative limitation, and then present the main conference with a
solid front. Hence, Simon envisaged a concert of the Great Powers to
save the conference. Hoover’s suggestion, in contrast, appeared without
consultation and, stressing relative need, failed to weigh those Powers’
strategic concerns.’® In this sense, it ran counter to British goals
outlined earlier by Simon’s ministerial committee. Like the Tardieu
Plan, it diverted discussions at Geneva on to another path. Not surpris-
ingly, it was rebuffed, though not immediately. Simon and Joseph Paul-
Boncour, a senior French disarmament negotiator, sought clarifications
from Gibson, who stressed Washington’s disinclination to entertain
modifications.?® French rejection was swift and sarcastic.’® With Mac-
Donald working to keep Anglo-American relations unsullied, the British
responded in a conciliatory fashion.

On 7 July, in identical speeches, Simon in Geneva and Baldwin in
London gently restated the British case: arms limitation had to reflect
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the strategic requirements of the Powers. Implying that universal cuts
would be unhelpful, they argued that substantive reductions had to be
underwritten by general principles allowing an absolute minimum of
armed strength for national defence.’” And reflecting the foreign
secretary’s 10 June proposals to Cabinet, they suggested that ‘detailed
discussions’ should occur; to get discussions going, they ‘set out under
the necessary heads of land, sea, and air the manner in which ... these
principles could be applied’. At Geneva, Simon immediately lobbied
others about private talks to find an acceptable arms limitation
formula.”® With this the ‘Hoover Plan’ died because of the opposition
of the other Great Powers; these Powers looked to other avenues for
filling in the blanks of the draft treaty. There would be delay in this until
after the American elections, something recognised by Simon, who saw
the 7 July speeches as means to keep alive the possibility of agreement.>°
After passing a resolution embodying the principle that its future
discussions would be designed ‘to reduce the means of attack’, the
conference adjourned for four months on 23 July; it was surmised that
interim private discussions amongst the Powers would produce effective
limitation once the conference reconvened. As far as Anglo-American
relations were concerned, public professions by Simon and Baldwin
about Hoover’s plan ‘as a contribution to an agreed general programme’
did not mirror private attitudes within the British government.®® The
conference had achieved little after six months. To aid deliberations at
Geneva, Britain would have to rely more on its own initiative and less
on co-operation with the Americans. As even MacDonald recognised
after Briining fell from power, ‘we must lead in Europe for some
time’.5!

Although touching arms limitation, MacDonald’s comments really
referred to war debts and reparations; and, as the World Disarmament
Conference prepared to go into recess in late July, this nettled question
re-emerged to divide further Britain and the United States. Achieving
office because of Labour’s inability to act on the May Report, and with
Britain off the gold standard, the National Government had to address
the country’s economic malaise. Within the Cabinet, through their
absolute power in the Commons, the Conservatives dominated
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economic policy after November 1931.%% Their objective was Britain’s
economic revival, and in this equation, as chancellor of the Exchequer,
Neville Chamberlain occupied the leading position. Within his formula
for revival, which included moderate tariffs and increasing domestic
demand for British-produced goods, lay the ending of German repara-
tions and eliminating war debts. ‘Reflect on this’, he told his sister soon
after taking office, ‘(1) We remitted nearly £400 millions of France’s
debt to us. (2) If the U.S.A. had agreed to fund our debt on the same
terms as she gave to France we should have so overpaid that to put it
right we should pay nothing for another 9 years!’®® Such views paralleled
opinion outside of government. John Maynard Keynes, the political
economist and former Treasury official, had been lobbying to this end
since 1919 because of what he argued was the deleterious effect of the
Treaty of Versailles on Germany and European stability.* Keynes was
just the most forceful amongst many,%> whose admonitions were gaining
weight in influential quarters in Britain and Europe because of the
terrible conditions in Germany that provided a fillip for extreme
nationalist politicians like Hitler.

By November 1931, lengthy discussions involving British, American,
French, German, and other experts had occurred in both the BIS and
a special committee established at the London conference that created
the standstill agreement.®® Their purpose had been to make the Young
Plan reparations regime workable before the Hoover moratorium
ended. Increasing German unemployment, reduced German foreign
exchange, the relationship between reparations and the payment of
German debt to private investors abroad, and sterling’s devaluation
following the abandonment of the gold standard (which affected
Germany’s balance of trade and the crumbling international debt
settlement) preoccupied these experts. In this process, the Americans
and French formed a unified, if uncomfortable bloc. The French
resisted any modifications to diminish German reparations. For their
part, the Americans opposed changes that would tie Germany’s ability
to pay reparations to the war debts of the former allies. A joint

%2 O’Halpin, Warren Fisher, 191.

63 Chamberlain to Hilda, 6 Dec. 1931, NC 18/1/764.
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universally shared. Cf. G. P. Auld, The Dawes Plan and the New Economics (New York,
1927); B. Ohlin ‘The Reparations Problem: A Discussion’ [with Keynes’ rejoinder],
Economic Journal, 39(1929), 172-82.

66 Kent, Spoils of War, 353—62. See ‘Report of the Special Advisory Committee’, 23 Dec.
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communiqué resulting from Laval’s Washington visit made Franco-
American feelings clear.®”

Nonetheless, on 20 November, Briining’s ministry appealed to the
BIS to shelve Germany’s deferable reparations payments and requested
that the BIS Advisory Committee recognise that Berlin would have to
negotiate a separate agreement with its private creditors by February.
When the BIS committee met in early December, the British delegate,
Sir Walter Layton, suggested that Briining’s predicament could be
overcome if German creditors shared German railway profits.®® Briining
recoiled from this — ridding foreign interference in the German economy
had been hard won at the two Hague conferences — and moved to delay
further discussions. Elections were scheduled for France and Germany
in the spring and, with the Depression hitting France, he reasoned that
Paris might be more willing to negotiate in six months’ time. Looking
for more immediate results, Chamberlain and the Treasury joined with
the Foreign Office to win Cabinet approval for canvassing the Powers to
hold a special reparations conference at Lausanne beginning in late
January.®® Chamberlain’s strategy involved making ‘no public statement
which would link up Reparations & War Debts but deal with Reprs first
& then go to [the] U.S.A. and ask them to make their contributions’.”®
However, a January meeting proved impossible. Disarmament absorbed
energies that otherwise could be directed towards financial diplomacy;
though accepting the principle of a conference, the French and
Germans argued that delay until the summer would allow them to be
better prepared — each obviously hoped for events to unfold in their
favour; and Hoover’s Administration indicated that it would not partici-
pate in any reparations conference, as it was a European matter
unrelated to war debts.”!

Consequently, the Lausanne conference was postponed rather than
abandoned. When the conference convened on 16 June, its chances for

67 A copy is in FRUS 1931, 11, 252-53.

68 Layton to MacDonald, 28 Dec. 1931, in Leith-Ross to Simon, 29 Dec. 1931, Simon
FO 800/285; Layton to Simon, 1, 10 Jan. 1932, both Simon FO 800/286.
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‘German Reparations’, 14 Nov. 1931, Leith-Ross memorandum, 28 Dec. 1931, both
Leith-Ross T 188/32; Sargent to Leith-Ross, 16 Nov. 1931, Sargent FO 800/279/Wd/
31/2; Leith-Ross to Sargent, 16 Nov. 1931, Sargent FO 800/279/Wd/31/3; Simon
memorandum, ‘Reparations and War Debts — A Bird’s Eye View’, 29 Dec. 1931,
Simon FO 800/285. For the Cabinet’s decision, see ‘British Proposals for a Reparation
Conference’, 6 Jan. 1932, DBFP II, 111, 590-2.
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71 Simon to Tyrrell, 18 Jan. 1932, Tyrrell to Simon, 19 Jan. 1932, Rumbold to Simon, 21
Jan. 1932, all Simon FO 800/286; Rumbold despatch to Simon, 11 Jan. 1932, Simon
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Tyrrell despatch to Simon, 18 Jan. 1932, all DBFP II, 111, 17-18, 32-3, 37—40.
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success were enhanced by the advent of the new French and German
governments. The new foreign minister in Papen’s ministry, Constan-
tine von Neurath, the ambassador at London since 1930, met with
Simon before returning to Berlin to take up his duties.”?> When Simon
observed that ‘if Britain was to act as “honest broker” in the impending
discussions, it was necessary that Germany should provide something
more than a list of what she wanted’, Neurath gave assurances that ‘he
had no intention of going to Lausanne to bang his fist on the table’. May
elections in France saw the eclipse of Tardieu and the advent of
Edouard Herriot as premier of a centre-left government. Although Laval
became foreign minister and Herriot offered token obeisance to the
Tardieu line over collecting reparations, Tyrrell reported the new
premier’s clandestine support for prominent journalists who were
preparing French ‘public opinion on the necessity of cancellation’.”?
Therefore, on 11 June, MacDonald and Simon stopped at Paris on the
way to Lausanne to hold pre-conference talks with Herriot. They
discovered that despite Herriot’s deep suspicions about Germany’s
ultimate intention to upset the European balance, he showed refreshing
flexibility: ‘he would not admit any attempt at unilateral cancellation by
the Germans, and he would not, so far as he was concerned, claim that
any agreement reached must be within the limits of the Young Plan and
existing agreements. Between these two extremes he would work for a
final and definitive agreement, subject to a suspensory arrangement
about America.’"*

A breakthrough at Lausanne seemed possible, though, as Herriot
remarked, the American attitude would determine its ultimate success.
Before the conference was postponed, the French had pushed for an
Anglo-French ‘united front vis-a-vis the United States’.”> London
found such a tactic unacceptable. The Germans had to be mollified,
and no lasting resolution of inter-governmental debts would occur by
estranging the Hoover Administration, Congress, and American voters.
MacDonald implored Simon ‘that the utmost care should be exercised
that we should not appear as joining with the French in making any
agreement conditional on America making corresponding concessions
as regards war debts’.’® Less than two weeks before the Lausanne
conference opened, he cautioned about understanding American
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sensitivities so as to prevent a recrudescence of the enmity in Anglo-
American relations that had existed before 1929.77 Importantly,
however, London was unwilling to retain the Young agreement. Repara-
tions were dead, and the sooner they disappeared, the sooner an atmo-
sphere of security and stability could be promoted in Europe. This
would only benefit the British economy.

After the immediacy of the reparations question had receded earlier in
the year following the postponement of Lausanne and the beginning of
the World Disarmament Conference, the National Government worked
to find common revisionist ground with Hoover’s Administration. The
high-water mark came when both MacDonald and Stimson were in
Geneva in late April. Before the two men met, Simon outlined the
results of Foreign Office—Treasury discussions to a private meeting of
British experts: ‘the essential issue seemed to him to lay between two
broad lines of policy: (1) to aim at wiping out reparations completely,
regardless of France, or (2) Something less drastic, which France and
Germany could both grudgingly accept’.”® Because Tardieu still held
the premiership, the second option guided British policy. MacDonald’s
discussions with Stimson elicited the usual litany that reparations had
no connexion with war debts, debts had to be paid, and the United
States government believed that Germany had the capacity to pay. But
once this sacred chant was finished, Stimson offered a startling propo-
sition:

If any declaration was made in Europe [about ending war debts and] involving
the United States, we must assume that the United States shop windows were
closed. Mr. Hoover’s Administration had to face Congress in June and then the

presidential election. If Europe kept quiet, Mr. Hoover would secure re-election
on a domestic policy. After that a very great deal might be done.”®

As occurred during Laval’s Washington visit the previous October, the
Americans showed private willingness to work out a compromise with
their European debtors. The price entailed the United States not being
tied to any formal settlement of reparations at Lausanne.

The changes of government in France and Germany the next month
offered hope of a breakthrough or, at least, a resolution that would
allow for debt settlement modification sometime in 1933. To this end,
more encouragement emanated from Washington. Stimson telephoned
77 MacDonald to Simon, 3 Jun. 1932, Simon FO 800/287. Cf. MacDonald to Stimson, 8

Jan. 1932, Stimson to MacDonald, 27 Jan. 1932, both MacDonald PRO 30/69/678.

78 ‘Notes of a Meeting ... at 10 A.M. on April 23, 1932’, Simon FO 800/286.
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MacDonald on 25 May to say ‘that the United States Government had
been considering the utility of an Economic and Monetary Conference,
if the British Government cared to call it’.8° Stimson candidly remarked
that if Washington called the conference, speculation that it did so to
maintain the gold standard would be counter-productive. Whilst he
cautioned that reparations and war debts could not be discussed, the
conference might examine other pressing issues like ‘commodity prices,
international exchange, trade impediments and kindred subjects’, in-
cluding silver, which had become acute.®! He also alluded to unsuc-
cessful British, French, German, and Italian talks held in April about
aiding the Danubian states by tariff reductions and currency stabilisa-
tion.®2 Although willing neither to expand Lausanne’s agenda — ‘in the
public mind Lausanne and reparations were inseparably connected’ —
nor to consider tariffs other than as a domestic issue, Washington
was willing to make a general economic and monetary conference
successful.

Following these developments, with MacDonald and Chamberlain
leading the British delegation, the Lausanne conference opened with
great expectations. Underneath British policy lay a belief that the
United States would finally join with Britain and the other Powers to
foster international economic recovery. Though tarnished by Manchuria
— and despite Treasury uncertainty about Hoover and Stimson de-
livering on war debts®> — Anglo-American co-operation could provide a
means to this end. In this context, the little more than three weeks of
negotiations proved straightforward and — with the twisted history of the
question that stretched back before the Ruhr occupation — brisk.8* The
British, French, and others formally accepted that Germany lacked the
capacity to pay reparations once the Hoover moratorium ended. In
return for cancelling reparations, the Germans agreed to make a one-
time payment of 3 billion marks, the equivalent of one-and-a-half

80 Simon despatch (740) to Lindsay, 30 May 1932, ibid. Cf. Stimson diary, 24-26 May
1932, Stimson 22; Hoover draft telegram to Mellon, 24 May 1932, with Feis minute to
Stimson, n.d. [?24 May 1932], both Stimson R82.

Alleviating the worsening domestic financial situation played heavily in Administration

calculations. See Feis to Frankfurter, 15 Jun. 1932, Feis 16; Feis to Davis, 25 Jun.

1932, Feis 15.

82 Especially sessions 1-2 (6—8 Apr. 1932), T 172/1786. Cf. Tyrrell to Baldwin, 12 Apr.
1932, Baldwin 119; Treasury ‘Statement of British Policy in regard to the Danubian
Question’, n.d., T 172/1381.
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annual Young Plan payments, and promised good behaviour.8> Several
face-saving devices were employed in the settlement. For instance, to
show French opinion that Herriot had not abandoned claims to German
reparations, Papen’s government deposited bonds worth £150 million
with the BIS to be redeemed when the international economy recovered
(at Lausanne, the delegations recognised that these would never be
cashed). Nonetheless, the conference achieved its purpose: German
reparations were annulled and inter-governmental debt amongst the
participants repudiated. However, because Britain and the European
Powers refused to divorce war debts from reparations, the agreement
remained provisional, hinging on Washington’s willingness to suspend
inter-governmental debts owed the United States. MacDonald re-
marked with satisfaction as the conference ended: ‘No more Repara-
tions! They have gone. No more attempting in a blind and thoughtless
way to heap burdens and burdens upon anybody’s shoulders.’®°
MacDonald’s desire for Britain to take the lead in Europe had been
achieved.

Behind the public facade, however, British concern about encourag-
ing European stability remained. Lausanne did not eliminate Franco-
German resentments. During the negotiations, Papen’s government had
unexpectedly proposed additional peace treaty revisions, including a
formal nullification of Germany’s war guilt and a pledge to equality of
treatment in arms limitation. This prompted one of Chamberlain’s
officials to argue that ‘the time has come to exercise a ruthless pressure
on the German Delegation to produce the necessary counter-conces-
sions to enable the French to accept the agreement which is already
almost in existence’.®” Though sundered, the German ruse left a bad
taste in British mouths.88 Moreover, uncertainty existed about Amer-
ican concessions. ‘I also disbelieved in the alleged American attitude’,
Chamberlain noted in his diary, ‘and as [the French finance minister]
had quoted Stimson I said he did not speak for the American people.’®°
With the American elections four months away, with the disarmament
conference deadlocked and in recess, and with the Depression as strong
as ever, the strain on Anglo-American relations had not abated.

That strain intensified over the next six months. Following Lausanne,
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Papen’s government embarked on a diplomatic campaign to force the
Powers to concede equality of treatment in arms limitation as defined by
Berlin. Its delegation would boycott Geneva when the disarmament
conference resumed on 21 September and stay away until either
separate Franco-German discussions broke the deadlock or the other
Powers removed Germany’s grievance. Central to the German demand,
made public on 29 August, was the annulment of Section V of the
Treaty of Versailles that restricted German armed forces.’® This scheme
originated with General Kurt von Schleicher, an ambitious army officer.
He had played a pivotal role in toppling Briining, had become Reichs-
wehr minister in Papen’s cabinet, and, more than Papen, dominated the
machinery of government. Wanting to break the disarmament shackles
of Versailles, he had overridden Neurath’s concerns to demand equality
of treatment at Lausanne. The basis for this resided in a plan promoted
by Schleicher, “The Hidden German Goal at the Disarmament Con-
ference’, which sketched nine objectives to increase the strength of the
army and navy.’! How much the other Powers understood about why
the Germans issued their démarche in late August after being turned
down at Lausanne is of little importance. Disarmament discussions at
Geneva had reached a crossroads.

Berlin’s decision to strike onwards and French discomfort forced the
National Government to decide how to meet the German diplomatic
offensive. On 15 September, accepting Foreign Office arguments that
Britain could not remain silent, the ministerial committee on disarma-
ment considered the effect that a British response would have ‘not only
on France and on Germany, but on America’.?? As had been the case
since the final Preparatory Commission meetings almost two years
before, they decided that British diplomacy should maintain the balance
between France and Germany whilst keeping firm the Anglo-American
connexion. And following the thinking that had underpinned British
actions at Lausanne, the committee looked for Britain to take the lead to
assure that any decisions made at Geneva rebounded favourably on the
country’s interests. The committee decided that Britain would put its
reaction on the public record via the press. Under Simon’s prompting, a
consensus emerged that this statement should champion German equal
treatment in terms of legal definitions within the disarmament treaty
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and in the fact that German arms would be subject to the treaty during
its lifetime. However, over increasing the size of German armed forces
and expanding the weapons available to them — the certain result of
abrogating Section V of Versailles — Britain had to demur. This did not
mean that Versailles or the Washington and London naval treaties could
not be modified; but the only venue where changes could occur was the
disarmament conference. As the approved final draft phrased it: agree-
ment could only come ‘by patient discussion through the medium of
conference between the States concerned’. The French, it was thought,
would be satisfied with the demand that Germany return to the
negotiating table, whilst the Germans could appreciate that the British
met them part way.

As important would be the impact of Britain’s announcement in
Washington. The second paragraph of the document, said Simon, was
‘intended more particularly for American consumption’, and because
‘Mr. Stimson was extremely anxious about the situation created by the
German demarche ... on the economic recovery of the world’. The key
passage read: ‘His Majesty’s Government most earnestly hope that
nothing may be now allowed to intervene which would retard the
process of economic recovery, which is so urgently necessary, and which
it will be the task of the approaching World Economic Conference to
promote by every means in its power.” With the promise of war debt
revision after the United States presidential elections, and with Britain
having helped derail Hoover’s disarmament plan, the National Govern-
ment needed to convince the Administration, Congressional opinion,
and the wider American public that Britain honestly sought arms
limitation. The Foreign Office looked to impress Roosevelt, chosen the
Democratic Party presidential candidate in July, to the same end. By
mid-September, building on Embassy reports that reached London
throughout the year stressing the dire straits of the American economy,
especially the banking sector, the Foreign Office reckoned that Roose-
velt’s political capital had increased at Hoover’s expense.’® Thus,
Britain had to play to the two major political parties in the United States
to safeguard the possibility of war debt revision.

93 Cf. Lindsay despatch (303) to Simon, 24 Mar. 1932, FO 371/15869/2014/187;
Lindsay despatch (687) to Simon, 21 Apr. 1932, FO 371/15870/2643/187; Osborne
memorandum, ‘America in 1918 and 1932’, Jun. 1932, with Craigie minute, 15 Jul.
1932, FO 371/15875/4028/268; Lindsay despatch (1123) to Simon, 21 Jul. 1932, with
minutes, FO 371/15875/4756/268; Osborne despatch (1389) to Simon, 15 Sep. 1932,
with Roberts [FO American Department] minute, 28 Sep. 1929, FO 371/15875/6374/
268. Some FO officials blamed Hoover for shoddy campaigning: “This is Mr. Hoover’s
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minute, 17 Nov. 1932, FO 371/15876/7687/268.
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Appearing in the press on 19 September — but circulated to the other
Powers the day before — the British response won support from the
French and Americans, whilst the Papen government was taken
aback.®* Stimson was particularly impressed: ‘in general it followed the
policy and feeling that I had been following’.°® He even admired the
anodyne but effective manner in which it addressed Germany’s argu-
ments about Section V of Versailles: ‘It almost approaches the line of
weasel words ... But it is all there and I think will be understood.” At
this juncture, domestic politics in Germany and the United States
intervened. On 6 November, two days before Americans went to the
polls, German elections saw the Communist Party make gains at
National Socialist expense and produce almost four weeks of political
machinations by which Schleicher emerged as chancellor.’® Leading a
ministry that contained several men who had served under Papen —
chiefly Neurath — he confronted mounting pressures from both the
Communists and National Socialists, which between them had a
majority in the Reichstag. Rumbold thought that the British could work
with Schleicher.®” But he held office only until 30 January 1933 when,
his government failing, the economy in tatters, and the president,
Paul von Hindenburg, wanting to dish Bolshevism in Germany,
Hitler succeeded him. Consequently, for almost three months after
6 November, the exigencies of domestic politics diverted German
energies from foreign policy.

In the United States, Roosevelt defeated Hoover, and the Democratic
Party won control of both houses of Congress. Republican electoral
failure lay in the domestic sphere: the inability to reverse the Depres-
sion.”® The Foreign Office understood why American politicians had
concentrated on internal issues during the campaign, but it created
uncertainty about the direction United States foreign policy would take
under Roosevelt. Earlier in the year, the Foreign Office American
Department observed that Roosevelt ‘was once an enthusiastic sup-
porter of the League of Nations, but his enthusiasm has waned with the
approach of election’.’® Whilst influential Democrats like Newton
Baker, who had been Woodrow Wilson’s secretary for war, advocated
94 On French and German reaction, see Bennett, German Rearmament, 226—30 which
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debt revision,!°° no one could judge how Roosevelt would approach the
subject. Unknown to London, Baker advised Roosevelt during the
campaign to avoid speaking out on crucial foreign policy issues.!!
Nonetheless, Craigie was optimistic that if Roosevelt could subdue the
isolationist wing of his party, he would ‘favour a policy of reasonable co-
operation with Europe in overcoming the world’s difficulties’.'?? But
until Roosevelt’s inauguration in March 1933, working with a lame duck
Administration would complicate British diplomacy.

With Germany still boycotting the disarmament conference and war
debt payments to resume in December, matters could not wait.
Showing their desire to lead in Europe, the British, on 3 October,
invited the French, Germans, and Italians to meet in London eight days
later to discuss the impasse at Geneva. The Americans were informed in
the hope ‘they may be prepared to be associated in some way with this
exchange of views’.1°3 Nothing of substance emerged from this action —
it bogged down over a French counter-proposal to hold the talks in
Geneva, a site which was anathema to the Germans who were not
participating in the disarmament conference. However, it convinced
Herriot that France would have to make concessions at Geneva to
forestall German withdrawal and the possibility of subsequent German
rearmament. This became clear after Anglo-French discussions in
London on 13-14 October during which MacDonald and Simon
indicated that they would find some way to give Germany equality of
treatment.!%* Although much has been made of French annoyance over
British manoeuvring to end the impasse, MacDonald and Simon had
tired of Herriot’s ‘stupid’ objections.!®> As Simon told the prime
minister:

There is no doubt that [Herriot] is very much opposed to a London meeting,
but I entirely agree with you that we should go on with it if we can get the
Germans to come. For one thing, it is a proof that we are active in taking a
positive step to end this deadlock, and the Government at the moment needs to
come out clearly as taking such a step.
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Sensing French isolation at Geneva, Herriot moved to forestall such
an eventuality, as well as the chance that Germany might withdraw from
the conference. A week before the German election, he privately
circulated a ‘Plan’ to transform armies into short-term militias.!®® This
metamorphosis would occur in stages to assure that no Power would be
open to attack and none could take the offensive. The procedure had
the double merit of acknowledging Germany’s demand for equality and,
by bringing the Reichswehr into a universal system of control, providing
security for France and its allies. To bolster European security, the
‘Herriot Plan’ proposed giving the LLeague Council authority to identify
and intervene against any transgressor of peace and also arrange an
Anglo-American guarantee of the existing status quo. Herriot’s ‘Plan’
ran into predictable difficulty: the Germans wanted clarifications; the
Americans would not countenance involvement in European security. %7
But its declaration showed a weakening of French resolve. MacDonald
saw an opening. Though wanting to work with the Americans to get
Germany back to the negotiating table, he was resigned to do so alone.
Not only was American foreign policy uncertain following Hoover’s
defeat, but Washington seemed more concerned with war debts. Feeling
that Simon had lost the initiative in the negotiations, MacDonald had
earlier pushed for Britain to be assertive.!%® Thus, before the ‘Herriot
Plan’ was made public on 14 November, Simon outlined a Cabinet-
defined scheme in Parliament on 10 November, giving it greater detail
at Geneva a week later.!°° The British recommended replacing Section
V of the Versailles Treaty with a new convention, binding on all
signatories to the disarmament treaty. By this means, arms limitation
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would apply to Germany for the duration of the treaty whilst, without

the Versailles strictures, Germany could acquire qualitative parity.

Simon stressed that such equality could only come when Germany

returned to Geneva and that London opposed increasing armed

strength to achieve it.

Given that other treaty revisions had been bandied about in the
German election campaign — for instance, the fate of the Polish Corridor
— Simon emphasised that there must be ‘specific assurance’ that the
Powers would undertake not ‘to resolve any present or future differences
between themselves by resorting to force’. His statements broke the
deadlock. Within three weeks, Britain’s recommendation for four-Power
discussions revived and, through American participation, expanded into
a five-Power conference at Geneva. Wishing to keep the initiative with
Britain, and, perhaps, wanting to ensure that French and German
blandishments did not divert Simon, MacDonald led the British delega-
tion. The result was the careful fleshing out of the British November
programme that, despite some French and German hedging, formed
the basis of a declaration on 11 December: German agreement to return
to the main conference; European four-Power rejection of the use of
force ‘to resolve any present or future differences’; and five-Power
affirmation ‘to work out a convention which shall effect a substantial
reduction and a limitation of armaments with provision for future
revision with a view to further reduction’.!!° The World Conference had
been meeting without success since 21 September because of Germany’s
boycott.!!! Although Henderson had undertaken to cajole the Germans
into returning and flatter the French about the ‘Herriot Plan’, he failed
to make progress.!!? As had been the case in all Great Power arms
limitation and economic diplomacy since 1929, agreement had to occur
privately and then be imposed on multilateral meetings. With the five-
Power understanding in hand and wanting breathing space, Henderson
adjourned the special committees and sub-commissions until 23
January and the General Commission until 31 January.!1?

Hoover’s Administration played only a supportive role in helping
MacDonald and Simon secure the 11 December declaration. Before the
110 See records of the meetings between 2—11 Dec. 1932, and the ‘declaration’, in 7bid.,

308-78.

UL Cf. Report Submitted to the Bureau on the Question of Air Forces (24 Oct. 1932), LND
Conf.D.141; Committee for the Regulation of Trade in, and Private and State Manufacture
of, Arms and Implements of War: Report on the Progress of Work (12 Nov. 1932), LND
Conf.D.145; Second Report on the Question of Supervision Approved by the Bureau on
November 15th, 1932 (17 Nov. 1932), LND Conf.D.148.

112 Henderson to Neurath, 18 Sep. 1932, Henderson to LeBrun [French president], 4, 10

Nov. 1932, all Henderson LNS 475/6.
113 Henderson to MacDonald, 13 Dec. 1932, ibid.
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November election, Davis, heading the American delegation at Geneva,
had argued for Anglo-American co-operation in resolving the major
issues confronting the Powers.!!* But electoral politics and Roosevelt’s
victory saw Washington’s reluctance to take a leading role in disarma-
ment.'!> Even Roosevelt grasped that it was ‘important that we should
push the disarmament conference to the fullest extent’.!'® However,
with the fate of the ‘Hoover Plan’ fresh in American minds, the United
States delegation made no new proposals. Rather, its contribution to the
five-Power conference amounted to refining the British proposals, for
example, having the main disarmament treaty lapse on 31 December
1936 to conform to the naval treaties.!!” Therefore, getting the
Germans to return to Geneva and overcoming French opposition to
equality of treatment were the products of British diplomacy.

As just noted, Washington’s focus in the immediate aftermath of the
American election centred on the debt settlement. The White House
and State Department understood that the European Powers, including
Britain, wanted debt revision.!'!® Early in the World Disarmament
Conference, the French and their allies implied a willingness to make
concessions over arms limitation — the French signing the London naval
treaty — in return for such revision.'!° On this basis, Stimson’s propo-
sition in April that ‘a very great deal might be done’ after November
1932 if the United States was kept out of the impending reparations
settlement was understandable. It eliminated the chance that debt
revision would be brought up in the American election campaign, plus it
pressured Britain and the European Powers to find a solution to
reparations at Lausanne. Yet, these were not empty words. Stimson,
Feis, Davis, and others saw the need to adjust war debts. But as Feis’
division pointed out in June, American voters would not endorse debt

114 Davis to Atherton, 2 Nov. 1932, Davis 58.

115 Moffat to Gordon, 6 Oct. 1932, Moffat to Wilson, 1 Dec. 1932, both Moffat 3;
Gibson to Davis, 3 Dec. 1932, Davis 26; MacDonald to Davis, 7, 17 Nov. 1932,
Davis to MacDonald, 15 Nov. 1932, all Davis 40. On Stimson electioneering, see
Moffat to Mayer, 12 Oct. 1932, Mayer 1.

116 Roosevelt to Davis, 26 Nov. 1932, Davis 51.

117 Davis memorandum, 28 Nov. 1932, ‘Record of a Conversation between Mr.

MacDonald, Sir J. Simon, and Mr. N. Davis at Geneva, December 2, 1932°, ‘Record

of a Conversation between Mr. MacDonald, Sir J. Simon, and Mr. N. Davis at

Geneva, December 3, 1932°, both DBFP II, 1V, 306-10, 313.
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Today’, 27 Jan. 1932, both Stimson R82; Castle memorandum, 3 Jun. 1932, HHPP
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119 Pell [US Embassy, Paris] memorandum, 2 Feb. 1932, Gibson 118; Edge to Gibson,
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118



152 Transition of power

cancellation; instead, they would accept reduction if the debtor Powers
bore some responsibility by meeting their contracted obligations and by
cutting arms spending that deflected available funds from more con-
structive purposes.'?? Stimson probably had such thoughts in sup-
porting a World Economic Conference, where war debts would not be
on the agenda, but where a separate debt agreement could be arranged
in tandem with accords on commodity prices, international exchange,
trade impediments, and other issues like silver. But the Americans lost
the initiative.

Two days after Roosevelt’s victory, Lindsay officially informed the
State Department that debt revision was necessary and that Britain’s
December payment should be postponed until after this question had
been settled.!?! This message was part of the economic recovery
strategy that Baldwin and Chamberlain had formulated after November
1931. Apart from tackling reparations and war debts, it comprised
initiatives designed to reverse the financial embarrassments of August—
September 1931; these included depreciating sterling by 30 per cent to
help exports, increasing income tax, retrenching, and balancing the
budget.'?? Concurrently, the National Government embarked on
policies of economic nationalism to protect industry and agriculture. In
practical terms, this meant abandoning free trade by, first, passage of an
Import Duties Bill in February and, then, in July, with Baldwin and
Chamberlain leading the British delegation, establishing limited tariffs
at an Imperial Economic Conference at Ottawa to facilitate intra-
Empire trade. Because the National Government looked to protect the
pound after its devaluation, there also occurred the strengthening of the
Sterling Area, the system whereby various Imperial and other Powers
which depended on British trade or credit, or both, maintained sterling
reserves in order to stabilise their currencies with the pound. Erecting
tariffs produced the resignations of Samuel and other free trade Liberal
ministers; however, the vigour of the government’s economic policies
was unrestrained, and the Conservative majority in the Commons
fortified the emerging vision of how Britain should escape the Depres-
sion. This strengthened vision underpinned the efforts to annul the war
debt settlement.

120 Feis memorandum, n.d. [but Jun. 1932], Stimson R83.

121 Simon telegrams (538, 539, 544) to Lindsay, 4, 9 Nov. 1932, BDFA, II, Cl1,
311-13.

122 The rest of this paragraph is based on Cain and Hopkins, Deconstruction, 76—93; 1. M..
Drummond, British Economic Policy and the Empire, 1919—1939 (1972), 188-20; S.
Howson, Sterling’s Managed Float: The Operation of the Exchange Equalization Account,
1932-9 (Princeton, 1980); Marquand, MacDonald, 725-9; Middlemas and Barnes,
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The decision to pursue debt revision derived from Chamberlain.
Prior to the postponement of Lausanne, he had described his objectives
to Tyrrell and others.!?3 Later, in a Cabinet committee on reparations,
he was more forceful.!?# Stimson’s April admonition about keeping the
United States out of any reparations revision and his intimation about
revision after the presidential elections only delayed what, for the
chancellor of the Exchequer, was an inevitable restructuring of Anglo-
American inter-governmental debt. Most ministers shared Chamber-
lain’s attitudes, though he was concerned about MacDonald’s personal
ties to Stimson blunting British policy.!?> Nonetheless, in a co-ordinated
programme supported by the prime minister, Chamberlain followed
Lindsay’s presentation of the British note with a press conference to put
the government’s case before British and American public opinion.
Emphasising that ‘the present note does not attempt to deal with the
ultimate settlement of the British War Debt except in so far as it
expresses our desire to begin negotiations on the subject’, he stated
pointedly that international ‘self-confidence has been shaken to its
foundations by the events of the last two years, and it will require a
considerable period of tranquillity to restore it’.120

Hoover and Stimson initially reacted with feelings of betrayal, accen-
tuated when France and other debtor Powers followed Britain’s lead
about seeking revisions.!?? Stimson told Lindsay that ‘the British had
made it pretty hard for those of us who were fighting their battles
because of the language in which their request was couched’.!?® Part of
his discomfort — and that of Hoover and Ogden Mills, who had replaced
Mellon as secretary of the Treasury — came from veiled charges about
American hypocrisy: that although the Hoover Administration had
indicated through public statements like the Laval communiqué of
October 1931 that revisions were possible, their policy was to oppose
any change. Lindsay convinced Stimson that the British, acting in good
faith, had not colluded with the other Powers to delay payment. Stimson
123 1 eith-Ross memorandum [of Chamberlain—Tyrrell meeting], 5 Feb. 1932, T 172/
1381. Cf. Chamberlain memorandum [on trade balances], 30 Jan. 1932, NC 8/18/1.
RC(32) Meeting 1, 11 May 1932, plus Treasury memorandum, ‘Postponement
Clauses in the War Debt Funding Agreements’, 9 May 1932, both CAB 27/488.

‘But let us first make up our minds that we are not going to pay America if we are not

able to collect from Europe; and let that decision be the basis of our negotiations’:

Runciman [president of the Board of Trade] memorandum, 23 May 1932, T 172/
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126 Chamberlain press interview, 13 Nov. 1932, BDFA, I1, C11, 317-18.

127 Cf. ‘Le probléme des dettes de guerre et ’échéance du 15 décembre: La note frangaise
aux Etats-Unis’, Temps extract, 15 Nov. 1932, ‘Note from the Belgian Government’,
15 Nov. 1932, both BDFA, 11, C11, 319-20, 322.
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then softened harsh words intended for the American response, which
came on 23 November — he showed Lindsay the first draft and changed
phrases that the ambassador thought might antagonise British
opinion.!?° Stimson’s desire to maintain good Anglo-American relations
derived as much from his anglophilia as from the desire to have the
World Economic Conference meet under the most opportune condi-
tions: ‘I can see all the benefits of the good will that we have been
laboring so hard for the past three years to build up tumbling in
fragments around us’.!3°
The bother was that the debt issue was becoming a matter of
American partisan politics. Hoover’s personal antipathy to Roosevelt,
and the president-elect’s desire not to have his hands tied on foreign
policy or any other issue before he took office in March, militated
against reopening debt negotiations in the near future.!®! Discussions
between the two men failed to produce a compromise.!>? Then, in early
January 1933, in a meeting arranged by Frankfurter, a Roosevelt
adviser, Stimson met the president-elect to explain the foreign policy
problems confronting the new Administration; he outlined the debt
situation carefully, demonstrated how the war debt question touched
preparations for the World Economic Conference, and showed that, if
any multilateral approach to end the Depression were to have success,
the United States had to be accommodating.!3? Earlier, through corre-
spondence, he had won Roosevelt’s agreement that American participa-
tion in preparations for the World Economic Conference should
continue and that Roosevelt would receive British diplomats to discuss
war debts just before his inauguration.!>* But additional lobbying could
not dissuade the president-elect from asserting that firm decisions on all
matters would have to wait until after 4 March 1933.13°
129 Stimson to Lindsay, 23 Nov. 1932, BDFA, II, C12, 26—7. Cf. Stimson diary, 23 Nov.
1932, Stimson 24; Lindsay telegram (468-469) to Simon, 24 Nov. 1932, BDFA, 1I,
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134 Roosevelt to Stimson, 24 Dec. 1932, Stimson R83.
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1013.
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By mid-December 1932, several debtor Powers announced that they
would suspend indefinitely their payments to the United States.!?® The
National Government, however, decided to make its December
payment. Whilst Britain had been seen by general American opinion to
have a legitimate grievance over war debts in that its gold reserves were
low, France’s decision to avoid payment was perceived as mean-
spirited.'®” French gold reserves and dollar holdings were more than
adequate to allow for payment. Through notes exchanged in early
December, the British clarified their position about revision and, by
making their payment, showed good faith in wanting an equitable
solution.!38 But London’s decision to pay the December instalment was
only a tactical decision in the negotiation process, especially now that
Hoover and Stimson were departing and Stimson’s April promise could
not be delivered. It was a conscious effort to put Britain in a favourable
light in the United States whilst pressures were brought to bear on the
incoming Administration to cancel the debt. ‘At the moment we have
earned praise in contrast to those naughty Frenchmen,” Chamberlain
wrote to his American step-mother, ‘and I am relying on the Americans
who understand realities to convert their countrymen whose informa-
tion is so limited.’!*>® Tinged with criticism of the American position, a
range of opinion within Britain saw that the time had come to force debt
revision to alleviate British economic and financial difficulties.!%® In
Cabinet, MacDonald was almost alone in worrying about the need to
foster Anglo-American co-operation. ‘In view of the refashioning of the
world which is going on,’” he wrote to Baldwin, ‘it is of great advantage
to us to renew political contacts with America, so that we will effectively
influence it away from a policy of rather superior isolation.’!4! But by
early 1933, the co-operation so arduously built up after Hoover’s

136 <L e texte de la réponse frangaise a la communication américaine du 23 Novembre’,
Temps, 3 Dec. 1932; ‘Note from Belgian Government’, 13 Dec. 1932; Erskine [British
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capture of the presidency four years earlier had unravelled to an
alarming degree. Beginning with Manchuria and the disarmament and
financial diplomacy that followed, it had unravelled further. Still, as
Roosevelt prepared to take office in March, in the midst of a major
banking crisis in the United States that was far worse for that country’s
economic solvency than the budget deficit of 1931 had been for Britain,
the opportunities to twist the strands of co-operation back in place
were there.



5 Moving away from the United States,
1933-1934

As you know, a very great part of my work has been to create good
understanding between America and ourselves, and I regret most
profoundly that during the last twelve months, solely owing to the
action of the President, that work has been largely undone, which is a

great grief to me.
MacDonald, June 1934!

From the British viewpoint, Roosevelt’s election did not spell the end of
Anglo-American co-operation. MacDonald, Chamberlain, and others
looked towards an amicable resolution of war debts once general
American opinion understood the distress that continued payments
created for the British government.? Moreover, despite concern about
the World Disarmament Conference after Hitler’s appointment as
German chancellor, hope existed in some quarters that joint efforts by
London and Washington might produce headway in arms limitation.?
Yet, diplomacy differs little from other human enterprise: a willingness
to align cannot come from one side alone. Roosevelt refused to follow
the more internationalist path taken by Hoover and Stimson. There
were compelling reasons, all stemming from the domestic economic
crisis that, in his election campaign, he promised to overcome: wide-
spread bank failures menaced the country’s fiscal solvency; with the

1 MacDonald to Lindsay [academic], MacDonald PRO 30/69/680/1.

2 Chamberlain to MacDonald, 4 Jan. 1933, Leith-Ross T 188/58; MacDonald to Astor
[British peer], 9 Jan. 1933, MacDonald PRO 30/69/679; Lothian to Baldwin, 16 Feb.
1933, with enclosure, Baldwin 110.
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out of $10,000 millions). But Great Britain has paid since the signature of the Funding
Agreement $1,447 millions against an aggregate total of $358 millions paid by all the
other debtors combined. Thus Great Britain, whose debt was 40 per cent. of the whole,
has paid approximately 80 per cent of the total receipts of the United States and over
$1,000 millions more than all the remaining debtors put together’: Treasury memor-
andum, ‘The British Case on War Debts’, n.d. [but Mar. 1933 from internal evidence],
T 172/1512.
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dollar tied to gold, one-half of American gold reserves had drained away
in 1932; a high dollar had savaged American exports; reduced demand
for consumer goods at home and abroad saw industrial unemployment
reach record highs, with attendant social distress; and farm prices and
income had declined 40 per cent from their 1929 value.* Thus,
Roosevelt and his advisers, especially Rexford Tugwell and Raymond
Moley, two Columbia University professors, concluded that the United
States should solve its problems before tackling international issues.’

Although Roosevelt might have held internationalist sentiments
during his first term of office,® his actions convinced the British
otherwise. His pragmatic style of leadership — particularly in foreign
policy — militated against Anglo-American co-operation following his
capture of the White House. Perhaps this pragmatism is best sum-
marised by his famous comment in 1942:

You may know I am a juggler, and I never let my right hand know what my left
hand does ... I may have one policy for Europe and one diametrically opposite
for North and South America. I may be entirely inconsistent, and furthermore I
am perfectly willing to mislead and tell untruths if it will help win the war.”

This does not mean that Roosevelt lacked a world view. Before 1940, it
involved pulling the United States out of the Depression, re-establishing
its economic and financial strength, and using every means possible to
protect and expand American economic, political, and strategic interests
in an increasingly unstable world. Like Stimson, Roosevelt thought in
strategic terms; he had been Wilson’s assistant secretary of the Navy and
helped devise the 1916 and 1918 USN building programmes. But
unlike Hoover, the occupant of the White House after March 1933,
rather than his chief diplomatic adviser, made foreign policy. Whilst
controversy exists amongst American historians about the means Roose-
velt employed in pursuing his diplomatic goals — non-Americans are
more united in their views about how the leaders of Great Powers act —
his desire to enhance and protect the manifold interests of the United

4 Representative of the voluminous literature are T. Ferguson, ‘From Normalcy to the
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Dallek, Roosevelt, 3—20; A.P.N. Erdmann, ‘Mining for the Corporate Synthesis: Gold
in American Foreign Economic Policy, 1931-1936°, DH, 17(1993), 171-200.
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States is certain.® To this end, although unclear to foreigners early in his
presidency, he ran his own foreign policy, often by-passing his secretary
of state, Cordell Hull, and the State Department. For the first time,
perhaps, the British and others confronted an American president not
necessarily constrained by the tug of morality, although Roosevelt
certainly believed in the superiority of American civilisation and political
culture. Moreover, Roosevelt was an astute politician. If this meant
accommodating his foreign policy to appease domestic interests that
could stymie his ‘New Deal’ or, on the other hand, suddenly coddling,
beguiling, or assailing another Power for tactical reasons, he would do
so unblushingly.

By July 1933, British mistrust of Roosevelt arose over his handling of
war debts, arms limitation, and the World Economic Conference. On 21
January, a private emissary from Roosevelt, William Bullitt, saw Mac-
Donald secretly at Chequers to lay the ground for official debt negotia-
tions. MacDonald learnt of Roosevelt’s wish to cut British war debts by
80 per cent: ‘R wishes closest co-operation with us, “more closely than
ever” in everything of common interest.’® Nine days later, official
negotiations began when Lindsay met the president-elect, who stressed
that the debt could not be wiped out. Fleshing out Bullitt’s overture,
Roosevelt contemplated a revised settlement: the British would repay
only the principal of their loans. ‘He takes total debt as funded, deducts
total of payments already made, which he regards as repayment of
capital, and suggests that a new agreement be made for repayment of
remainder.’!? Intending to treat other debtor Powers similarly, Roosevelt
needed concessions to brandish before American opinion. He wanted
debt revision included in ‘a comprehensive programme’ involving tariff
agreements, limitations on tanks and artillery, a scaling down of battle-
ships, and, by prohibiting military aircraft, the elimination of aircraft
carriers. To ensure success, Roosevelt asked that the ‘British “No. 2

bl

man”’ — presumably Baldwin — arrive in Washington by 6 March to
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begin negotiations, which would allow for an agreement to be ready for
Congress when it convened on 20 April. With the debt question solved,
the World Economic Conference would have more chance of success.
After this meeting, Davis apprised Lindsay that Roosevelt understood
the Powers’ difficulty in making payments, even in revised agreements:
‘he has it in mind to get out of Congress authority to suspend payments
from debtor Governments at his discretion’. Through Davis, Roosevelt
proposed a moratorium on war debt payments.

Lindsay immediately travelled to London and, from 6 to 10 February,
met with a new Cabinet committee that contained the National Govern-
ment’s five leading ministers — MacDonald, Baldwin, Chamberlain,
Simon, and Walter Runciman, the president of the Board of Trade; this
committee was to handle the liquidation of the debt. Lindsay and the
ministers dissected Roosevelt’s suggested settlement, its place in ‘a
comprehensive programme’, and whether a senior minister should
travel to Washington.!! After Lindsay reported that Congress would
resist ratifying any agreement that eliminated debts completely, the two
Conservatives dominated the discussions. Their essential argument
followed a theme developed by Chamberlain in a speech on 24 January:
any debt settlement had to be connected with reparations. Lausanne
stood at the centre of a new European arrangement that could only be
altered to the detriment of Franco-German reconciliation — for which
the National Government had worked so hard during its first six months
in office. Thus, the debt settlement was as much political as economic,
though Chamberlain pointed out that Britain would still have to make
annual payments of £5.5 million (about $18 million) under Roosevelt’s
scheme.

All else in the committee flowed from Chamberlain and Baldwin’s
judgment: Britain would sanction no alteration to Lausanne; total
debtor payments to the United States had to equal the lump sum the
German government agreed to pay at Lausanne; World Economic
Conference preparations should continue parallel to debt negotiations;
and, to avoid the stigma of failure, no British minister would go to
Washington unless agreement seemed near. These points were included
in instructions for Lindsay, supplemented by Treasury memoranda to
aid him in talks with Roosevelt and his advisers.!? Unmentioned was the
desire to arrange a debt settlement after the World Conference met; this
delay would allow for some restructuring of the international economy

11 BDA (33) meetings 1-5, 6-10 Feb. 1932, CAB 27/548. Cf. Sargent to Warren Fisher,
26 Jan. 1933, T 172/1512; Chamberlain to Ida, 12 Feb. 1933, NC 18/1/816.

12 “Instructions to His Majesty’s Ambassador at Washington, February 1933’, enclosing
Treasury memoranda, DBFP II, V, 752-69.
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before debts were tackled, and it might make American opinion more
understanding about cancellation. Even at this stage the committee,
especially Chamberlain, perceived the president-elect to be contradic-
tory: ‘He seemed to disclaim any idea of reaching an all-round settle-
ment with the United Kingdom in advance of the World Economic
Conference and yet the programme outlined in the conversations with
Sir Ronald Lindsay at Warm Springs appeared to contemplate such a
settlement.’!3 Having achieved much over the preceding fifteen months,
chiefly getting Paris to abandon its reparations claims, the British
refused to be rushed into an Anglo-American agreement that could
rebound unfavourably on Europe.

Lindsay’s subsequent discussions with Roosevelt, Hull, and William
Phillips, the new assistant under-secretary of state, emphasised
London’s desire not to hurry.!* Amplifying this view in a private letter to
the president-elect, MacDonald stressed that ‘the American settlement
must be a European one as well’; moreover, MacDonald emphasised
that the naval settlement following his 1929 American visit occurred
only because ‘a very full exchange of views between Washington and
London’ had preceded negotiations. Given Roosevelt’s ambitious ‘pro-
gramme’ which lumped war debts with tariffs and specific arms limita-
tion proposals, care was needed not to undermine the progress that had
occurred in spheres outside debts. Weighing British reaction along with
counsel from advisers like Feis and Moley,!®> Roosevelt accepted that
there would be no speedy resolution of the debt question; and he would
have to find means to reconcile debt revision with Lausanne. Never-
theless, Roosevelt had his own irreducible minima. These were
impressed on Lindsay in Washington by Hull, and on MacDonald by
Davis, sent to London in March: Congress had to be pacified and a
senior British minister had to come to Washington for discussions.
These points were put in language that Lindsay characterised as
‘nothing cheerful or encouraging’.!® Still, it resulted in an approach to
debts that conformed largely to British wishes. ‘It should be remem-
bered’, Chamberlain told his colleagues, ‘that we had to educate Europe

13 BDA (33) meeting 2, 7 Feb. 1932, CAB 27/548.

14 MacDonald to Roosevelt, 10 Feb. 1933, in E. B. Nixon and D. B. Schewe, eds.
Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs (New York, Toronto, 1696-70), vol. 1
[hereafter in the style FDRFA, I], 8—13; Lindsay telegrams (8, 140, 141, 152) to
Simon, 21, 27 Feb., 7 Mar. 1933, all DBFP II, 669-71, 773-5; Hull memorandum,
23 Mar. 1933, Hull 58.

Moley minute, n.d. [but Feb. 1933], Moley 104/2; Feis memorandum, n.d., in Feis to
Hull, 3 Mar. 1933, Hull 33; Feis memorandum, 7 Mar. 1933, Feis 123.

16 T indsay telegram (8) to Simon, 21 Feb. 1933, DBFPII, V, 769-71.
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on the subject of reparations, and we should now have to educate
America on the subject of debts.’1”

On 8 March, speaking for the newly inaugurated Roosevelt, Davis
told Lindsay that the ‘objective of immediate importance was to arrange
somehow that on the 15th June His Majesty’s Government should not
be compelled either to pay or default’.!® Over the next few weeks, Hull
and Moley indicated that a MacDonald visit would help place ‘the
whole combination of questions in their proper setting for the American
people’, and that ‘it would not be possible to get any sort of moratorium
for [the] June payment through Congress without a visit by the Prime
Minister’.'® The Cabinet committee discussed these and other reports
on 31 March.2? Outwardly, the American position remained unchanged
— ‘it was a personal debt, that the document had been signed, that [the
Americans] had always refused to link [debts] with reparations, and so
forth’. But another MacDonald mission might break the deadlock,
particularly given what Lindsay had learnt about a moratorium. It might
also provide for concerted Anglo-American efforts at the World Eco-
nomic Conference over currency stabilisation and tariffs. MacDonald
agreed to travel to Washington on a visit described publicly as dealing
with disarmament and preparations for the World Economic Confer-
ence.?! War debts were to be discussed privately.

From 21 to 26 April MacDonald, with Vansittart and Leith-Ross, met
Roosevelt, Hull, Moley, and other officials.?? Whilst MacDonald found
the president charming and open-minded, the mission accomplished
little. The Americans would not cancel debts, and they now opposed a
moratorium, something made clear when Leith-Ross stayed behind
after MacDonald and Vansittart departed. Moley suggested an annual
$25 million British payment, almost half as much again as that men-
tioned by Roosevelt to Lindsay in January.?> As a diplomatic carrot, the
president suggested stabilising the two Powers’ currencies by ‘linking
dollars and pounds’.?* This issue had decided importance for the

17 BDA (33) meeting 2, 7 Feb. 1933, CAB 27/548.

18 Lindsay telegram (157) to Simon, 8 Mar. 1933, BDFA, 11, C12, 168-9.

19 FO memorandum, ‘General Outline of the Main Developments of the War Debt
Negotiations since June 1931°, 12 Apr. 1933, ibid., 180-3; Feis memoranda of
meetings, 27, 29 Mar., 3 Apr. 1933, all Moley 101/6.

20 BDA (33) meeting 7, 31 Mar. 1933, CAB 27/548.

21 Cf. American and British press notices, 7 Apr. 1933, DBFPII, V, 789, n. 1.

22 Vansittart telegram (238) to Simon, 22 Apr. 1933, BDFA, 1I, C12, 184; BDA (33)
Meeting 8, 4 May 1933, CAB 27/548; Moley diary, 22—25 Apr. 1933.

23 Leith-Ross telegram (291, 292) for Treasury, 2 May 1933, BDFA, I1, C12, 186-17.

24 Leith-Ross telegram (293) to Hopkins, 2 May 1933, ibid. Thus, A. M. Schlesinger, The
Coming of the New Deal (Boston, 1959), 206 is wrong. Also see Feis minute, ‘Key
Decision’, 18 Apr. 1933, Moley 101/6.
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forthcoming economic conference because the United States suddenly
left the gold standard on 19 April, in part to meet the trade challenge
posed by the cheaper British pound.?> Worried about an American trap,
Lindsay and Leith-Ross suspended negotiations on 2 May so as not to
be ‘rushed’ into ‘a permanent settlement or to commit ourselves before
it is clear that a general agreement can be reached’.?¢

For MacDonald, Baldwin, and their colleagues, the events of April—
May suggested that Washington spoke with discrepant voices. Roosevelt
offered broad prescriptions for settlement that were contradicted on
crucial points by his advisers. Then, the president supported a mora-
torium only to reverse himself. Moley, appointed an assistant-secretary
of state, was locked in a bureaucratic struggle with Hull over the control
of policy for the World Economic Conference, which produced con-
flicting views about tariff revision.?” Despite his strong anglophilia,
Davis, who became a kind of roving ambassador for Roosevelt, had
antagonised even MacDonald by spouting views that did not mesh with
Washington’s pronouncements.?® That Mellon’s replacement, Robert
Bingham, had not yet reached London only deprived Whitehall of
regular contact with a senior American diplomatist permanently in
Britain. Still, an Administration policy had emerged — the debt had to be
paid in some way. Additionally, Roosevelt’s Washington increasingly
perceived the British through an unflattering lens: they were ‘self-right-
eous’; they were ‘stupid ... to think this administration would follow
this Hoover insanity’; and ‘the way the British have been carrying on in
matters economic is disturbing me greatly’.?° With the British wanting
cancellation, the prospect of compromise between the two English-
speaking Powers was diminishing rapidly as the World Economic Con-
ference neared.

Disarmament exacerbated the situation. Roosevelt’s January discus-
sions with Lindsay posited Anglo-American co-operation at Geneva.
But as Roosevelt approached economic diplomacy, so he approached
arms limitation; nothing would be forthcoming until after his inaugura-
tion. Outside events, however, militated against delay. Hitler’s rise to

25 “The purpose of this move as I see it is two-fold (1) to stop inflationary businesses in
Congress by putting this power in the hands of the President, (2) to sock the British
especially,” Moley diary, 18—19 Apr. 1933.

26 L eith-Ross telegram (291, 292) for Treasury, 2 May 1933, BDFA, 11, C12, 186-17.

27 Feis to Butterworth [US Legation, Ottawa], 30 Mar. 1933, Feis 11; Feis minutes,
21 Mar., 1 Apr. 1933, Feis 123; Moley diary, 11 Apr. 1933.

28 MacDonald diary, 30 Mar.,, 4 Apr. 1933, MacDonald PRO 30/69/1750. Cf.
Chamberlain minute, 2 Apr. 1933, on Simon memorandum [on MacDonald, Simon,
and Davis discussion], 31 Mar. 1933, T 172/1512.

29 Feis minute, ‘Key Decision’, 18 Apr. 1933, Moley 101/6; Moley diary, 22 Apr. 1933;
Moffat to Atherton, 8 May 1933, Moffat 2.
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power suggested that progress would have to be made quickly to deliver
on the 11 December 1932 declaration about equality. Vansittart’s
pessimism reflected feelings within the British government. “We should
go on trying, with diminished hopes,” he noted, ‘though even to artempt
to deal with such a government as that of Germany (an alarming and
insane gang) is now a depressing prospect.”3? Still, even he saw possibi-
lities of a modus vivendi with Washington:

I think it very easy to exaggerate the length of time during which Anglo-
American relations will be poisoned by failure to settle the debt problem. Events
will dictate to the U.S.A. as well as to us; and the fuller the world is of events
(mostly unpleasant ones) the shorter must memories necessarily become.

As important, the Lytton Commission reported on 2 October 1932.
Although generally condemning Japanese actions, Lytton and his col-
leagues suggested a compromise settlement that acknowledged some
Japanese justification for their action. Tokyo’s rights and interests in
Manchuria should be recognised whilst, instead of becoming a separate
state, the province received a degree of autonomy under Chinese
sovereignty.3! The Assembly was to consider the report, discuss it, and
then, in the new year, vote whether to accept it. However, in early
January 1933, the Kwantung Army began operations to conquer all of
north-eastern China above the Great Wall. With the Lytton Report vote
approaching in February, and since all pretence of Japan protecting its
legitimate rights had disappeared, censure of Tokyo’s policies seemed
certain.

With the Disarmament Conference at another breaking-point, the
British decided to make one final effort to keep discussions going.
Pushed in the Cabinet by the Foreign Office on 19 January 1933, a draft
‘Programme of Work’ was discussed by the ministerial disarmament
committee over the next few days.>? Simon outlined the purpose of the
submission: ‘the object of this “Programme of Work” has been to set out
topics for discussion and not to present any new declarations of policy.
The situation at Geneva has reached a point where it was necessary for
somebody to take charge of the procedure, and unless someone did take
charge the Conference was bound to fail.’>® The Foreign Office view of
disarmament negotiations, thus, conformed to the general thrust of
British policy articulated by MacDonald the preceding May: to take the

30 Vansittart memorandum, 26 Feb. 1933, VNST 1/2/2.

31 League of Nations, Report of the Commission of Enquiry [with supplements] (Geneva,
1932), LND C.663.M.320.1932.VII. Cf. Nish, Fapan’s Struggle, 190—4; Thorne,
Limits, 328-45.

32 DC(M) (32) meetings 67, 20, 23 Jan. 1933, CAB 27/505.

33 Meeting 6, ibid.
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initiative in Europe to better protect British interests. Tellingly, the
Foreign Office reckoned that after almost twelve months of negotiations,
the material for an agreement, even a limited one, lay at hand. In the
committee deliberations, although the other ministers entertained suspi-
cion of France — ‘French policy had always tended towards putting us in
the wrong’ — the committee endorsed the ‘Programme’ with minor
changes. The only contentious issue concerned Foreign Office will-
ingness to support ‘a convention or conventions’ for a new regime of
European security. Hailsham argued that such agreement ran counter to
British interests and that, if a new regime came to pass and the National
Government had to oppose it, ‘we should be accused of not agreeing
with a recommendation which we had originally put forward’. Simon
agreed to an equivocal amendment, something he characterised as ‘we
are not saying we accede to your continental ideas, but we are prepared
for you to have them discussed and see what you can do about it’. Still,
the point remained that unless prodding occurred, the conference would
collapse. It was in Britain’s interests to prod.

The ‘Programme’ was circulated to the conference after it reas-
sembled on 30 January.?* Hitler’s accession to power the same day
added urgency and, over the next two weeks, British delegates, chiefly
Anthony Eden, the Foreign Office under-secretary deputising for
Simon, made speeches in the General Commission to spur the con-
ference into moving.?®> Regardless, work within the specialist commis-
sions and sub-commissions immediately assumed the usual course of
interminable discussions without result.>® This did not happen solely
from Hitler’s long-espoused desire to rearm Germany. Hitler wanted to
ensure that his anti-revisionist neighbours would not launch a pre-
emptive attack on Germany while he was consolidating his regime.
Accordingly, German negotiators at Geneva were instructed not to
reject proposals out of hand but, instead, to discuss them, seek clarifica-
tions, and ensure that any onus for failure fell on the French.?” Instead,
lack of progress at Geneva derived from the Powers’ lack of will to find
an agreement at a time when uncertainty about European and Far
Eastern security increased. German elections in March, called to
confirm Hitler’s coalition, led to a one-party state in which the National

3% Draft Proposals by the United Kingdom Delegation dated Fanuary 30th, 1933, LND
Conf.D.154.

35 See Eden speeches, 3, 9, 16 Feb. 1933, BDFA, 11, J4, 161-8.
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Socialists completely controlled the levers of government. League
acceptance of the Lytton Report on 24 February — only the Japanese
delegation voted against it — saw Tokyo announce that Japan would leave
the international organisation.?® Agreeing to stay in the Disarmament
Conference, it reserved the right not to sign any agreement that failed to
meet its specific requirements.?® With France finally suffering the full
force of the Depression and the lesser Powers disinclined to restrict their
means of self-defence, arms limitation had become more difficult to
achieve.

Simon and Eden worried sufficiently about the situation to approach
the ministerial disarmament committee on 2 March. They circulated
two papers: a memorandum by Simon on ‘the crisis in Europe’ and a
‘draft convention’ penned by the British delegation at Geneva. The
danger, as related by Eden, was ‘that the Conference was tottering to
failure and this led to the suggestion ... that it might be advisable to
have a six months’ adjournment’. Over the next week, the committee
deliberated, concluding that an adjournment would prove fatal to the
conference, that failure would give the Germans the excuse to rearm,
and that the British delegation should do all possible to get the
conference moving by making suggestions that could keep alive the
chances for an agreement, now seen to be limited at best.*? It produced
new British proposals, outlined by MacDonald in Geneva on 16 March,
and saw both him and Simon lobbying the other delegations about the
importance of not adjourning.*! Apart from technical questions like
restricting artillery calibres to 105 mm, the British plan entailed a five-
year period to allow Germany to achieve equality with the other land
Powers and the suggestion that the continental Powers look for an
additional instrument to effect their security. The private German
reaction was unfavourable; but, publicly, following Hitler’s bargaining
strategy, the chief German delegate, Rudolf Nadolny, took the line that
this could be the basis for agreement.*?> The conference did not adjourn.
From London’s viewpoint, additional pressures were necessary to

38 Nish, fapan’s Struggle, 223—-30; Thorne, Limits, 333-6.

39 Communication from the Fapanese Delegation, dated March 7th, 1933, Concerning its
Participation in the Conference (Mar. 1933), LND Conf.D.155.

40 DC(M) (32) meetings 12—-15, 2—-7 Mar. 1933, CAB 27/505; Simon memorandum,
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to Baldwin, 10, 22 Feb. 1933, Baldwin 129.

41 Draft Convention Submitted by the United Kingdom Delegation (16 Mar. 1933), LND
Conf.D.157. Cf. MacDonald-Simon conversations with Nadolny, Aloisi, Politis,
Benes, Paul-Boncour, Daladier, 11-16 Mar. 1933, BDFA, 11, J4, 179-97.
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Weinberg, The Foreign Policy of Hitler’s Germany, vol. I (Chicago, 1970), 40—6.
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achieve results; MacDonald looked for assistance from Roosevelt. It was
not forthcoming.

Beyond pious statements about the need to limit arms — and sharing
Hoover’s view that arms spending diverted Europe’s public money away
from economic recovery and prevented the honouring of European
debts to the United States — Roosevelt promoted nothing of substance at
Geneva.*> Admittedly, within days of his inauguration, he informed
MacDonald privately that Anglo-American co-operation at the World
Conference should continue.** However, the points made to Lindsay in
January about abolishing military aircraft, aircraft carriers, and the rest
were never offered officially at Geneva. Part of the reason lay with
Roosevelt’s need to concentrate on the domestic crisis in the United
States. The other flowed from the belief that after Hoover’s June 1932
démarche, the United States could do no more respecting arms limitation
and, now, the Europeans should put their affairs in order. Just as crucial
was the perception that British and American interests on the related
matters of European security and arms limitation were dissimilar. Ray
Atherton, the counsellor at the American Embassy at London, reported
to the State Department:

In conversations, it is frequently brought out that the British Cabinet is
increasingly conscious of England’s political responsibilities as a European
nation and, after surveying the field of Anglo-American co-operation, has
reluctantly come to the conclusion that while Anglo-American aims might
coincide with their general outlines, any policy of effective co-operation is
practically unobtainable in view of conflicting interests.*>

Such views found a ready audience.*® Although misreading the British
position concerning the United States, Roosevelt’s Washington had
some justification for this perception. British war debt policy had the
potential of creating inconvenience for the Administration in Congress
and the country at large at a time when Roosevelt needed widespread
support for his ‘New Deal’. Respecting the Far East, the National
Government seemed willing to accept Japan’s Manchurian conquest as
the price to keep Anglo-Japanese relations on an even keel, this despite
a public statement by Roosevelt that he would continue Stimson’s

43 Lindsay telegram (165) to Vansittart, 16 Mar. 1933, DBFP II, IV, 545-6. Cf. Mayer to
Moffat, 28 Mar. 1933, Mayer 1; Davis to Gibson, 12 Apr. 1933, Davis 26; Swanson
[secretary of the Navy] to Hull, 27 Apr. 1933, Hull 34; Moffat to Wilson, 31 Jan.,
9 May 1933, both Moffat 4.

44 Mellon to MacDonald, 7 Mar. 1933, MacDonald PRO 30/69/679.

45 Atherton despatch to Hull, 24 Feb. 1933, SDDF 841.00/1233. Cf. Atherton to Moffat,
28 Mar. 1933, Moffat 2.

46 Moley diary, 25 Mar. 1933.
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doctrine of non-recognition.?” Consequently, when MacDonald tra-
velled to Washington, neither Roosevelt nor his advisers championed
new arms cut proposals.*® Then, on 16 May, the president announced
that whilst his Administration supported continued disarmament dis-
cussions at Geneva — he specifically mentioned the British plan — it
would avoid taking the initiative to allow other Powers to do so. His only
suggestion was that ‘all the nations of the world should enter into a
solemn and definite pact of non-aggression’.#° He failed to elaborate
and, as disarmament discussions had shown since 1926, non-aggression
pacts needed to be supported by more than words.

This was the situation when Britain’s next debt payment came due.
The general lines of the story are well known.>® On 15 June, Britain paid
the United States $10 million in silver bullion. The intention was to
clear the way for the World Economic Conference, which had begun
three days earlier. Beneath the surface, however, wariness emerged on
each side. Roosevelt’s reversal over the moratorium annoyed the
National Government which, when it first learnt delayed payments were
possible, wanted a three-year suspension.’! Writing to MacDonald in
May, Roosevelt pointed to Congressional opinion as grounds for
continuing payments although, under British pressure, he agreed to
negotiations to settle the matter before December.?? For the British, this
concession momentarily safeguarded their interests, particularly
Lausanne; but it added to the perception of an unco-operative
Washington.?® Before striking upon the final agreement, Roosevelt,
Moley, and James Warburg, a New York banker with ties to the
Administration, separately made conflicting proposals to the British
Embassy about settling the debt issue: non-payment that would not be
considered a default; a partial payment; and placing deposit notes with
the BIS and up to 25 per cent of the debt payment in gold with the
United States Treasury.>* It was Roosevelt who, after suggesting that he

47 ‘Press Statement by Roosevelt’, 17 Jan. 1933, FDRFA, 1, 4; Hornbeck memorandum,
‘Manchuria Situation. Action by British Government’, 12 Jan. 1933, Hornbeck 453;
Grew [US ambassador, Tokyo] diary, 11 Feb. 1933, Grew 65.

48 Cf. Phillips memorandum, 24 Apr. 1933, FDRFA, 1, 68-9, outlining French

opposition to the British proposals.

‘Roosevelt to the Heads of Nations Represented at the London and Geneva

Conferences’, 16 May 1933, FDRFA, I, 126-8. Cf. Vansittart to Simon, 23 May 1933,

Simon FO 800/291; Moffat to Mayer, 7 Jun. 1933, Moffat 3.

50 Dallek, Roosevelt, 40—1, 44, 48.

51 BDA (33) meeting 10, 17 May 1933, CAB 27/548.

52 Roosevelt to MacDonald, 22 May 1933, FDRFA, 1, 153-5.

53 CC 39(33)1-2, 9 Jun. 1933, CAB 23/76.

54 Cf. Moley diary, 18—19 Apr. 1933; Leith-Ross telegram (291-292) to Treasury, 2 May
1933, Bewley [commercial counsellor, British Embassy, Washington] telegram (299) to
Treasury, 8 May 1933, Lindsay telegram (364—365) to Simon, 4 Jun. 1933, all BDFA,

49

ey



Moving away from the United States 169

would announce that a partial British payment should be seen ‘as a
deferment not a default’, abandoned the idea, citing Congressional
disfavour.’® The British simply refused to pay more than a token $10
million; and when American opinion barely murmured, Chamberlain
remarked: ‘I can look back over the whole course of the negotiations
without feeling that I should have acted otherwise than I did at any other
point ... .5% Hence, not only did American economic diplomacy appear
to lack coherence, but Roosevelt seemed also to hide behind Congress
to place the blame for default on the British. In Chamberlain’s mind,
Roosevelt was seeking to divide the British and the other debtors by
dealing separately with each Power.>”

Roosevelt’s handling of American policy at the World Economic
Conference laid bare any idea that Anglo-American collaboration on
crucial international issues could continue. Hoover and Stimson had
appointed two academics, Edmund Day and John Williams, to partici-
pate in conference preparations, which began at Geneva in October
1932. Following his victory, Roosevelt endorsed their efforts concerning
a draft agenda that gave prominence to currency stabilisation, tariff
adjustments, and the steadying of silver prices.”® After 4 March,
however, as Day and Williams continued preparatory discussions in
London, Administration arrangements for the conference were desul-
tory at best.>® The domestic crisis and the struggle between Moley and
Hull — which Feis intimated to Lindsay®® — diverted attention away from
anything beyond general lines of approach. As late as 16 May, the
American delegates had yet to be chosen; and it was only on the boat to
Britain that those concerned with currency stabilisation conferred.5!

II, C12, 186—7, 196-9; Treasury memorandum, ‘“The Warburg Scheme’, n.d. [but
May 1933], T 172/1512.

55 Lindsay telegrams (334, 364—365)) to Simon, 22 May, 4 Jun. 1933, both DBFP II, V,
812, 815-17; Lindsay telegram (375) to Simon, 7 Jun. 1933, T 172/1512. ‘[Roosevelt]
is evidently timid as a hare in regard to debts for all his apparent courage in other
directions’, Vansittart to Warren Fisher, 6 Jun. 1933, T 172/1512.

56 Chamberlain to Ida, 17 Jun. 1933, NC 18/1/831.

57 CC 39(33)2, 9 Jun. 1933, CAB 23/76.

58 Day to Stoppani, 27 Dec. 1932, LNR 2671/39421/38756; Wilson to Stencek, 28 Dec.
1932, LNR 2669/38880/38039; Feis to Frankfurter, 9 Jan. 1933, Feis 16; Stimson to
Roosevelt, 9 Dec. 1932, Feis minute, 23 Dec. 1932, with addendum, 27 Dec. 1932,
Feis memorandum, Jan. 1933, Feis memorandum, 24 Jan. 1933, all Feis 123. Cf.
Moley diary, 10, 22 Jan., 12 Mar. 1933. The report — The Monetary and Economic
Conference . . . An Account of the Preparatory Work —is in LNR 4635/5014/597.

59 Page [US Tariff Commission] to Hull, 2 Mar. 1933, Hull 33; Moley diary, 25, 27, 31
Mar., 24 Apr., 6 May 1933; Berle [Moley adviser] to Moley, 18 Apr. 1933, with
enclosure, Moley 102/2; Feis to Davis, 5 Apr. 1933, with enclosure, Feis 15.

60 Lindsay telegram (327) to Simon, 19 May 1933, BDFA, 11, C12, 195.

61 Cf. Roosevelt memorandum, 2 May 1933, Hull 34; Moley diary, 16 May 1933;
Warburg to Hull, 1 Jun. 1933, SDDF 550.S1 Monetary Stabilization/9.



170 Transition of power

The National Government, on the other hand, knew what it wanted to
achieve. Through the conversations that MacDonald, Lindsay, and
Leith-Ross had had in Washington after mid-April, the British believed
that Roosevelt’s Administration shared the desire to stabilise currencies
and adjust tariffs.5? Therefore, despite the Administration’s approach to
disarmament and war debts, hope existed that the Americans would
work with Britain and the other Powers to bring order to the inter-
national economy — other leaders, including Herriot, had trekked to
Washington to consult with Roosevelt. The Economic Advisory
Council, established by the Labour government in 1931, and which
included Keynes, argued that it ‘is all the more important, therefore, to
find a major project for which Great Britain and the United States can
work cordially together at the Conference. A proposal for all-round
devaluation would form such a project.’®®> With Preparatory Committee
agreement that the conference would discuss monetary and credit
policy, prices, and matters like resuming the movement of capital, the
Treasury led in formulating the British bargaining position.%*

After opening on 12 June, the conference became bogged down over
currency stabilisation. By leaving the gold standard, the dollar had
devalued significantly, which had made American products less expen-
sive. Whilst threatening British and French external trade, cheaper
American goods might also penetrate their markets. Roosevelt did
nothing to alleviate the anxiety this caused the Europeans because ‘he
was in no hurry to stabilize until he was sure he was going to get the best
bargain there was to be got’.®> To coerce the Powers further, Roosevelt
had Moley write a ‘syndicated newspaper column warning against
excessive hopes for the Conference’.%® Still, heading what even Roose-
velt’s admirers concede was a weak delegation,®” Hull worked to make
the conference successful. Despite having Roosevelt’s professed
support,®® he faced several obstacles. After the secretary left
Washington, Roosevelt withdrew a trade bill from Congress that Hull
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felt would have fostered international co-operation at London.®°
Second, Roosevelt wanted all decisions made by the American delega-
tion approved — or disapproved — in Washington.”® Finally, he and
Moley looked to wring every advantage out of the conference for the
United States at British expense, not a recipe for success in negotiations
with a Power that had already displayed its unwillingness to be black-
mailed over debts. As Moley wired the American delegation:

In any negotiations concerning finance between this country and England, the
latter will no doubt bear in mind any weak spots in her credit, banking and
monetary system. It seems that knowledge of this kind may be used in the
general interest by our government, for which reason I venture to trouble you.”!

Whilst MacDonald created a bad impression by mentioning war debts
in his opening speech at the conference, Hull and the American
delegation honestly worked to reach an Anglo-American agreement.”?
Then, when currency stabilisation discussions reached an impasse in the
second week, Moley travelled to London. Whilst he came to apprise
American delegates of ‘the latest developments at Washington’, and it
was emphasised publicly that he served under Hull,”> his arrival created
expectations that he came with means to break the deadlock. Receiving
special treatment from the British, which angered Hull, Moley reached
an agreement on stabilisation with MacDonald and Chamberlain on 30
June whereby the pound would be pegged at $4.25, a figure Roosevelt
had earlier suggested.”* However, on 2 July, now believing that stabilisa-
tion at this level would undermine his domestic monetary policies by
depressing prices, Roosevelt sent a telegram that deprecated the con-
ference making any decisions that would impinge on the domestic
policies of his government. Made public the next day, this message
ended the conference’s effectiveness, although Hull managed to keep
discussions going without result for three weeks to thwart ‘the virtual
certainty that the conference would formally fasten upon the President
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the blame for its failure’.”> From the British perspective, Roosevelt
could not escape culpability — despite comical claims by his defenders
that by pressing Hull to keep discussions going, he preserved the ‘hope
that international co-operation would ultimately take place’.”® Having
spent four years building bridges to the United States, MacDonald felt
personally betrayed.”” For those like Chamberlain, already uncertain
about Roosevelt, his actions confirmed the disfavour that had been
forming over his approach to war debts and arms limitation: ‘The
President’s latest message was a bombshell . .. Its tone was arrogant and
it lectured the Conference in a manner and in circumstances which were
hardly believable.””® Anglo-American co-operation was fast disappearing
and, with disarmament negotiations stalemated and the European and
Far Eastern balances of power changing, British leaders had to find new
means to protect Britain’s eternal interests.

Over the next year, the National Government embarked on a re-
evaluation of British foreign and defence policy that, when completed,
placed the United States in the position it had occupied before June
1929: just another Power to be considered when preserving British
external interests. But unlike before 1929, those responsible for British
foreign and defence policy after mid-1933 perceived the United States to
be a weaker Power. The USN had not been built to anything ap-
proaching treaty strength.”® American economic and financial diplo-
macy lacked its previous vitality, partly because of the Depression and
partly because Britain’s economy began to recover through National
Government fiscal orthodoxy.2° At the same time as the Administration’s
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nationalistic policies suggested a reluctance to become involved in the
political and strategic problems of the wider world,®! the informal
entente that had marked the Powers’ financial and commercial competi-
tion dissolved. Over Middle Eastern oil, Latin American trade and
investment, and a desire to profit in China, a rivalry emerged that added
stress to the two English-speaking Powers’ relationship.8? Given desires
by American commercial and business interests to penetrate dominion
markets, chiefly Canada and Australia, the transatlantic relationship had
been transformed significantly at the official and unofficial levels by the
summer of 1933.

The nature of this new phase in Anglo-American relations can be seen
in the British approach to war debts. Whilst the usual flowery rhetoric
emanated from Washington after July 1933 about having Britain and the
United States work together,®> MacDonald, Baldwin, and Chamberlain
were unwilling to waste effort searching for fresh means of compromise.
After letting the dust settle on the World Economic Conference and
trying to determine Roosevelt’s goals — ‘we are all in the dark as to what
is in [Roosevelt’s] mind, if there is anything in his mind’®* — Chamber-
lain took matters in hand. By mid-September, he and Leith-Ross
devised a negotiating strategy designed to get an agreement on British
terms or, should Roosevelt prove unbending, see Britain render only
further token payments.8> The core of this strategy rested on a scheme
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outlined by Warburg in April 1933 and supported by Moley in private
talks at the World Economic Conference: fifty annual payments of $20
million. To avoid continental ideas that London intended to pursue a
separate agreement that might endanger Lausanne, Chamberlain in-
formed Paris and Rome of British intentions.8¢

On 3 October 1933, Leith-Ross arrived in Washington. He met with
Dean Acheson, the assistant secretary of the Treasury, as well as
Warburg and Lewis Douglas, the director of the budget. By 13 October,
with Britain’s outstanding debt calculated at $2,259 million, Leith-Ross
won Acheson’s support for two different means of settlement.3” The
first involved Warburg’s idea of fifty annual payments of $20 million
‘arrived at by eliminating all interest and treating all payments hitherto
made as in respect of the capital of the debt’; this would see the British
pay slightly less than half of what still was owed. The second approach
envisaged reducing the debt to $877 million by deducting British
wartime munitions purchases in the United States from the unpaid sum;
on this basis, Britain would make fifty annual payments of $17.5
million. Acheson also accepted three other British conditions: ‘more
favourable terms [given] to any other Government should automatically
be applied to the British war debt’; further revision after five years ‘if the
other debtor countries had not made proportionate payments during
that period’; and most-favoured-nation status for British goods entering
the United States, a mechanism that would make debt payments easier
by giving London better access to American dollars.

Roosevelt rejected the Leith-Ross—Acheson proposals on 17 October.
He would not accept a remission of the principal; he wanted fifty annual
payments of $40 million; and there could be no most-favoured-nation
treatment.®® This was not unexpected. Leith-Ross revealed to Warren
Fisher on 12 October that ‘the President adopts a purely negative
attitude and turns down every suggestion made. This is perfectly natural
as the President obviously wants to get us up to the highest possible
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figure.’®® But the British were not going to budge over a maximum $20
million a year and, as Leith-Ross would reject any American counter-
proposal, ‘we have some hope that the President will accept our terms
with some minor amendments’. When further discussions proved fruit-
less, Roosevelt recommended that another token payment be made in
December and defended it publicly by citing ‘the uncertainties of the
present currency situation’.’®© Acceptable to Chamberlain and the
Treasury, the arrangement was made sweeter when Roosevelt agreed to
British suggestions for a payment of only $7.5 million. With an exchange
of notes on 6 November,’! Leith-Ross departed.

The second token payment evoked little reaction amongst American
opinion — although Acheson left the Administration because he and
Roosevelt disagreed on war debts and the president’s handling of wider
questions of domestic and international economic recovery.’? Never-
theless, some American politicians were unhappy with the November
agreement, particularly Senator Hiram Johnson, a leading isolationist
Republican on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. He success-
fully introduced a bill in Congress that prevented borrowing in the
United States by foreign Powers that had defaulted on their debts.?
Since Roosevelt had stated on 7 November that ‘I shall not regard the
British Government as in default’,’* Johnson’s action did not appear
problematical. However, when American legal authorities ruled in early
1934 that token payments were illegal under the terms of the 1923 debt
agreement, the Johnson Act came into force against Britain. Despite
Chamberlain and the majority of the Cabinet, supported by their back-
bench MPs, having consistently opposed default,®® these events forced
their hand. Britain refused to pay anything in June 1934, and all of the
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debtor Powers, except Finland, followed its lead. The war debt structure
simply disintegrated. With what amounted to a general default, Lau-
sanne also collapsed. Even this caused little anxiety in London, which
understood by mid-1934 that Hitler’s government would never pay
reparations.

It has been argued that the 1934 debt default was calamitous for
Britain in the long run: it weakened the anti-German coalition after
European war broke out in September 1939 because the Johnson Act
denied Britain and its allies easy access to the American money
market.”® But by avoiding hindsight, Britain’s decision to default is
understandable. MacDonald’s Cabinet had sought a compromise with
the Roosevelt Administration for more than a year. They had been
rebuffed over war debts and over co-operation at both the world
disarmament and economic conferences. It was pointless to seek a
settlement when Roosevelt refused to acknowledge the staggering sum
the British had rendered over ten years. Moreover, British default
showed the limitations of American power. The United States could not
collect its debts. It could only try to coerce the debtor Powers by a
negative policy: denying them access to the American money market.
Whilst giving solace to American nationalists and reinforcing the idea of
perfidious foreigners, coercion brought debt payments no nearer.
Indeed, it aided the London money market and strengthened the
Sterling Bloc, particularly in Europe. It also suggested that if the United
States ever needed Britain’s assistance or that of other Powers to defend
its interests in the wider world, it would have to be more accommo-
dating. British default, therefore, indicated not so much British eco-
nomic weakness but more the limitations of American external strength.
As much as economic and financial muscle, national potency embraces
those other elements of strength: capable armed forces, strategic pre-
ponderance, and the will to act decisively. It was to these crucial issues
that the British elite had already turned by late 1933 to meet threats to
Britain’s position as the world’s pre-eminent Power.

On 14 October 1933, Hitler withdrew Germany from both the League
and the World Disarmament Conference — his latter action justified by
Germany being denied the promised equality of treatment.®” German
withdrawal made moribund League efforts to construct a system of
international arms limitation. Seeking some concrete achievement,
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Henderson and League officials explored whether existing agreements,
like the 1930 London naval treaty, might be extended by other Powers
accepting their restrictions.®® Akin to this, concerted efforts were made
to resuscitate a Polish proposal for ‘moral disarmament’ that had
languished since February 1932. Though this proposition excited peace
groups in various countries, because of its ambiguous nature — govern-
ments would prosecute those within their borders promoting ‘war
feelings’ in broadcasting, the press, education, the cinema and the stage
— the major Powers refused to embrace the concept.?® Consequently, by
late 1933, the Disarmament Conference existed in name only: Germany
had left; Germany and Japan had renounced their League memberships;
the United States refused to make substantive contributions; and the
other Great Powers, no matter their public stance, were disinclined to
restrict their armed forces when uncertainty existed about what their
potential rivals might do. Beyond this, the security systems that had
spawned the conference seemed to have weakened. The Washington
nine-Power treaty was shown to be ineffectual via the Manchurian crisis,
which ended in May 1933 when the Tangku treaty gave Japan dom-
inance in China north of the Great Wall. With Locarno’s fate unsure
now that Germany had left the League, Britain had to look after its own
interests.

Even before Hitler moved, sensing that a watershed in international
politics had been reached, Vansittart, Warren Fisher, and Hankey
lobbied the Cabinet to examine deficiencies in British armed
strength.1%° This came through their support for the COS Annual
Review for 1933, circulated just two days before the announcement that
Germany would leave the League and the Disarmament Conference.!°!
Central to the review was a Foreign Office evaluation of the inter-
national situation:

the economic and political situation of the world has for a variety of causes
deteriorated, and that the course of events has not only brought to general
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notice the unsound basis on which international relations rest, but also
confronted the world with the inescapable dilemma of finding an urgent solution
for the most serious of these questions or of witnessing the further and perhaps
rapid deterioration of the situation.!°2

COS concern at that moment lay with the Far East and building up
British defences at Singapore and other places. Moreover, in 1932, as a
direct result of the Manchurian crisis, the ‘ten-year rule’ respecting
defence spending had been quietly rescinded.'®® Thus, in October
1933, the COS ranged over British commitments in Europe, the
Mediterranean, and the Far East to show the difficulty that British
forces would confront in meeting them given more than a decade of
domestic retrenchment and international arms limitation. They ended
by noting: ‘No guiding principle has yet been established to replace the
“ten-year rule”. We ask the Committee of Imperial Defence whether
they confirm generally our appreciation of the situation as set forth
above, and whether they can give any further guidance to our Govern-
ment Departments responsible for Imperial Defence.” Hitler’s actions
two days later underscored the need for re-evaluation. On 9 November
1933, the CID proposed a Defence Requirements Sub-committee
(DRC) chaired by Hankey and composed of Vansittart, Warren Fisher,
and the three service chiefs, Admiral Sir Ernle Chatfield, General
Sir Archibald Montgomery-Massingberd, and Air Chief~-Marshal Sir
Edward Ellington.!%4 First meeting on 14 November, the day before the
Cabinet approved its creation,'®® it submitted its first report on
28 February 1934.

Much has been written about the initial deliberations and report of
the DRC: that Japan and Germany had become the principal threats to
British interests in, respectively, the Far East and continental Europe;
that Germany constituted Britain’s ‘ultimate potential enemy’; and that
British defences had to be ready for war by 1939.196 The DRC
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recommendations did not advocate rearmament. Rather, they indicated
areas, particularly for the RN and RAF, where inadequacies created by
retrenchment and the pursuit of arms limitation needed to be addressed.
This translated into approximately £71.3 million in extra spending over
five years (£61.2 million in capital expenditures and £10.1 million in
maintenance costs), ‘a minimum for meeting the worst ... deficien-
cies’.197 Not surprisingly, these initial recommendations about spending
and where it should be directed were adjusted after early 1934 through
Cabinet discussion and further DRC review. These subsequent modifi-
cations resulted from the domestic fiscal priorities and political concerns
of the National Government, which continued in office until May 1940,
as well as fluid international circumstances that affected British external
interests; and they have been the subject of intense historical debate
because of their intimate link to the appeasement diplomacy that British
leaders like Chamberlain came to pursue later in the decade.!®®
However, in terms of interwar British foreign policy in general, and its
Anglo-American variant in particular, the DRC’s importance cannot be
over-emphasised. By October 1933, the international order that had
arisen with the Paris, Washington, and Locarno treaties in the 1920s,
and been augmented by efforts to bolster international security through
international arms limitation and the resolution of the war debts—
reparations imbroglio, had been eroded. A new phase in international
politics had begun, with different challenges, something Vansittart,
Warren Fisher, Hankey, and the Cabinet recognised. British diplomacy
had to adapt so that, just as much as determining arms spending
priorities, the DRC became the locus of change in the country’s foreign
policy.

Vansittart and Warren Fisher dominated the DRC. Although Hankey
used his position as chairman to reduce friction between the civilians
and military men, and Chatfield represented the RN position with some
effect, the service chiefs tended to be marginalised in wide-ranging
discussions that, to determine the lacunae in British defence, surveyed
the changing pattern of international politics. Part of the reason flowed
from the terms of reference set by CID, political directions which, under
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Chamberlain’s influence, included a modified ‘ten-year rule’: ‘con-
cerning defence questions, account need not be taken of any likelihood
of war with the United States, France, or Italy during, say, the next ten
years’.1%% Added to this, Vansittart and Warren Fisher represented the
leading departments of state in Whitehall, possessed more forceful
personalities than their colleagues, particularly Montgomery-Massing-
berd and Ellington, and served ministers with strong positions in
Cabinet. Finally the military commanders were not as well-prepared as
the two civilians. As Lieutenant-Colonel Henry Pownall, a CID
assistant-secretary assigned to the DRC, recorded privately on the day
the first report went to the Cabinet:

After [Ellington] signed [the report] he said to me, almost casually, that his staff
had told him he was departing from a previous principle that in a European war
an army air force contingent could not be formed from fifty-two squadrons
[demanded by the DRC], all, or practically all, of whom would be wanted for
home defence.!1°

Vansittart and Warren Fisher shared the belief that the security of
British interests in Europe and the Far East depended on discouraging
any forward policies that Berlin or Tokyo might contemplate in future.
As a recent study shows,!!! this entailed a strategy of deterrence after
late 1933 that, though deterrence had never been expunged from the
British diplomatic arsenal, meant less reliance on the kind of multilateral
collaboration that had produced the Washington and Locarno treaties,
the Dawes and Young plans, and Lausanne. Vansittart and Warren
Fisher did not forbear international co-operation. Both, for instance,
looked to extend the London naval treaty past 1935 — as did Chatfield.
But Britain could not rely on hopes that such devices would ameliorate
future Anglo-German or Anglo-Japanese differences. Such reliance was
unrealistic. ‘[I]f Germany succeeded in dealing with Austria to her own
satisfaction,” Vansittart cautioned, ‘she might well turn against Poland
who was no longer on very good terms with France. Having dealt with
Poland, Germany would at last be free to contemplate a war on a single
front, i.e. against ourselves, Belgium and France. He thought it quite
possible that Germany would be ready to attack Poland within five
years.’12 Whilst Warren Fisher did not necessarily subscribe to Vansit-
tart’s deep distrust of Germany, he shared the ‘Edwardian’ notion that
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foreign policy was only as effective as the economic and armed strength
behind it. Thus, he and Vansittart quarrelled little with COS proposals
for modernising weapons, expanding the RAF, building up supplies of
war material and petroleum, and the rest. As Pownall observed with
surprise: ‘It is curious how, all through, the Chiefs of Staff have been the
moderating influence in the Committee. The civilians, whose presum-
able line was to keep down impossible service demands, have continually
been the alarmist party, demanding quicker and heavier rearmament,
whatever the price.’!13

Chatfield, Ellington, and Montgomery-Massingberd were concerned
mainly with ensuring that the services could fight effectively if called on
to do so. Understandable in purely military terms, this narrow focus
constituted only the mechanics of national strategy. More important was
the wider issue of how that policy should be implemented to sustain
Britain and the Empire. Concentrating on this question, Warren Fisher
and Vansittart shaped the DRC’s re-evaluation of British external
policy. They helped set British foreign policy on a course followed until
Chamberlain succeeded to the premiership in May 1937; as it touched
Anglo-American relations, this re-evaluation produced a major change
in policy that affected British diplomatic calculations for even longer.

When the CID set the DRC’s terms of reference, Chamberlain and
Simon agreed that, despite Manchuria, Anglo-Japanese relations had
not suffered irreparable damage. In the foreign secretary’s words: “The
Japanese were behaving extremely correctly; but he would remind the
Committee that, in any question of trying to approach closer to Japan,
they must remember that the strength of Japan’s conduct was governed
by the fact that she had a definite objective, which was to make herself a
great Power in the East.’!'% Caution towards Tokyo suggested itself,
something reinforced by Embassy reports from Tokyo. Yet Anglo-
Japanese harmony in the Far East was not beyond the realm of
possibility. The Japanese question preoccupied Warren Fisher, since
protecting British Far Eastern interests necessitated spending on the
RN, defences at Singapore, and building up supplies. If diplomatic
means could be found to improve Anglo-Japanese relations, then
defence requirements — and spending — would ultimately be less because
British interests tied to the defence of India, Australia, New Zealand,
and the China market would be more secure.!!> Several members of the
foreign-policy-making elite shared his views, particularly naval officers
and others like Hankey who had always regretted the abrogation of the
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Anglo-Japanese alliance to win the friendship of the United States.!1®
Strengthening Britain’s position in the Far East would only create
perceptions in Tokyo that it could not endanger British interests with
impunity. Warren Fisher calculated that American reactions could be
ignored: ‘I envisage an ultimate policy of accommodation and friendship
with Japan and an immediate and provisional policy of “showing a
tooth” for the purpose of recovering the standing which we have
sacrificed in our post-war period of subservience to the U.S.A’.!17
Promoting an Anglo-Japanese equilibrium had the added benefit of
ensuring that Britain could better meet any challenge mounted by
Hitler. Whilst less suspicious of Germany than Vansittart, Warren
Fisher recognised the menace it posed in Europe; he, after all, first used
the phrase ‘ultimate potential enemy’.!!8

Vansittart’s vision of British diplomatic strategy centred on Germany
and the containment of what he had already termed its preparations for
‘external aggression’.!'® His attitude did not belittle the Japanese
danger; on 4 December, he confided to the DRC that Foreign Office
minutes on the COS Annual Review ‘agreed with the priority which had
been given’.!?? But, he stressed, his view differed. ‘The order of
priorities which put Japan first pre-supposed that Japan would attack us
after we had got into difficulties elsewhere. “Elsewhere” therefore came
first, not second; and elsewhere could only mean Europe, and Europe
could only mean Germany.’” Not budging from this position over the
next two-and-a-half months, Vansittart held that the government’s
principal concern had to be Germany and that British defence inade-
quacies had to be remedied with this in mind. This underlay his support
for building up British armed strength, particularly the RAF, but it
conformed more widely to his long-held belief about a strong foreign
policy by which an effective balance of power could be constructed.
Even before the DRC reported, he counselled Simon and MacDonald

116 Churchill to Baldwin, 15 Dec. 1924, in Churchill to Austen Chamberlain, Chamber-
lain FO 800/256; Bridgeman to Baldwin, 9 Oct. 1932, Baldwin 118; Hankey
memorandum, 10 Nov. 1933, with enclosure, CAB 16/109; Jellicoe to Dreyer, 8 Oct,
22 Nov. 1933, DRYR 3/2. Cf. J. R. Ferris, “‘Worthy of Some Better Enemy?: The
British Estimate of the Imperial Japanese Army, 1919-1941, and the Fall of
Singapore’, C¥H, 28(1993), 223-56.

117 \Warren Fisher note [DRC 9], 12 Jan. 1934, CAB 16/109 118 JIpid.

119 Vansittart minute, 7 Jul. 1933, VNST I 2/14.

120 DRC meeting 3, 4 Dec. 1933, CAB 16/109. He later circulated these views in FO
‘Situation in the Far East (Memoranda). 1933-34’ [DRC 20], ibid. Amongst the
thirteen memoranda, Pratt, ‘British Policy in the Far East’, 1 Dec. 1933, Orde [Far
Eastern Department] ‘Memorandum respecting our Relations with Japan’, 14 Dec.
1933, Harcourt-Smith [Far Eastern Department], ‘British and Japanese Interests in
China and the Prospects of Sino-Japanese Rapprochement’, 2 Jan. 1934 are
instructive.
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that ‘Germany will attract friends to her camp if she is allowed to grow,
while we remain weak’.!?! For Vansittart, increased defence spending
constituted a means to an end: containing Germany via an array of
Powers, with Britain in the lead. The only effective way of doing this
involved showing other continental Powers, chiefly France and Italy,
that Britain had the means and the will to oppose German ambitions.

In this way, although Vansittart and Warren Fisher were both con-
cerned about the wider implications of improving British armed strength
and concurred about the ultimate enemy, they disagreed initially about
where precisely the immediate threat to Britain’s security lay: in Europe
or the Far East.!??2 Where Warren Fisher argued that the Germans
would require several years to revise the European status quo in their
favour, Vansittart believed that for the foreseeable future Russo-
Japanese rivalry in East Asia precluded a forward policy by Japan that
might jeopardise the interests of other Great Powers in the region.!??
But these were not insurmountable differences, and they disappeared by
the time the first report was drafted in February 1934. Vansittart
acquiesced to the need to ensure that money would be spent on
Singapore and the rest to ‘show a tooth’ to Japan as a precursor to a
possible Anglo-Japanese rapprochement. For his part, Warren Fisher
did not require much coaxing to sign a report that argued that, by 1939,
the deficiencies of British armed forces had to be fixed.

The only point on which the two men differed in a marked way
concerned the United States. By the time the DRC began sitting,
Anglo-American relations had been buffeted by the bankruptcy of the
World Economic Conference, the failure of further debt revison, and
Roosevelt’s contradictory pronouncements on arms limitation. Since
the Treasury had worked to wring positive results from the first two
matters, and reckoned that British good faith had been rebuffed by
Washington, Warren Fisher assumed an uncompromising attitude con-
cerning the United States. How much this stance showed his own
feelings, reflected those of Chamberlain, now hyper-critical of Roose-
velt, or represented a departmental viewpoint is moot. In the DRC, he
scorned the American ability or desire to pursue a constructive foreign
policy in either its political or economic dimension.!?* As he emphasised
in a submission in mid-February: ‘the U.S.A. are a serious obstacle to
our getting on to terms with Japan; and I believe that we have got to

121 Vansittart to Simon, 10 Feb. 1934, VNST I 2/14.

122 The following disagrees with Post, Dilemmas, 35.

123 Both men’s views surface in DRC meeting 3, 4 Dec. 1933, CAB 16/109.
124 DRC meeting 4, 18 Jan. 1934, ibid.
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“disentangle” ourselves from the U.S.A. They are no use to us, but
make use of us — to our detriment — vis a vis Japan.’!?>
Such strong anti-Americanism worried even Hankey, long a vocal
opponent of concessions to the United States. ‘Warren Fisher, in
Hankey’s opinion, is rather mad’, Pownall observed.!?® Nonetheless,
Warren Fisher and the Treasury perceived little advantage in appeasing
the Americans further over naval arms limitation. London had to
address actual threats posed by Japan and Germany. The United States
could not be trusted to assist Britain in a crisis, especially if Britain
faced two first-class Powers simultaneously in Europe and the Far East.
But by entrenching their position in the Far East and then moving
towards Japan, the British could reduce one threat and be better able to
overcome any hazards that might arise from Hitler’s regime. Such a
tactic meant ignoring American disfavour towards Japan, even though
the result would certainly be additional strain to the transatlantic
relationship.
Whilst Warren Fisher was prepared to assume this risk, Vansittart was
not. Vansittart held little love for the Americans at this juncture,
agreeing that ‘Anglo-American relations would always be disap-
pointing’; but in the same breath, he pointed out that ‘he hoped that the
benefits of betterment would not all be thrown away in order to run
after the Japanese’.'?” Such beliefs lay at the base of his conception
about maintaining the global balance of power. Britain did not have the
armed force necessary to oppose both Japan and Germany single-
handedly — and would not even after defence deficiencies were met. It
had to use other Powers, also fearful of Japanese and German ambitions,
to help shore up British interests. In Europe, this meant working with
Powers like France — although collaborating with Paris might be
difficult.!?® Similarly, especially in the Far East, there would be no profit
in Britain purposely antagonising the Americans, even though Vansittart
admitted ‘that Japan held America in contempt and was of the opinion
that, even with a 5:5:3 ratio, they could defeat America at the present
moment’.!?° The other members of the DRC, principally Hankey and
Chatfield, concurred. Hence, Vansittart’s view of how to handle the
125 WWarren Fisher to Hankey [DRC 16], 12 Feb. 1934, ibid. Cf. ‘Note by Sir Warren
Fisher as an addendum to the Defence Requirements Committee Report’ [DRC 19],
17 Feb. 1934, ibid.

126 Pownall diary, 15, 19 Feb. 1934, Bond, Pownall, I, 36. Cf. DRC meeting 10, 16 Feb.
1934, CAB 16/109.

127 DRC meeting 3, 4 Dec. 1933, CAB 16/109.

128 Tyrrell was pressing to move closer to France; see Tyrrell to Baldwin, 6, 19, 29 Nov.
1933, all Baldwin 121. Cf. Drummond [now British ambassador, Rome] to Simon,

27 Nov. 1933, Simon FO 800/288.
129 DRC meeting 4, 18 Jan. 1934, CAB 16/109.
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United States prevailed in the DRC — Hankey even threatened to
approach the pro-American MacDonald about Warren Fisher — and
Warren Fisher’s ‘outburst on America’ was kept out of its first report.13°

By the end of February 1934, therefore, British foreign and defence
policy had been measured by the government’s senior advisers respon-
sible for making it, paying for it, and giving it strength. They had
determined that because Britain now confronted threats from two first-
class Powers in the Far East and Europe — one actual, one potential,
both pregnant with danger to Britain’s global position — there had to be
significant change. The three armed services, especially the RN and the
RAF, required increased public spending to make credible a policy of
deterrence and to give strength to the government’s overall diplomatic
strategy. That strategy, it was posited, should involve less reliance on the
1920s’ tendency to pursue multilateral co-operation, which had proved
barren over war debts, arms limitation, and general economic and
financial questions. Instead, there had to be concerted efforts to work
with other Powers that shared British concerns about revisions to the
post-1918 international order that might threaten continued peace and
security. In these calculations, despite the division between Vansittart
and Warren Fisher, the United States had ceased to be as important a
consideration as it had been less than twelve months before. The rise of
Roosevelt and his departure from the path taken earlier by Hoover and
Stimson lay at the bottom of this transformation in official British
attitudes. How the Cabinet, especially Simon and Chamberlain, would
react to the DRC recommendations and relate them to what was a fast-
changing international milieu remained to be seen.

130 Pownall diary, 19—-20 Feb. 1934, Bond, Pownall, 1, 36.



6 Britain, the United States, and the global
balance of power, 1934—1935

I agree with Van([sittart] to the extent that we do not want to propitiate
Japan at the expense of a hostile and jealous United States. At the same
time I am entirely with you that we do not want to tie ourselves as we
have done in the past to the United States, because she is unreliable
and does not know her own mind and her statesmen do not know the

mind of their own country.
Chatfield, June 1934!

Completed by July 1934, Cabinet examination of the DRC report
determined the course of British diplomacy until Neville Chamberlain
rose to the premiership three years later. This is because, despite
alterations made by the politicians to particular defence spending
programmes and the advent of strained Anglo-Italian relations in late
1935 over a crisis in Abyssinia, the one fundamental principle on which
the report was founded remained untouched: vigilance concerning
Germany and Japan.? The economic and naval diplomacy of the
Roosevelt Administration meant that the British had to consider Amer-
ican interests when making policy for Europe and the Far East. But
because Washington’s isolationism meant that the United States fell
outside the ambit of improving defence deficiencies, L.ondon ignored
the Americans in constructing British defence policy. Admittedly, until
mid-1936, the threats that had preoccupied the DRC remained muted.
In Europe, Hitler concentrated largely on domestic affairs. An at-
tempted fascist putsch in Vienna in July 1934 created brief alarm; but its
failure, helped by concerted British, French, and Italian support for the
legitimate Austrian government, plus Hitler’s claim that he had no
connexion with the rebels, saw it recede quickly as an issue of impor-
tance.? Even after March 1935, when Hitler announced plans to rearm,
British diplomatists reckoned that a union of Powers could contain
Germany. Although Berlin did not ignore foreign policy, for instance

1 Chatfield to Warren Fisher, 4 Jun. 1934, CHT 3/1.
2 N. H. Gibbs, Grand Strategy, vol. I: Rearmament Policy (1976), 93-9.
3 Weinberg, Hitler’s Germany, 1, 87—-107.
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Hitler repaired German—Polish relations,* an absence of external zeal
suggested that the five-year period of grace foreseen by the DRC
seemed generous enough. In the Far East, Japan’s consolidation of its
gains made in northern China between 1931 and 1933 helped dampen
concern about impending danger to the eastern reaches of Britain’s
Empire.> With Japanese political life undergoing upheaval, and with
Tokyo preoccupied with Russian policies in East Asia, the immediacy of
a threat to Britain’s position in that region subsided.®

These years were also the time when Vansittart dominated the
Foreign Office, heavily influencing the direction of foreign policy. This
obtained from mounting criticism of Simon that weakened his position
in the Cabinet and by MacDonald and Baldwin having full confidence
in the permanent under-secretary.” Even after Hoare succeeded Simon
in June 1935, Vansittart’s influence remained undiminished; Hoare
relied completely on the advice of Foreign Office permanent officials.
Whilst Vansittart had critics, they could not dislodge him as long as he
retained the trust of the premier and the leader of the largest party in the
coalition; and, in June 1935, Baldwin replaced MacDonald as prime
minister. Chamberlain, particularly, did not agree with Vansittart.
However, after Cabinet examination of the DRC report, his concentra-
tion on domestic economic and political matters saw him do little in
foreign policy beyond unsuccessfully seeking to establish an Anglo-
Japanese non-aggression pact.® Only when the Abyssinian crisis over-
turned a cardinal precept of the modified ten-year rule — disregarding
Italy in British defence preparations — did Vansittart’s influence begin to
crumble. Foreign Office responsibility for the undermining of good
relations with Italy, crucial to both the European balance and Britain’s

4 A. Cienciala, ‘The Significance of the Declaration of Nonaggression of January 26,
1934, in Polish—-German and International Relations: A Reappraisal’, East European
Quarterly, 1(1967), 1-30.

Crowley, Japan’s Quest, 187—-243.
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Politics (London, Oxford, 1987), 135-79.
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Baldwin to Vansittart, 25 Dec. 1933, both VNST II 1/5.

Cf. ‘Committee on Cruiser Allocation’> CCA(34) 1st [and only] meeting, 12 Nov.
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Mediterranean position, was heaped at the permanent under-secretary’s
door.

The World Disarmament Conference staggered on until June 1934
when Henderson adjourned its deliberations.” He intended to recon-
vene it at a more propitious moment; with his death in 1935 and the
Powers’ desire to rearm, the conference never met again. To placate
public opinion, the National Government had made appropriate public
noises in late 1933 and early 1934 about general arms limitation.!® For
instance, just as DRC deliberations began, a Conservative lost a by-
election in a safe seat at East Fulham largely because he advocated
rearmament; his Labour opponent championed reduced arms spending
and a reliance on collective security.!! Although aware of peace advo-
cacy, Vansittart and his colleagues were undeterred in putting their case
for meeting British defence deficiencies before the Cabinet.

Cabinet examination of the DRC report began on 3 May in the
ministerial disarmament committee (DCM), now handling arms limita-
tion, rearmament, and ancillary defence policy issues. After two weeks,
MacDonald and Baldwin began attending; in a move that lessened
Simon’s authority, they shared the chairmanship. Criticism exists about
this body’s tardiness in considering DRC-defined defence deficiencies;
but domestic political manoeuvring that spring prompted by home rule
for India and intra-coalition friction over whether the National Govern-
ment as a whole should seek re-election in 1935 preoccupied Mac-
Donald and his senior partners.!? Yet, once convened, the DCM met
regularly over three months and had modified the DRC recommenda-
tions by 31 July.!®> These modifications have been carefully examined in
other places.'* The DRC envisaged a balanced strengthening of the
armed forces: modernising the RN; ensuring that the Army could
defend the home islands and send an expeditionary force to the
Continent; and building the RAF to fifty-two squadrons for home
9 McKercher, ‘Horns and Teeth’, 191-2.

10 “Bxtracts from House of Commons Debates’, 13, 24 Nov. 1933, 6 Feb. 1934, BDFA,
II, J5, 11-20, 65-71, 205-21; ‘Memorandum on Disarmament Communicated by
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Phipps, 2, 9 Dec. 1933, both PHPP 2/10.
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defence and joint operations on the Continent. Within the DCM,
apprehension about the budget, now showing a surplus, and intelligence
reports about German air rearmament upset that proposed balance.
Promises had been made to reduce taxation, and extra defence spending
might compromise the government’s electoral appeal a la East Fulham —
in the spring, National Government candidates lost three more by-
elections. Whilst seeing the need to improve each branch of the armed
forces, Chamberlain convinced his colleagues to spend more on air
defence — Baldwin had told the Commons in March that the RAF ‘shall
no longer be in a position inferior to any country within striking distance
of our shores’.!> Accepting the deterrent value of air power, the cheapest
option, the committee recommended expanding the RAF beyond fifty-
two squadrons, reducing RN modernisation spending from £21 million
to £13 million, and halving the Army’s suggested DRC funding of £40
million. In this way, expenditures recommended by the DRC could be
reduced by about one-third.

Despite helping to dilute these recommendations, Chamberlain could
not undercut the strategic principles envisaged in the DRC report. This
was not for lack of trying. He did not discount meeting the German
threat;'® but he looked to deter a German attack on Britain by
expanding the RAF, eschewing joint action with Belgium, Holland,
Italy, and France, appeasing Japan, and sundering all connexions with
the United States.!” This amounted to a policy of non-intervention
whilst the RAF protected Britain from air attack and the RN prevented
a cross-Channel invasion. Thus, Britain would shun involvement in
maintaining the European balance, for instance, not despatching an
expeditionary force to the Continent; British interests in the Far East
would depend on Japanese forbearance after ‘showing a tooth’; and the
possibility of combining with other Powers, like the United States, in
moments of crisis was dismissed.

Chamberlain encountered stiff opposition orchestrated by Vansittart,
whose arguments advanced in the DRC appeared in memoranda
circulated by Simon and in various comments uttered by MacDonald
and Baldwin.!® More important, the first Foreign Office paper received
15 Middlemas and Barnes, Baldwin, 754.

16 See his remarks in DC(M)(32) meetings 41-50, CAB 16/110; cf. ‘Note by the
Chancellor of the Exchequer on the Report of the Defence Requirements Committee’
[DC(M)(32) 120], CAB 27/511.

17 DC(M)(32) 45th meeting, 15 May 1934, CAB 27/507.

18 Cf. Vansittart memorandum, ‘The Future of Germany’ [CP 104(34)], 7 Apr. 1934,
CAB 24/248; diary entry, 28 Apr. 1934, in Thomas Jones, A Diary with Letters
1931-1950 (1954), 126-9; Vansittart to Simon, 14 May 1934, CAB 21/388; Vansittart

minute, 2 Jun. 1934, VNST I 1/11; Simon memorandum [DC(M)(32) 118], 14 Jun.
1934, CAB 27/510; Simon memorandum [DC(M)(32) 119], 14 Jun. 1934, CAB 27/
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by the DCM as it considered the DRC report was Vansittart’s spirited
defence of active involvement in the European balance.!® Using histor-
ical arguments drawn from before 1914, he explained that German
actions during the ‘July crisis’ resulted from Berlin not knowing whether
Britain would go to war if Germany threatened the continental equilib-
rium. ‘Not only did we keep everyone guessing, until Germany guessed
wrong, he wrote, ‘but there was thought in Europe to be little deterrent
on our path to a gamble.” He then drove home his main point:

Europe remains in equal doubt both as to our policy and to our capacity. The
results are already — or perhaps I should say at last — becoming manifest. Italy,
Poland, Yugoslavia, Roumania, are all at varying degrees tending to be drawn
into the German orbit; and on Italy’s inconstancies now largely depend Austria,
Hungary and Bulgaria . .. The political map of Europe is, in fact, altering under
our eyes and to our disadvantage, if we must look upon Germany as the eventual
enemy.

As he had argued in the DRC, Japan would not move unless Britain
encountered trouble elsewhere. Elsewhere could only mean Germany.
To ensure Britain’s position vis-a-vis Germany, other Powers, even the
United States, might be useful. Vansittart did not concentrate solely on
Europe — something missed by his critics then and since. Avoiding
regional understandings with other Powers or pursuing policies that
suggested British diplomacy lacked force would not protect Britain’s
global interests: “The Foreign Office has long endeavoured to make
bricks without straw . .. In the present temper and material preparations
not only of Europe, but of the world — Russia, the United States and
Japan as well — British shrinkage will become the more apparent if it
continues.” Supported generally by the members of the committee,?° the
Foreign Office prevented Chamberlain from isolating Britain from the
swirl of international politics that affected its position in Europe and
beyond. With moderate rearmament providing some straw for foreign
policy, meeting the new international challenges was the order of the
day. The first step concerned naval limitation.

The DRC had avoided recommendations on RN building pro-
grammes because, apart from modernisation, these were uncertain until
after the conference scheduled for 1935 to renew the London naval
treaty. Moreover, French, Italian, and, now, German demands required
consideration along with those of the Japanese and Americans. Craigie

511. Vansittart advised Baldwin on the Far Eastern situation. MacDonald and
Baldwin’s comments in DC(M)(32) 50th meeting, 25 Jun. 1934, CAB 16/110 are
instructive.

19 ‘Minute by Sir R. Vansittart’ [DC(M)(32) 117], 2 Jun. 1934, CAB 27/510.

20 Hailsham’s comments in DC(M)(32) 50th meeting, 25 Jun. 1934, CAB 16/110.
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suggested in January 1934 that the Foreign Office and Admiralty
prepare a joint Cabinet submission on policy for the 1935 talks.?! After
consulting Warren Fisher, however, agreement was reached whereby
Admiralty requirements would be submitted to a new sub-committee
formed to co-ordinate planning for the 1935 conference; this body
would weigh Foreign Office and Treasury views before the Cabinet
became involved.?? Chatfield detected an opportunity for substantial
replacement and new construction funding — the DRC, after all, had
just reported;?3 the Admiralty vision of the post-1935 RN reached the
Cabinet committee on the naval conference (NCM) in mid-April.
Known as the ‘Chatfield memorandum’, this document argued for a
two-Power standard against Japan and ‘the strongest European navy’.?*
The Admiralty wanted to limit battleships to 25,000 tons with twelve-
inch guns; to secure numerical limitation of these ships but, if impos-
sible, to limit the class tonnage to fifteen vessels; to allow replacement
construction to begin in 1937; to give Britain seventy six-inch cruisers
whilst abolishing eight-inch ones; and to assure the RN enough strength
in other auxiliary classes to deter potential adversaries.

The NCM comprised MacDonald, Baldwin, Chamberlain, Simon,
Thomas, Eyres-Monsell and, as expert advisers, Vansittart, Craigie,
Chatfield, and Vice-Admiral Charles Little, the deputy chief of the
Naval Staff. The Foreign Office and the Treasury each showed concern
about the Admiralty scheme.?® Chamberlain utilised the usual bud-
getary arguments. Vansittart and Craigie pointed out its political
dangers, a return to the demands of 1927: RN expansion whilst the
other Powers maintained the status quo. Reports from Tokyo indicated
that Japan wanted a significant scaling up of its existing ratios, a result
chiefly of the strength and anti-Americanism of an anti-treaty faction of
officers in both the government and the IJN.?% In the United States, the
Democrats had sponsored legislation in January, the Vinson—Trammel
Bill, to bring the USN to allowed levels; this construction was to occur
under the aegis of the National Recovery Administration, a key

21 Craigie memorandum, 9 Jan. 1934, FO 371/17596/1977/1938.

22 Chatfield to Vansittart, 23 Jan. 1934, FO 371/17596/1978/1938; Hankey to Mac-
Donald, 26 Jan. 1934, Craigie to Hankey, 27 Jan. 1934, both CAB 21/404.

23 Chatfield to Fisher [C-in-C Mediterranean Fleet], 11 May 1934, CHT 4/5.

24 ‘Memorandum by the Chief of the Naval Staff in Preparation for the 1935 Naval
Conference’ [NCM(35) 1], 14 Mar. 1934, CAB 29/148.

25 Except where noted, this paragraph is based on NCM(35) meetings 1-5, CAB 29/147.

26 Cf. Snow [British Embassy, Tokyo] despatch (562) to Simon, 28 Sep. 1933, Lindley
despatch (2) to Simon, 3 Jan. 1934, both BDFA, II, J6, 385-7, 388-9. On IJN
factions, see I. Gow, ‘Admiral Kato Kanji: Heretic, Hero, or the Unorthodox in the
Pursuit of an Orthodox Naval Policy’, in B. J. C. McKercher and A. H. Ion, eds.,
Military Heretics: The Unorthodox in Policy and Strategy (Westport, CT, 1993), 161—-4.
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mechanism in the president’s New Deal.?” Accordingly, shipyard and
ancillary employment as much as Roosevelt’s advocacy of a strength-
ened USN would guide American policy in 1935.

The NCM report reached the DCM as it assessed the DRC recom-
mendations.?® Appended was the ‘Chatfield memorandum’, to which
were added Craigie and Vansittart’s comments about the political
likelihood of agreement on each bargaining point: battleships, cruisers,
and the rest.?° The NCM presented the DCM with several objectives
for the conference: Britain could accept IJN increases in return for
‘some substantial quid pro quo’; ‘the principle of separate quotas’ for the
Dominions had to be honoured; capital ship limitation should be
pursued, especially the replacement programme, along with the new
two-Power standard; the cruiser requirements were acceptable if large
six-inch gun ships — over 8,000 tons — were limited in a 5:5:3 ratio; the
Washington treaty ratio, with some increase for France and Italy, should
be maintained in other craft; and the treaty should last at least six years,
by when British defence deficiencies were to have been remedied.

With the course the DCM was taking about danger in Europe —
emphasising a strengthened RAF — the naval question centred on the
Far East. Treasury and Admiralty views were disparate to say the least,
the rationale behind their arguments centring on differing judgments
about the United States. Chamberlain adumbrated the by-now-familiar
theme that British security lay with the Japanese and not the Americans.
Reflecting the hard anti-Americanism of his ministry — Warren Fisher
had circulated a stinging critique of American policy to the NCM along
the lines of his DRC ‘outburst’® — the chancellor disentombed the idea
of an opening to Tokyo. Concerned about defending the Empire in the
aftermath of Manchuria, the Admiralty looked for an Anglo-American
naval condominium in the Pacific. Contrary to the view in the late
1920s, some influential naval officers were beginning to perceive the
USN in a more favourable light.>! In the DCM, given defence require-
ments against Germany, proposed Admiralty spending for new con-
struction, which the ‘Chatfield memorandum’ pegged at £67 million,

27 State Department memorandum, 22 Sep. 1933, Lindsay despatch (1572) to Simon, 8
Dec. 1933, both BDFA, 11, J6, 383-5, 387—8. Then cf. Dallek, Roosevelt, 75—6; Waldo
Heinrichs, Jr, “The Role of the United States Navy’, in Borg and Okamoto, Pearl
Harbor, 207-8.
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was reduced to £55.5 million. Since construction programmes for
1932—-3 and 19334 had been suspended, Eyres-Monsell and Chatfield
were obligated to spend £21.7 million over the next two fiscal years to
rectify those deficiencies: £11.9 million in 1935-6 and £9.8 million in
1936—7. This sum was to be deducted from the authorised £55.5
million, so that funding dedicated solely to new construction would not
occur until 1937-8. Controversy exists over this decision: on one hand,
Eyres-Monsell is castigated for not defending the Admiralty’s position
adequately; on the other, blame is put on the committee for ignoring
Britain’s wider naval needs.>??

Regardless, the possibility existed that the 1935 conference might
modify the Washington naval system to allow for increased security and
incur less spending. Craigie and Little met in April with Norman
Davis, passing through London on his way to Geneva. In friendly
discussion, Davis indicated that the Roosevelt Administration would
oppose increasing Japan’s ratio; Craigie and Little referred to seventy
cruisers and mentioned the battleship limitation proposals.?>> Exposing
potential difficulties, this informal exchange suggested that exploratory
talks with the other naval Powers would be profitable. Consequently,
under NCM authorisation, invitations were despatched to Washington
and Tokyo asking them to send delegations to London for preliminary
conversations. This diplomacy persuaded the DCM to reduce RN
modernisation and construction spending programmes suggested by the
DRC and NCM. Once the main naval conference met in 1935, RN
requirements could be gauged more precisely; and, in the interim, the
delayed 1932—4 programmes could be fulfilled. Such an approach
conformed to Foreign Office views about eliminating the diplomatic
disadvantages confronting Britain: it would not be isolated from the
other Powers; naval discussions might provide Britain with leverage in
other international questions; and such leverage could help sustain the
balances of power in the Mediterranean, the Far East, and, most
importantly, in western Europe where the German question remained
paramount.

Though the pre-conference conversations were to be held in October,
the British, chiefly Craigie, met with representatives of the four major
naval Powers over the summer. Mussolini’s government adhered to the
arguments maintained since 1930: Italy’s navy had to have parity with
32 Cf. Hall, Arms Conzrol, 160; Roskill, Naval Policy, 11, 171-2.

33 Cf. Craigie memorandum [NCM(35) 2], 12 Apr. 1934, CAB 29/148; ‘Memorandum
of a Conversation’, 12 Apr. 1934, Davis 9. Craigie’s memorandum mentions seventy
cruisers; Davis’ does not. The suggestion that the former was inserted after the fact —

Hall, Arms Control, 151 — is unwarranted; Davis’ omission probably resulted from an
effort to convince Hull and Roosevelt that a basis for agreement was closer than it was.
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France. But its fleet remained small, even after it announced plans to lay
down two battleships in the autumn.?* Paris, conversely, saw benefit in
compromising, partly because of domestic political problems and partly
because of concern about the Germans. Francois Piétri, the minister of
marine, endorsed Chatfield’s battleship and cruiser proposals.?®> More
important, Paris was not seeking upward revision of existing building
ratios; in fact, Piétri proposed reducing the French submarine tonnage
to 80,000 from the 100,000 figure offered in the ill-starred 1931 ‘Bases
of Agreement’. France might even go below this if compensated in other
classes of vessel. Having superiority over the combined Italian and
German fleets, the French could be tolerant in seeking common ground
with the British.

For London, Japanese and American attitudes remained more im-
portant. In late June—early July, Craigie met with Matsudaira just as
Japan’s new government, headed by Admiral Okada Keisuke, took
office. Whilst Okada represented a compromise between pro- and anti-
treaty factions, a hardline admiral, Osumi Mineo, became navy minister.
Sir Robert Clive, the British ambassador at Tokyo, reported that
Okada’s ministry ‘will be unyielding on the “unrestricted” navy view,
although this does not necessarily imply a navy equal in size of tonnage
to the British or American navies’.3® Matsudaira indicated that existing
ratios had to be altered and, if the Americans resisted, it might be better
to avoid a conference. Beyond this pro forma position, Craigie detected a
willingness to work with the British. Matsudaira suggested that if some
concessions were granted Japan, chiefly allowances to build what it felt
necessary within the existing tonnage limitations given adjustments for
specific classes of vessel, a settlement amongst the three Powers could
be reached.?” Craigie minuted:

The statements that no difficulty should arise between Great Britain and Japan
with regard to ratio and, further, that some form of tripartite political entente
between Great Britain, the United States and Japan might assist a solution of

34 Craigie memorandum, 17 Jul. 1934, with Vansittart minute, 19 Jul. 1934, FO 371/
17599/6055/1938.

35 Craigie memorandum, 28 Jun. 1934, FO 371/17598/5383/1938; minutes of meetings,
9, 10 (2), 11, 12 Jul. 1934, all FO 371/17598/5504/1938; Simon to George V, 3 Jul.
1934, Simon FO 800/289.

36 Clive despatch (5369) to Simon, 5 Jul. 1934, BDFA, I, E13, 229-31. Cf. Saionji-
Harada Memoirs, 899-932; S. Pelz, Race to Pearl Harbor. The Failure of the Second
London Nawval Conference and the Onset of World War II (Cambridge, MA, 1974), 50—1.

37 Craigie memorandum, 28 Jun. 1934, FO 371/17598/5428/1938; Craigie memo-
randum, 2 Jul. 1934, FO 371/17598/5430/1938. Hall, Arms Control, 154—5 says an IJN
officer, Captain Shimomura Shosuke, held talks with the British in July. There is no
evidence of this; see Kelly [FO American Department] to Clive, 16 Aug. 1934, FO
371/17598/5167/1938.
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the United States—Japan ratio difficulty[,] seemed to me important, even though
they may at the moment only represent the opinion of the Ambassador.38

The success of the 1935 conference, it seemed, hinged on American
policy.

Discussions with Davis and Bingham were not encouraging. Davis’
April conversations with Craigie and Little led Washington to believe
that there would be Anglo-American co-operation against any Japanese
effort to revise the existing ratios. Obviously, Davis either ignored or did
not understand the British proposals for new battleship limitation and
the demand for seventy cruisers.>® Bingham, conversely, after meeting
privately with Vansittart, warned Roosevelt: ‘[the British] are not willing
to adopt any Anglo-American policy that might be interpreted as
coercion in Japan and solidify the control of the military element’.%0
Davis returned to London in mid-June and confronted the awkward fact
that the British intended to remedy their naval deficiencies in a way that
might see co-operation with the Japanese.*! Lacking precise details of
what the Roosevelt Administration looked to achieve in 1935, Davis
talked generally about maintaining the existing ratios and tonnages with,
perhaps, reductions in the latter. The lack of definite proposals annoyed
the British, who were specific: willing to reduce battleship displacement
and gun calibres, they looked to replace older vessels in this class
beginning in 1936; they sought seventy cruisers; and they wanted
adjustments within other classes that retained the 1930 ratios agreed.

‘Mr. Norman Davis’, reported Craigie, ‘said that he and his col-
leagues had been completely taken aback by the scale of the increases
which we were now proposing. Mr. Bingham was particularly upset.’*?
Vansittart reckoned Davis and Bingham feigned annoyance ‘as part of a
bargaining manoeuvre’.*> When Roosevelt sent a personal message to
MacDonald that ‘the world demands for the social and economic good
of human beings a reduction in armaments and not an increase’,
Vansittart observed: ‘Mr. Roosevelt is playing politics at home and
shutting his eyes to everything abroad — a habit not only of Mr.
Roosevelt but of most other U.S. politicians.’** The November 1934

38 Craigie minute, 28 Jun. 1934, FO 371/17598/5428/1938.

39 See note 33, above; Bingham diary, 12 Apr. 1934, Bingham 1.

40 Bingham to Roosevelt, 8 May 1934, Roosevelt PSF GB 1934.

41 See NC(USA) minutes, CAB 29/149. Cf. MacDonald diary, 18, 20 Jun. 1934,
MacDonald PRO 30/69/1753; Vansittart minute, 26 Jun. 1934, FO 371/17598/5184/
1938.

42 Craigie minute, 23 Jun. 1934, FO 371/17598/5184/1938.

43 Vansittart minute, 26 Jun. 1934, ibid. Cf. Davis and Bingham to Roosevelt and Hull,
29 Jun. 1934, in Bingham diary, 22 Jun. 1934, Bingham 1.

44 Roosevelt to Davis, in Hull to Davis, 26 Jun. 1934, FDRFA, II, 160—1; Vansittart
minute, 15 Jul. 1934, FO 371/17598/5315/1938.
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American mid-term elections were approaching. With the French and
Japanese showing a willingness to compromise in ways that would
augment RN strength in an increasingly hostile world, the National
Government had no need to chase the Americans. Davis departed in
mid-July empty-handed. Importantly, the Roosevelt Administration
sought to avoid public perceptions of Anglo-American disagreement,
especially if this could shift responsibility for failure to Japan.*> Hull
issued a statement on 16 July that ‘the suspension of the talks did not
mean that there had been a breakdown’; and Davis won Simon’s
agreement that no communiqué would be issued summarising the
talks.4°

Matsudaira’s warm words about Anglo-Japanese co-operation came
just as Hirota Koki, the Japanese foreign minister, suggested to Clive
‘that Japan would be only too ready to conclude non-aggression pacts
with America and Britain’.#” The possibility of an Anglo-Japanese
rapprochement loomed. As MacDonald and Baldwin were both vaca-
tioning in early August, Clive’s report reached the desk of the acting
prime minister, Chamberlain. Pouncing on it as a means to achieve an
Anglo-Japanese understanding, he requested a Foreign Office assess-
ment.*® Vansittart asked for American and Far Eastern department
views on the intertwined questions of naval limitation and the non-
aggression proposal. Conditioned by the knowledge that Washington
had spurned Hirota’s offer,*° their reactions were divided. The Far
Eastern Department head, Charles Orde, acknowledged that the foreign
minister might sincerely want to ameliorate Anglo-Japanese differences.
But regarding naval limitation, Hirota, a civilian, would have difficulty
in getting ‘the higher naval authorities’ to accept limitation within the
existing ratios.’® Additionally, any Anglo-Japanese non-aggression pact
would vex the Americans, Chinese, and Russians, let alone the Dutch
and Portuguese, both of whom had Far Eastern colonies. Through
Craigie, the American Department argued that granting ‘equality of
status’ over naval arms would better protect British interests than a

45 Moffat to Davis, 20 Jul. 1934, Davis 41.

46 Bingham diary, 16, 18, 19 Jul. 1934, Bingham 1; Bingham to Hull, 23 Jul. 1934, Hull
37; Kelly to Clive, 16 Aug. 1934, FO 371/17598/5167/1938.

47 Clive despatch (369) to Simon, 5 Jul. 1934, BDFA, 11, E13, 229-31.

48 <[T]he Chancellor has written to me a letter of very strong advocacy’: in Vansittart
minute, 25 Aug. 1934, FO 371/17599/7695/938. Chamberlain’s letter cannot be
located.

49 Vansittart minute, 22 Aug. 1934, FO 371/17599/7695/1938. Cf. Clive despatch (438)
to Simon, 15 Aug. 1934, BDFA, 11, E13, 245-7; Hull to Roosevelt, 9 Jun. 1934, with
enclosure, Roosevelt PSF Japan 1933-1934.

50 Orde minute, 28 Aug. 1934, FO 371/17599/7695/1938.
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fruitless search for common ground with the Americans.’! He also
supported Hirota’s proposal as long as ‘non-aggression’ could be
adequately defined, and if Britain retained the right of self-defence.
“This would, in practice’, he noted with icy realism, ‘be mere camouflage
— but heavy applications of political camouflage may be necessary if we
are to prevent naval limitation from going by the board next year.’

Vansittart sided with Orde.’? Granting ‘equality of status’ would
allow Tokyo to ‘estimate [its] needs at a figure which will entirely alter
the status quo’, whilst a bilateral non-aggression pact would provide
Japan with ‘a free hand in China’, weakening Britain’s links to those
other Powers with Far Eastern interests. Weakening those links would
undermine Britain’s ability to influence the East Asian balance. Vansit-
tart advised Simon on 29 August to discourage Cabinet support for a
non-aggression pact. Chamberlain, however, forced the issue. Before
seeing Clive’s report, he drafted a memorandum on “The Naval Con-
ference and Our Relations with Japan’.>> Returning to the proposition
that ‘it is essential that we should not find ourselves in a few years time
confronted simultaneously with a hostile Germany and an unfriendly
Japan’, he repeated the standard Treasury argument: appease Japan over
naval arms; conclude an Anglo-Japanese non-aggression pact; do
nothing respecting the Americans beyond keeping Washington informed
of what was transpiring; take a soft line in naval negotiations with Paris
to keep the Germans in line; and conduct a public education campaign
in Britain to explain why the government was meeting British defence
deficiencies. His reasoning was based on Roosevelt’s reluctance to co-
operate. Mirroring his experiences in economic diplomacy since No-
vember 1931 as much as those over arms limitation and security, he
commented: ‘American representatives lay stress in private upon the
immense advantages which would accrue to the world if only we worked
together ... When we have laid all our cards on the table they shake
their heads sadly and express their regretful conviction that Congress
will have nothing to do with us unless we can make an offer that will suit
them better.” Clive’s report assured him about the merit of his bar-
gaining strategy. He sent copies of his draft to Baldwin, Simon, Hoare,
and Thomas in early September.>*

This precipitated an exchange between Chamberlain and Simon
who, bolstered by Vansittart, prevented an immediate approach to the

51 Craigie minute, 23 Aug. 1934, ibid.

Vansittart minute, 25 Aug. 1934, Vansittart minute to Simon, 29 Aug. 1934, both zbid.
Chamberlain memorandum, ‘“The Naval Conference and Our Relations with Japan’,
n.d. [but early Aug. 1934], NC 8/19/1.

Chamberlain minutes (2), both n.d., bid.
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Cabinet.>® Simon argued that the Anglo-Japanese non-aggression pact
would threaten the East Asian balance by provoking ill-favour amongst
the Americans, Chinese, Russians, and Dutch. Indeed, giving the
Japanese increased security might lead them to pursue a forward policy
in the region. Simon, thus, suggested a joint submission; on 16
October, a week before the preliminary naval talks began, a memor-
andum signed by Simon and Chamberlain reached the Cabinet.>®
Whilst Chamberlain’s arguments from his August draft remained,
Foreign Office anxiety about an Anglo-Japanese pact giving Tokyo ‘a
free hand’ were emphasised. Added to this, as Manchuria had shown,
the risk existed that the Japanese might not honour the guarantee.’” By
this time, additional conversations between Clive and Hirota indicated
that Okada’s government saw a non-aggression pact as a replacement
for the naval treaty should the latter prove impossible to extend.’® In
these circumstances, even though the most favourable light had been
placed on a non-aggression pact, the Cabinet delayed formal discus-
sions with the Japanese.>®

Beginning on 18 October, the naval talks involved the British, Amer-
icans, and Japanese and, lasting until 20 December, with the Japanese
delegation unbending over continuing the existing ratios, they were
adjourned rather than ended.®® The British confronted two antithetical
bargaining positions. LLed by Davis and Admiral William Standley, the
American CNO, American delegates were adamant that existing ratios
be maintained. Their arguments reflected British ones concerning the
RN: the USN was a two-ocean navy; the IJN was a regional force;

55 Based on Chamberlain to Simon, 10 Sep. 1934, Simon to MacDonald, 3 Oct. 1934,
both Simon FO 800/291; Chamberlain to Simon, 1 Sep. 1934, DBFP II, X111, 24-5;
Simon to Chamberlain, 7 Sep. 1934, SP 79. In my article ‘No Eternal Friends or
Enemies: British Defence Policy and the Problem of the United States, 1919-1939°,
C¥H, 28(1993), 284 n. 103, the references to these documents are incorrect: horresco
referens.
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consequently, conceding quantitative parity to Japan would give the IJN

pre-eminence in Far Eastern waters. The senior Japanese delegates,

Matsudaira and Rear-Admiral Yamamoto Isoruko, adhered to the line

laid down by Okada’s cabinet: the IJN had to have quantitative equality

with the RN and USN; this constituted a matter of ‘national feelings
and prestige’; and, if Japanese demands were denied, Japan would
withdraw from the Washington naval system. Despite these competing
positions, a glimmer of compromise appeared. The Americans seemed
agreeable to 20 per cent cuts for each Power below the 1930 tonnage
figures if the existing ratios were maintained. If such reductions proved
impossible, Washington could live with the 1930 tonnages. For their
part, Matsudaira and Yamamoto suggested a ‘common upper limit’ for
overall warship tonnage whereby each Power could decide its specific
requirements. They tied this proposal to a suggestion that offensive
warships — battleships, aircraft carriers, and heavy cruisers — be abol-
ished or their numbers reduced significantly; either avenue would
augment security by enhancing defence and allow for a low ‘common
upper limit’. But these bargaining positions remained nothing more
than diplomatic eye-wash; Japan and America were each prepared to see
the naval treaty lapse, especially if the odium for failure could be put on
the other’s shoulders.®! Roosevelt’s Administration entertained deep
suspicions about Japanese ambitions in China, especially since in April

1934, Amau Eiji, a spokesman for Hirota’s ministry, declared publicly:

‘Owing to [the] special position of Japan in her relations with China, her

views and attitude respecting matters that concern China may not agree

in every point with those of foreign nations; but it must be realised that

Japan is called upon to exert the utmost effort in carrying out her

mission and in fulfilling her special responsibilities in East Asia.’®?
Although it might create difficulty with Japan in other matters, for

instance, over cotton exports to China, the Foreign Office advised

Simon that Britain must not acknowledge Tokyo’s assertion that it could

unilaterally determine threats to China’s political stability and then

move to resolve them.%3 Like other signatories of the Washington nine-

Power treaty, Japan could only draw attention to such threats. Whilst

61 Cf. Roosevelt memorandum to Swanson [secretary of the Navy], 17 Dec. 1934,
FDRFA, I, 322-3.

62 For Amau’s statement, see Lindley telegram (83), 20 Apr. 1934, BDFA, II, E13,
161-2. Cf. Hornbeck to Hull, 14 Apr. 1934, enclosing Hornbeck memorandum,
‘Problem of Japanese—-American Relations’, 5 Apr. 1934, ‘Draft of Possible Statement
in Rejoinder to Japanese Statement’, 26 Apr. 1934, ‘Memorandum of Conversation
Between Secretary Hull and the Japanese Ambassador, Mr. Hirosi Saito’, 19 May
1934, all Roosevelt PSF Japan; Grew to Hornbeck, 29 Jun. 1934, Grew 69; Grew

diary, 20 Apr. 1934, Grew 71.
63 Louis, British Strategy, 222; Trotter, East Asia, 71-3.
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the Amau declaration was not the overriding concern for the British in
Anglo-Japanese relations — the naval balance remained more important
— subsequent policy discussions looked for means to obviate Anglo-
Japanese differences; this desire partially informed NCM and DCM
deliberations and the discussions surrounding Chamberlain’s draft
memorandum. At the preliminary talks beginning in October, the
National Government looked to balance between the Americans and
Japanese. Davis agreed that the British should explore a compromise
with the Japanese — he surmised that inevitable Japanese rejection would
push Britain towards the United States. Simon accordingly outlined a
‘middle course’ to the Japanese: the ‘common upper limit’ was accep-
table as long as the IJN remained quantitatively inferior to the RN and
USN; although Britain could not accept the distinction between ‘offen-
sive’ and ‘defensive’ warships, an arrangement on qualitative limitation
was possible; and to meet Japanese concerns about their security, some
type of non-aggression pact should be pursued. Matsudaira politely
rejected the British offer on 19 November, asserting that the IJN could
not accept quantitative inferiority. For the next month, the British
probed the Japanese position, making further suggestions like allowing
the IJN full equality after 1942. The Japanese refused to perpetuate the
existing ratios in any form, whilst the Americans had no intention of
accepting formal equality between the USN and the IJN. On 29
December 1934, Tokyo gave formal notice that when the London treaty
lapsed twelve months hence, Japan would no longer be bound by its
restrictions.

Tokyo’s intransigence precluded an Anglo-Japanese agreemen
putting paid to Chamberlain’s notion that strengthening the RN could
be slowed whilst home air defences were improved. However, Japan’s
denunciation did not spell the end to naval limitation. The London
naval treaty dictated that the three Powers would have to meet in a
formal conference in 1935; hence, a new treaty was still possible. To this
end, the British gave Yamamoto proposals for submission to the proper
authorities at Tokyo that could serve as a basis for new negotiations.%”
‘It is precisely to avoid the staking out of incompatible claims based on a
fixed ratio’, Craigie observed, ‘that we have suggested . .. the making by
each naval Power of a unilateral declaration as to its building programme
over a fixed period of years.’®® British requirements for all classes of

t,64

64 1 agree with Trotter, East Asia, 107—8. Cf. D. C. Watt, ‘Britain, the United States and
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vessel were restated; they were justified in the ‘sense of security’
necessary for Imperial defence; and they referred to the laying down of
German capital ships. Unlike Japan’s, British naval planning had to
consider more than the Far Eastern naval balance. Following the
Foreign Office line that British policy should maintain regional under-
standings with other Powers, the American delegation also received the
proposal for programme declarations. With this diplomacy, the naval
question went into abeyance whilst the British waited for responses from
Washington and Tokyo.%”

Subsequent judgment of Britain’s strategic position arising from the
preliminary talks concludes that ‘Britain was not relevant to the
Japanese—-American rivalry in the Pacific’, that ‘some kind of con-
dominium over China at the expense of third parties (and the Chinese)
was now ruled out by Britain’s weakness’, and that ‘Britain was in-
capable of dealing effectively with the two [threats in Europe and the
Far East] simultaneously’.%® Made with hindsight, such an assessment
ignores contemporary factors suggesting neither that Britain was weak
nor that its diplomatists had lost the initiative in concurrently protecting
the country’s interests in Europe and the Far East. First, the modified
DRC proposals were being implemented to meet defence deficiencies.
Central to this process was ensuring that a European crisis did not arise
that, in diverting British attention away from the outer reaches of the
Empire, would allow the Japanese to move with impunity in the Far
East. Admittedly, in November 1934, the CID accepted that the danger
period for Britain in the Far East would last until 1936, when Japan
would complete its fleet modernisation, including the IJN Fleet Air
Arm.%° But with both the RN and Singapore being strengthened as a
result of the DCM report, British regional interests could be secured
until then by diplomatic efforts ‘to avoid incidents which might lead
Japan to take precipitate action’. Second, the non-aggression pact’s
demise reinforced Vansittart’s arguments about how best to protect
Britain’s external position. With an Anglo-Japanese agreement dead, he
and his advisers reckoned that other Powers concerned about Japanese
policy might be willing to join with Britain in maintaining the

randum, ‘Naval Discussions, 1934’, 7 Nov. 1934, Warren Fisher to Chatfield, 1 Jan.
1935, both CHT 3/2.
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international status quo.”’® Finally, Britain’s position as an East Asian
Power was not ignored by either Washington or Tokyo. During the
preliminary naval discussions, the possibility of an Anglo-Japanese
settlement rattled the White House because its conclusion would
weaken American influence in the region. As Roosevelt told Davis:

Simon and a few other Tories must be constantly impressed with the simple fact
that if Great Britain is even suspected of preferring to play with Japan to playing
with us, I shall be compelled, in the interest of American security, to approach
public sentiment in Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa in a
definite effort to make these Dominions understand clearly that their future
security is linked with us in the United States.”!

While displaying Roosevelt’s ignorance about Imperial sentiment, this
outburst also shows that Britain’s strategic position had not been
diminished nor its weaknesses exposed.

Despite Treasury pressure for some East Asian modus vivendi with
Japan that excluded the United States,”? Foreign Office views domi-
nated policy. ‘It seems to me’, Simon told the Cabinet in January 1935,
‘that the true aim of our policy should be to remain on good terms not
only with Japan but with China and the United States as well.’” This
meant searching for means to balance British, American, and Japanese
interests in East Asia. By mid-February, the Cabinet established a
committee on political and economic relations with Japan (PE]) that
focused on China and its relations with those Powers which enjoyed
control over its economy.’# Naturally, vigilance in Europe remained
essential. Vansittart’s iron logic expressed in the DRC a year earlier
remained untarnished: ‘Japan would attack us [only] after we had got
into difficulties elsewhere ... elsewhere could only mean Europe, and
Europe could only mean Germany.” More than ever, the European and
Far Eastern balances were connected in British diplomatic strategy.

Throughout 1935, therefore, British foreign policy sought to maintain
the global balance of power; in this process, a major Cabinet shuffle in
June enhanced Vansittart’s leading role in the foreign-policy-making
elite when Hoare replaced Simon. As Baldwin, who took the premier-
ship, had as much confidence as his predecessor in the permanent
under-secretary, and as the ministers of the restructured National

70 See Vansittart minute, 11 Jan. 1935, FO 371/18731/127/22; notes of meeting held in
Vansittart’s FO room, 15 Jan. 1935, FO 371/18823/409/55.
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Government concentrated on preparing for an autumn election, Vansit-
tart dominated the day-to-day running of the Foreign Office. The
specific issues preoccupying British foreign policy in those twelve
months had the potential to subvert Britain’s interests: Hitler’s an-
nouncement in March that Germany would rearm regardless of the
Treaty of Versailles; financial trouble in the Far East related to China
and silver; the Italo-Abyssinian crisis beginning in October; and the
advent of the second London naval conference that, sitting from 9
December 1935 to 26 March 1936, saw Japan remove itself from any
system of naval limitation. These matters were intertwined in terms of
the global balance of power; in each, the United States impinged on
British diplomatic tactics. “With Anglo-American relations in particular
there is nothing wrong’, Vansittart later wrote, ‘except that we get
farther from each other whenever we try to get nearer.”> Such senti-
ments permeated his diplomatic thinking after the 1934 naval talks.
Needlessly offending the Americans would complicate the more impor-
tant problems confronting Britain. Whilst London needed to remain
wary of Roosevelt, an unhostile United States would make Foreign
Office tasks less burdensome. With Craigie appointed an assistant
under-secretary in January, Britain’s policy towards the United States
lay in the hands of the two senior Foreign Office officials who had been
handling Anglo-American relations for more than a decade.

Vansittart’s aim of strengthening the European balance to contain
Germany was helped in early 1935 when the French and Italians moved
to end their rivalry. After meeting in Rome in the first week of January,
Laval, again the French foreign minister, and Mussolini signed agree-
ments to settle future Franco-Italian disputes by arbitration, to bury
their differences in Africa, promote the territorial status quo in central
Europe and the Danubian basin, and outline their opposition to
unilateral revision of existing arms limitation treaties.”’® Their purpose
derived from a shared concern about German ambitions that, although
the Austrian putsch had failed, were seen in Vienna the preceding
summer. Via Drummond, who had left the League to become British
ambassador in Rome, the Foreign Office understood that Mussolini
looked covetously on Abyssinia and that Paris encouraged his longing to
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expand Italy’s East African empire.”” On the basis of public statements
and communications from the French, and following the dictates of
realpolirik, Vansittart reasoned that Britain would benefit by acquiescing
to Italian penetration of Abyssinia.”® All that Britain should do was
ensure that Italy did so peacefully, by negotiation with Haile Selassie,
the Abyssinian emperor. To this end, Britain and France could act as
mediators.

Vansittart saw the Franco-Italian enzente as a device that Britain could
exploit to contain Germany on the Continent. The French seemed
willing to co-operate. From 1 to 3 February, Laval and the French
premier, Flandin, visited London.”® Their discussions with MacDonald,
Simon, and other senior ministers spawned the publicly expressed hope
that Germany would agree to non-intervention pacts for central Europe
and the Danubian basin, and that it would join an air agreement
supplementary to Locarno — no aerial bombardment of cities. Regarding
the latter, each signatory would agree to support whichever Power might
be subject to attack. In these talks, the British showed willingness to
accept moderate German rearmament as a fact of life, since continued
frustration of Germany’s claim for ‘equality of treatment’ would only
buttress Hitler. This willingness translated into a proposal to ignore
German violations of Versailles and seek means to negotiate an end to
that portion of the treaty denying German equality. Just as critical for
the impending naval conference, the Laval-Mussolini agreement sug-
gested that France and Italy might sign a new naval limitation treaty.
Piétri’s compromise, broached the preceding summer, remained on the
table, though Laval would not discuss future naval limitation until
German policy was known. Accordingly, by mid-February, the British
opened lines of communication to Hitler’s government. Preparations
began to have Simon visit Berlin to examine the ‘air Locarno’, general
issues of security, and Germany’s return to the League.®°

The visit was delayed. On 4 March the National Government released
a White Paper that, explaining increased estimates to meet British
defence deficiencies in an election year, referred to Germany’s illegal
rearmament.®! Hitler caught a diplomatic cold but recovered sufficiently
77 Cf. Perth telegrams (38, 39-40) to Simon, 14, 15 Jan. 1935, DBFP II, XIV, 99-100,

105-17.

78 Vansittart minute, 25 Feb. 1935, DBFP II, XIV, 166—7; Vansittart memorandum, 25
Feb. 1935, FO 371/18828/1632/55; Vansittart minute, 2 Mar. 1935, FO 371/19105/
974/1.

79 N. Rostow, Anglo-French Relations, 1934—-36 (1984), 83—119. A copy of the resultant

communiqué, 3 Feb. 1935, is in DBFP II, XII, 482—4.

Craigie memorandum, ‘Visit to Berlin. Naval Armaments’, 7 Mar. 1935, FO 371/
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Cmd. 5114. Cf. Weinberg, Hitler’s Germany, I, 204—6.
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by 16 March, a week after announcing that the German air force, the
Lufrwaffe, had come into existence, to proclaim that Germany would no
longer be restricted in providing for its terrene defence. A decree
establishing an army of thirty-six divisions and the reintroduction of
conscription accompanied his statement. Hitler’s action immediately
brought the British, French, and Italians together. At Stresa from 11 to
14 April, MacDonald and Simon conferred with Flandin, Laval, and
Mussolini. They reaffirmed the need for central European and Danu-
bian pacts and issued a resolution censuring Hitler’s unilateral repudia-
tion of the disarmament provisions of Versailles. This resolution
immediately received unanimous support from the League Council,
though in a more condemnatory way.3? Hugh Wilson, the American
observer at the League, told Hull that Massigli thought Vansittart had
‘played the decisive role’ in bringing the three anti-revisionist Powers
together.83 Certainly, within the British government, Vansittart led in
convincing Simon and the Cabinet about finding common ground with
the French; he cleared the way with Paris and Rome; and he did so for
balance-of-power reasons.?* A recent critic of Vansittart has argued that
he ‘forgot that military strength is relative. His service on the Defence
Requirements Committee led him to exaggerate British weakness by
ignoring Germany’s unpreparedness for major war in 1934-5."8% Not
only does this misrepresent Vansittart’s views — let alone show complete
misunderstanding of the first DRC report — it ignores the domestic
milieu from which British foreign policy sprang. The National Govern-
ment had suffered further by-election defeats, British peace advocates
were promoting the so-called ‘Peace Ballot’, and the National Govern-
ment had to face the electorate within the year. Voters would not
countenance forward action against Germany. However, an alignment
with France and Italy, whose military strength combined with that of
Britain could deter Germany, was not only palatable to domestic
opinion, but conformed to the successful traditions of British diplomacy
and the continental balance of power which had informed policy for
more than two centuries. In fact, throughout 1935, in terms of the
global balance, Vansittart was moving towards the idea that Bolshevik

82 Simon telegram (74) to Baldwin, 18 Apr. 1935, DBFP II, XII, 927-8.

83 Wilson to Hull, 20 Apr. 1935, Wilson 3. Cf. A. L. Goldman, ‘Sir Robert Vansittart’s
Search for Italian Cooperation against Hitler, 1933-1936°, ¥CH, 9(1974), 93—130.

84 Vansittart minutes, 19 Mar. 1935, FO 371/18830/2214/55; 29 Mar. 1935, FO 371/
19106/1139/1; 1 Apr. 1935, FO 371/18833/2656/55; Vansittart to Phipps, 5 Mar., 26
Apr. 1935, both PHPP 2/17; CC 20(35), 8 Apr. 1935, CAB 23/81.
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Russia might be useful in helping to contain both Germany in Europe
and Japan in the Far East.®°

Whilst Roosevelt entertained private concerns about the European
situation, the British saw Washington as unhelpful in ensuring the
continental balance. Hull responded to the Anglo-French talks by
telling Simon that ‘I do not see how I could usefully comment in a
public statement on what is in the first instance a European political
development’.8” For the Foreign Office, if not the Cabinet, his attitude
corresponded to the thrust of American foreign policy since Roosevelt’s
rise to the White House. ‘I think the [FO American] Dept. is aware of
the view which I have now long held’, Vansittart observed early in 1935,
‘that, if anything is to come of Anglo-American relations, the U.S.A. will
for some time to come have to make something over 50 per cent of the
running instead of zero.®® By 1935, as they had shown consistently
since 1920, the Americans had no intention of getting involved in
European political affairs; and the reason had not changed: no vital
United States interests were involved. Moreover, with the debt default
and the effective end of reparations, official Washington had no desire to
enmesh itself in a substantive way in European security. The British
response was to ignore the United States in constructing a counter-
balance to Germany, though, if Roosevelt and his advisers later felt a
desire to co-operate — or, rather, if American Congressional and public
opinion would allow them to do so — so much the better. But this
appeared unlikely. United States opinion seemed increasingly isola-
tionist as American revisionist historians argued that German ‘war guilt’
was a myth, as popular books with titles like Merchants of Death received
wide distribution, and as prominent Americans like Borah now de-
nounced the decision to go to war in 1917.8° Consequently, beginning

86 In this respect, the final words are those of the insightful S. Bourette-Knowles, “The
Global Micawber: Sir Robert Vansittart, the Treasury, and the Global Balance of
Power, 1933-1935, and M. L. Roi, ‘From the Stresa Front to the Triple Entente: Sir
Robert Vansittart, the Abyssinian Crisis, and the Containment of Germany’, both DS,
6(1995),91-121 and 61-90.

87 Hull to Simon, 7 Feb. 1935, Simon FO 800/290. Cf. Simon to MacDonald, 11 Feb.
1935, ibid.

88 Vansittart minute, 14 Jan. 1935, FO 371/18760/531/531.

89 On revisionism, see H. E. Barnes, The Genesis of the World War, 2nd edn (New York,
1927); S. B. Fay, The Origins of the World War, 2 vols. New York, 1928); for popular
books, see H. C. Engelbrecht and F. C. Hanighen, Merchants of Death. A Study of the
International Armaments Industry (New York, 1934); F. H. Simonds, Can Europe Keep
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in 1934, a Senate committee investigated the United States arms and
munitions industry and its supposed connexion with American entry
into the Great War. Presided over by Senator Gerald Nye, this
committee stirred up latent American xenophobia by charging — but
never proving — that the Wilson Administration joined the war to
safeguard its Allied loans.”?

German rearmament remained, therefore, a situation which Britain
and the other European Powers had to confront on their own. Stresa
constituted a co-operative political approach, underpinned by the
deterrent value of British, French, and Italian collective armed
strength.®! Beyond this, other diplomatic tools were available. For
Paris, containing Germany in the west had to be balanced by a similar
arrangement in the east. By early 1935, the French alliances concluded
with Poland and the ‘Little Entente’ in the 1920s had been fractured as
much by Hitler, through initiatives like the German—Polish Non-
Aggression Pact of 1934, as by the French government’s defensive
mentality seen with the 1929 decision to construct the Maginot Line.
This saw Paris pursue a Russian alliance that, signed on 2 May 1935,
bound both Powers to act together if either suffered attack from a third
European Power. Such action would not be automatic: the two Powers
would appeal to the League Council — Russia had joined the League in
1934; and to align the treaty with Locarno, French compliance would
depend on British, Belgian, and Italian sanction.®?> At Stresa, Laval
announced French intentions to find an arrangement with Moscow; the
British reaction involved making certain that Locarno would not be
endangered.?®> MacDonald’s Cabinet accepted Foreign Office legal
views that the Franco-Russian alliance did not jeopardise the security
treaty, whilst the Italians were reported ready to follow the French ‘over
any major European proposals involving Germany’.%*

This set the stage for the conclusion of the Anglo-German naval
agreement of 18 June 1935. Controversy exists about the British
90 Cf. W. S. Cole, Senator Gerald P. Nye and American Foreign Relations (Minneapolis,
1962); J. E. Wiltz, In Search of Peace. The Senate Munitions Enquiry, 1934—1936 (Baton
Rouge, 1963).
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decision to establish a naval condominium with the Germans two
months after Stresa: that it showed Britain’s disloyalty towards its Stresa
partners and was the beginning of the discredited ‘appeasement’ of
Hitler that resulted in the outbreak of general European war in 1939.°%
More balanced analysis suggests that a complex series of considerations
influenced policy: controlling arms spending; reducing British naval
commitments in Europe to allow flexibility in the Far East; creating a
basis for renewed European arms control and security; and meeting
domestic concerns about rearmament.®® These intricate problems con-
vinced ministers to support an Anglo-German naval agreement as the
National Government reorganised before the anticipated 1935 election
— the agreement was signed eleven days after the Cabinet shuffle. But
what needs to be made clear is that, first, the agreement with the
Germans conformed to the Foreign Office vision of maintaining the
global balance of power and, second, consideration of the American
question in British thinking played a key part in creating what amounted
to a European naval equilibrium.

Foreign Office influence in the negotiation of the agreement is seen by
the fact that Craigie, the acknowledged expert on naval arms limitation,
supported by Vansittart, received responsibility for co-ordinating British
policy. It was Craigie’s suggestion that when Simon visited Berlin in
early March 1935, naval matters be raised in conversations with
German leaders. Prior to this, after Japan gave notice that it would no
longer be bound by the London naval treaty, Vansittart, Craigie, and
several senior Foreign Office officials began considering how to ensure
that the RN would not weaken because of the breakdown of the
Washington-London naval system. As Craigie stressed, ‘satisfactory
progress towards a European [naval] agreement amongst the European
Powers will undoubtedly exercise a sobering influence at Tokyo’.”
Therefore a new naval system had to be constructed, including the
Japanese if possible, and balanced by a mechanism that brought France,
Italy, and Germany into play. If potential RN adversaries in European
and Mediterranean waters could be neutralised diplomatically, RN

95 Cf. R. A. Best, ‘The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1935: An Aspect of
Appeasement’, Naval War College Review, vol. 34, no. 2(1981), 68-85; C. Bloch,
‘Great Britain, German Rearmament, and the Naval Agreement of 1935°, in
H. Gatzke, ed., European Diplomacy Berween the Two Wars, 1919—1939 (Chicago,
1972), 125-51; E. Haraszti, Treaty-Breakers or ‘Realpolitiker’? The Anglo-German
Naval Agreement of 1935 (Boppard am Rhein, 1974).

96 H. H. Hall III, ‘“The Foreign Policy-Making Process in Britain, 19341935, and the
Origins of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement’, H¥, 19(1976), 477-99. Cf. D. C.
Watt, “The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1935: An Interim Judgement’, YMH,
28(1956), 155-76.
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ability to protect British Far Eastern interests would be amplified,
whether or not Japanese leaders accepted limitation of the IJN at the
impending naval conference.

This was the context in which British policy concerning the German
navy evolved in the first six months of 1935: a political willingness to
accept moderate German rearmament as a fact of life; a belief that
Anglo-German agreement could lead to a general European naval
settlement; and an expectation that this settlement would bolster
Britain’s position in the Far East where the British relationship with the
United States and Japan was being redefined. Until the Flandin—ILaval
visit to London, Foreign Office concern about naval matters centred on
providing Washington and Tokyo with Britain’s minimum requirements
for the forthcoming conference.’® Then, given French misgivings about
discussing naval limitation until Berlin’s attitude was known, the matter
of Germany had to be faced. Admittedly, when consideration had earlier
been given to bringing Germany into a system of naval limitation,
Simon had observed: “The main difficulty which occurs to me about this
scheme is that Germany may reply to suggestions that she should define
... her building programme, that she must first have conceded to her
the right to build what she pleases & then she might be prepared to
consider what voluntary limitations are possible for the next few years.
She will then raise gleichberichtigung as a preliminary question.”®® The
Flandin—Laval visit convinced the Foreign Office that German naval
aspirations could not be ignored if agreement amongst Britain and the
European Powers had any hope of achievement. Here lay the origins of
Craigie’s proposal for Simon raising naval limitation in Berlin. Admit-
tedly, by the time that Anglo-German talks occurred on 25-26 March,
the situation had altered substantially. Simon found the German chan-
cellor disinclined to bring Germany back into the League, that he was
uninterested in an eastern European security system, and that he would
provide no guarantees for Austrian independence.!®® And, tellingly,
Hitler emphasised that Lufrwaffe strength now equalled that of the RAF,
which, with his intention to expand the Wehrmacht, illustrated his
commitment to strengthen German foreign policy. However, when the
British delegation broached the idea of German participation ‘in any
general conference of naval Powers that might be held in the near

98 Cf. note 65, above; Craigie to Lindsay and Clive, 5 Feb. 1935, FO 371/18732/1478/
22.

99 Simon minute, 20 Jan. 1935, FO 371/18731/901/22.

100 See the notes of the four meetings held on 25-26 March, as well as German note,
‘Eastern Pact’, 26 Mar. 1935, and Phipps telegram (139) to Vansittart, 26 Mar. 1935,
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future’, Hitler saw merit in the idea.l®! He laid ‘claim to 35 per cent of
the British fleet [and] implied unequivocal recognition of British naval
superiority’.

Despite the problems posed by German air and land rearmament —
the COS and CID began considering British reactions!'®? — the possi-
bility of an Anglo-German naval agreement suggested that Britain could
still find diplomatic means of containing German strength. Stresa
provided a political mechanism showing that limits to treaty revision
existed. Although Simon and Vansittart initially opposed the League’s
denunciation of Hitler’s unilateral repudiation of the disarmament
provisions of Versailles — a French initiative — supporting it stood as the
price to maintain good Anglo-French relations. “The dilemma was not
an easy one to solve’, Vansittart told Phipps, ‘because, as you know, we
had never been enthusiastic about the French recourse to the League,
on the score of German introduction of conscription — indeed, we
thought it rather a tactical error. There was, however, really no choice in
regard to the balance of advantage.’!°3 Similarly, Hitler’s willingness to
bury Anglo-German naval differences, despite the displeasure this might
engender in Paris, could benefit Britain in Europe and the Far East.
Hitler avowed no naval gleichberichrigung; the problem then became one
of finding a basis for agreement to ensure the RN’s ability to gird British
foreign policy, or, in Vansittart’s earlier words, to make bricks with
straw.

Despite varying interpretations, the general lines of the agreement of
18 June are familiar.!%% After Simon’s March visit to Berlin, and
although the ‘Stresa Front’ had been formed, the British and Germans
prepared for naval limitation talks. By the time the German delegation
arrived in London to begin discussions on 4 June, Craigie and the
British experts assumed some reductions were possible in the German
total suggested by Hitler in March;'%> however, refusing to reduce their

101 This and the next sentence are from the minutes of the third meeting; see note 100,
above.
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requirements below 35 per cent of RN strength, the Germans sought
equality in submarine tonnage with the entire Commonwealth. Whilst
causing consternation in the Cabinet and the Foreign Office, the belief
emerged that a hard line would obviate a much-needed agreement.!%6
The Admiralty reckoned that these concessions would allow the RN a
two-Power standard in European waters and a one-Power standard
against Japan in the Far East — it would take Germany until the early
1940s to reach Hitler’s goal. As Vansittart learnt from Chatfield: ‘it will
be the greatest mistake not to clinch the agreement now definitely. It will
be the first Naval agreement in Europe that will have been achieved
and[,] if we take a strong attitude and present Europe with a courageous
decision[,] it will much more likely, in our opinion, lead to something
decisive in Europe generally.’'°” The revamped National Government
accepted the German proposals.1°8

This agreement harmonised with the Foreign Office vision of main-
taining the global balance of power, and, importantly, the American
question played a key part in British thinking about creating what
amounted to a European naval equilibrium. European naval limitation
was intimately connected with that in the Far East, which Craigie
stressed in a perceptive comment after Simon met with Hitler:

The attitude taken up by the German Government in this matter is very similar
to that adopted by the Japanese Government and if we succeed in over-coming
the Japanese difficulty I should not despair of solving the German problem.
Conversely, agreement by Germany to negotiate on the basis of a programme
arrangement would strengthen our hands considerably in securing Japanese
assent to the same basis of negotiation.!%®

Simon’s visit occurred just as the CID and COS evaluated Britain’s East
Asian strategic difficulties. In this early discussion, the Foreign Office
and Admiralty divided over the immediacy of a Japanese threat. ‘We
cannot afford to impair our relations with the United States for the sake
of friendship with Japan’, the Foreign Office admitted, ‘nor can we
afford to jeopardise our position, present and potential, in China by
supporting Japanese ambitions in that country in their full scope.’!!?
But a modus vivendi remained possible: ‘Within these limits, however,
there is room for friendly relations and the evident anxiety of Japan for

106 Craigie minute, 4 Jun. 1935, FO 371/18733/5214/22; Simon memorandum [CP
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212 Transition of power

such relations is a happy indication that we can at least expect some
regard for our own interests in all that she does.” “The situation is the
more disquieting’, the Admiralty countered, ‘as the state of unrest in
Europe might well react unfavourably on Far Eastern affairs and vice
versa.!!! But here lay the value of an Anglo-German agreement. It
reduced the possibility of confronting naval adversaries simultaneously
in European and Far Eastern waters. Thus, whilst disagreeing about the
immediacy of the Japanese threat, the Foreign Office and Admiralty
were united in believing that a European settlement strengthened
Britain’s hand in the Pacific. In short, it provided British diplomatists
with material to maintain better the global balance of power.

The British did not ignore the European balance in this diplomacy. In
early January, the French had indicated a desire to include ‘all the Naval
Powers’ in a second London naval conference.!!? By 1 March, antici-
pating his Berlin trip, Simon had informed Charles Corbin, the French
ambassador at London, ‘that we now propose to go ahead with the
Germans’.!1® Yet the delicacy of the European situation following
Hitler’s announcement of German rearmament and the Foreign Office’s
quest to create a unified bloc at Stresa witnessed British hesitation to
inform Paris and Rome about Hitler’s naval proposals.!!* Judging that
these could be scaled down through negotiation, it would be better to
wait until more specific figures were known. However, German reluc-
tance to accept a figure below 35 per cent or relent over submarine
equality confronted the National Government and its foreign and
defence policy advisers with a dilemma: either accept the German
figures or hazard the chance that Hitler would expand his navy as he was
then expanding the Wehrmacht and Lufiwaffe.''> The Foreign Office
and Admiralty saw merit in limiting German naval strength; coupled
with the new Cabinet’s desire to keep spending in line, their counsel
swayed the politicians to endorse the agreement.!1® The Foreign Office
believed that after their initial anger subsided, both the French and
Italians could be convinced of the value of limiting German naval

strength — this in stark contrast to the situation after Hitler’s rearmament
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speech in March. This argument played heavily in the explanation of the
agreement circulated to the other naval Powers — one of Hoare’s first
actions as foreign secretary involved allaying French concerns.!!” The
governments in Paris and Rome dutifully criticised the settlement,!!® as
did their newspapers. But as Craigie commented about French press
reaction: ‘this is to be expected until such time as it calms down
sufficiently to study the text and the real implications of the
agreement’.!1°

As this was a European settlement with East Asian implications,
American reaction did not lack weight. In early January 1935, the
British proposals for renewed naval discussions had been published in
American newspapers without London’s concurrence. The Foreign
Office saw Hull’s unfriendly hand in this publicity, whose purpose
Craigie surmised was to undercut Davis within the Administration.!2°
Nonetheless, the Foreign Office believed that as a result of the pre-
liminary discussions in 1934, the Navy Department in Washington was
converted ‘to the view that our demand for 70 cruisers was in circum-
stances a reasonable one’.!?! Over the following months, whilst the
British gaze fixed on Japan and the three chief European Powers,
London concluded that an Anglo-American naval agreement was pos-
sible.1?? Of course, unresolved issues remained — the Administration’s
unwillingness to reduce battleship size or eliminate eight-inch guns on
cruisers'?? — but on other matters, London’s and Washington’s views
converged. For instance, responding to a query from Craigie, Atherton
reported that his government might accept a maximum of fourteen
inches for battleship gun calibres if France and Italy were induced ‘to
abandon or suspend’ construction of such guns.!?* Although some
officials like Moffat disparaged Stresa and British efforts to balance
between France and Germany, the Roosevelt Administration could do
little but avoid quarrels with Britain. American policy, Moffat told
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Mayer, was ‘to continue just as you are doing, in other words to
maintain our position and if possible to prevent any dramatic disagree-
ments’.!?> The Foreign Office suspected that official American reaction
to the Anglo-German agreement would be at the worst grudging
acceptance — this given the course of the naval discussions in late 1934
and the fact that any settlement would now have to be arranged outside
the confines of the World Disarmament Conference.

Thus, the British looked for a rapprochement with Berlin that did not
upset the rough condominium of Anglo-American naval interests that
had emerged in the talks that ended in December 1934. Their policy
involved establishing a basis of discussion at the second London naval
conference by which Anglo-American unity of purpose could produce a
general agreement that would extend into the 1940s. Corresponding to
the DRC surmise that the United States could be ignored in meeting
British defence deficiencies, this attitude can be seen in British assess-
ments in the spring of 1935 that saw American naval policy concerned
more with the Far East and Japan.!?% The RN and the USN no longer
worried about each other but, instead, had to consider other potential
rivals. Thus, it was not surprising that when news of the Anglo-German
naval agreement reached Washington, the American official response
was favourable. Privately reactions were less sanguine.!?” Roosevelt
feared ‘that the British have, in the German Naval agreement, let
themselves in for real resentment on the Continent, and also for much
trouble to themselves in the days to come’. But having cut themselves
adrift from Europe, the Americans could do little but embrace this fait
accompli.

It has been charged that the British agreement with the Germans
showed ‘an apparently high and naive level of trust in Hitler’, given that
the German threat to Britain was ‘a land and air problem’.1?® This sort
of retrospective indictment belittles the global strategic problems con-
fronting Britain in 1935. The DRC and DCM understood the risks.
Since the National Government could not rely on Washington in
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matters relating to European security, London had to preserve the
position of Britain and the Empire the best it could. Generally speaking,
this involved maintaining the balances of power in Europe, the Mediter-
ranean, and the Far East whilst rectifying defence deficiencies. For
Britain, these balances were connected, especially as they touched
Germany, the ‘ultimate potential enemy’, and Japan, which would
certainly seek to profit in East Asia if the European balance wobbled.
For the British, the international situation had steadied by June 1935.
Stresa appeared not only to lay a basis for co-operation on the
Continent, it had decided Mediterranean implications. Negotiating the
naval agreement with Germany, although it meant short-term problems
with France and Italy, suggested the possibility of success at the second
London naval conference. And, significantly, the Anglo-German naval
agreement conformed to a long-standing element of British arms limita-
tion policies that went back to the World Disarmament Conference —
meeting legitimate German grievances respecting equality of treatment;
at the moment when Hitler’s government was eliminating that grievance
unilaterally on land and in the air, a naval settlement portended much
for future stability. Of course, British action concerning Germany in
June 1935 was ‘appeasement’ — but ‘appeasement’ had long been
integral to the British diplomatic arsenal.!?® Designed to protect Brit-
ain’s narrow national interests, it also lacked altruism of any sort —
again, this evokes little surprise as British diplomatists were in the
business of protecting the country’s ‘eternal’ interests. Stresa and the
Anglo-German naval agreement were a beginning not an end to meeting
the new challenges in international politics that marked the post-1933
period, one that began with the collapse of the World Disarmament
Conference, the end of war debts and reparations, and the advent of
aggressive regimes in Berlin and Tokyo. What all of this meant for the
Anglo-American relationship, however, remained uncertain.

129 M. Gilbert, The Roots of Appeasement (London, 1966); P. Kennedy, ‘The Tradition of
Appeasement in British Foreign Policy, 1865-1939°, B¥IS, 2(1976), 195-215; D. C.
Watt, “The Historiography of Appeasement’, in A. Sked and C. Cook, eds., Crisis and
Controversy: Essays in Honour of A. . P. Taylor lLondon, 1976).



7 From Abyssinia to Brussels via L.ondon,
Madrid, and Peking, 1935-1937

Japan had a strong appetite and it would be difficult to stop that policy
in this way, more so as now Japan was perhaps not so afraid of America
as she had been. All evidence shewed that the United States was

withdrawing more and more into its own shell.
Vansittart, October 1935!

In the two-and-a-half years following the conclusion of the Anglo-

German naval agreement, the Locarno and Washington treaties joined

the war debts and reparations agreements on the diplomatic scrap heap.

These changes resulted from Hitler, Mussolini, amd militarist Japanese

leaders working to alter the European, Mediterranean, amd Far Eastern

balances in their favour. British perceptions of the United States, based
on the lessons drawn from the bilateral relationship, affected London’s
general global policy in the period 1935-7. The same was true for

Washington. In this, there was discordance. As the DRC showed, the

British thought about external policy chiefly in political and military

terms, doing so in relation to the competing interests of other Powers.

For Americans, or at least those who thought in terms of global policy,

Britain presented the primary difficulty. Wherever they looked, they saw

Britain — blocking access to raw materials, air routes, cable networks;

involving itself deeply in Venezuelan oil and investment in Argentina;

seeking to control access to Middle Eastern oil; regulating three-
quarters of world rubber production.? In the Far East, the State

Department remained convinced that British policy was designed to

! DRC meeting 17, 10 Oct. 1935, CAB 16/112.

2 Cf. P. ]J. Baram, ‘Undermining the British: Department of State Policies in Egypt and
the Suez Canal before and during World War II’, Historian, 40(1978), 631-49;
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1963); R. Gravil, The Anglo-Argentine Connection, 1900—1939 (Boulder, CO, 1985);
Hilton, Trade Rivalry; M. R. Megaw, ‘The Scramble for the Pacific: Anglo-United
States Rivalry in the 1930s’, Historical Studies, 17(1977), 458-73; R. M. Moore,
Commercial Conflict and Foreign Policy: A Study in Anglo-American Relations, 1932—-38

(New York, 1987); F. Venn, ‘A Futile Paper Chase: Anglo-American Relations and
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enlist American aid to protect British investments in China against the
Japanese. In Europe, they saw Britain working to maintain the con-
tinental balance, even though this sometimes meant compromising with
the enemies of democracy, like fascist Italy, in the interests of the City of
London. Hence, American perceptions of Britain were based chiefly on
economic and financial issues and, through this lens, the White House,
the Administration, and Congress, plus powerful pressure groups
outside, such as oil companies, fashioned policy towards Britain.
International politics were transformed significantly at mid-decade;
Anglo-American co-operation of any sort remained an impossibility.

By late June 1935, domestic and international reaction to the Anglo-
German agreement had died down. Deft handling of the parliamentary
debate by Baldwin, Hoare, Chamberlain, and others saw the treaty
recede as a domestic issue of first-class importance.? Denying that their
actions undermined Versailles, they promoted the agreement as showing
the possibilities of Anglo-German co-operation and improved Imperial
defence. With a General Election looming, more pressing issues, tied to
the economy, unemployment, and social policy, preoccupied politicians
canvassing for votes. Outside of Britain, Craigie’s earlier suspicion that
calm would return after the initial reaction proved accurate — although
‘calming down’ did not hide Paris’ rankling at the agreement’s de facto
recognition that the Versailles Treaty was ending.* As Laval remarked
on 26 June after meeting Eden: ‘Keeping within the framework of the
communiqué of the 3rd February [following the Laval-Flandin visit to
London] we concentrated on finding the best line of negotiation to bring
about a rapid solution of the problems raised therein. We shall continue
to examine by the diplomatic channel those questions which the short-
ness of our conversations made it impossible to deal with exhaustively.”®
With preparations for the second London naval conference underway,
an inclusive naval agreement remained possible.

Difficulty arose from Mussolini’s decision to expand Italy’s East
African empire.® An area of Italian interest for fifty years, Abyssinia had
defeated Italy in 1896 at the Battle of Adowa. By the early 1930s, with
reputed mineral wealth also beckoning, Abyssinia re-emerged as a goal

3 Haraszti, ‘Realpolitiker’, 119-33. Cf. Craigie memorandum, ‘Effect on France of the
Anglo-German Naval Agreement of June, 1935, Jun. 1935, Templewood VIII/I.

4 Rostow, Anglo-French Relations, 170—1.

5 ‘Record of Anglo-French Conversation ... June 27°, Clerk telegram to Hoare, 28 Jun.
1935, DBFP II, XII, 488-94.

8 G. W. Baer, The Coming of the Italian—Ethiopian War (Cambridge, MA, 1967); D. Mack
Smith, Mussolini (New York, 1982), 188-95; Robertson, Mussolini as Empire-Builder,
93-131.
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of Italian conquest for reasons of national honour and material gain. A
clash of arms provoked by a frontier dispute between Italian Somaliland
and Abyssinia had occurred on 5 December 1934; although the matter
came before the League the next month, Mussolini ordered his service
chiefs on 30 December to plan for an invasion. With military prepara-
tions underway, the Italian dictator laid the diplomatic groundwork for
his conquest. His January 1935 conversations with Laval were a begin-
ning. Then, at Stresa, he subtly intimated his ambitions and drew no
objections. Although unsure about the British — London promoted the
appeal to the League, provoking an anti-British press campaign in Italy
— Mussolini came to believe that his Stresa partners would acquiesce in
Italy’s absorption of Abyssinia. In Britain’s case, he reckoned that a
fixation with Germany would free his hands.

Mussolini’s optimism about Britain lasted until mid-May 1935. Until
then, neither the Foreign Office nor Cabinet saw the East African
question as grave.” But Italian military preparations coupled with
probing by Italian diplomats in London convinced the Foreign Office
that a crisis was near. Expecting Italian forces would be ready by the
autumn, the Foreign Office impressed on the Cabinet the need for
action. This produced a strategy that guided British policy for the next
several months: British diplomatists should seek a settlement before
September between Mussolini and Haile Selassie; and they should
safeguard firm Anglo-Italian ties.® Hoare and Vansittart understood that
war in East Africa could adversely affect the European, Mediterranean,
and Far Eastern balances of power. Vansittart even considered pur-
chasing Italian goodwill with the currency of British Somaliland.® The
high-water mark of this conciliation came in August: the British and
French offered the Italians a privileged economic position in Abyssinia
with the right to appoint advisers to Haile Selassie’s army, civil service,
and police.'® Mussolini remained unmoved. On 3 October, the Italians
attacked Abyssinia from their East African colony of Eritrea.

British policy after October was simple: to prevent Italian action from
undermining Britain’s ability to influence the balances of power in
Europe and the Far East. But whilst the goal was uncomplicated,

7 For example, CC 20(35), 8 Apr. 1935, CAB 23/81. The COS evinced little concern;
see COS Annual Review of Imperial Defence Policy [COS 372], 29 Apr. 1935, CAB
53/24.

8 Simon memorandum [CP 98(35)], 11 May 1935, CAB 24/55; CC 27(35), 15 May
1935, 28(35), 17 May 1935, both CAB 23/81.

9 Goldman, ‘Vansittart’s Search’, 114.

10 Eden telegram to Barton [British minister, Addis Ababa], 15 Aug. 1935; Clerk
despatch to Hoare, 16 Aug. 1935, both DBFP II, XIV, 488, 496—7; Vansittart to
Hoare, 19 Aug. 1935, Hoare FO 800/295.
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achieving it was not. Domestic constraints imposed themselves on the
Cabinet. The LNU and other peace groups had announced the results
of their ‘Peace Ballot’ in June.!! In responding to a nationally distributed
questionnaire, more than 80 per cent of British households supported
all-round arms reductions and League collective security; regarding the
latter point, however, nearly seven million favoured military sanctions.
With the General Election scheduled for 14 November, Baldwin and his
ministers genuflected to these sentiments. This suited Vansittart and
Hoare. Confident that Britain could defeat Italy in a single-handed war,
the COS believed that such a struggle would encourage German and
Japanese actions detrimental to British interests.!? The CID Defence
Policy and Requirements sub-committee (the DPR), created in July
1935 to replace the old ministerial disarmament committee, reached the
same conclusion.!®> It became Vansittart’s policy, through Hoare, to
support League economic sanctions to persuade the Italians to accept a
political settlement — in the Foreign Office mind, if the League
succeeded, the lesson for Hitler would be obvious.!* One part of this
strategy involved Anglo-French collaboration; the other entailed co-
operation with the Roosevelt Administration, since League economic
sanctions would work only if the United States supported Geneva.

By November, ineffective League sanctions, primarily embargoing
petroleum exports to Italy, led Vansittart towards clandestine negotia-
tions with the French.!® Ready by 8 December, and based on the
August offer, the ‘Hoare-Laval plan’ proposed that Italy be ceded
seven-eighths of Abyssinia and that the remainder, controlled by Haile
Selassie, have access to the Red Sea via a corridor through British
Somaliland. A leak in the French Foreign Ministry before a publicity
campaign could be undertaken to support the agreement led to Laval’s
fall; in Britain, the Plan’s contents produced such disfavour in Parlia-
ment, including amongst recently re-elected National Government
backbenchers, that Hoare also resigned. Eden, the minister responsible

11 A, Livingstone, The Peace Ballot (1935); M. Ceadl, ‘“The First British Referendum: The
Peace Ballot, 1934-1935°, EHR, 95(1980), 810-39.

12.COS memorandum [COS 397], 16 Sep. 1935, CAB 53/25. Cf. Chatfield to Dreyer,
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13 DPR meetings 5 (23 Aug.), 6 (5 Sep.), 7 (11 Sep.), 8 (17 Sep.), 9 (23 Sep.), CAB 16/
136.
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for League affairs, became foreign secretary on 22 December. Com-
mitted to the League, he pursued stiff policies against Italy, continuing
them even after Abyssinian defeat in May 1936 by withholding Britain’s
formal recognition of the conquest. The immediate result of the crisis
was the destruction of Stresa; in the longer term, Mussolini was drawn
into Hitler’s diplomatic orbit. Moreover, in March 1936, whilst the
British, French, and Italians were preoccupied with East Africa, Hitler
engineered a major blow against Versailles by remilitarising the
Rhineland.!®

Until recently, the American factor in British policy has been unclear;
too much has been written with hindsight, distorting events through the
prism of the ‘appeasement’ debate.!” New work, however, shows that
the attitudes of the Roosevelt Administration during the summer and
autumn of 1935 had decided influence on the evolution of British policy
leading to the Hoare-Laval Plan; in this, appeasing Italy was not a
consideration.!® After May 1935, the British approached the State
Department and the American Embassy in London several times to
determine Washington’s attitude towards League-imposed economic
sanctions against Italy. Beyond seeking to have Italy respect the
Kellogg-Briand Pact, Washington would do nothing.!® Hull told
Lindsay on 5 July: ‘the United States had no disposition to get in the
way of the British Government but would let it proceed with the
leadership it had already assumed’.?°

The ambassador’s assessment in mid-August held ‘that there is every
disposition to help; that help would be moral only; and that there will
always be much timidity’.?! Such timidity flowed from American isola-
tionists getting Congress to pass neutrality legislation on 31 August.
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Resulting from general American disfavour towards European power
politics, Nye Committee sensationalism, and xenophobic sentiments
lurking behind the Johnson Act, these decrees were to last six months.??
They blocked American arms trading with all belligerents and
authorised the president to warn American citizens about travelling on
belligerent ships. As Lindsay’s embassy and the Foreign Office watched
the passage of this legislation with apprehension, Hoare worried that a
legally neutral United States would undermine League effectiveness.??
When Roosevelt failed to get authority to determine the aggressor in a
conflict so as to aid the victim, the isolationists had won. Craigie worried
that in defending itself in future from an unprovoked attack or by
honouring its League and other treaty commitments, Britain might be
considered a belligerent.?*

Once the invasion began, however, efforts centred on ending the crisis
quickly. These initially involved League pressures on Rome. On 7
October, the Council condemned Italy as an aggressor; twelve days
later, it imposed limited sanctions (embargoing arms and ammunition,
prohibiting loans and credits, restricting imports of Italian goods, and
banning trade in certain war-related materials).?® By 6 November,
hostilities had not ended. The League’s Sanctions Committee then
endorsed an oil embargo — Italy was a net importer of petroleum and its
armed forces could not continue operations without adequate supplies.
Several reasons delayed imposing the embargo until the end of the
month. One was the British election; another, more important, was the
attitude of the United States, the world’s largest producer of petroleum.
On 9 October, although tentatively approving British support for
League oil sanctions, Baldwin’s Cabinet understood that their effective-
ness depended on American willingness to co-operate.?® Until early
December, Vansittart and Hoare worked vainly for such co-operation.?”
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As late as 4 December, with Hoare and Vansittart negotiating secretly
with the French, the foreign secretary asked Lindsay one last time
whether the Americans would respect League sanctions. Receiving a
negative reply, Hoare had no option but to work with Laval.?® Their
‘Plan’ was not appeasement. From Britain’s vantage-point, given in-
effective oil sanctions, the agreement was designed to ensure Anglo-
French solidarity and prevent a war with Italy; both were essential to
avoid disequilibria in Europe and the Far East. Michael Roi shows that
whilst British support of the Plan was ‘immoral’, such support remained
necessary to protect narrow British national interests.

The oil issue was profoundly important to the evolving Anglo-
American relationship: it exhumed the old question of belligerent
versus neutral rights. Roosevelt wished for Italian defeat. Yet, he could
not assist the League because of the neutrality legislation. Just as
critical, he knew that influential isolationist senators like Johnson,
essential to his domestic recovery programme, wanted no truck with
the League. Added to this, there is some truth in the charge made by
Roosevelt’s critics that, generally, he held the British and French to be
no better than the Italians or Germans.?° Accordingly, Roosevelt
pursued an independent policy. On 5 October, before the League
acted, he embargoed arms, ammunition, and implements of war to
both belligerents.?® But beyond threatening to publicise the names of
Americans who travelled on Italian ships and those of oil companies
trading with Italy, he did nothing except ask those companies not to
sell their products to Italy.?! The argument that the ‘accord between
American and League actions, and the domestic problems it threa-
tened to pose for FDR, disappeared quickly between November 25
and December 12 when France and Britain crippled League actions’>2
is incorrect on two points. From the Anglo-French perspective, there
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was no accord. More telling, the Hoare-Laval Plan only became a
reality when Roosevelt’s government would not embargo oil. At
Geneva, Hugh Wilson understood that London acted for balance-of-
power reasons: ‘the primary impulse of Hoare’s decision lay in a
sudden realization of the exposed and dangerous isolation of Great
Britain if something were not done to bring the States of the League
into a sharing of the risk’.3> Washington lacked Wilson’s shrewdness.
Short of a full League naval blockade of Italy, which the RN would
have to impose on the eve of the impending naval conference, LLondon
and Paris fell back upon the Hoare—ILaval Plan. In February 1936, the
neutrality laws were extended by compelling the president to enforce
American embargoes against new belligerents in any conflict.3* Before
this, Vansittart saw clearly that reliance on Powers that did not share
Britain’s interests was misguided. Afterwards, until its defence deficien-
cies were met, Britain had to utilise whatever diplomatic means were
available to protect its global position.>>

The first opportunity came when the second London naval confer-
ence began on 9 December, the day the press learnt about the Hoare—
Laval Plan. Given the 1934 naval conversations, and despite Craigie
lobbying the Japanese and Americans in January 1935 about ‘a uni-
lateral declaration’ of their future building programmes, the possibility
of extending the existing quantitative ratios seemed remote. Whilst
some Americans like Davis wanted greater Anglo-American co-opera-
tion, Roosevelt, Hull, and Swanson were disinclined to make early
commitments. Their concern lay with Tokyo’s attitudes; and the
Japanese refused to make their bargaining position known. On 7 August
1935, the British finally asked the Washington treaty Powers, as well as
Germany and Bolshevik Russia, to consider programme declarations as
a first step for a new naval conference.>®

By October, London had concluded that the chances for conserving
quantitative limitation remained slim at best. Although Paris sought
assurances about Germany honouring the Anglo-German naval agree-
ment before it made specific commitments, and Rome would participate
only if all the Powers accepted qualitative limitation,?” the crucial
reactions were those of Washington and Tokyo. The Americans first

33 Wilson to Hull, 16 Dec. 1935, Wilson 3.
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surmised that London looked to build on the Anglo-German agreement
to establish a united European negotiation front that was ‘unacceptable
to the United States Government’.>® Although Craigie dispelled these
suspicions in private talks with Atherton, Roosevelt’s Administration
stood firm on three points: it wanted battleship displacement minima of
35,000 tons; it would not eliminate 10,000-ton cruisers with eight-inch
guns; and it opposed Japanese claims for parity.>® For its part, Tokyo
demanded acceptance of the ‘common upper limit’.*° On 18 October,
as the Abyssinian crisis heated up, the Japanese informed Craigie that
they would attend a conference but not declare their building pro-
gramme.*! Under Foreign Office pressure, the NCM advised the
Cabinet to call a conference.*? Craigie reckoned there could be ‘a
qualitative agreement without [Japan], subject to the usual let-out
clause’.%3 Vansittart was more direct; if the conference failed, he wanted
Japan held responsible and placed in the prisoner’s dock of international
opinion.**

This was the context in which the second London naval conference
deliberated until March 1936.4> Delegations from Britain, the United
States, Japan, France, and Italy attended, aware that Germany and
Bolshevik Russia would be asked to accede to the treaty. The Japanese
immediately sought the ‘common upper limit’, proposing this be
achieved by British and American reductions; as a bargaining tactic,
they advocated eliminating aircraft carriers and battleships. When
compromise proved impossible, they withdrew on 15 January 1936.
Whilst Japan’s withdrawal destroyed any possibility of quantitative
limitation, it opened the way for productive negotiations by the
remaining four Powers. Encased in a treaty initialled on 25 March, their
salient achievements were: annual proclamations of building pro-
grammes; capital ship displacement fixed at 35,000 tons, with gun
calibres reduced from sixteen to fourteen inches contingent upon
Japanese — and, later, Italian — acquiescence; aircraft carriers limited to
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23,000 tons; cruisers exceeding 10,000 tons banned until 31 December
1942, the end of the treaty; prototype vessels between 10,000 and
17,500 tons prohibited; and an ‘escalator’ clause ‘in case of war’ or
should building occur ‘outside the qualitative limits by non-contracting
Powers’.#6 The treaty was not unblemished. The Italians suddenly
withdrew at the end of February, ostensibly protesting LLeague sanctions
but, really, avoiding encumbrances to their naval construction. None-
theless, for reasons having little to do with promoting international arms
limitation, other Powers — Germany, Poland, Bolshevik Russia, and the
Scandinavian states — later signed the treaty.”

Subsequent assessments of the conference are two-fold: it showed a
Britain weakening relative to the United States, Japan, and changing
circumstances in Europe;*® and the British, chiefly the Foreign Office
and NCM, were so devoid of originality that they could not find a
workable limitation formula.*® Neither evaluation rings true. Those
responsible for British foreign policy believed by December 1935 that
Anglo-American political co-operation in confronting changing inter-
national circumstances remained unlikely — oil sanctions remained fresh
in British minds. Davis told Craigie in early March 1936 that ‘the only
argument that would have weight with [Japan’s] realistic statesmen was
that England and the United States intended to work closely together in
naval matters and to allow no misunderstandings to arise between
them’.”® Such sentiments were grist for ‘atlanticist’ mills in each
country. However, Baldwin’s government and Roosevelt’s Administra-
tion each approached the conference intent on protecting their separate
narrow national interests. Anglo-American concordance arose as a by-
product of disparate policies designed to ensure that neither Power’s
strategic position in the wider world weakened. Prior to the conference,
the British had no delusion that quantitative ratios could continue. This
realistic assessment produced the suggestion for programme declara-
tions. It did not mean that Craigie, Chatfield, Vansittart, and the rest
abandoned the attempt to find a workable formula. But after the
Japanese démarche of 18 October, they realised that progress would be
slow. Craigie even proposed ambassadorial discussions rather than a full
conference. Roosevelt demurred, wanting ‘nothing that would make it
appear that we are taking this naval conference casually and less
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tion’, HZ, 218(1974), 65-84; Weinberg, Foreign Policy, I, 271-2.

48 Hall, Arms Control, 184—92 passim. 49 Pelz, Race, 152—64 passim.

50 Craigie memorandum, 4 Mar. 1936, FO 371/19809/2021/4.
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seriously than we have taken previous naval conferences and thus run
the risk of being blamed for failure’.>!

British bargaining strategy after December 1935, as before, looked to
avoid anything smacking of an Anglo-American front that would
adversely affect Anglo-Japanese relations and the Far Eastern balance.??
Craigie, Chatfield, and Eden worked honestly with Bingham, Davis,
Standley, and Phillips, the nominal head of the American delegation;
the Americans followed Roosevelt’s dictate that London and Washing-
ton should co-operate as much as possible. Yet, there was no equivalent
of the MacDonald-Stimson axis of six years before. For the British,
times had changed: American isolationism seemed stronger than ever;
and a post-conference modus vivendi with Japan remained crucial for
Britain’s Far Eastern position. Consequently, whilst the new treaty
papered over the cracks in the Anglo-American relationship and had
domestic benefits for the National Government so soon after the ‘Peace
Ballot’, it existed as tangible proof that Britain would not sacrifice the
RN on the altar of international arms limitation. Despite paper parity,
the Americans had yet to build to treaty levels; and, taking into account
announced building programmes, the RN retained a rough two-Power
standard against the IJN and the new German navy.>3

In fact, whilst publicly resolving the naval question, the National
Government worked behind the scenes to strengthen the British armed
forces. Further German rearmament and Japanese naval policy required

51 FO-Admiralty memorandum, ‘Course of Naval Negotiations’, 11 Oct. 1935, FO 371/
18740/8758/22; Roosevelt to Bingham, 1 Nov. 1935, FDRFA, 111, 45-7.

52 Craigie minute, 5 Nov. 1935, FO 371/18740/9218/22; FO telegram 9(2) to Clive,
6 Jan. 1936, Eden telegram (6) to Lindsay, 10 Jan. 1936, both FO 371/19803/4;
Phillips diary, 8, 14 Jan. 1936, Phillips 9.

53 Britain United States Fapan Germany
Caprral ships
Battleships and 14 (2) 15 (2) 10 6 (2)
battlecruisers 474,350 tons 464,000 tons 301,400 tons 69,120 tons
Aircraft carriers 5@3) 4 (3) 4 (2) 2)
100,900 tons 92,000 tons 68,370 tons
Cruisers
Heavy 13 16 (2) 12 (4) 3)
124,250 tons 151,950 tons 107,800 tons
Light 28 (17) 10 (9) 23 (2) 6
176,800 tons 70,500 tons 124,255 tons 35,400 tons
Destroyers 143 (38) 187 (52) 109 (26) 30 (22)
176,025 tons 216,825 tons 126,093 tons 21,330 tons
Submarines 54 (12) 88 (15) 63 (4) 18 (18)
55,299 tons 74,545 tons 77,167 tons 5,424 tons

The numbers in brackets are vessels building; the tonnages of vessels building are not

included. From Fane’s Fighting Ships (1936).
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a reassessment of British defence requirements. On 8 July 1935, the
DRC was revived.’* By November, it had reported twice to the DPR.
An ‘Interim Report’ of 24 July discussed when British forces should be
ready for war.>®> There was no unity of opinion. Attempting to see the
world from the vantage-point of their German opposites, the COS
believed that 1942 seemed likely; Vansittart and Warren Fisher opted
for 1939, their argument being that Germany might provoke war ‘by
miscalculation or political error of judgement’. Thanks to Hoare’s
lobbying, the DPR endorsed the Vansittart—Warren Fisher assessment.>°
Given European developments and the need to maintain the Far
Eastern naval and political balance, the DPR’s action meant that the
National Government had to go beyond meeting defence deficiencies
and expand the armed forces.>” Circulated on 21 November, the ‘Third
Report’ addressed the nature of this expansion.>®

Mirroring those in 1933—4, the DRC discussions that produced the
“Third Report’ divided into two parts: a narrow one pertaining to the
technical side of armed forces expansion — although, now, the dilemma
of whether increased taxes or a loan should be used to finance arms
spending was addressed; and a broader one about how those forces
should be arrayed for home and Imperial defence. And the old pattern
re-emerged. Chatfield, Ellington, and Montgomery-Massingberd con-
centrated on the ‘Programme and Requirements’ for each branch of the
services; backed by Warren Fisher, Vansittart provided the strategic
basis for policy.’® The DRC reaffirmed the need for balanced armed
strength. Responding to Hitler’s build-up of the Lufrwaffe, the March
1935 White Paper had modified spending programmes set by the
ministerial committee in 1934, weighting them in favour of the RAF.
Therefore, the “Third Report’ called for a two-Power naval standard
against Japan and Germany; it advocated Army expansion to provide
adequate Imperial garrisons, ensure home defence, and ‘enable us to
honour our international obligations ... [including] the occupation for
ourselves and the denial to the enemy of an advanced air base in the
Low Countries’; it sought additional air strength to permit operations
against Japan, strengthen the Fleet Air Arm, and ensure cover for the
>4 Pownall memorandum, 9 Jul. 1935, CAB 16/112.
55 DRC meetings 13—14, ‘Interim Report’ [DRC 25], 24 Jul. 1935, ibid.
56 CC 40(35), 24 Jul. 1935, CAB 23/82, DPR meeting 4, 29 Jul. 1935, CAB 16/136.
57 Vansittart to Hoare, 9, 19 Aug. 1935, Hoare to Eden, 15 Sep. 1935, all Hoare FO 800/

295,
58 DRC meetings 15-26 (3 Oct.—14 Nov. 1935), DRC ‘Third Report’ [DRC 37], 21
Nov. 1935, CAB 16/112.
“The soldiers, sailors and airmen are gradually beginning to show signs of no longer

being the worst pacifists and defeatists in the country’: Hoare to Eden, 17 Sep. 1935,
Hoare FO 800/295.

59
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continental ‘Field Force’.®° The projected cost by 1 January 1939 was
estimated at £239 million; additional spending for upgrading and
replacement, another £178.5 million (totalling £417.5 million), was
required by the end of 1940. The DRC also recognised that British
industry, with regard to both manning and retooling, had to be readied
for arms and ancillary production.

The meat of the 1935 deliberations concerned the strategic basis of
foreign and defence policy. Unshaken in his conviction about the
German threat, Vansittart did not think in purely European terms.! ‘[I
am] sure the tendency in the next few years would be for Germany and
Japan to draw closer together’, he said in July, ‘and Japan would take
advantage of the complications in Europe to erode our position in the
Far East.’%? By October, with Abyssinia unfolding, his assessment
remained unchanged.%®> With Warren Fisher’s support, these arguments
again showed the strength of a united Foreign Office—Treasury view in
bureaucratic struggles over foreign and defence policy. Germany and
Japan, in that order of priority, persisted as the principal dangers to
international stability and, hence, British security. But Italy now seemed
likely to use its Abyssinian success as ‘a stepping stone’ for greater
influence in the Mediterranean. Discounting imminent Italo-German
rapprochement, Vansittart guessed that isolated Italy might later help
Hitler realise his ambitions in Central and Eastern Europe, especially in
Austria. He deprecated COS suggestions that Britain allow Hitler a free
hand in these regions; Germany would only strengthen to Britain’s
detriment. Whilst Britain might co-operate with Germany on particular
issues — unmentioned, the naval agreement certainly stood at the fore in
his thinking — Hitler had to be deterred from bold actions. Strong
British armed forces tied to ‘the Entente’ with France would go far in
achieving this goal. But it was impossible to divorce European and
Mediterranean questions from Far Eastern problems. Vansittart opined
about ‘a policy of friendliness towards Japan’ backed by a regional
military presence to deter Japanese covetousness towards British

60 ‘Summary of Conclusions and Recommendations’, “Third Report’, 38—44, CAB 16/
112. Cf. War Office memorandum, ‘Army Requirements’ [DRC 28], 2 Oct. 1935, Air
Ministry memorandum, ‘Royal Air Force Requirements additional to the Expansion of
First Line Strength for Home Defence’ [DRC 30], 2 Oct. 1935, Admiralty
memorandum, ‘Naval Requirements’ [DRC 33], 9 Oct. 1935, all ibid. For balanced
analysis of the report, see Gibbs, Grand Strategy, 254—68; Post, Dilemmas, 107—-15.

61 Cf. 1. Colvin, Vansittart in Office (London, 1965); A. L. Goldman, “Two Views of
Germany: Nevile Henderson vs. Vansittart and the Foreign Office, 1937-1939,” B¥IS,
6(1980), 247-77; Post, Dilemmas, 107—15; Rose, Vansiztart.

62 DRC meeting 14, 19 Jul. 1935, CAB 16/112.

63 DRC meetings 15-18, 20, 22—4, ibid. Vansittart to Hoare, 19 Aug. 1935, Hoare FO
800/295, uses the ‘bricks without straw’ metaphor.
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markets, colonies, and the two South Pacific dominions. Britain should
only support League collective security if sanctions gave legal cover to
the protection of British strategic or economic interests.

The “Third Report’ reached the Cabinet on 4 December and passed
to the DPR(DR), a special DPR sub-committee (Baldwin, Chamber-
lain, Eden, the service ministers,®* and Lord Weir, an industrialist tied
to the Conservative Party; Vansittart, Warren Fisher, and the COS
served as expert advisers). It held nine meetings in January 1936.%>
Abyssinia, Japan’s rejection of naval limitation, and uncertainty about
Hitler saw the politicians accept most of the DRC’s recommendations.
They slightly modified DRC budgetary proposals, agreeing to spend
£394.5 million (£241 million by 1 January 1939 and £153.5 million by
1 January 1941). However, whilst these amended allocations still
constituted significant spending increases,®® the notion of balanced
forces was again deflected. The RN and RAF received most of what the
DRC recommended. For instance, the DPR(DR) maintained the RN’s
two-Power standard ovis-a-vis Germany and Japan, the heart of the
Anglo-German naval agreement. Should this naval equilibrium later be
tipped to British disadvantage, the London naval treaty’s escalator
clause would justify RN expansion. But the ‘Field Force’, crucial in
DRC thinking, would not be augmented by reservists; and strength-
ening the Territorial Army, estimated at £45 million, would be deter-
mined after three years.

Beyond this, the Foreign Office—Treasury view about the direction of
foreign policy underpinned by rearmament was not subject to major
debate. At the 25 February Cabinet that approved the DRP(DR)
report, no difficulties emerged about the strategic basis of policy. The
ministers simply made the sensible decision that changes to programmes
and requirements might result from ‘the priority in which the require-
ments of the several Services are to be provided in view of the
international situation and other factors’.®” On 13 March, Baldwin
appointed a minister, Sir Thomas Inskip, to oversee rearmament.
Vigilance towards Germany and Japan remained imperative. Italy might
present future problems if its Mediterranean policies affected the transit
of the fleet to and from Far Eastern waters. As unreliable as it was —

%4 In the new National Government, Eyres-Monsell, created Viscount Monsell earlier in

the year, remained first lord of the Admiralty; Lord Swinton became air minister; and

Alfred Duff Cooper became war minister.

See DPR(DR) meetings in CAB 16/123.

%6 DPR(DR) Report [CP 26(36)], 12 Feb. 1936, CAB 24/259. These funds would be
added to the totals projected in the 1935 White Paper. The 1936 budget was already
established at £124 million: Cmd. 5114.

67 CC 10(36), 25 Feb. 1936, CAB 23/83.
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Laval’s fall precipitated a political crisis in Paris — France existed as the
principal British ally.

Most striking in these discussions was the absence of any considera-
tion of the United States. Vansittart avoided the American question
when painting the diplomatic horizon; neither Warren Fisher nor
Chamberlain felt moved to issue anti-American diatribes; and other
ministers concentrated on the problems surrounding force levels, paying
for them, and co-ordinating industrial capability with the government’s
defence requirements. The only serious mention of Anglo-American
relations came from Chatfield; but rather than defence planning over
the next three to five years, his interest touched bargaining tactics on
ending quantitative limitation.®® Still, the new naval treaty prevented an
embittering of relations beyond that which had occurred over Abyssinia
and oil sanctions. The RN’s strength remained undiminished, and
Cabinet endorsement of rearmament meant that means were available
to amplify that strength. Whereas American neutrality laws might create
future problems, fashioning effective deterrence against Germany and
Japan, with Italy prowling in the background, was more important.

Such policies were pursued until late 1937 to maintain the European,
Mediterranean, and Far Eastern balances of power. This devolved from
Vansittart, whose concept of diplomatic strategy was supported by
Baldwin and MacDonald. However, the permanent under-secretary’s
role in the Hoare—Laval Plan produced Foreign Office critics within the
government. In a Cabinet held just before Hoare’s resignation, Cham-
berlain charged that ‘the Foreign Secretary had been greatly misled by
his Staff’.%° Although Baldwin and MacDonald said nothing, a silence
supportive of the permanent officials, Vansittart and his senior advisers
had made enemies. Disfavour towards them increased beneath the
political surface as a series of new international problems arose following
the collapse of the Washington naval treaty and, through Hitler’s
remilitarisation of the Rhineland, the end of Locarno: maintaining good
Anglo-French relations in the face of growing German strength; con-
fronting improved Italo-German relations; seeing anti-Bolshevik
regimes in Eastern Europe gravitate towards Berlin; dealing with civil
war in Spain; and responding to renewed crisis in China after July 1937.
Vansittart had placed men who thought like him — all ‘Edwardians’ — in
leading positions in the Foreign Office: Craigie, Sargent, who became a
deputy under-secretary in March 1936, Lancelot Oliphant, an assistant
under-secretary, Orde, Lawrence Collier, the head of the Northern

68 DRC meeting 25, 12 Nov. 1935, CAB 16/112. 69 CC56(35), CAB 23/90B.
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Department, and Ralph Wigram and William Strang, successive heads
of the Central Department. Although differing on diplomatic tactics,
these officials endorsed the strategy of maintaining the global balance.”®
For Vansittart, his series of ‘Old Adam’ papers — ‘Old Adam’ was the
spectre of militarism abroad — were spirited defences of using foreign
policy, backed by allies and the economic and military resources of the
state, to offset German, Italian, and Japanese threats to the international
status quo.”!

But the Hoare-Laval debacle and the advent of political leaders with a
different world-view fostered resistance to the Foreign Office vision of
how to meet external threats. Chamberlain increasingly judged that a
willingness to meet the legitimate grievances of the totalitarian Powers
constituted a better recipe for international peace and security — and,
believing in the deterrent value of air power, the cheap defence option,
for domestic reform unburdened by avoiding vast expenditure of public
funds on arms.”? Other ministers shared his belief, chiefly Hoare after
his return to the Cabinet as first lord of the Admiralty in April 1936. As
late as March 1937, he warned Chamberlain about the Foreign Office’s
pro-French attitudes preventing productive dialogue with Hitler and
Mussolini.”®> But the most important critic of the ‘Edwardian’ Foreign
Office establishment came from within. Just thirty-eight when appointed
foreign secretary, Eden believed, as his approach to Abyssinia showed,
that collective security could better eliminate threats to international
stability.”* Such attitudes had suffused his disarmament work from
1931 to 1933 and, thereafter, as the minister responsible for League
affairs. “The [League] experiment might have appeared hazardous, but
it aroused brave hopes for me also’, he later recorded. ‘It seemed an

70 Cf. Collier minute, 20 Feb. 1935, FO 371/19460/927/135; Collier memorandum,
16 May 1935, VNST 1/2/21; Orde minute, 16 Feb. 1934, FO 371/18176/823/316;
Orde memorandum, 12 Feb. 1935, FO 371/19460/927/135; Sargent memorandum,
17 Jan. 1935, FO 371/18825/1009/55; Sargent minute, 9 Jan. 1936, FO 371/20338/

479/20; Wigram memorandum, 29 Mar. 1935, FO 371/18825/1090/55; Wigram ‘Note
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72 CC 31(36), 29 Apr. 1936, CC 39(36), 27 May 1936, CC 40(36), 9 May 1936, all
CAB 23/84. Cf. Warren Fisher to Chamberlain, 15 Sep. 1936, NC 7/11/29/19. See
D. Dilks, ‘“We Must Hope for the Best and Prepare for the Worst”: The Prime
Minister, the Cabinet and Hitler’s Germany, 1937-1939°, Proceedings of the British
Academy, 73(1987), 309-52; D. Reynolds, The Creation of the Anglo-American Alliance
1937-1941: A Study in Competitive Cooperarion (Chapel Hill, 1982), 8—9.

73 Hoare to Chamberlain, 17 Mar. 1937, NC 7/11/30/74.

74 On his world-view, see A. Eden, Foreign Affairs (1939), 54—61. Cf. S. Aster, Anthony
Eden (1976), 16—-35; A. R. Peters, Anthony Eden at the Foreign Office 1931-1938, 1-20.
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opportunity to escape from a balance of power, which had failed to keep
the peace [before 1914], to an international authority which might have
the collective strength to do so.’”> He also chafed at Vansittart’s
dominance in policy-making, which translated into criticism of the
permanent under-secretary’s diplomatic style:

[Vansittart] clearly saw the growing military power and political ambition of
Nazi Germany as the principal danger. To meet this he was determined to keep
the rest of Europe in line against Germany, and would pay almost any price to
do so ... he expressed himself with such repetitive fervour that all except those
who agreed with him were liable to discount his views as too extreme.”®

As London confronted new international difficulties, the traditional
methods of meeting them began to be questioned.

In this process, until late 1937, the Anglo-American relationship
affected the evolution of British global strategy. It found tangible
expression in two crises: the Spanish civil war and Japan’s renewed
attempt to extend its empire in China. On 18 July 1936, Spanish Army
commanders in Morocco rebelled against their government.”” Antag-
onistic towards the socialist policies and anti-clerical bent of the left-
wing regime in Madrid, the insurgents sought to engineer a coup d’étar
to establish ultra-rightist order in the country. Despite early successes
and winning control of western mainland Spain by the end of the year,
the rebels were denied victory. With the Basques in the north and the
Catalans in the east joining forces loyal to the government, the war
became one of attrition marked by brutality on each side. And the
struggle adopted ideological hues. Bolshevik Russia supported the
‘Loyalists’; the Italians and Germans backed the ‘Nationalists’, led by
the pro-fascist general, Francisco Franco. Amongst the Powers, this war
proved emotive for the public who cared about politics, polarising
opinion along partisan lines and producing a range of writings and
motion pictures stark in their portrayal of good and evil on both sides.”®
A diverse group of British and American writers, including George
Orwell, Graham Greene, Ernest Hemingway, and Lillian Hellman, saw
the Spanish conflict as a defining moment in international politics.
Hemingway had the protagonist of his novel For Whom the Bell Tolls say:
‘as long as we can hold them here we keep the fascists tied up. They

75 Earl of Avon, Facing the Dictators (1962), 8.

76 Ibid., 242-3.

7T P. Preston, The Coming of the Spanish Civil War. Reform, Reaction and Revolution in the
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can’t attack any other country until they finish with us and they can
never finish with us.””® Orwell, whose service with Loyalist forces saw an
early idealism tarnished by the realities of combat, remarked that this
‘war, in which I played so ineffectual a part, has left me with memories
that are mostly evil’.8?

For Britain’s foreign-policy-making elite, emotional responses were
inimical both to general European peace and British strategic interests
in the western Mediterranean. Whilst some opposition MPs sym-
pathised with the Loyalists, Hoare’s remark ‘that he hoped for a war in
which the Fascists and Bolsheviks would kill each other off’ exemplies
the general attitude of the Cabinet and Foreign Office.8! Still, facing the
reality of armed struggle on the Continent, the British aim throughout
the crisis — it ended in March 1939 with Nationalist victory — involved
preventing the fighting from escalating into a general European war. In
practical terms, this meant fostering a policy of non-intervention.3?
Despite desires to support the legitimate regime in Madrid, the new
French government, the ‘Popular Front’ of leftist parties led by a
socialist, Léon Blum, was convinced by Eden to underwrite non-
intervention; by late August, Berlin, Rome, and Moscow also accepted
the principle.®®> This, however, constituted a diplomatic placebo: Italy
and Germany clandestinely supplied Franco with arms and ‘volunteers’;
Mussolini and Hitler recognised the Nationalist government in Nov-
ember 1936; and Russian aid prevented a Loyalist collapse in Dec-
ember. As the war stretched into 1937, the British did not waver.
Restraint was essential, despite Nationalist blockades of Loyalist ports,
the bombing of Guernica, a Basque city, by German ‘volunteers’, and
attacks on neutral merchantmen in the Mediterranean by unmarked
Italian aircraft and submarines. By September 1937, a conference at
Nyon, boycotted by Italy and Germany because Bolshevik Russia
attended, produced agreement about defending sea routes by armed
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81 W. N. Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919—1963, 2nd edn (1968),

150. Such sentiments were shared by that critic of National Government foreign policy,

Winston Churchill; see Churchill to Eden, 7 Aug. 1936, Eden FO 954/27/SP/36/8.

M. Alpert, ‘Humanitarianism and Politics in the British Response to the Spanish Civil

War, 1936-1939°, European History Quarterly, 14(1984), 423—-40; J. Edwards, The

British Government and the Spanish Civil War, 1936—1939 (1979).

D. Blumé, ‘Contribution a l’histoire de la politique de la non-intervention (en

Espagne): documents inédits de Léon Blum’, Cahiers de Léon Blum (1977-8), 5-93;

D. Carlton, ‘Eden, Blum and the Origins of Non-Intervention’, ¥CH, 6(1971), 40-55.



234 Transition of power

force.®* Thereafter, the situation stabilised outside of Spain, whilst the
struggle inside continued.

Anglo-American relations were not strained by London’s advocacy of
non-intervention, or by non-intervention allowing Italo-German
support for Franco to enervate slowly Loyalist military muscle. Some
American radicals censured the failure of western Powers to assist a
democratically elected government.®> Claude Bowers, the American
minister in Spain, resented what he saw as condonation of fascist
aggression.®® However, non-intervention commended itself to Roose-
velt. Like British leaders, he wanted to prevent the fighting in Spain
from escalating into a general war; and domestic considerations loomed
large in White House thinking. During the first months of the Spanish
crisis, the 1936 presidential election, scheduled for 3 November,
imposed itself on Roosevelt. It became necessary to flourish before
voters his support for neutrality. In mid-August, he declared:

We can keep out of war if those who watch and decide have a sufficiently
detailed understanding of international affairs to make certain that the small
decisions of each day do not lead toward war and if, at the same time, they
possess the courage to say ‘no’ to those who selfishly or unwisely would get us
into war.87

Accordingly, he blocked export licences for Nationalist arms pur-
chases, lobbied pacifist leaders about his opposition to war, and
suggested to the New York Times that following the election he might
call a meeting of ‘the heads of the most important nations in an effort to
assure the peace of the world’.88 After 3 November, whilst a conference
proved elusive, his resolution to avoid involvement in Spanish affairs
continued.?® Hull stressed Roosevelt’s domestic success: ‘Isolationists
approved because we were keeping aloof from the conflict. Internation-
alists approved because we were cooperating with Britain and France.”*?

The British became concerned over what the neutrality laws por-
tended should they become embroiled in armed conflict. On 1 May
1937, Congress extended the existing statutes indefinitely. Still forbid-
ding American travel on belligerent ships and proscribing loans and
selling munitions, the new bill contained two amendments: the
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87 Roosevelt speech, 14 Aug. 1936, FDRFA, 111, 377-83.
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president could invoke neutrality in a foreign civil war if selling arms to
either side endangered American interests; and foreign belligerents
could buy American non-military products with hard currency and
carry them away in non-American merchantmen. The former was
Roosevelt’s response to domestic disquiet about Spain; for the State
Department, the latter, the ‘cash and carry’ provision, would ‘relieve
our Government of the duty of sponsoring claims for the loss of cargoes,
and ... it will relieve it of the duty of sponsoring claims for the loss of
American ships’.?! Whilst the Foreign Office and CID saw that Britain
could draw upon the American market in wartime given RN strength
and the predominance of British merchant shipping, renewing the
neutrality legislation still meant that Washington might not assist Britain
or its allies in a moment of crisis.?

By March 1937, Anglo-American relations at the highest political
levels were exceptionally good after Chamberlain and Henry Mor-
genthau, Roosevelt’s Treasury secretary, co-operated to meet a devalua-
tion of the franc. ‘[T]he Americans are as pleased as Punch at the way I
have kept them au fait’, Chamberlain told his sister, ‘and Morgenthau
triumphantly declares that this shows how the two Treasuries can work
together ... for the common good.®®> In fact, the British and the
Americans were in the midst of negotiations to liberalise their trade.
This obtained from Hull who, following the World Economic Confer-
ence, pursued a diplomacy to lower tariffs by bilateral agreements. He
reckoned that easier access to markets and raw materials would lessen
the chance of war by reviving the international economy.’* In June
1934, his efforts saw Congress pass the Trade Agreements Act, author-
ising the president to conclude agreements with other Powers for
reducing specific duties by as much as 50 per cent. Desultory conversa-
tions through Lindsay and Bingham’s embassies followed, but progress
proved difficult. Hull, Feis, and others in Washington railed at the
Ottawa preferences; Leith-Ross, Runciman, and John Troutbeck, the
head of the Foreign Office American Department, rankled at Hull’s
criticisms of moderate British protection.’® Suggestions of British

91 Moore to Roosevelt, 4 Mar. 1937, FDRFA, IV, 321-2.
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hypocrisy in this diplomacy — refusing to surrender advantages but
demanding American concessions’® — are misleading. As a senior State
Department official told the anglophobe Moffat: ‘I cannot myself see
that we are in much of a position to throw stones at Empire preference,
in view of our own course [Smoot-Hawley] prior to the present
administration.”®” By early 1937, given Abyssinia, the Rhineland, and
the Spanish civil war, Foreign Office officials and leading Cabinet
ministers saw trade negotiations as means to strengthen transatlantic
ties and augment British diplomatic strength. In March, Lindsay
advised, ‘a trade agreement is the only important active measure that we
can take to predispose America favourably in the manner we desire’.%

Trade discussions had become more serious by early 1937 because
the British recognised that whilst the Americans might be ignored in
defence calculations, little would be gained in fostering needless
political strains. In January, Runciman travelled privately to Washing-
ton and, meeting Roosevelt and others, discussed exchanging informa-
tion on military matters and other political issues.’® But American
neutrality could not be ignored. Baldwin’s government wanted to avoid
undue optimism about Anglo-American co-operation in non-economic
matters.!%% Roosevelt and his advisers worried that substantial arms
spending by the European Powers and Japan would undermine trade
recovery — pressure on the franc had occurred partly as a result of
Blum’s government seeking a loan to underwrite French rearmament.
However, given trade discussions and collaboration over the franc — an
American perception of Britain based on economic and financial issues
— Morgenthau won Roosevelt’s permission to ask Chamberlain ‘if he
has any suggestions to make as to how we can keep the world from
going financially broke due to constant increased cost of arma-
ments?’'°! This approach was doubly important as Baldwin had
announced his decision to retire, and Chamberlain was to succeed him
in May.
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Morgenthau’s query was delivered orally through a British diplomat
who was returning to London — wanting nothing in writing, Roosevelt
and Morgenthau asked that Chamberlain be told that only they knew
about the enquiry.!°? Chamberlain welcomed an opportunity of ‘giving
an appreciation of the European situation & showing what [the] U.S.A.
can do to help’.!°3 He responded with a memorandum drafted in the
Foreign Office.1%* In anodyne language, Morgenthau was informed that
the sources of danger in Europe were ‘both political and economic and
it is sometimes difficult to disentangle them from one another’. Britain
laid the responsibility on Germany’s ‘desire to make herself so strong
that no-one will venture to withstand whatever demands she may make
whether for European or colonial territory’. Chamberlain added:

It is because of the belief that British forces would be available against German
aggression that British rearmament plans have been welcomed by so many
nations in Europe with a sigh of relief, and if they still feel anxious, their anxiety
arises from their doubts whether this country’s rearmament will be adequate or
will be completed in time to act as a deterrent to German ambitions.

Roosevelt and Morgenthau were also instructed on the Far Eastern
balance being connected to that in Europe. Germany and Japan had
concluded an ‘anti-Comintern’ pact in November 1936. Echoing Van-
sittart’s long-standing worry, Chamberlain argued: ‘Anything therefore
which would tend to stabilise the position in the Far East would pro ranto
ease our position there and safeguard us against added embarrassment
in the event of trouble in Europe.” Pointing to restrictions in the 1935
neutrality laws against both aggressors and victims alike, he thought
more good would be accomplished if the president received wider
latitude ‘to deal with each case on its merits’. Acknowledging that the
reconsideration of the neutrality laws constituted ‘a matter of domestic
controversy’, Chamberlain believed that ‘in view of Mr. Morgenthau’s
request for the Chancellor’s views he has thought that the U.S.A.
Government would wish to have them expressed without reserve’.
Roosevelt and Morgenthau could do little beyond amending the 1937
neutrality laws by the ‘cash and carry’ provisions. Congress and public
opinion constrained presidential flexibility. More importantly, despite
co-operating over issues like the franc, London and Washington had
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differing conceptions about how to preserve international security. The
Americans reckoned that economic initiatives would reduce friction; the
British believed in policies of deterrence backed by armed strength. Any
chance to resolve these disparate views vanished in the summer;!° this
included the admittedly slim possibility of Chamberlain visiting
Washington, a project promoted by Norman Davis.!°® On 7 July 1937,
at the Marco Polo Bridge near Peking, the Japanese provoked a crisis
with China and sent their armies south of the Great Wall to destroy
Chiang Kai-shek’s government, weaken Western influence in that
country, and add more territory, population, and resources to their
empire. 97

The period in the Far East from the Tangku truce to the Marco Polo
Bridge incident was one of equilibrium amongst Britain, Japan, and
China. But stability did not signal a lack of diplomatic manoeuvring; for
Britain, this entailed looking for a modus vivendi with Japan whilst
fostering Kuomintang friendship — a strong Kuomintang government
would better safeguard British trading interests. Thanks to the DRC,
the British were ‘showing a tooth’ in the region by strengthening
Singapore and ensuring rough RN-IJN equivalency. The Japanese,
conversely, worked to undermine Western influence in China and
enfeeble Kuomintang authority. In May and June 1935, after an
ultimatum from Tokyo, Kuomintang political and military authorities
were withdrawn from the five northernmost provinces; Japan then
undertook to establish pliant administrations a la Manchukuo.

Beneath these currents lay the American question. By early 1935, the
Chinese economy had worsened as a consequence of rising silver bullion
prices. A year earlier, American politicians from silver-producing states
had lobbied to raise silver prices. It produced legislation in June 1934
compelling United States Treasury purchases of domestic and foreign
silver to maintain a quarter of American monetary stocks in the precious
metal.!%® Silver prices inflated and, with China on the silver standard,
there were outflows of Chinese bullion to America. China’s prices
appreciated, Chinese trade weakened whilst a depression gripped the
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country, and Chiang’s government scrambled to prevent its currency
from collapsing. Chinese officials looked for loans in New York and
London; British trading interests, chiefly from Hong Kong and
Shanghai, pressured the National Government to protect their invest-
ments and, by extrapolation, Britain’s general East Asian position.!%?
On 31 December 1934, Chiang’s government proposed a consortium
loan of £20 million to resuscitate China’s economy.

In London, the matter assumed a political tint. The Treasury reck-
oned ‘that any loan or credit must form part of a reasonable scheme of
currency reform, including a link with sterling and a fixed rate of
exchange to correct the balance of [Chinese] payments’. But unilateral
British action proved impossible. Because of Washington’s unwillingness
to lower silver prices or help underwrite a loan, Treasury—Foreign Office
division arose over what policy to pursue. Worried about trade and
investment in China, the Treasury argued that Anglo-Japanese co-
operation could reverse China’s economic fortunes and, politically, help
restrain Japan from using its military strength to rearrange Chinese
affairs to Britain’s detriment.!'® The Foreign Office countered that
Anglo-Japanese collaboration would rebound unfavourably on the Far
Eastern balance: Chinese opinion would be inflamed; Washington
would react unfavourably; and Russia, important for both the East
Asian and European balances, would be suspicious if Britain aligned
with its principal Far Eastern adversary.!1!

It took five months for the British to determine their response. Delay
came partly from European problems relating to Stresa; the rest
obtained from how to balance British, American, and Japanese interests.
Finding that balance became the goal of the PEJ. On 4 June, it made
two decisions: first, as a sop to Chinese nationalism, the British
Embassy would move to Nanking, Chiang’s capital; second, Leith-Ross
would go to China as the temporary financial expert in the embassy.!!?
Leith-Ross’ mission proved successful in reorganising the Chinese
currency and in exploring means for a new loan — he reported in June
1936;113 it also demonstrated to Tokyo that London would not
acquiesce to Amau’s claim about Japan’s sole guardianship in East Asia.
However, in searching for a financial modus vivendi with Japan, Leith-
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Ross failed.!'* Treasury—Foreign Office division — the Treasury was
prepared to call Tokyo’s bluff — prevented a resolute response to
Japanese ambitions. From June 1936 to July 1937, Anglo-Japanese
relations oscillated between poor and not so poor. Anti-British feelings
emerged in Japan, for instance, after the signature of the anti-Comintern
pact. Along with Tokyo’s naval aspirations, these events were com-
pounded by a Japanese economic offensive in traditional British markets
and strong British efforts to protect India, Australia, and other markets
by tariffs.!!®> By early 1937, however, the Japanese ambassador at
London, Yoshida Shigeru, was canvassing the Foreign Office about a
possible rapprochement. Although the Foreign Office warily approached
this overture,!1 it suggested that Far Eastern stability might be possible,
the more so as RN manoeuvres at Singapore in February highlighted a
reassertion of British strength.

During this period, Roosevelt’s Administration refused active involve-
ment in Far Eastern affairs. True, it continued Stimson’s doctrine of
non-recognition. But beyond this, Washington lacked the will to use its
influence to help contain Japanese zeal. It refused to staunch the outflow
of Chinese silver; it pressed forward over Philippine independence;
Roosevelt prevented Morgenthau from meeting Leith-Ross in Canada
on the latter’s journey to the Far East on the specious grounds that
Leith-Ross was too junior an official; the Treasury and State depart-
ments quarrelled over whether to support the Chinese loan; and the
USN did not build to its allotted level allowed under the existing naval
treaties.!!” Low-level contacts had occurred to establish some kind of
Anglo-American co-operation in both Europe and the Far East — some
fostered by the Foreign Office, some by Roosevelt. These never
amounted to much because, when difficulty emerged, Washington
backed off supporting Britain and its confederates. Through a dialectical
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process known only to himself, Roosevelt justified American policy by
arguing that he was waiting for London to make the first move. In July
1935, he told Bingham: ‘Many years ago I came to the reluctant
conclusion that it is a mistake to make advances to the British Govern-
ment; practical results can be accomplished only when they make the
advances themselves.’!!® Subsequent British openings to Washington
over oil sanctions, Chinese silver, and the Leith-Ross mission, plus
gentle nudging over the neutrality laws, only confirmed London’s
perceptions about American isolationism that had been forming since
before the World Economic Conference.

Yet, by early 1937, even Chamberlain seemed prepared to find a basis
for Anglo-American political co-operation to deter Japan. He had
amended the Foreign Office draft reply to Morgenthau’s enquiry by
proposing ‘a Regional Pact in the Far East in which our two countries
would join with China, Japan, and the U.S.S.R. in guaranteeing the
territorial status quo’.!!® The Foreign Office objected: ‘[American]
contemplated withdrawal from the Philippines is an indication of their
determination to be free of entanglements even in the Far East — and to
ask them something that we cannot hope that they will give might be, I
suggest, unwise.” Nonetheless, Eden remained:

alive to the necessity of doing everything that may be possible to prevent Japan
causing additional complications for us at a time when we might be involved in
trouble in Europe, and if we can get the United States Government to take a
practical interest in the Far East and to discuss with us and the Japanese an
alignment of our respective policies there, that will be as much as I think we can
hope to get from them, and would in fact constitute a considerable deterrent
and warning to Japan.

The opportunity to do so arose after the Marco Polo Bridge incident.
The ensuing crisis escalated incrementally.!2° Intransigence in the two
Far Eastern capitals prevented a peaceful solution pressed by Eden and
the Foreign Office; by late July, following the withdrawal of Kuomintang
forces, the Japanese army had extended its control in the region around
Tientsin and Peking. A relative calm ensued until 17 August when,
echoing the Manchurian crisis in 1931-2, Sino-Japanese tensions saw
the outbreak of fighting in Shanghai. Whereas British economic and
trading interests in northern China were minimal, those in the south
were substantial. On 13 September, Chiang’s government approached
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Geneva where, under British pressure, its appeal was directed to a
standing Far Eastern Advisory Committee rather than the Council or
Assembly — following Abyssinia, London believed that American support
for League sanctions would not be forthcoming. On 5 October, the
Advisory Committee issued two reports. Thanks to British guidance,
neither report pilloried Japan as an ‘aggressor’, although the Committee
sympathised with China and found Japan’s reaction excessive given the
minor nature of the Marco Polo Bridge incident. A crucial recommenda-
tion supported an Australian proposal made in late September: a
conference of the Washington nine-Power signatories to find a settle-
ment.'?! After nettled diplomacy, it was agreed that such a conference
should convene at Brussels in early November.

British policy during these months looked to arrange a negotiated
settlement by mediating between Tokyo and Nanking. With rearma-
ment incomplete, using armed force to re-establish the pre-July 1937
status quo could not be entertained.'?? And, anyway, as Vansittart,
Warren Fisher, and the COS had been arguing since November 1933, a
military engagement in East Asia would simply encourage Germany to
rearrange the European balance in its favour. However, Britain could
not countenance a rapprochement when Japan threatened Britain’s
strategic and economic interests in China. Following Foreign Office
advice, Chamberlain’s new Cabinet broke off the Eden—Yoshida discus-
sions.'?® Although junior Foreign Office officials and diplomats divided
over culpability for the initial clash of arms, senior officials like
Cadogan, recently appointed deputy under-secretary after three years as
ambassador in China, held Tokyo responsible.1?* Events surrounding
Shanghai and the wounding of Cadogan’s successor at Nanking, Sir
Hughe Knatchbull-Hugessen, in a Japanese air attack on his car,
accentuated Foreign Office anti-Japanese feelings.

It has been suggested that until late September, Britain lacked ‘a
comprehensive, as opposed to a day-to-day, response to Japan’s actions
in China’.!?> This is disingenuous. Once fighting in northern China
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threatened to disrupt the Far Eastern equilibrium, Chamberlain, Eden,
and the Foreign Office looked to end hostilities quickly and preserve as
much Chinese sovereignty as possible. With armed intervention impos-
sible, political involvement — mediation — existed as the only effective
response. But this diplomacy hinged on American support for a unified
front that went beyond toothless declarations like ‘non-recognition’.
From mid-July to late August, London pressed Washington to help
arrange a negotiated settlement. Whilst American policy mirrored that
of Britain (sympathy for China’s predicament despite any guilt that
Chiang’s regime bore for the escalation of the fighting, whilst avoiding
an outright breach with Japan!29), the British laboured vainly to achieve
even the pretence of Anglo-American unity. Some glimmers of promise
appeared, notably a Bingham proposal in mid-July for joint economic
pressures on Tokyo. Although the British were equally reluctant to
impose sanctions against Japan, Eden thought Bingham’s suggestion
might be transformed into an Anglo-American political front.!?” In July
and August, he supported at least four separate approaches to
Washington to help urge restraint on Tokyo. Each was rebuffed.!?® Hull
argued that ‘liberalizing the international economic situation’ would be
more effective than armed force in preserving peace — this reflected
private American criticisms about British economic foreign policy being
autarkic.!?® Lindsay’s embassy also learnt that Washington would
pursue separate but ‘parallel action’.

In early September, a special Cabinet committee confirmed that
increasing RN strength in Far Eastern waters spelled danger for Britain’s
strategic interests in the Mediterranean — the Nyon conference was
about to meet.'*° Roosevelt had written to Chamberlain on 28 July to
delay Davis’ proposal for a prime ministerial visit until the diplomatic
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ground could be ‘properly prepared’.!?! After the special Cabinet
committee deliberated, Chamberlain responded:

Perhaps the community of sentiment between our two countries as to the events
in the Far East and the developments in the European situation may be doing
something to create a favourable atmosphere[,] and the conclusion of an
Anglo[-]American commercial agreement[,] when we have found ways of
overcoming its obvious difficulties[,] will undoubtedly be an important step in
the right direction.’132

With their diplomatic advances spurned and the Chamberlain—
Roosevelt talks on hold, British efforts at mediation had to be directed
elsewhere. As Chiang had appealed to Geneva, these efforts centred on
the League’s Advisory Committee and the convening of the Brussels
conference.

To be fair to Roosevelt, he avoided invoking the neutrality laws in this
crisis to ensure Chinese access to American supplies — this occurred on
the legal grounds that there were no declarations of war.!>3 But on 5
October, he muddied the situation by delivering his so-called ‘quaran-
tine’ speech.!> Without specifically mentioning Germany, Italy, or
Japan, he observed that ‘peace-loving nations must make a concerted
effort in opposition to those violations of treaties and those ignorings of
humane instincts which today are creating a state of international
anarchy and instability from which there is no escape through mere
isolation or neutrality’. The president probably wanted to educate
Americans about the false security of isolationism and pacificism in an
uncertain world.!>> But when isolationists immediately chided any
suggestion that the United States should involve itself in international
security questions, Roosevelt obfuscated. Saying he cast no aspersions
about Japanese policy, he fell back on explaining his ideas by repeating
hoary truisms like: “We seek peace, not only for our generation but also
for the generation of our children.’!3°

The Americans were compelled to attend the Brussels conference —
Roosevelt ended his speech by saying ‘America actively engages in the
search for peace’. However, in divining Roosevelt’s real intent, the
British saw little substance beyond a veiled, and dangerous, warning of
economic blockade against Japan. Foreign Office consensus about the
speech was: ‘It seems to amount to the usual attitude that America will
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talk but not act, or at least not act in a manner that can be relied on.”'37

Vansittart took the line that it would be politically imprudent to ‘cold-
water’ the speech in public since ‘we must see how far we can develop
this change of tone in the U.S.A. *.138 The Cabinet concurred. Meeting
on 6 October, no one dissented when Chamberlain observed: ‘If this
country were to become involved in the Far East the temptation to the
Dictator States to take action whether in Eastern Europe or in Spain
might be irresistible.’!3® To his sister, he confided that Roosevelt
unintentionally laid a trap for the new National Government. ‘Of course
our opposition have interpreted [the speech] as I knew they would, as
meaning that U.S.A. would put economic sanctions on Japan if we do
the same and they are preparing the way for an accusation that we as
usual are standing in the way and preventing the courageous and
altruistic Americans from saving the Chinks from aerial bombs. 140
Chamberlain’s government, thus, looked on the Brussels conference as
a means of demonstrating that it had not abdicated its responsibilities in
looking for a peaceful solution to the Sino-Japanese war. As rearmament
was incomplete, and it was certain by mid-October that Roosevelt
would avoid concrete measures to meet Japanese aggression, the British
would do nothing at Brussels beyond seeking mediation between
Nanking and Tokyo.

Pressures for mediation issued forth from the British Embassy at
Tokyo. Craigie had assumed the post of ambassador to Japan in
August. Apprised by his staff of growing anti-British sentiments
amongst Japanese political and military leaders, he advocated reconcil-
iation in a stream of reports over the next two months.!4! Eden was
swayed;!42 he saw in the Brussels conference a device to achieve
stability in China and establish closer Anglo-American ties — the
Japanese had announced they would not attend. British policy towards
the conference emerged in Cabinet on 13 October, a result of
Chamberlain and Eden agreeing that there had to be conciliation, that
Chiang could avoid Haile Selassie’s fate only by such a policy, and that

economic sanctions against Japan would be useless unless the other
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nine-Power signatories, including the Americans, supported them.!43
But, critically, division between Eden and Chamberlain developed over
the American question. Where Chamberlain had little faith in Roose-
velt using American strength to bolster Far Eastern stability, Eden
wanted to use Brussels to improve Anglo-American relations, impor-
tant for Europe and the Far East. Although the Cabinet sided with
Chamberlain in rejecting sanctions, Eden succeeded in having Lind-
say’s embassy explain the British attitude to the State Department.
This occurred on 18 October.!** Three alternatives existed. Two of
them — waiting for the situation to improve or censuring Japan without
imposing sanctions — might reward Japanese adventurism. The third —
either aiding China outright or imposing economic sanctions against
Japan — would antagonise Tokyo without any certainty of success.
Within a day, the State Department affirmed that sanctions were
beyond the purview of the Brussels conference.!4>

With this knowledge, Chamberlain’s government told Parliament that
it would go as far as the United States in finding a solution to the
crisis!4® — hence, British policy did not change after the 13 October
Cabinet. On his side, Roosevelt spelled out the American position to
Davis: rejecting joint action with the League, not wanting the United
States ‘as the leader in, or suggestor of, future action’, and having his
government avoid being seen as ‘a tail to the British kite’.'4” Reviving
Hull’s ‘parallel lines’ argument, Roosevelt wanted the British to under-
stand that American policy would be one of ‘independent co-operation’.
On this basis, discussions occurred on 2 November, the day before the
conference opened, between the senior British and American delegates:
Eden, Malcolm MacDonald, the dominions secretary, Davis, and
Stanley Hornbeck, the chief of the State Department Far Eastern
Division.!4® Annoyed at Davis’ suggestion that the British had ‘had
enough of sanctions’, Eden retorted that ‘we had so far shown ourselves
more ready for action than the United States Government’. None-
theless, he stressed that ‘while the present business of the Conference
was mediation, [Davis] must not assume that we were unwilling to take
part in any international action’. Seeking to build bridges to Washing-
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ton, Eden observed that whilst Chamberlain’s government had to weigh
the Far Eastern situation with that in Europe, it would willingly take
such action in concert with the United States. Evading the strictures
Roosevelt had placed on him, Davis indicated that the president worried
that if Britain faced trouble elsewhere, the United States ‘might some
day have to deal, maybe alone, with a greatly strengthened Japanese
power across the Pacific’. Roosevelt, Eden learnt, wanted ‘to do some-
thing to check the tendency now’.

The Brussels conference began with Eden believing that Britain and
the United States might find a basis for collaboration.!4° Hopes for such
consolidation proved barren by the time the conference adjourned on 24
November.1° Several factors robbed the discussions of practical results:
Japanese refusal to attend; French concern more with protecting their
Indochina holdings than salvaging Chiang’s claims to sovereignty;
British resistance to the application of economic sanctions without
American support; and American resistance to being a ‘suggestor’ of
future action. There is great truth in the assessment that: “The con-
ference meandered along in the hope that Japan could be persuaded to
behave constructively towards it. The hope gradually faded, as it was
realized that Japan regarded it with contempt.’!>! Besides showing the
British and American inability to find common interests, the confer-
ence’s only achievement was a report ‘which merely affirmed general
principles’. The Japanese remained entrenched in northern China; and,
following overtures from Tokyo in October, Berlin was moving to
mediate between the warring Powers. With Italian signature of the anti-
Comintern pact on 3 November, the seeming alignment of the three
totalitarian Powers presented major problems for the British. The
intertwined issues of British security in Europe and East Asia confronted
Chamberlain and his ministers with difficult decisions. It was obvious to
London that the Roosevelt Administration, trussed by the neutrality
laws and sensitive to domestic isolationist pressures, could only make a
minimal contribution to international stability.

149 Eden to George VI, n.d. [214—15 Nov. 1937], Eden FO 800/954/FE/37/10.
150 On the conference, see Lee, Sino-Yapanese-War, 70—8; Lowe, Pacific War, 30-1.
151 Ibid.
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It is always best & safest to count on nothing from the Americans
except words but at this moment they are nearer ‘doing something’

than I have ever known them and I cant [sic] altogether repress hopes.
Chamberlain, December 1937!

Chamberlain made this famous statement about Americans, their
‘words’, and international security during a flashpoint spawned by the
fighting in China.? On 12 December 1937, Japanese aircraft operating
along the Yangtze River attacked a USN gunboat, the Panay, whilst
Japanese shore batteries shelled two RN riverboats, the Ladybird and the
Bee. In the case of the Panay, escorting American-owned tankers and
evacuating American embassy staff, those swimming to safety were
machine-gunned: three were killed and almost fifty were wounded.
Roosevelt immediately demanded an apology and reparations.?
Although Tokyo claimed the attack was unintentional, Grew received
formal regrets from Hirota, and the Japanese government agreed to pay
$2 million in restitution. Roosevelt’s initial reaction to the ‘Panay
incident’ prompted Chamberlain’s comment, a hope that Washington
would finally use American strength to help show the totalitarian Powers
that limits existed to their ambitions. However, when the British
approached Washington about a joint reaction to the Japanese attack,
they met refusal.* Roosevelt did talk about an Anglo-American blockade
in the event of a future Japanese indiscretion, but he phrased it in vague
terms.” Added to this, Congressional isolationists moved quickly to

—

Chamberlain to Hilda, 17 Dec. 1937, NC 18/1/1032; emphasis in original.

Except for the excellent Reynolds, Alliance, 297, n. 29, who troubled to examine the
Chamberlain papers, most historians have used the quotation cited in Feiling,
Chamberlain, 325. It deletes the crucial phrase coming after ‘words’, which completely
changes Chamberlain’s meaning. Cf. Lee, Sino-Fapanese War, 54; Pelz, Race, 193.
Roosevelt memorandum, 13 Dec. 1937, Roosevelt PSF Japan. Cf. H. D. Perry, The
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prevent the president from using armed force to defend American
interests beyond the continental United States. On 14 December,
Representative Louis Ludlow introduced a bill to ensure that, except in
meeting an invasion, the United States could only go to war if American
citizens agreed to do so in a national plebiscite. Debate on the ‘Ludlow
War Referendum Bill’ stretched into the New Year: the bill was defeated
on 10 January 1938 by a slim margin and after heavy Administration
lobbying.® ‘[W]hen all allowance for these factors has been made’,
Lindsay counselled, the ‘size of [the] minority shows that isolationist
elements in Congress are impressively strong.’” Admittedly, some
Foreign Office officials surmised that ‘Japanese aggressiveness, inten-
tional or uncontrolled, may break down America’s natural isola-
tionism’.® But Roosevelt’s narrow legislative victory suggested that any
hope of his Administration ‘doing something’ practical in terms of
international security had disappeared.®

The ‘Panay crisis’ occurred precisely when Chamberlain moved to
control British foreign policy. In the first week of December 1937, he
and Eden felt strong enough to oust Vansittart as permanent under-
secretary — with Baldwin retired and MacDonald having died suddenly
in November, Vansittart had lost his political patrons.'® On 1 January
1938, Vansittart became the government’s ‘chief diplomatic adviser’, an
impressive-sounding but powerless post; Cadogan succeeded him.
Despite Warren Fisher being long-prepared to offer himself as Vansit-
tart’s successor,!! Eden favoured Cadogan, a result of their close
working relationship when Cadogan served as the Foreign Office adviser
for League affairs. Then fending off prime ministerial interference in
foreign policy — Lord Halifax, the lord president and Chamberlain’s
friend, had met with Hitler and his henchmen in November with the
prime minister’s support!? — Eden wanted someone trustworthy as his
senior counsellor.

Neutering Vansittart remained central to Chamberlain’s determina-
tion to set a different course for British foreign policy. By December

¢ E. C. Bolt, Jr, Ballots before Bullets: The War Referendum Approach to Peace in America,
1914—1941 (Charlottesville, VA, 1977), ch. 20.

7 Lindsay telegram to Eden, 10 Jan. 1938, FO 371/21525/196/64.

8 Beith [FO American Department] minute, 19 Jan. 1938, FO 371/21525/383/64.

9 Holman [FO American Department] minute, 12 Feb. 1938, FO 371/21525/1081/64.

10 Chamberlain to Hilda, 6 Nov. 1937, Chamberlain to Ida, 14 Nov., 12 Dec. 1937, NC
18/1/1027, 1028, 1031. Cf. Carlton, Eden, 105; V. Rothwell, Anthony Eden. A Political
Biography, 1931-57 (Manchester, 1992), 40.

11 Warren Fisher to Chamberlain, 15 Sep. 1936, NC 7/11/29/19.

12 “Account by Lord Halifax of his visit to Germany, November 17-21, 1937°, DBFP II,
XIX, 540-56. Cf. Halifax to Chamberlain, 6, 9 Nov. 1937, NC 7/11/30/65, 66;
Chamberlain to Ida, 26 Nov. 1937, NC 18/1/1030.



250 Transition of power

1937, Chamberlain believed it dangerous to rely on the balance of
power to protect Britain’s global interests.!> By the same token, he
seems to have felt that international conferences were unproductive,
something confirmed by his experience with the Disarmament Con-
ference, Lausanne, the World Economic Conference, and the second
London naval conference. The League could at best provide only ‘moral
pressure’ to reconcile antagonistic Powers. He, thus, concluded that
British security would be enhanced by meeting the legitimate grievances
of the totalitarian Powers, or, at least, those grievances whereby conces-
sions did not imperil British interests. There also existed the possibility
that such a policy, by removing points of contention, might augment
British diplomatic capital by dividing the ‘Axis’ Powers. In a word, it
was appeasement, which in different guises had long been a weapon in
Britain’s diplomatic arsenal. This does not mean that Chamberlain and
his ministers would forego rearmament — whilst the totalitarian Powers
might be appeased, they still had to be deterred from being too
adventurous. ‘I believe the double policy of rearmament and better
relations with Germany and Italy’, he recorded before Vansittart’s
ouster, ‘will carry us safely through the danger period, if only the
Foreign Office will play up.’!*

Chamberlain also believed that mounting defence expenditures were
as lethal to British security as an attack by another Power because they
sapped the country’s economic vitality. Senior members of his Cabinet,
including Eden, Halifax, Inskip, and Simon, now the chancellor of the
Exchequer, shared his view that reducing tensions by appeasing the
dictators would slacken defence spending increases. In the summer and
autumn of 1937, the government initiated a fresh review of defence
spending. It became clear during these months, despite the outbreak of
fighting in China, that the consensus that had existed when the third
DRC Report was circulated had broken down. Simon argued that the
government had to balance defence spending with the economic and
financial resources available to it.!> The COS made plain that although
Britain could fight Germany, Italy, or Japan singly, it could not fight two
or all three simultaneously.!® Indeed, the service chiefs did not see

13 This and the next three sentences are based on Chamberlain to Ida, 4 Jul., 30 Oct., 26
Nov. 1937, NC 18/1/1010, 1026, 1030; Chamberlain to Hilda, 24 Oct. 1937, 5 Dec.
1937, NC 18/1/1025, 1030a.

14 1, Colvin, The Chamberlain Cabinet (New York, 1971), 46.

15 Simon memorandum [CP 165(37)], 25 Jun. 1937, CAB 24/270.

16 COS ‘Comparison of the Strength of Great Britain with that of Other Nations as at
January, 1938’ [CP 296(37)], 12 Nov. 1937, CAB 24/273; COS memorandum,
‘Planning for War with Germany’ [COS 644]JP], 13 Nov. 1937, CAB 53/34. Cf. COS
meetings 216, 221, both CAB 53/8.
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Germany as the Power with which Britain might necessarily have to
fight. For his part, Inskip stressed the need to balance economic health
with effective armed force.!” The Cabinet agreed, deciding that defence
programmes already approved would not be touched, whilst those
accepted in principle were open to Treasury scrutiny. Again, the Army
was the big loser:

The actual recommendation of the interim [Inskip] report was that the Army’s
continental role be eliminated. The reasons were given that France no longer
expected Britain to contribute a large continental force in their alliance, that the
recent German guarantee of Belgian neutrality eliminated the need for a British
force to secure that area, and that the demands for the presence of the Army in
the Empire were of a higher priority than its commitment to the Continent. The
unstated, but dominant reason, of course, was cost.!8

Here lay the basis of the blend of appeasement and deterrence that
distinguished British foreign policy for most of the remaining twenty
months of the interwar period. It is one of the most intensely studied
periods in British diplomatic history, one distinguished by a corpus of
studies marked by charges of ‘guilt’ against Chamberlain and his
supporters for failing to oppose the dictators, by vicious character
assassinations of leading British statesmen, and by far-fetched counter-
factual historiography that argues how easily war could have been
avoided.!® More balanced appreciations of ‘appeasement’ have been
produced over the past thirty years in contradistinction to those lurid
exercises in finger-pointing. Although differing over the culpability
shared by Chamberlain and others for the outbreak of war in September
1939, they are concerned more with understanding how and why war
came — and avoiding hindsight.?° They show that the government’s

17 Inskip ‘Interim Report on Defence Expenditure in Future Years’ [CP 316(37)], 15
Dec. 1937, CAB 24/273. Cf. Warren Fisher memorandum, ‘Defence. Sir T. Inskip’s
New Report’, 18 Dec. 1937, Warren Fisher 1.
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foreign policy found basis on a rational response to the triple threat to
international security that lay in Europe, the Mediterranean, and the
Far East. Of course, reliance on ‘appeasement’ ultimately failed whilst
equally rational diplomatic strategies, like the balance of power, were
discarded. However, protecting Britain’s global position involved as-
suring the security of the home islands and defending the Empire and
access to overseas markets. In Chamberlain’s mind, as in those of
MacDonald and Baldwin before him, in those of the ministers who
served them, and in those outside of government who endeavoured to
influence foreign policy, Britain’s external position was tied intimately to
its domestic social and economic health. By December 1937, Inskip
estimated the bill for adequate defence by 1941 at £1,500 million.?!
Unless checked, further arms spending might damage the state’s fiscal
solvency, see a return to the internal dislocation of the early 1930s, and
produce a weakened Britain unable to ensure either home or Imperial
security. Foreign and defence policies, accordingly, were complex.
Chamberlain decided that appeasement tied to sizable armed forces
could reduce tensions with the totalitarian Powers and deter them from
creating a crisis that could lead to war and diminish Britain’s inter-
national position. In this process, the American question had signifi-
cance, for just as British perceptions of the United States affected their
general global policy in the period 1935-7, so, too, did they affect that
policy in 1938-9.

Early in 1938, following the Ludlow bill’s defeat, Hull delivered a radio
speech on “Irade, Prosperity, and Peace’. He intimated that inter-
national economic initiatives could not sometimes be divorced from
political questions. In assessing Hull’s message, the Foreign Office
American Department observed: ‘A political, as distinct from an eco-
nomic, interest in foreign affairs is something new in the U.S. And it is
still in an embryonic state’?? This attitude suffused British policy
concerning the United States until the Germans marched into Prague
thirteen months later. Chamberlain and those ministers and their
advisers clustering around him reckoned that Roosevelt’s Administra-
tion, whilst waking to the strategic nature of problems in international
security, felt disinclined to co-operate with Britain even in circumstances
where innocent American blood had been spilled. Thus, Chamberlain
did not plan on assistance from Washington. For over two years, he and

above all else in this respect. See the apotheosis of his work: How War Came. The
Immediate Origins of the Second World War, 1938—1939 (1989).

21 Inskip ‘Interim Report’.

22 Hull speech, 7 Feb. 1938, with Beith minute, 19 Feb. 1938, FO 371/21515/1226/64.
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other British diplomatists had struggled vainly to convince Roosevelt,
Hull, and other Americans about moving beyond ‘words’ to contain the
totalitarian Powers. Neutrality legislation made no distinction between
the aggressor and the victim of aggression. Whilst the desire to liberalise
trade might have some benefit to international peace, American intransi-
gence over silver had not helped China. Most importantly, any success
in pressuring the ambitious — for instance, applying oil sanctions against
Italy or responding to the Panay and Ladybird attacks — required
collective not parallel efforts. By January 1938, finding a basis for
Anglo-American co-operation became secondary to the more crucial
diplomatic problems of reducing the threats posed by Germany, Italy,
and Japan. Chamberlain’s government continued the Anglo-American
trade negotiations for tactical reasons: in Lindsay’s earlier expressed
view, ‘to predispose America favourably in the manner we desire’.??
However, the reality of the situation as 1938 began meant concentrating
on what was possible rather than what was not.

It was disconcerting, therefore, when, two days after the Ludlow bill’s
defeat, Roosevelt secretly approached London with a ‘Peace Plan’.
Uneasy over both the Far Eastern crisis and uncertainty in Europe
created by Spain and strain in Austro-German relations, the president
wanted to reduce international tensions within the domestic political
strictures placed on him.?* At the time of the quarantine speech,
Sumner Welles, the new under-secretary of state, had proposed that
Roosevelt call ‘a world conference’ to establish ‘basic principles’ of
international law, establish rules for land and naval war, including
neutral rights, and guarantee freedom of access ‘on the part of all
peoples to raw materials’.?> On 12 January 1938, Roosevelt acted on
Welles’ proposal, having Welles explain its contents to Lindsay and
indicate that the president ‘was communicating his scheme to His
Majesty’s Government alone’.2® If supported by the British, he would
invite the governments of several smaller European Powers, plus some
Latin American states, to meet in Washington and then ‘warn’ Paris,
Berlin, and Rome of ‘the general lines of his scheme’. With Eden

23 Cf. ‘I reckoned [the treaty] would help to educate American opinion to act more &
more with us and because I felt sure it would frighten the totalitarians’: Chamberlain to
Hilda, 21 Nov. 1937, NC 18/1/1029. See Drummond and Hillmer, Freer Trade,
97-122.

24 Dallek, Roosevelt, 144. But, as the British case from 1935 to 1937 shows, if he believed
that London felt he could ‘provide effective leadership’, Roosevelt suffered self-
delusion.

25 Welles memorandum, 6 Oct. 1937, FDRFA, VII, 29-32.

26 Lindsay telegrams (37-40) to FO, 11-12 Jan. 1937, Cadogan minute for Chamberlain,
13 Jan. 1938, all FO 371/21526/2127/64; narrative of events, 12 Jan.—7 Mar. 1937,
Eden FO 954/30/US/43/2.
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vacationing in France, Chamberlain responded. Avoiding outright rejec-
tion, he suggested a delay: ‘the President may consider — what has
occurred to me — whether there is not a risk of his proposal cutting
across our efforts here’.2” Regarding the latter point, he allowed that his
government contemplated the appeasement of Mussolini by offering de
Jure recognition of the Italian conquest of Abyssinia — behind the scenes,
Chamberlain was also preparing for conversations with the Germans
about returning some of their colonies lost during the Great War.?2
Feeling ‘a little disappointed’ with the British response, Roosevelt
agreed to wait.

Eden’s return on 15 January began a dispute with Chamberlain that,
on 20 February, saw the foreign secretary’s resignation. There were two
intertwined matters of contention: Roosevelt’s initiative and formal
British recognition of Italy’s absorption of Abyssinia. Of all Chamber-
lain’s ministers, only Eden remained willing to continue expending
energy towards building strong political ties with the United States. He
emphasised the deleterious effect that treating the ‘Peace Plan’ lightly
would have on Anglo-American relations — ‘we shall have committed the
greatest mistake’;?° and, behind Chamberlain’s back, he telephoned
Lindsay to inform the Americans that he would do all possible to get the
Cabinet to accept an international conference. But neither Chamberlain
nor other ministers were enamoured of the idea, especially since they
believed that it could damage the openings they were hoping to make to
Hitler and Mussolini.

The matter simmered into February. The Cabinet Foreign Policy
Committee (FPC) followed Chamberlain’s lead in encouraging Wash-
ington, but it wanted to avoid the appearance of a joint Anglo-American
enterprise. “While the Dictators and Japan may decide it to be impolitic
to reject the scheme out of hand’, Chamberlain instructed Lindsay,
‘they are almost sure in their hearts to dislike it.”>° He added:

In any case to miss such an opportunity of relaxing the tension brought about by
Italy’s activities in the Mediterranean and of establishing relations with that
country which might enable us to influence her in the right direction in future
would seem to me to be incurring a grave responsibility especially at a time

27 Chamberlain to Roosevelt, 14 Jan. 1938, Roosevelt PSF GB; narrative of events, 12
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when events in the Far East may at any moment make new demands on our
resources.>!

Chamberlain made the same point to Roosevelt.>? On 18 February,
when the president went on a five-day vacation, Lindsay learnt that the
plan would be announced on his return. By 23 February, events had got
away from Roosevelt.

First, Hitler had met the Austrian chancellor, Kurt von Schuschnigg,
on 12 February to pressure him into supporting Austro-German
anschluss — political union. A direct violation of the treaties of both
Versailles and St Germain, Hitler’s demands prompted Schuschnigg to
outmanoeuvre Berlin by having the Austrian people decide on anschluss
by plebiscite. A crisis ensued that was resolved on 12 March when, with
Schuschnigg admitting defeat and calling off the plebiscite, the
Germans marched into Vienna and annexed Austria.>> More important,
Eden resigned. Though earlier telling Chamberlain that he saw no
interference by Downing Street in the administration of foreign policy,>*
Eden opposed the prime minister’s intention to give de jure recognition
to Italy’s Abyssinian conquest. The reason was not opposition to
appeasement as a diplomatic strategy — Eden supported the opening to
Germany>® — but, rather, his intense dislike of Mussolini. Eden wanted a
sign of Mussolini’s good faith before recognition occurred, specifically
the withdrawal of Italian ‘volunteers’ from Spain. Believing that poor
Anglo-Italian relations had driven Mussolini into the German orbit,
Chamberlain demurred. Here, the Austrian question intervened. Eden
felt that although Mussolini had long opposed anschluss, he ‘has, or
thinks he has, some kind of quid pro quo from Berlin in return for his
acquiescence in Austrian events’.3® Chamberlain accepted private
Italian assurances from Count Galeazzo Ciano, Mussolini’s foreign
minister, that there was no Italo-German collusion over Austria.3” The
issue was resolved at Cabinets on 19-20 February when Eden found
little support for his position.>® On 21 February 1938, Halifax became
foreign secretary. Chamberlain now dominated British foreign policy.

For Chamberlain, the twisted events of January-February 1938
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demonstrated the impossibility of the two English-speaking Powers
combining to influence the course of international politics. David
Reynolds has perceptively observed that once Chamberlain succeeded
Baldwin, he ‘wanted Anglo-American co-operation in principle, but
only where it was consonant with his overall diplomatic goals and where
U.S. support could be guaranteed’.?® This is somewhat unfair to
Chamberlain in the first six months of his premiership — he and Eden
worked honestly to bring the Americans into the mediation process over
the Far Eastern crisis. But by the time Roosevelt mooted his ‘Peace
Plan’, Chamberlain saw little profit in running after Washington. The
British had disregarded the Americans in their defence calculations
since the first DRC meetings in 1933—-4; now, they were prepared to
ignore them in their political policies as they set about appeasing the
dictators. Chamberlain’s attitude towards the Roosevelt Administration
and its failure to support practical responses to meet security threats is
best summarised in his view of the ‘Peace Plan’ after the anschluss:

What a fool Roosevelt would have looked if he launched his precious proposal.
What would he have thought of us if we had encouraged him to publish it, as
Anthony was so eager to do? And how we too would have made ourselves the
laughing stock of the world.”*?

The British had long realised that Hitler sought the anschluss; if this
occurred, the Foreign Office and the intelligence services predicted, the
German dictator’s gaze would then fall on Czechoslovakia where several
million ‘Germans’ lived in its western reaches.*! In Vansittart’s concept
of the European balance, Austria had to remain independent to weaken
Germany’s position in Central Europe. To this end, he supported Stresa
in 1935. Even after Anglo-Italian estrangement, he resisted suggestions
about abandoning Austria; his opposition to this idea when floated by
the COS during the 1935 DRC meetings is indicative. By early 1938,
however, Chamberlain’s Cabinet was willing to acquiesce in Austria’s
disappearance, provided it occurred peacefully. Britain lacked the
military resources to support Vienna; French assistance was uncertain;
and the possibility of local fighting escalating into general war could not
be discounted.*? Hitler’s possible use of armed force to settle the
question disconcerted Chamberlain.#*> Nonetheless, in Cabinet and
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FPC examination of German actions, the premier and his senior
ministers agreed that remaining calm was crucial if appeasement was to
have any chance of success.** Concern now shifted to Czechoslovakia, a
problem made more piquant by the Cabinet having accepted Inskip’s
final estimate of defence expenditures by 1941: £1,650 million.*>

For the British, the six months after the anschluss were a time of
increasing concern about Hitler’s determination to resolve the Czech
question in his favour. Using the excuse of bringing the German-
speaking population of western Czechoslovakia — the Sudetenland —
into the Reich, he looked to destroy Czechoslovakia. This would
remove a military threat on Germany’s eastern flank and establish
German strategic and economic dominance in Central and Eastern
Europe. Chamberlain decided that abandoning the Czechs would
eliminate Hitler’s last grievance about Versailles. On 30 September
1938, at a conference in Munich to which it was not invited,
Czechoslovakia was forced to cede the Sudetenland to Germany.
Chamberlain convinced a reluctant Edouard Daladier, the French
premier, about the merit of this course, despite the existence of a
long-standing Franco-Czech defensive alliance; Britain, France,
Germany, and Italy guaranteed the rump of Czechoslovakia; and Hitler
signed an Anglo-German agreement ‘never to go to war with one
another again’.

Munich was the apotheosis of appeasement. Subsequent criticism of
Chamberlain is manifold: he allowed himself to be manoeuvred into a
poor bargaining position; Hitler duped him; he demonstrated weakness
by failing to confront Hitler militarily; he showed the Russians that they
could not rely on the British; and his policy was not only immoral, it
delayed the eventual war to a time when Germany had increased in
strength.#® On the other side, defenders of British policy show that
British rearmament was incomplete, that British public opinion depre-
cated war, that the dominions, especially Canada, would be loath to
join in the fighting, that a war to maintain Czech control of the
Sudetenland would be fought in Western not Central Europe, and that
French wavering affected Chamberlain’s willingness to resist Hitler’s
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belligerence.*” The conclusions of the latter group have greater merit.
They look forwards down the time arrow into the unknown future, not
backwards with the certitude of hindsight. Chamberlain certainly mis-
judged Hitler; and, of course, sacrificing Czechoslovakia was immoral.
However, war was possible in September 1938 and, like many leaders,
Chamberlain could rationalise the immorality of his own actions: he was
not forsaking ‘the double policy’ of rearmament and appeasement; war
would have been disastrous in 1938 — as it was in 1939; supported by
the majority of British public opinion, he had bought peace by paying
Hitler’s price. He was only disabused of this belief, as was most British
opinion, after the Germans occupied Prague and the rump of Czecho-
slovakia in March 1939.

The unfolding Czech crisis after March 1938, culminating in the
German occupation of Prague a year later, touched Anglo-American
relations. It had two strands: a visible one tied to the continuing
negotiations over the trade agreement, finally signed in November 1938;
and a less obvious one relating to mutual perceptions that affected each
Power’s evolving global policy. The trade negotiations had been desul-
tory until spring 1938, although a Canadian—American trade agreement,
which respected the Ottawa preferences, had been concluded in 1935.
Whilst the Foreign Office and Lindsay’s embassy saw the political
benefits of co-operating over trade,*® Treasury and Board of Trade
officials resisted making concessions. Although arguing that an Anglo-
American agreement would damage Britain’s economic relationship
with South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand, these officials’ real
purpose lay in not giving the Americans advantages at British expense.*°
As Chamberlain told a Cabinet committee when still chancellor: ‘the
Minister of Agriculture was probably right in suggesting that Mr.
Cordell Hull’s intention was to make a breach in the Ottawa Agree-
ments. If so, Mr. Hull must not be allowed to have his own way.”*°
London showed no hesitation in withstanding what it saw as Washing-
ton’s aggressive economic diplomacy. In 1936-7, for instance, the two

47 See note 20, above. Cf. D. Carlton, ‘Against the Grain: In Defense of Appeasement’,
Policy Review, 4(1980), 134-50; C. Thorne, The Approach of War, 1938—39 (1967),
54-91; D. C. Watt, ‘Der Einfluss der Dominions auf die britische Aussenpolitik vor
Minchen 1938, I’/Z, 8(1960), 64—74.

48 Cf. Ashton-Gwatkin minute, 24 Feb. 1937, FO 371/20659/1759/228; Ashton-Gwatkin
minute, 11 Mar. 1937, FO 371/20659/2847/228.

49 See Treasury-BoT comments in minutes of meeting, 23 Mar. 1937, FO 371/20659/
2473/228; BoT memorandum, 20 Mar. 1937, FO 371/20659/2253/228; Simon
minute, 7 Jun. 1937, T 172/1858. Concern also existed amongst all political parties;
see Grigg [for an all-party RIIA group] to Chamberlain, 27 Sep. 1937, NC 7/11/30/57.

50 Meeting 11, Committee of Trade and Agriculture, 12 Apr. 1937, FO 371/20659/2964/
225.
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Powers disputed each other’s claims to the Phoenix Islands in the
southern Pacific Ocean, islands critical in the competition over air
routes and radio transmissions.’! Yet, the central issue in the trade talks
was that Britain was an industrial Power needing to export finished
goods and import raw materials and foodstuffs. The United States
wanted to export its large surplus of primary products whilst limiting the
ingress of secondary commodities. But those primary products (chiefly
tobacco, timber products, and meat), the export of which the Americans
wished to increase to Britain, were largely satisfied in Britain by trade
with the Empire and other countries (but not excluding the United
States).

It was clear by early 1938 that the Ottawa agreements were not
benefiting Britain, something underscored by renewed pressure on the
pound.®? The British knew that an agreement would not much alter
imbalances in Anglo-American and Anglo-Canadian trade; they also
knew that even with a trade agreement, these imbalances could be offset
by existing surpluses with the Empire and Britain’s European trading
partners.”®> Accordingly, by spring 1938, Chamberlain’s government
was willing to pursue an Anglo-American trade accord because of its
political implications. This does not mean that the final negotiations,
stretching from May to November 1938, lacked hard bargaining:
Chamberlain’s government pushed for every British advantage; near the
end of the negotiations, with Washington confronting an unexpected
recession that threatened to undermine the New Deal, Hull suddenly
demanded further tariff reductions. Nor does it suggest that opposition
to unencumbering trade disappeared in both Britain and the United
States. In Britain, Leopold Amery, a staunch Imperial isolationist who
had been Baldwin’s colonial and dominions secretary in the 1920s,
created discomfort for the government front bench; in the United
States, lobby groups like those for the lumber and textile industries
pressured the White House to get more than it gave away.

Still, thanks to Chamberlain’s impregnable political position, two

51 For instance, the files FO 371/19831/223/223 to FO 371/19832/8035/223.

52 R. A. C. Parker, ‘The Pound Sterling, the American Treasury and British Preparations
for War, 1938-9°, EHR, 98(1983), 261-79. Except where noted, the next two
paragraphs are based on Drummond and Hillmer, Freer Trade, 97—150; R. N.
Kottman, Reciprocity and the North Atdantic Triangle 1932—1938 (Ithaca, 1968),
183-271.

And the emergence of the ‘sterling area’ also helped. By the mid-1930s, all the Imperial
governments and several smaller European Powers, including Latvia, Estonia, Portugal,
and the Scandinavians, held sterling reserves in London to maintain a fixed currency
relationship with the pound and use sterling as an international means of payment. See
Drummond, Economic Policy, 118—20; B. Thomas, “The Evolution of the Sterling Area
and its Prospects’, in Manseargh, Commonwealth Perspectives, esp. 179—82.
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trade agreements were concluded in the third week of November — one
between Canada and Britain and one between Britain and the United
States, both of which balanced the Canadian—American one of 1935. As
the best recent study of the post-1914 British economy stresses: ‘It
certainly implied no real trust in the Roosevelt administration, since the
British authorities were well aware that the American campaign for
reciprocity was rooted in a virulent hostility to the preferential system
and the imperialism which supposedly lay behind it.’>* For London, the
trade agreement’s merit was political and strategic. For instance,
following Hull’s last-minute push for additional tariff reductions, Cham-
berlain would probably have been willing to let the negotiations lapse.
However, to create an image of Anglo-American unity — the better to
help deter Germany and Italy — his Cabinet accepted a less than perfect
deal.’® The agreement might not only create the appearance of closer
Anglo-American relations in the aftermath of Munich, but, perhaps,
also allow for British borrowing in the United States in a moment of
crisis. For his part, Roosevelt’s purpose in pursuing this diplomacy had
less to do with Europe and more with augmenting the American
penetration of the Canadian market.>%

Against the backdrop of the Czech crisis in 1938, the very visible
trade negotiations obscured the more important aspect of Anglo-
American relations at this juncture: mutual perceptions that affected
each Power’s evolving global policy. Chamberlain and his senior advisers
were not dissuaded from believing that whilst the Americans might
legitimately be concerned about preserving international peace and
security, they could offer nothing militarily to deter either Hitler or
Mussolini. Roosevelt’s ‘Peace Plan’ existed as persuasive confirmation.
Thus, when the FPC assessed the anschliuss on 18 March 1938 and the
question was raised of ‘whether any useful purpose would be served by
trying to enlist the support of the United States against policies of
violence’, Chamberlain contended that there was ‘no reason to suppose
that the United States were prepared to intervene actively in Europe
whatever Mr. Cordell Hull may say by way of general and pious
aspirations’.>” Such attitudes held sway at the upper levels of the
government for the next twelve months. ‘All this time anxious looks
were directed to [the] U.S.A. hoping something might be said’, Inskip
recorded in his diary just prior to Munich. ‘Roosevelt told someone we
54 Cain and Hopkins, British Imperialism, 11, 102.

55 CC 49(38)9, CAB 23/96. Cf. C. A. MacDonald, The United States, Britain, and

Appeasement, 1936—1939 (1980), 109-10.

56 Drummond and Hillmer, Freer Trade, 147. Cf. Feis to Bullitt [now US ambassador,

Paris], 6 Sep. 1938, Feis 12; Feis to Schuster, 7 Jul. 1938, Feis 26.
57 FPC meeting 26, 18 Mar. 1939, CAB 27/623.
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could have everything except “troops and loans”. He ought to have
added “or lethal weapons”.’>® Perhaps, most critical of all, the COS
acknowledged that American supplies to Britain and its allies in the
event of a crisis would be helpful; however, whilst the Americans might
wish to help, any assistance that Washington might give would be
severely constrained by the neutrality laws.>°

Of course, the idea of finding common Anglo-American ground still
animated some members of the foreign-policy-making elite. On the
back benches, Eden continued to champion transatlantic accord. He
went to the United States in December 1938, met with Roosevelt, and
privately ‘was horrified at the atmosphere I found ... 90 per cent of the
US is firmly persuaded that [Baldwin] and I are the only Tories who are
not fascists in disguise. Certainly HMG have contrived to lose American
sympathy utterly.’®® After returning to Britain, he worked to rebuild
political bridges to Washington.®! A diverse group of individuals did the
same: these included Churchill, the emerging critic of ‘appeasement’ in
the Commons who had long been demoted to the government back
benches, Hankey, now retired and in the Lords, and Kerr, who had
become the Marquess of Lothian in 1930.°2 But their influence was
minimal until after March 1939 because, apart from lacking political
authority, they constituted a relatively small and disunited group. In
addition, senior Foreign Office officials saw the importance of not
dismissing possible American help out of hand. Cadogan and Vansittart
impressed such sentiments on the FPC in January 1939, when it
considered contingencies in the event that Germany invaded Holland.®3

58 Quoted in W. R. Rock, Chamberlain and Roosevelt. British Foreign Policy and the United
States, 1937-1940 (Columbus, OH, 1988), 114.
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Although the FPC agreed to inform Roosevelt about British intentions
should the Germans invade — armed intervention if an attempt at
arbitration failed — and the premier concurred, Chamberlain remained
doubtful of any assistance.%*

On the American side by early 1938, changes in the State Department
and, because of Bingham’s sudden death, the appointment of a new
ambassador to London brought forward three men who shared Roose-
velt and Hull’s wariness about involvement in European political
affairs.%> Welles, a Latin American expert, had become under-secretary
in May 1937 following William Phillips’ appointment to the American
Embassy in Rome. Charming, urbane, and effective in implementing
the president’s ‘Good Neighbor’ policy in South and Central America,
his experience confirmed for him the paramount importance of concen-
trating diplomatic energy on entrenching American interests in these
regions.%® For at least his first two years as under-secretary, probably
because he had little considered diplomatic questions beyond the
Western Hemisphere, he lacked an appreciation of the complexities of
European Great Power politics. His promotion of Roosevelt’s ‘Peace
Plan’ is a case in point. Should Hitler and Mussolini reject the
president’s overture, he argued:

The rallying of public opinion on a world scale to those policies which alone can
make for peace and economic progress would in itself be productive of practical
good because of its inevitable repercussions on the German and Italian
populations, as well as upon those smaller countries of Europe which have been
feeling increasingly during these past three years that the great democracies have
surrendered their leadership and consequently they themselves, as a means of
self protection, must align themselves with Rome and Berlin.%”

Thus, Welles thought about diplomacy in economic terms; he failed to
grasp British and French strategic difficulties; and he assumed that sage
American words alone would weaken German and Italian influence over
their smaller neighbours.

In mid-1937, after two years as the American minister in Australia,
Moffat returned to Washington to head the State Department’s new
Division of European Affairs. Critical of Britain before leaving the
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66 Welles to Roosevelt, 7, 16 Aug. 1937, FDRFA, VI, 261-3, 302; Welles to Roosevelt, 13
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United States, his time in Sydney only deepened his mistrust of British
foreign policy. Much of his efforts in Australia had centred on trade
questions and the competing British and American claims to those small
islands in the southern Pacific Ocean. He castigated Anglo-Australian
attempts to defend their economic interests as ‘anti-American’, British
bargaining strategies as ‘ruthless’ and ‘unscrupulous’, and any Austra-
lian newspaper articles critical of American trade policies as being
‘under British inspiration’.%® Such sentiments suffused his perceptions
of British foreign policy after he returned to Washington. Assessing
British claims that Hitler was ‘insane’, he charged: ‘It was not so long
ago that Mussolini was “insane”, and before that the Kaiser, and before
that other people who have happened to cross the path of British
policy.’%® He despaired of negotiating with London: it was ‘an extra-
ordinary thing how the Briton, once he has made up his mind, considers
that if he budges 10 per cent he has gone more than half way to meet the
other fellow’.”? As head of the State Department division responsible for
monitoring Anglo-American relations after mid-1937, he consistently
advocated circumspection: ‘Britain’s interest in principles and in democ-
racy was skin deep — something to be played up when it coincided with
Britain’s material interests and to be discarded as soon as it no longer
served a useful purpose.””!

In January 1938, following Bingham’s death the month before,
Roosevelt appointed a Boston Irish businessman, Joseph Kennedy, as
ambassador at London.”? A self-made man who, as chairman of the
federal Securities and Exchange Commission after 1934, had helped
better regulate Wall Street, Kennedy arrived in London at the time of
the anschluss. One of his first analyses of British policy concerning
Europe held: ‘Whether this is averting or merely deferring war, I don’t
believe we, or they, can tell at this moment.”’> Despite understanding
Britain’s diplomatic plight — ‘I can talk Chamberlain’s language and
Lord Halifax’s language’ — he saw little benefit in American involve-
ment in European Great Power politics.”* Improving trade had first
priority. Hence, whilst reporting on political and strategic elements of
British policy towards the Continent — even becoming supportive of
%8 Moffat to Jacobs [US mission, Pretoria], 9 Jun. 1936, Moffat to Phillips, 24 Aug. 1936,
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appeasement — he spent most of his first year in London concentrating

on the trade negotiations and their immediate aftermath.” Predictably,

when the Sudeten crisis arose in September 1938, he considered that

Chamberlain’s policy leading to Munich was the practical response to a

dangerous situation; nevertheless, it only profited Washington to remain

aloof from the European diplomatic fray.”®

As in Britain during this period, some members of the American
foreign-policy-making elite believed in promoting closer Anglo-Amer-
ican relations or, because of their abhorrence of fascism, in supporting
any deterrence of totalitarian aggressiveness. Davis lobbied the White

House and State Department ‘that a policy of isolation and non-

cooperation will not only increase our economic insecurity and en-

danger our peace and political security but will necessitate an ever
increasing burden of armaments in proportion to the spread of law-
lessness’.”” Within Roosevelt’s cabinet, Morgenthau and the secretary
of the interior, Harold Ickes, saw danger in Europe from ‘fascist’
Germany and Italy. A Jew, Morgenthau was angered by the official anti-
semitism of Hitler’s regime; for Ickes, although he, too, found Nazi
anti-semitism rebarbative, the problem was one where democratic
ideals were under siege.”® Although both men held that ‘appeasement’
weakened the British and French ability to meet the totalitarian threat,
each used his authority to support policies designed to assist Britain and

France.”® Yet, Roosevelt’s caution, which both Morgenthau and Ickes

laid at Hull’s door, prevented strong interventionist action by Wash-

ington in the year after the anschiuss. Just before the final phase of the

Czech crisis in September 1938, Lindsay saw Roosevelt who ‘confessed

himself impotent in the present crisis and “spoke in a friendly and

appreciative manner of the Prime Minister’s policy and efforts for
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peace.”’8% Although Roosevelt talked about his willingness to attend
any international conference to effect frontier revisions, about the need
for Britain and France to follow a defensive strategy built around
blockade if war broke out, and, should war occur, about his government
circumventing the neutrality laws by trans-shipping American supplies
to Britain and France via Canada, London thought this discussion a
thin reed on which to tie a British hard line towards Germany.

In such circumstances, London’s response to Hitler’s revisionist
diplomacy between the anschiuss and the Prague crisis developed with
little reference to the United States — beyond the image of solidarity
achieved by the trade agreement. Chamberlain’s government did not
dismiss the possibility of co-operation; but, whilst seeing possible
strategic benefits from such a course — perhaps, access to American
economic and financial resources should war break out — they refused to
rely on it unless American support could be assured. At Washington,
Roosevelt and the State Department thought in terms of protecting
narrow American interests, interests dominated by achieving economic
and political security in the Western Hemisphere and avoiding inter-
vention in European Great Power politics.®! It is a testament to both
Chamberlain and Roosevelt that relations between the two English-
speaking Powers were bereft of the poison that could easily have flowed
from mutual recriminations and criticism over the Powers’ differing
approach to the Austrian and Czech crises in 1938. Yet, Anglo-
American relations were not close; and, as the final phase of trade
agreement negotiations showed, Britain and the United States were
competitors. Each of the two governments had little understanding
about the other’s position. In early 1939, Roosevelt repeated to Lothian
his by-now-hoary excuse for inaction: ‘while he was willing to help all
that he could, he would do nothing if Great Britain cringed like a
coward’.8?2 Chamberlain’s uncertainty at the same time can be seen in
his reaction to the FPC decision to tell the Americans about British
options should the Germans invade Holland.?3

Chamberlain’s attitude was important. After Munich, adhering to his
ideas about bilateral agreements with the totalitarians, he looked to use
the absence of crisis to improve relations with the dictators. An
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82 Ickes diary, 29 Jan. 1939, Ickes, Diary, 571. Cf. Moffat to Wilson [now US
ambassador, Berlin], 20 Oct. 1938, Moffat 14.
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Anglo-Italian convention had been concluded the preceding April
whereby, if Italian troop levels in Spain were reduced, Britain would
recognise Mussolini’s Abyssinian conquest.®* In early January, two
months after 10,000 Italian troops had been pulled out of Spain,
Chamberlain travelled to Rome with Halifax and Cadogan. Although
going ostensibly to formalise the April agreement, the prime minister
looked for common ground between Britain and Italy in opening fresh
discussions for a general European settlement. Such hopes stemmed
from positive reports from Perth, who, it is suggested, wanted Anglo-
Italian rapprochement so badly that he ‘was driven to the edge of
misrepresentation’.®> Chamberlain left empty-handed. Mussolini and
Ciano could not convince the British to join in preventing German
economic encroachments in Hungary and Yugoslavia; Chamberlain and
Halifax failed to persuade the Italians to open the way for further Anglo-
German reconciliation.

The occupation of Prague changed everything.8¢ Chamberlain saw
that appeasement had failed, admittedly with some reluctance given that
his political career had come to be defined by the diplomacy that he had
pursued for over a year. Moreover Halifax, whose support for the
premier’s policy had cooled considerably after Munich, became con-
vinced that a demonstration of resolve to deter Hitler from further
coercion in Eastern Europe had become essential. Cognisant that a
diplomatic Rubicon had been crossed, the Cabinet understood that
rearmament had to be pushed forward with even greater vigour, a task
now resting with Chatfield, who, having retired from the RN and been
made a peer, succeeded Inskip on 29 January 1939. Perhaps the most
telling assessment of the failure of appeasement came from Cadogan,
who lamented: ‘I must say it is turning out — at present — as Van
predicted and as I never believed it would.’®”

The recognition of changed circumstances produced another major
shift in British diplomatic strategy: a return to the precepts of the
balance of power long promoted by Vansittart and his supporters —
although Vansittart, as a punishment for being correct, remained
isolated as chief diplomatic adviser. In essence, Chamberlain’s ‘double
policy’ was replaced by a ‘single’ one: deterrence. The idea was to
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prevent war by continuing to rearm and, in Europe, by organising a
group of Powers to contain German and Italian ambitions. At the end of
March, Chamberlain’s government combined with Daladier’s ministry
to guarantee the sovereignty of Poland, to which Hitler’s interest now
turned; and, with Mussolini formally annexing his Albanian client on 7
April, they followed with guarantees for Romania and Greece.?8 In May,
conscription was introduced for the first time in peacetime Britain.?°
This decision derived from the need, recognised before Prague, to
commit ground forces to the Continent to show that Britain would
support France in the event of a German attack. The quest to find
Powers that could assist the Anglo-French exertions to contain
Germany came to rest on the possibility of working with Bolshevik
Russia. This tactic proved barren as Hitler, pragmatic in his diplomatic
strategies, competed to buy Russian favour; and he was willing to pay
the territorial price demanded by Joseph Stalin, the Bolshevik dictator: a
free hand in eastern Poland, the absorption of Estonia and Latvia, and
the humbling of Finland.’® Chamberlain’s desire to work with the
Russians was lukewarm at best, a result of his antipathy towards
communism as much as of his refusing to sacrifice Poland after having
guaranteed its sovereignty only months before.®! With the signing of the
‘Nazi—-Soviet’ non-aggression pact on 23 August 1939, Hitler felt
emboldened to move against Poland. He did so on 1 September 1939,
believing that London and Paris would concede his conquest. They did
not. When an Anglo-French ultimatum to Germany to withdraw from
Poland by 3 September expired, Britain and France were at war with
Germany.

For Anglo-American relations, the German occupation of Prague
ended the British ignoring of the United States in their foreign and
defence strategies — this was part of the general bid to contain Germany
and Italy. But, importantly, until August 1939, British policy relating to
the American question was based on two suppositions: that British
foreign policy could prevent war; and that, given Roosevelt’s record of
avoiding an active role in matters of international security, the image of
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Anglo-American solidarity had to be actively pursued. Regarding the
latter point, the British approach to the United States underwent a
subtle change from that followed since just before the anschluss. Where
previously Chamberlain, Halifax, and other British diplomatists had
hoped that an appearance of Anglo-American solidarity might emerge
from supposedly co-operative ventures, after Prague they consciously
worked to create such an image and, by this, laid the ground for as much
practical co-operation as possible.

For Halifax, this endeavour began immediately after Munich with the
selection of Lindsay’s replacement. During the summer of 1938,
Lindsay indicated his desire to retire. Having turned sixty, he was
approaching the end of his ninth year as ambassador. On 29 July 1938,
Halifax confided his ‘choices’ as a successor to Cadogan, ‘1 Lothian, 2
Lytton, 3 Chatfield, 4 Grigg [an MP and former governor of Kenya]’.%?
Although Cadogan convinced Halifax to drop Grigg from his list, the
issue fell into abeyance as London grappled with the Czech crisis. When
the time for a decision came in December 1938, Halifax promoted
Lothian’s candidacy. Criticism of Lothian surfaced privately from within
the Diplomatic Service and publicly in the Commons — he was not a
professional diplomat and had been a prominent ‘appeaser’.®®> Never-
theless, Halifax believed that Lothian’s appointment would strengthen
transatlantic bonds. Such beliefs did not reflect unfavourably on
Lindsay. Instead, they embraced Halifax’s desire to utilise Lothian and
his well-publicised ‘atlanticism’ to bolster Anglo-American ties.®* Just as
important, the Munich agreement had unsettled Halifax. Increasingly
wary of Chamberlain’s strategy for handling the dictators, he looked for
more practical ways of deterring Germany.’®> The announcement of
Lothian’s appointment was delayed until April 1939 — George VI and
his consort were to visit the United States in June, and Lindsay would
remain in Washington to crown his embassy with this event. Lothian
would begin his duties at the end of August 1939.

The royal visit to the United States, the first by a reigning British
monarch, was promoted by the Chamberlain government, first, to
reinforce the impression of an improving relationship and, second, to
strengthen co-operative ties. The original plan had been for George VI
to travel only to Canada.’® But after the Munich agreement, under
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some pressure from Roosevelt’s Administration, it was decided to have
him spend a few days in the eastern United States. Following Prague,
the importance of his meeting Roosevelt put the Canadian leg of his
journey into the political shadows.®” With Roosevelt also wanting to
show the totalitarian Powers the image of Anglo-American solidarity,
the visit proved successful in British eyes.’® Lindsay’s embassy played
down the visit’s obvious diplomatic purpose by using royal public
appearances to emphasise the ‘personal charm of Their Majesties whose
unaffected simplicity and graciousness was obviously of the type to draw
[a] response from the Great American public’.?® Capped by a stay at
Roosevelt’s estate at Hyde Park, New York, where the royal couple
relaxed and ate hot dogs, “Their Majesties “debunked” personally the
last suspicion that may have existed . .. that the British monarchy was in
any way “stuffed shirt”’.1°° In terms of the real reason for the visit, the
Foreign Office American Department observed: “The political results of
the visit are probably best summed up in the words of Mr. Henry L.
Stimson in his letter to Sir R. Lindsay — “a quiet, solid influence towards
good understanding on both sides of the Atlantic”.’1°! Whilst Lindsay
observed that isolationism still gripped large sections of American
public opinion, he argued that ‘[i]n the event of a very grave crisis this
[visit] might have decisive results’.102

Other initiatives to enhance the image of Anglo-American solidarity
and improve the prospects for co-operation were undertaken by both
the government and those outside of it like Eden and Churchill. Within
the government, the Foreign Office stood at the fore in this regard. To
prevent the kind of discord that had occurred in January—February 1938
over the ‘Peace Plan’, Halifax ensured that Roosevelt received up-to-
date intelligence on the relative strengths of the RAF and the Lufi-
waffe.'°% In early 1939, the president had mentioned figures that grossly
misrepresented the disparity between the two air forces. Concurrently,
Halifax used the public platform to embellish the idea that the British
and American peoples shared a common morality in international
politics. Thus, when Mussolini annexed Albania, Halifax spoke in
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Parliament about the unfavourable reaction this generated amongst ‘the
overwhelming mass of opinion in this country, by most of the states of
Europe, and by the United States of America’.!%4 He told the FPC that
if ‘we did nothing[,] this in itself would mean a great accession to
Germany’s strength and a great loss to ourselves of sympathy and
support in the United States, in the Balkan countries, and in other parts
of the world’.1°5 He, therefore, kept the White House abreast of British
efforts with regard to the guarantees to Poland, Greece, and
Romania.!® Behind the scenes, both Kennedy and the American
military attaché in London, Lieutenant-Colonel Bradley Chynoweth,
were being consulted by the War Office and the Air Ministry on a
number of technological matters, including early British developments
in radar.!%7 Such consultations were not new. In January 1938, the USN
director of plans, Captain Royal Ingersoll, had travelled to London for
exploratory talks with his British opposite, Captain Thomas Phillips.!°8
Their meeting arose in response to growing concerns, especially in the
Admiralty, about Japanese aggressiveness; despite American insistence
that these discussions were non-committal, they led to periodic ex-
changes of technical information about naval construction, tactics, and
Japanese and German naval policies. Admittedly, isolationist fury in
Congress when Ingersoll’s mission was discovered limited the value of
these exchanges. But for the British after mid-March 1939, concern
about the reactions of American isolationists had receded in importance.
As Halifax told Kennedy two days after Prague:

It ought, so it seemed to me, to be the object of our two Governments to bend
all their efforts, as discreetly as they might, to the task of making it plain to the
German people that we were animated by no hostile motives towards them, but
that our attitude was dictated wholly by the extent to which the moral sense of
civilisation was outraged by the present rulers of Germany.!°

Unofficial overtures to the Americans became the domain of those
like Churchill and Eden who wanted to harness latent American power
to Britain’s deterrence of Germany and Italy. Although Churchill had
been decidedly anti-American during the 1920s, a function of Anglo-
American naval and economic rivalry, his attitudes had changed by the
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late 1930s. Far from being animated by genuine feelings of kinship
between the two major English-speaking Powers, his transformation was
purely pragmatic: Britain needed allies to maintain the European
balance and defend the Empire; any successes to these ends that he
could claim for himself would aid in his effort to discredit Chamberlain
and so succeed him as prime minister and leader of the Conservative
Party.!1°© Nonetheless, he used his eloquence to speak publicly about
‘nothing [being] more vital to the safety and peace of the world than the
increasing unity of sentiment and principle between the peoples of the
English-speaking world’.!!! Behind the scenes, as part of an effort to
force Chamberlain to bring him into the Cabinet, he pressed his ideas
about foreign and defence policy on as many ministers as possible.!!?
Eden, especially after his December 1938 trip to the United States,
seems to have established a personal relationship with Kennedy and
leading members of the American Embassy at London as a calculated
move to rebuild those political bridges to Washington. Letters from
these American diplomats sympathetic to the British dilemma in Europe
in turn reached the White House and State Department.!!?

Sympathy, however, did not translate into concrete support for
Britain during the spring and summer of 1939. Washington’s evaluation
of the European situation reflected the cautious attitudes that had
distinguished the non-economic diplomacy pursued by the president
and his principal advisers since early 1938. From British entreaties,
Kennedy’s reports, and analyses from other American diplomats in
Europe, Roosevelt, Hull, Moffat, and Welles were not ignorant of the
instability on the continent after Prague.!'* But divisions existed
amongst American diplomatists over how the United States might
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respond to the European danger. Senior American ambassadors in
Europe disagreed on the line Washington should take. Thinking that
Warsaw could be pressured into yielding to Hitler over Danzig and the
Polish Corridor, Kennedy continued advocating appeasement even after
Chamberlain’s Cabinet had rejected it.!!> At Rome, Phillips surmised
‘that Mussolini is so anxious to avoid war that we may hope for his
calming influence on Hitler’.!'® Bullitt, on the other hand, now the
ambassador at Paris, argued that American support of Britain and its
French ally would give Hitler cause to think; his proposals included a
strengthening of the United States armed forces and finding means to
allow for the payment of the French war debt so as to circumvent the
Johnson Act.!'” In Berlin, Hugh Wilson, the ambassador since mid-
1938, wishfully suggested in May 1939 that ‘[Hitler’s] problem now is
... shall he measure swords with the British Empire, with the potential
of the United States behind them and the possible eventual participation
of the United States in the conflict’.!!® Washington was not blind to the
Anglo-French predicament. For instance, on 28 April 1939, in response
to the Polish guarantee, Hitler renounced both the German-Polish
Non-Aggression Pact of January 1934 and the Anglo-German naval
agreement. Assessing the German chancellor’s motives — ‘the real hate,
the real jealousy, the real antagonism of Germany was toward England’
— Moffat reckoned: ‘Germany completely freed her hands so that she
could move in any direction’.1'® Such attitudes echoed in the State and
other departments of the American government.!?° Still, Welles con-
tinued focusing on improving the American position in South and
Central America.!?! Whilst not belittling the problems in Europe,
Moffat saw his brief as pursuing narrow American interests, for
example, telling Atherton, appointed ambassador to Denmark in
August, that his main concern would be trade promotion.!?? There was
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a feeling in Washington that the British, especially, were manoeuvring to
inveigle the United States into active intervention in Europe to help
deter Hitler.!'??> Apart from the need to weigh domestic isolationist
opinion and the criticisms of his political adversaries, Roosevelt was not
immune to such suspicions.

Roosevelt’s attitudes were crucial to the evolving American policies
towards Europe in the year after Munich. The president was uneasy
about the European situation as it touched American security. An
indication of his concern involved his support for American rearma-
ment, especially the USN and the United States Air Force.!?* In 1938,
he put his weight behind a second Vinson—Trammel bill in Congress to
expand the USN. Later in the year, he pushed for the construction of a
10,000-aircraft air force and the industrial capacity to produce 20,000
planes a year. Although these goals were unrealistic, American resources
began to be directed to building up American armed strength. Since
these programmes would not bear fruit until after 1940, Roosevelt and
his advisers, chiefly Welles, endeavoured to improve American relations
with Latin America. But these policies collectively were designed to
improve security in the Western Hemisphere. After Munich, the chief
threat to international stability resided in Europe. It was Europe that
increasingly preoccupied Roosevelt.

He judged Chamberlain’s government to be less than earnest in its
venture to contain German ambitions. Although his attitude reflected a
misreading of British policy, the president adopted truculence towards
the British to force them to be more direct in blocking Hitler’s
enthusiasms. This explains his remark to Lothian in January about
cowardly Britain. With his selection to replace Lindsay still secret,
Lothian had travelled to the United States as a private citizen. He
brought a memorandum which, prepared by Hankey after a discussion
between Lothian and Kennedy, outlined ‘the effect on the United States
of America of a collapse of the British Empire’.!?> To avoid being ‘the
sole survivor of democracy’, Hankey argued that the ‘question for [the
Americans] is whether one of these rare moments is not at hand when
prudence, foresight and self-interest, combine in rendering action
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desirable which may change the history of mankind’. Roosevelt re-
sponded by telling Lothian that ‘as long as he or Britishers like him took
that attitude of complete despair, the British would not be worth saving
anyway’!?% — and this is when Roosevelt questioned British mettle.
Roosevelt explained his attitude to a British friend: “What the British
need today is a good stiff grog, inducing not only the desire to save
civilization but the continued belief that they can do it. In such an event
they will have a lot more support from their American cousins . ... This
pugnacity, however, represented the censuring half of a carrot-and-stick
approach towards Britain and its European predicament. The carrot
appeared a few days after he saw Lothian. Roosevelt told the Senate
Armed Services Committee in a confidential meeting that the United
States could not avoid supporting Britain and France in a crisis; he then
had his comments leaked to show his resolve.!?”

Roosevelt wanted to stiffen British resistance to Hitler in the year after
Munich. But the argument that he had vainly sought to do so since the
Abyssinian crisis is flimsy.!?® His inability to comprehend Britain’s
strategic dilemma after the onset of Anglo-Italian estrangement in late
1935 (three first-class Powers threatening home and Imperial security),
his cutting his diplomatic cloth to appease domestic isolationist and
commercial interests, and the constant disparity between his words and
his actions combined to weaken his influence in London. That he used
private contacts like Lothian to make his case, rather than official
channels through the British Embassy, diluted his message. No question
exists that by late 1938, he believed that London’s problem was not so
much matériel weakness in opposing Nazi Germany, though this con-
sideration had importance; rather, as he told Lothian, it was one of
resolve. In Roosevelt’s mind, however, the problem was to be solved by
the European Great Powers. Willing to have his country serve as a
source of supply for Anglo-French resistance to the totalitarian
Powers,'2° he wanted to avoid having the United States brought into
another European war.

The British understood this reluctance. After the Prague crisis,
Roosevelt met another British friend visiting the United States, Sir
Arthur Willert, the former head of the Foreign Office News Depart-
ment.'2° Continuing his carrot-and-stick diplomacy through unofficial
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mediaries — he wanted Willert to report his views to London!3! — he first
admonished British foreign policy: ‘Why did we not have conscription?
Why did we let the Germans have a monopoly of intimidation? ... Why
did we not let stories leak out about the tremendous preparations on
foot to bomb Germany?’ Then, he produced the carrot by elaborating
his intention ‘to leave nothing undone to make the dictators understand
that if they challenged [the British] they would have to reckon with a
maximum of hostility from the United States’. Halifax circulated these
comments to the FPC. Yet, Roosevelt’s actions seemed to belie his
words. After being informed of the president’s earlier statements to the
Senate Armed Services Committee, Chamberlain remarked that
‘Roosevelt is saying Heaven knows what but ... there is an uneasy
feeling that in the case of trouble[,] it would not do much to bring
[the] U.S. in on the side of the democracies’.!3?> Thus, when the
Germans marched into Prague, beyond imposing already planned
import duties on German goods and giving a presidential lecture to the
Italian ambassador at Washington, the Roosevelt Administration re-
mained remarkably quiet. Not surprisingly, when the FPC considered
Britain’s reaction to this crisis, which produced the Polish guarantee,
the United States went without mention in its deliberations.!?> This
does not mean that London was unconcerned about American
opinion: the Foreign Office saw the need to avoid provoking an
isolationist reaction against British policy.!>* This is why at the time of
the Albanian annexation, Halifax spoke to Kennedy about ‘the object
of our two Governments’ being to show the dictators that ‘the moral
sense of civilisation was outraged’ by its leaders. It is also why he had
Lindsay primed with the latest information about the Polish, Roma-
nian, and Greek guarantees; and why he agreed with the Air Ministry
that Roosevelt be informed of issues like the latest developments in
British short-wave radio transmissions. !>’

To give Roosevelt his due, he did attempt to strengthen Anglo-French
deterrence of the dictator Powers after the Prague crisis. It came with his
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determination to amend the 1937 Neutrality Act, set to expire on 30
April 1939. Although he judged that it might be best to repeal legal
neutrality, such a course was politically impossible given the temper of
domestic American opinion. In this way, he chose the next best option:
amending the existing statute by jettisoning the arms embargo and
making permanent the temporary cash-and-carry provisions concerning
trade with future belligerents. Given British wealth and RN pre-
eminence, these changes would benefit Britain and France whilst, hope-
fully, convincing Hitler of the futility of further expansion. Roosevelt,
however, failed to realise his ambitions. He confronted decided opposi-
tion in Congress, including from conservative Democrats, over a range
of issues: his domestic economic policies; a 1937 attempt to pack the
US Supreme Court with political appointees to ensure that New Deal
programmes were not declared unconstitutional; and isolationist furore
over French purchases of American-produced military aircraft. After a
tedious legislative process that lasted until Congress recessed in mid-
July, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee delayed considering the
law until the Senate reconvened in January 1940. This meant two
things: the cash-and-carry provisions, which were experimental and had
legal force only until 30 April, were not extended; and the arms
embargo, not subject to any time limit, remained on the books.
Although the responsibility for failure did not reside solely with Roose-
velt — Pittman and other Democratic Party leaders in Congress were
equally culpable — the result of failure is what mattered.

The British observed the attempted amendment of the neutrality laws
with interest. Understanding that American public opinion had begun to
depart from strict isolationism, the Foreign Office thought it would be
counter-productive to lobby the Administration for specific changes to
the legislation.!?® Nonetheless, London seemed uncertain about
whether Roosevelt’s efforts would succeed. ‘Isolationist sentiment in
Congress’, observed the Foreign Office American Department, ‘stimu-
lated by opposition to the President’s internal policies, is extremely
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strong & we must not reckon with any certainty on any fundamental
change in the law which the bill would at least leave as it was before May
1”137 But when the Senate Foreign Relations Committee delayed
consideration of the law, its action caused consternation in London. It
was understood that ‘antagonism to the President, timidity, weakness of
the administration’s leadership in both houses, and isolationism [were]
the main reasons for Congress’s negative attitude’.'>® When Perth
reported from Rome that Phillips thought the rejection of the president’s
formula ‘would lead Hitler to hold that he could go ahead with adventure
without the risk of American intervention on the side of Great Britain
and France’, R. A. B. Butler, the Foreign Office parliamentary under-
secretary, commented acidly: ‘I think the ambassador is [?a] defeatist.’3°

On the eve of general European war, such sentiments towards the
Roosevelt Administration were common in London.'#4° But the diplo-
matic and strategic exigencies of the summer of 1939 saw the British
work to achieve the image of Anglo-American solidarity. George VI’s
visit in June offered a ‘psychological’ approach to the United States
upon which closer Anglo-American relations could be pursued given the
willingness of general American opinion to support Britain materially in
a war. More substantively, Halifax was keeping official Washington
informed of developments in British policy through Lindsay and
Kennedy. There were even renewed — and secret — discussions by naval
staff officers about possible Anglo-American naval co-operation in the
Far East. Still, as the European balance of power shifted to British
disadvantage between March and August 1939, the United States was
not a priority in British strategic thinking. Working on combined
operations with the French, planning to protect the Low Countries,
deciding on how best to defend Mediterranean sea routes against the
Italians, and devising means like blockade to hamper the economic and
financial side of Germany’s military strength preoccupied London. The
expiry of the Anglo-French ultimatum to Germany on 3 September
inaugurated a new and deadly phase in Britain’s history as the greatest
of the Great Powers. It also inaugurated a phase in which Roosevelt and
his advisers would have to decide the extent to which the United States
should involve itself in another European war.
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9 Belligerent Britain and the neutral
United States, 1939-1941

We are entering upon a sombre phase of what must evidently be a
protracted and broadening war, and I look forward to being able to
interchange my thoughts with you in all that confidence and good will
which has grown up between us since I went to the Admiralty at the

outbreak.
Churchill, November 1940!

The outbreak of European war forced Chamberlain to restructure his
government. With appeasement in ruins and deterrence a failure, the
political temper of both his party and Parliament compelled him to
bring the two chief critics of his foreign policy into a newly created War
Cabinet. On 3 September, Churchill was appointed first lord of the
Admiralty and Eden became dominions secretary. Because Churchill
had consistently and publicly criticised British diplomatic strategy since
before Munich — suggesting to general British opinion that he grasped
better the international situation than Chamberlain? — Churchill could
probably have declined to join Chamberlain and formed his own
ministry as his friend, Alfred Duff Cooper, confided to his diary: ‘Was it
better to split the country at such a moment or bolster up Chamber-
lain?’®> Clearly, Churchill thought it necessary to maintain national
unity. He accepted Chamberlain’s leadership and threw himself into his
duties with a gusto suggesting that the restructured National Govern-
ment had been infused with badly needed vitality.

Apart from revitalising the government and unifying the direction of
war policy, Churchill and Eden’s readmission to Britain’s foreign-
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policy-making elite proved vital to the Anglo-American relationship.
With Lothian having presented his credentials to Roosevelt on 31
August, the political strength of those who had long advocated closer
Anglo-American relations suddenly increased. However, the initiative
for high-level Anglo-American contact came from Roosevelt who, eight
days after the Anglo-French declaration of war, wrote to both Chamber-
lain and Churchill (his letters did not reach London till 3 October).*
Beneath expressions of good wishes — he congratulated Churchill on his
appointment — was a desire to be informed about the naval and strategic
side of British war policy: “What I want you and the Prime Minister to
know is that I shall at all times welcome it if you will keep me in touch
personally with anything you want me to know about.” At this time,
Roosevelt had little personal regard for either Chamberlain or
Churchill.> But in line with his endeavour to stiffen British resistance to
Hitler — this time with the carrot of a favourable ear without the stick of
unflattering comments about the British character — the gravity of the
situation required a direct opening to assure Chamberlain’s government
of American concern for Britain’s plight. He seems to have believed that
Churchill’s rise to the Cabinet meant that there was finally a political
leader in office in London who could cope with the threat in Europe
presented by Hitler. Like Chamberlain, Churchill understood the
importance of American material support for the Anglo-French war
effort, although he, too, seems to have had little initial personal regard
for the president.® Still, Churchill took up Roosevelt’s offer of keeping
him informed. Over the winter of 1939-40, supported by Chamberlain
and Halifax — the premier let Churchill deal with Roosevelt — Churchill
established a secret correspondence with the president ostensibly de-
signed to keep him abreast of naval developments. More practically, it
was designed to build political bridges to the centre of the American
government that would abet Britain’s effort to defeat Germany.

It is crucial to understand the nature of the Churchill-Roosevelt
wartime relationship that began with that first exchange of letters and
lasted until Roosevelt’s death in April 1945. For a long while the
personal ties that developed between these two men, ties that became
genuinely friendly, were portrayed as the basis of an Anglo-American

4 Roosevelt to Churchill, 11 Sep. 1939, Churchill-Roosevelt, 1, 24; Roosevelt to
Chamberlain, 11 Sep. 1939, Roosevelt PSF GB.

5 Reynolds, Alliance, 85-17, esp. n. 134.

% Chamberlain to Lothian, 15 Sep. 1939, FO 800/397. On Churchill and Roosevelt, see
W. F. Kimball, Forged in War. Roosevelt, Churchill, and the Second World War (New York,
1996), 1-61. Cf. Churchill to Roosevelt, 5 Oct. 1939, Churchill-Roosevelt, 1, 26—7;
W. S. Churchill, The Second World War, vol. I (1948) [hereafter in the style SWW, 1),
440-1.
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‘special relationship’.” Emerging during the war years and continuing
afterwards, this relationship supposedly lay at the heart of what one
diehard atlanticist termed ‘one of the most decisive forces in modern
history’.® During the Cold War, for instance, Churchill embroidered on
this theme. The personal side of this transatlantic diplomacy must be
approached cautiously. In the first place, between October 1939 and
May 1940, there were only twelve messages: eight from Churchill, three
from Roosevelt, and one telephone call.” Moreover, Roosevelt and
Chamberlain wrote to one another in this same period.'® Second,
although these early communications suggest emerging Anglo-American
co-operation, they dealt with minor matters like British efforts to sink
the German pocket battleship Graf Spee. Third, because of more
pressing problems that arose during the ‘Phoney War’ — the time from
September 1939 until April 1940, when the German attack in the West
began with the descent on Scandinavia — the question of the United
States remained in the second rank of British strategic calculations.

Only after France surrendered to Germany on 22 June 1940 and
Britain faced the Axis alone did Churchill begin serious communica-
tions with Roosevelt. The reason was simple: he needed to court friendly
Powers to sustain Britain’s war effort. For his part, after June 1940,
Roosevelt appreciated that a German-dominated Europe presented
grave strategic problems for the United States, including some in the
Western Hemisphere. On both sides of the Atlantic, the cold calculation
of national interests brought Britain and the United States — and
Churchill and Roosevelt — closer together. In the first twenty-seven
months of the war, from Germany’s attack on Poland to Japan’s

7 H. C. Allen, ‘Anti-Americanism in Britain’, CR, 200(1961), 625-9; G. W. Ball, ‘The
“Special Relationship” in Today’s World’, in W. E. Leuchtenberg et al., eds. Britain and
the United States (1979), 47-59; S. G. Putt, View from Atlantis: The Americans and
Ourselves (London, 1955); A. C. Turner, The Unique Partnership: Britain and the United
States (New York, 1971).

8 M. Greene, ‘American Kinship with Britain’, Quarterly Review, 301(1963), 383-93.

Cf. SWW, I, and W. S. Churchill, The Unwritten Alliance: Speeches, 1953 to 1959 (1961).

Cf. M. Weidhorn, ‘America Through Churchill’s Eyes’, Thought, 50(1975), 5-34.

Then see M. Beloff, “The “Special Relationship” in Today’s World’, in M. Gilbert, ed.,
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Kimball, ‘Thirty Years After, or the Two Musketeers’, DH, 18(1995), 161-76; D.

Reynolds, ‘A “Special Relationship”? America, Britain and the International Order

Since the Second World War’, I4, 62(1985/6), 1-20; D. Reynolds, ‘Roosevelt,

Churchill, and the Wartime Anglo-American Alliance, 1939-1945: Towards a New

Synthesis’, in W. R. Louis and H. Bull, eds., The ‘Special Relationship’: Anglo-American

Relations Since 1945 (Oxford, 1986), 17—-41.

Churchill-Roosevelt, 1, 24—35.

10° Chamberlain to Roosevelt, 4 Oct., 8 Nov. 1939, Roosevelt PSF GB; Chamberlain to
Lothian [for Roosevelt], 4, 7 Feb. 1940, Roosevelt PSF Welles; Chamberlain to
Roosevelt, 13 Mar. 1940, NC 7/11/33/142.
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co-ordinated assault on the European East Asian empires and the
American colonies of Hawaii and the Philippines, those interests merged.
For the British, this period spelled the end of their country’s global pre-
eminence as Roosevelt’s United States finally fused American economic
and financial wealth to political involvement in the wider world, a desire
to achieve strategic preponderance outside the Western Hemisphere,
and a will to shape the world in an American-defined image.

During the Phoney War, the Chamberlain government pursued military
and foreign policies that mirrored Britain’s experience between 1914
and 1918. In the military field, these efforts concentrated on building up
adequate armed force and strengthening the alliance with France to
confront the Germans in the West. Anglo-French staff talks were
desultory in 1936-8 but after Munich, and especially after Prague, they
focused on creating a combined military response to the Germans on
the Great War model: a Supreme War Council (the SWC), a Joint Staff
of military advisers, and a secretariat.!! Attended by Chamberlain and
Daladier, SWC first met on 12 September 1939 ‘to advertise Franco-
British unity and supply mutual encouragement [so as] to forestall the
enemy’s efforts to divide the Allies’.!? Thereafter, it met regularly until
June 1940 to co-ordinate Allied military strategy.!®> Recognising that the
French would contribute most to the land war, Chamberlain’s govern-
ment agreed that the British Field Force commander, General Lord
Gort, would be subordinate to the French commander-in-chief,
General Maurice Gamelin.'* However, London kept control over its
own naval and air forces, a decision having as much to do with meeting
the German threat in Europe as defending the Empire.!®

Lord Grey, the foreign secretary until December 1916, had argued
that wartime diplomacy existed to sustain the armed forces engaged in
fighting.!® During the winter of 1939—40, chiefly via the SWC, British

11 French, British Way, 195-200; Gibbs, Grand Strategy, 607—-80. Cf. COS memo-
randum, ‘Anglo-French Staff Conversations 1939’ [COS 856], 31 Mar. 1939, CAB
53/46; COS report, ‘Staff Conversations with the French’ [COS 877], 13 Apr. 1939,
CAB 53/47.

12 1. R. M. Butler, Grand Strategy, vol. II: September 1939—Fune 1941 (1957), 20.

13 Ibid., 43, 76—-80, 119-20, 169.

14 B. Bond, ‘Gort’, in J. Keegan, ed., Churchill’s Generals (1991), 37-8.

15 Gibbs, Grand Strategy, 681-4. Cf. COS reports, ‘Reinforcements for Egypt’ [CID
1561], 4 Jul. 1939, ‘Reinforcements for places abroad other than Egypt’ [CID 1562], 5
Jul. 1939, both CAB 4/30; COS note, ‘Strategical Planning Progress Report No.1’
[COS 948], 1 Jul. 1939, CAB 53/52.

16 Grey of Fallodon, Twenty-Five Years, vol. II (1926), 153—60. This paragraph is based
on B. Bond, Britain, France, and Belgium, 1939—1940, 2nd edn (1990); L. H. Cutright,
‘Great Britain, the Balkans and Turkey in the Autumn of 1939°, IHR, 10(1988),
433-55; R. A. C. Parker, ‘Britain, France, and Scandinavia, 1939-1940°, History,
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foreign policy followed this dictum by working with allied and neutral
Powers to achieve the optimum conditions possible for waging war.
Beyond Allied collaboration, efforts were made to entice the lesser
neutral Powers in Europe — in the Low Countries, the Balkans, and
Scandinavia — to align with Britain and France. This diplomacy proved
unsuccessful. The Belgians refused to enter staff talks from fear of
inciting a German attack. Despite the guarantees of April 1939, the
possibility of a ‘Balkan bloc’ evaporated because of Romanian anxiety
about Bolshevik Russia and Yugoslavian and Greek apprehensions
about Italy. In Scandinavia, the Swedish government’s pro-German
sentiments, Norwegian nervousness about a German attack, and the
outbreak of a Russo-Finnish war (which might divert Allied troops from
western Europe if Britain and France intervened) militated against a
pro-Allied bloc in this region. Still, there were some successes. By mid-
October, an Anglo-Franco-Turkish treaty was concluded, though it
would not come into operation until Ankara received sufficient supplies
of arms and other war material. And a cautious policy towards Musso-
lini’s Italy, such as avoiding provocative actions like imposing a
blockade, seemed to play on Rome’s initial concern that Germany might
be defeated by the two Allies.

Ultimately, Anglo-French efforts proved inadequate to stem the
German attack when it came in the spring of 1940.!7 Norway and
Denmark were overrun in April; Holland and Belgium fell between 10
and 14 May; and, after failing to stop the German juggernaut at Sedan
on 14—15 May, British and French forces in eastern France were forced
to retreat. The collapse of the French Army saw the creation of a new
government in Paris, led by Marshal Henri Pétain, which surrendered
on 22 June; before this, although encircled at the port of Dunkerque,
the British Army with some French and Belgian units was able to retreat
across the Channel in late May and early June to regroup in Britain.
Another casualty of the German onslaught was Chamberlain. On 10
May 1940, he fell from office over German success in Norway, and
Churchill rose to the premiership.

Against the setting of the Phoney War, Anglo-American relations were

61(1976), 369-87; G. L. Weinberg, A World at Arms. A Global History of World War 11
(Cambridge, 1994), 73-89; L. Woodward, British Foreign Policy in the Second World
War, vol. 1 (1970), 1-80.

17 This paragraph is based on Butler, Grand Strategy, 119-207; J. D. Fair, ‘The
Norwegian Campaign and Winston Churchill’s Rise to Power in 1940: A Study of
Perception and Attribution’, IHR, 9(1987), 410-37; Gilbert, Churchill, VI, 174—648;
B. Stegemann, ‘Operation Wesertibung’, H. Umbreit, “The Battle for Hegemony in
Western Europe’, both in K. A. Maier et al., Germany and the Second World War, vol. II:
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defined, on one hand, by the British government’s effort to get the
maximum United States material support for Britain’s armed forces
and, on the other, by Roosevelt’s desire not to have the United States
drawn into any fighting. However, the Phoney War period was not
viewed by contemporaries as preliminary to an unavoidable German
attack.!® Since warfare had not broken out on the Franco-German
border and as London had yet to suffer attack by the Lufrwaffe, a range
of opinion in Britain and the United States was uncertain whether Hitler
felt he could win a war in the West. Accordingly, whilst Chamberlain’s
government laboured to build up adequate armed forces should they be
needed, it employed a diplomacy towards the neutral United States
designed to enhance Allied war-making potential. In Washington,
Roosevelt and his advisers were willing to assist Britain and France as
much as they could without making military commitments; at the same
time, they looked to ensure American hemispheric security through
their own military and foreign policies.

Lothian needed little encouragement to lobby Roosevelt and Hull
about applying the neutrality laws favourably towards Britain.!® On 12
September, Roosevelt adhered to that legislation and announced an
embargo on arms sales and restrictions on American travel on belli-
gerent ships. But at a special session of Congress on 21 September, after
digesting reports reaching him from Lothian, Kennedy, Bullitt, and
others, he announced that he wanted the embargo repealed and amend-
ments introduced, including the revival of the cash-and-carry provi-
sions.2? Pittman brought a bill to this effect to the Senate on 2 October.
After concerted White House lobbying and bipartisan support from
internationalist Republicans like Stimson, a revised neutrality law
passed both houses of Congress by 2 November. Loans to governments
that had defaulted on war debts were still prohibited, and belligerent
Powers could not use American harbours as supply bases; but the
embargo on arms exports vanished, allowing belligerent purchases on a
cash-and-carry basis. Over the next eight months, Allied purchases in
the United States rose rapidly;?! to assist the British and French,

18 Reynolds, Alliance, 64.

19 Lothian to Halifax, 5, 15 Sep. 1939, Halifax to Lothian, 27 Sep. 1939, Lothian speech
to the NY Pilgrim’s Society, 25 Oct. 1939, all Halifax FO 800/324. Cf. Hull
memoranda [conversations with Lothian], 4, 11, 19 Sep. 1939, Hull 58.

20 Dallek, Roosevelt, 200—5. Cf. Morgenthau diary, 28 Sep. 1939; Borah, ‘Cash-and-

Carry-Brief’, n.d., Borah 759.
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Roosevelt had Morgenthau prevent the Germans and Russians from
‘buying up [the] principal sources of supplies needed by France or
England’.?? These purchases created difficulties for London by deval-
uing sterling and depleting British dollar and gold holdings. On the
American side, London’s decision to buy only goods necessary for the
war effort reduced exports to Britain in important commodities like
agricultural products; farm and other interest groups lobbied the
Administration about the seeming unfairness of British policy.?*> Yet,
despite these difficulties, a basis for Anglo-American collaboration had
been established by June 1940. It had occurred largely because the
leadership of both Powers saw it in their interests to co-operate.

Co-operation also emerged over naval matters. Sensing the immi-
nence of the European crisis in June 1939, Roosevelt conceived of a
‘security zone’ in the Atlantic to ensure the protection of North
America. He mentioned this during George VI’s visit and, on 5
September, announced that American naval and air forces would patrol
the Atlantic Ocean to a distance of 300 miles from the coast.?* More-
over, he asked for refuelling and other rights at British bases in the West
Indies and the Canadian port of Halifax. Churchill immediately saw
value in making this concession — ‘we should welcome any such scheme,
and it would be of the highest importance to our safety and success’;
and he used the opportunity of his correspondence with Roosevelt over
the winter to show the president that the RN was respecting American
neutral rights in the ‘security zone’ and to seek Roosevelt’s help in
imposing the British blockade outside of it.?> Roosevelt understood the
need to assist the British, and he even acquiesced in the British arrest in
May 1940 of a cipher clerk in Kennedy’s embassy, Tyler Kent, who was
preparing to leak the Churchill-Roosevelt correspondence because he
thought it compromised American neutrality.?%

Significantly, Britain’s blockade against Germany after September

British GNP British exports  British imports

1938 4,671 532.3 919.5
1940 5,980 437.2 1,152.1

Figures are millions of pounds. From Mitchell, ‘Overseas Trade 3, ‘Prest’s Estimates
[National Income], 1915-1946°, British Historical Statistics, 284, 368.
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1939 did not evince the kind of emotive American reaction it had in

1914—17. Lothian delivered a note to Hull on 3 September 1939

explaining that British actions would be ‘in conformity with the recog-

nised rules applicable to the exercise of maritime belligerent rights by
warships’. At Hull’s suggestion, an Anglo-American committee of
experts (diplomats from Lothian’s embassy and Feis) was formed to
establish ‘something like the certificate system that was in operation
during the last part of the World War’ to reduce interference with

‘American commerce’.?” Though opposition emerged from isolationists

and others, like Borah, who promoted the freedom of the seas, general

American opinion seemed to sympathise with Britain’s action. In a

series of despatches over the winter, Lothian argued that only intemper-

ate policies and an attitude of indifference to American goodwill would
swing opinion into the camp of the opponents of the blockade.?® By
early 1940, the embassy held that American fears of being drawn into

the war were receding, but with an eye to Nye’s investigation in the mid-

1930s, Lothian advised that overt British propaganda in the United

States might be ill-received by the American public.?° In this atmo-

sphere of general American distaste for Hitler’s regime and a growing

sympathy for Britain’s position, prudence by Chamberlain’s government
would only benefit the Allied war effort. Whilst British critics in the

United States began to coalesce around staunch isolationists like the

celebrity-aviator, Charles Lindbergh, Roosevelt, most of his advisers, an

array of politicians, some important elements of the American media,
the Roman Catholic hierarchy, and influential British emzgrés supported

British efforts to meet the German threat during the Phoney War.3? As a

recent study suggests, the majority of American opinion saw it in the

United States’ interest to provide material and moral support to Britain
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after September 1939 for the most realistic of reasons: it was better that
Britain, rather than the United States, fight Germany.>!

Naturally, in pursuing their own narrow national interests, the British
and Americans did not see every element of their emerging co-operation
as beneficial. In the economic sphere, London recognised that the
outflow of gold and the depletion of British dollar reserves were creating
a dangerous imbalance in favour of the United States. Such an imbal-
ance threatened British control over its informal economic empire,
something driven home when Roosevelt met with Sir Frederick Phillips,
the senior British Treasury representative in Washington, shortly after
the fall of France: ‘How about selling some of these securities that you
have in the Argentine, such as Street Railway and so forth?’3? An
obvious price had to be paid in seeking American economic assistance.
This tendency in American policy was especially pronounced in relation
to Western Hemispheric security, where economic diplomacy and
American national security overlapped.??> A case in point touched the
Danish colony of Greenland. After Denmark fell to Germany, the
Canadian government sent a small force to secure aluminium mines on
the island. However, Washington despatched a force of its own and
displaced the Canadians.?>* Although Eden chafed at the American
desire to control these mines, L.ondon made no formal protest over the
American action.

Before Hitler’s Germany launched its offensive in Western Europe,
the Cabinet held concerns about American expectations that the Anglo-
French alliance could meet the German threat. British concerns reached
a peak in February—March 1940. On 2 February, Roosevelt announced
that Welles would travel to Berlin, Rome, Paris, and London seeking
information on the possibility of a negotiated settlement to end the
crisis.>® Roosevelt actually proposed the Welles mission more for
domestic political reasons — he was considering running for an unprece-
dented third term as president in the November 1940 elections, and the
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Foreign Policy, 1937-1941’ (forthcoming).
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ments of the United Kingdom Exchange Control’, n.d.

33 Cf. D. Green, The Containment of Latin America: A History of the Myths and Realities of
the Good Neighbor Policy (Chicago, 1971); Haglund, Transformation; R. Pommerin, Das
Dritte Reich und Lateinamerika: Die deutsche Politik gegeniiber Siid- und Mittelamerika,
1939-1942 (Dusseldorf, 1977).

J. A. English, ‘Not an Equilateral Triangle: Canada’s Strategic Relationship with the
United States and Britain, 1939-1945’, in B. J. C. McKercher and L. Aronsen, eds.,
The North Atlantic Triangle in a Changing World: Anglo-American-Canadian Relations,
1902-1956 (Toronto, 1996), 147-50.

35 Lothian telegram to Halifax, 2 Feb. 1940, Halifax FO 800/324.

32

34



Belligerent Britain and the neutral United States 287

mantle of peacemaker would help him with American voters.>® But the
British greeted Welles’ mission with apprehension. The Foreign Office
American Department encapsulated these anxieties with the argument
that the ‘President and those surrounding him think that we can’t win’,
adding:

The United States cannot afford to let us lose and would not like to see us
defeated ... [Roosevelt] has decided to send Mr Sumner Welles and even if we
assure him that the mere mention of the visit will affect our interests injuriously

he will no doubt, secure in his conviction that we can’t win, disregard our
remonstrances and feel that he is saving us from ourselves.3”

After consulting Halifax, Chamberlain officially welcomed Welles’
mission, but he cautioned Roosevelt that ‘there would be the utmost
difficulty in persuading the people of this country and, I believe of
France, that any settlement is worth signing with Hitler or the present
regime’.>® Building on Lothian’s assessments about the volatility of
general American opinion, the Cabinet and the Foreign Office made
every effort to convince Welles, and Moffat, who accompanied him, of
British resolve.?® Additionally, British financial weakness had to be
minimised; any suggestion of a need for American financial aid would
rattle American isolationists who, looking back to 1914-17, saw such
aid as the precursor to intervention. British disquiet was allayed after
Welles met with the king, Chamberlain, senior Cabinet ministers, and
Opposition MPs on 11-13 March.*° First, German arrogance had seen
Welles leave Berlin with a critical view of German policy. Second,
especially after meeting with Chamberlain and Churchill, Welles sym-
pathised with the British predicament. He began to believe in German
culpability for the crisis, and that American support for the British
could help to restrain Hitler. The only difficulty was that Hitler could
not be restrained.

The British way in warfare since at least the late seventeenth century
had involved finding allies that shared British interests and then,
providing the bulk of financing and a contribution of armed force,

36 Dallek, Roosevelt, 215-17.
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fighting enemy Powers.*! This approach sometimes ran aground, for
instance, in maintaining the first three coalitions against revolutionary
and Napoleonic France after 1792.4? Yet, geography, the Royal Navy,
British financial and industrial capacity, and the ability to find overseas
supplies of raw materials and markets traditionally had given Britain
decided strategic advantages. In large degree, British involvement
against the Central Powers between 1914 and 1918 had been predicated
on this approach to warfare. And in the interwar period, the general
assumption by a range of statesmen, from Ramsay MacDonald to
Austen Chamberlain, was that Britain would have allies to assist in any
continental struggle. The European crisis after 1 September 1939
suggested that war, if it broke out, would be limited to the Anglo-French
alliance, on one side, and Germany, on the other: Mussolini remained
neutral, unsure of Hitler’s chances for victory; Bolshevik Russia was
more concerned with securing its position against the Baltic states and
Finland; and the minor Powers, especially Holland and Belgium, were
frantically working to keep aloof from any potential fighting. Even
outside of Europe, in the Far East, the Japanese were waiting to see how
the European crisis would be resolved — another indication that Vansit-
tart’s iron logic expressed in the first DRC still had validity. With
American policy since September 1939, in tandem with the Welles
mission, showing that the United States would be benevolently neutral
towards Britain and France in a conflict with Germany, Chamberlain’s
government by March 1940 reckoned that a major war might still be
averted.

Hitler’s actions after April 1940, leading to the fall of France on 22
June, dramatically changed the situation.*®> Regardless of the reasons for
Anglo-French defeat, the fact remains that on 22 June 1940, Britain
suddenly and unexpectedly found itself alone against the Axis Powers.
Mussolini unearthed the courage to attack stricken France on 10 June
and, from the Italian colony of Libya, looked covetously on Egypt. With
the Luftwaffe able to cross the Channel to bomb British targets, with
British economic, financial, and industrial strength stretched to the
limit, and with access to overseas supplies of raw materials and markets
constricted by the possibility of a German submarine offensive, the
traditional strategic advantages of the British way in warfare were
melting away. The French collapse presented Churchill’s new War
41 French, British Way.
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Cabinet with a disaster that threatened the foundations of British global
power. Less obviously, it was the turning-point in the evolving Anglo-
American relationship.

In his memoirs, Churchill related: ‘Future generations may deem it
noteworthy that the supreme question of whether we should fight on
alone never found a place upon the War Cabinet agenda ... we were
much too busy to waste time upon such unreal, academic issues.’** He
was disingenuous, seeking retrospectively to sustain Britain’s Cold War
image as a resolute enemy of totalitarianism. On 26 May 1940, during
the Dunkerque evacuation, Churchill asked the COS ‘what are the
prospects of our continuing the war alone against Germany and prob-
ably Italy’. He couched this request in terms of the defeat of France and
Belgium leaving Britain alone, and ‘in the event of terms being offered to
Britain which would place her entirely at the mercy of Germany’.*> Over
the next few days the Cabinet assessed the military position. Their
discussion was based on COS assessments that if British forces could be
evacuated from Dunkerque, the home islands could be defended against
a German attack: the RN could safeguard the Channel, the RAF could
defend the skies, and ground forces could garrison the coast.*® No
minister advocated surrender, but Halifax argued that Italian support
might be bought to help Britain achieve security ‘from the point of view
of the balance of power’. Churchill countered with the argument that
the ‘only thing to do was to show [Hitler] that he could not conquer this
country’.#” The Cabinet endorsed his view and, despite some ministers,
such as Lord Beaverbrook, who opposed making major concessions to
Washington, it became clear that Britain would have to rely on American
support to continue the war.

Halifax also advocated a direct appeal to the American people; this
idea had been broached privately by Jan Smuts, the South African
statesman, who suggested a declaration stating: “We are only concerned
with the defence of world liberty against what will undoubtedly mean
the domination of the world by Nazi power. Will the United States help
or will they stand aside and take no action in defence of the rights of
man?’*® Two weeks earlier, Roosevelt had declined Churchill’s request
4 SWW; 11, 177-8.

45 WM 139(40) 1, Confidential Annex, 26 May 1940, CAB 65.

46 WM 140(40), Confidential Annex, 26 May 1940, WM 141(40)9, Confidential Annex,
WM 142(40), Confidential Annex, both 27 May 1940, WM 145(40)1, Confidential
Annex, 28 May 1940, WM 146(40)1, Confidential Annex, 29 May 1940, all :bid.

47 See the exchanges in WM 140(40), Confidential Annex, 26 May 1940, ibid. Cf.
Vansittart minute, 14 Jun. 1940, Scott minute, 17 Jun. 1940, on Lothian to Halifax, 3
Jun. 1940, Halifax FO 800/324.

48 For this discussion and excerpts of Smuts’ letters, see WM 145(40)1, Confidential
Minute, 28 May 1940, ibid. Churchill’s comment, quoted below, is from this meeting.
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for the loan of fifty USN destroyers to bolster the RN.%° Whilst the

president cited the problem of Congressional approval blocking such a

loan, Churchill understood that Roosevelt was not about to squander

American warships until the dust cleared in Europe. Realising that a

direct appeal would do little at that moment, Churchill won the day in

the Cabinet with the argument: ‘If we made a bold stand against

Germany, that would command [American] admiration and respect;

but a grovelling appeal, if made now, would have the worst possible

effect.” Britain would have to fight on to survive.>°

Britain’s position was not completely hopeless. The dominions were
ready to offer what assistance they could. Despite British prewar
apprehension about isolationist sentiment in Ottawa, Mackenzie King’s
government had declared war on Germany on 10 September 1939.%! In

Britain, the Admiralty believed as late as January 1938 that even if

Canada remained neutral, Canadian harbours and ‘intelligence organi-

sations’ would be made available to the RN.>? It went without saying

that the always avaricious Canadians would be only too willing to sell
food and industrial raw materials to Britain. Therefore, Canadian
military participation in war was an added bonus; and, by the summer

of 1940, Canadian troops were helping to garrison Britain against a

possible German invasion. By the same token, Australia and New

Zealand also declared war on Germany and, though uneasy about

Japanese ambitions in the Pacific, were willing to send troops to the

Mediterranean. After September 1940, when Italian forces in Libya

attacked Egypt, Australian and New Zealand soldiers helped repel this

assault. Also in Britain at this time were the political remnants of the
states overrun by the Germans — governments-in-exile — which had
brought with them some of their armed forces;>> admittedly, however,

49 Churchill to Roosevelt, 15 May 1940, and reply, 16 May 1940, Churchill-Roosevelt, 1,

37-9.

Roberts, Halifax, 220 — Churchill ‘was not fighting so much for victory as for better

terms in the near future’ — is erroneous.
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these exiled forces were small and lacked adequate equipment. Aug-
mented by these additional forces and access to outside supply, the RN,
RAF, and British Army could defend the home islands and maintain a
presence in key strategic areas like Egypt.>* The strength of the RN,
with bases like Malta, Gibraltar, and Alexandria, allowed for the supply
of British and Imperial forces and harassment of German and Italian
shipping. Moreover, thanks to Polish intelligence having broken the
Germans’ most confidential Enigma codes, the secrets of which came to
British intelligence, Churchill had daily information on German tactical,
operational, and strategic moves.?> Yet, whilst a solitary Britain and its
dominion allies could defend their position against Germany in the
summer of 1940 and, after September, against Italy in North Africa,
there was little chance that it could launch an offensive capable of
defeating the two European Axis Powers. Indeed, as Sir Howard
Kingsley Wood, Churchill’s chancellor of the Exchequer, reminded his
colleagues during this difficult time, all the government could hope to
do was to finance a defensive strategy not an offensive one.

In this context, the United States emerged in Churchill’s mind — as
well as that of his Cabinet — as the one Power that could help underwrite
the British war effort and, perhaps, even join the struggle on Britain’s
side. Given the subsequent mythology surrounding the Anglo-American
‘special relationship’, it must be realised that what eventually became
the Anglo-American wartime alliance was a close-run thing. Churchill
understood that only effective British opposition to the Axis would
convince Roosevelt and American opinion generally that United States
support would not be wasted. Such resistance, therefore, became the
order of the day. As it turned out, the ambitions of Hitler and Mussolini,
rather than any initiative by Churchill’s government, provided the
British with opportunities over the remaining six months of 1940 to
show the Americans British resolve.

In late August, Hitler unleashed the Lufrwajfe on Britain to prepare

54 D. W. Braddock, The Campaigns in Egypt and Libya, 1940—1942 (Aldershot, 1964);
B. Maughan, Tobruk and Alamein (Sydney, 1987); W. A. Miller, The 9th Australian
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Desert, 1941 (London, 1980); Stacey, Canada, 270-323; C. P. Stacey, Arms, Men and
Governments. The War Policies of Canada, 1939—1945 (Ottawa, 1970), 146—59.
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the way for a German invasion. This air battle over the Channel and
southern England — the Battle of Britain — was extremely intense until
late October.’® Thanks to courageous British and Imperial airmen,
good intelligence, and modern fighter aircraft, the latter the result of the
Chamberlain government’s rearmament policies before September
1939, the Lufrwaffe failed to break British resolve. Postponing the
invasion, Hitler directed the German Navy to step up its submarine
offensive against British shipping lanes; known as the Battle of the
Atlantic, this struggle involved a German economic strategy to starve
Britain of essential food and raw materials and destroy its overseas
trade.?” Although the British initially had difficulty in meeting this
German offensive, the RN and the Royal Canadian Navy (RCN) began
to utilise their naval supremacy to meet the submarine offensive. In
addition, in early July 1940, to prevent the French Fleet from falling
into German hands, the RN sank the flower of the French navy at
Oran.>8
Britain’s resistance to the Axis offensive in summer—autumn 1940
did as Churchill surmised: it began to create feelings amongst crucial
members of Roosevelt’s Administration that Britain had the desire and
will to oppose Germany and Italy. However, the American decision to
support Britain’s war effort after mid-June was not straightforward.
During the Phoney War, Roosevelt’s attitude concerning the British
and French ability to avoid defeat fluctuated.’® At times he seemed
optimistic but, when events seemed to go against the two Allies, he
would become discouraged. This vacillation reflected divisions within
his Administration. On one extreme was Hull, whose legalistic ap-
proach to foreign policy suggested a line of complete neutrality in the
conflict.?® On the other was Harry Woodring, the secretary of war, an
56 H. Boog, Die Deutsche Luftwaffenfiihrung, 1935—1945: Fiihrungsprobleme, Spitzenglie-
derung, Generalstabsausbildung (Stuttgart, 1982); B. Collier, The Defence of the United
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J. Brennecke, Die Wende im U-Boot-Krieg: Ursachen und Folgen, 1939—1943 (Herford,
West Germany, 1984); U. Elfrath, Die Deutsche Kriegsmarine, 1935—1945 (Friedberg,
1985), esp. vol. IIT; T. Hughes, The Battle of the Atlantic (New York, 1977); S. Roskill,
The War at Sea 1939—1945, vol. I. The Defensive (1954).
>8 Butler, Grand Strategy, 221-1.
59 Cf. Morgenthau diary, 3 Oct., 14 Oct. 1939, 3 Mar., 29 Apr. 1940; Ickes diary, 14 Oct.
1939, Ickes, Diary, 352
See the papers Hull requested from his officials about modifying the Neutrality Act: for
instance, Green memorandum, 2 Oct. 1939, Savage memorandum, ‘Change of
Neutrality Policies in Time of War’, 4 Oct. 1939, Hackworth memorandum, ‘Arms,

Ammunition, and Implements of War’, 17 Oct. 1939, all Hull 84. Cf. his discussions
with British diplomats over trade and ancillary questions in memoranda, 4, 11 Sep.
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unreconstructed isolationist.®! In the middle were ministers like Mor-
genthau and Ickes, each of whom, despite some reservations about the
British ability to meet the Axis threat, wanted to help underwrite
Britain’s war effort.5? This divergence was reflected in the State Depart-
ment and diplomatic service. After his mission when he confronted the
stark differences between Nazi Germany and liberal Britain and France,
Welles argued for as much American support as possible. Conversely,
other officials like Moffat and one of his subordinates, Adolf Berle,
tended to see little difference between the Anglo-French Powers, on one
hand, and their Axis foes, on the other. But whilst they held both
equally guilty for the outbreak of the war, they did everything possible to
help the British blockade of Germany.®®> Amongst the ambassadors,
Bullitt continued his earlier line of argument that as much aid as
possible had to flow to the anti-German coalition.®* His arguments were
countered by Kennedy, who believed that inevitable German victory
meant that the United States should do nothing to sustain Britain’s war
effort.%®

German victory over France changed everything. Vacillation in
Washington ended as Roosevelt, the guiding hand of American foreign
and defence policy, was forced to decide whether the United States
should aid Britain in its war against the Axis. On 10 June 1940, just after
Italy’s attack on France, Roosevelt delivered a speech at Charlottesville,
Virginia. He proclaimed:

we will pursue two obvious and simultaneous causes: We will extend to the
opponents of force, the material resources of this nation, and harness and speed
up the use of those resources in order that we ourselves may have the equipment
and training equal to the task in an emergency.%®

1939, 22 Jan., 6 Mar., 20 Mar. 1940, all Hull 58. Cf. Borchard (Yale Law School) to
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But American opinion still seemed resistant to American involvement
outside of the Western Hemisphere. Roosevelt began to back-track,
probably because he had now decided to seek an unprecedented third
term and needed to assure his position with the voters. On 14 June, he
cautioned Churchill ‘that while our efforts will be exerted towards
making available an ever increasing amount of materials and supplies|,]
a certain amount of time must pass before our efforts in this sense can
be successful to the extent desired’.%” He also indicated that the British
Fleet must not fall into enemy hands. The next day the French
government fled Paris; almost two months were to pass till his next
message to Churchill.

This two-month period proved crucial to the Anglo-American rela-
tionship. Several interpretations exist about why Roosevelt did not
communicate with Churchill — in the same period, Churchill sent four
messages, three seeking material and diplomatic support. One flattering
interpretation suggests that the president perceived the European crisis
as means to sunder totalitarian threats to liberal democracy, and that he
needed a little time to establish a basis for this.®® Looking more broadly
at American policy in the eighteen months between June 1940 and
December 1941, some of his thoughtful critics argue that he was simply
‘slow’ in confronting the strategic problems confronting the United
States.®® His two most empathetic chroniclers assert that whilst cogni-
sant of the danger to American interests but constrained by isolationism,
‘he cast about for ways to “sell” the American people, and his own
military, on aid to Britain’.”? Grains of truth are in each of these
judgments. Roosevelt’s actions conformed to the precepts of his Char-
lottesville speech. Until the fall of France, and despite their fluctuating
views about British resolve, Roosevelt and most of his advisers reckoned
that Britain and France could withstand the German onslaught and, as
they did between 1914 and 1918, gradually weaken Germany by
blockade and armed strength. The events of June 1940 came as an
unpalatable surprise. Ickes said in early May that ‘the Allied cause [is
something] in which I am perfectly sure we are more intimately
concerned than the great majority of our people believe’.”! This was
true — for economic, political, strategic, and ideological reasons.

67 Roosevelt to Churchill, 14 Jun. 1940, Churchill-Roosevelt, 1, 47—8.
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York, 1976), 129-67.

69 Watt, John Bull, 91. Polemics like Marks, Wind Over Sand, 163 (‘From the opening gun
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70 Kimball, Forged, 57; Reynolds, Alliance, 65.

71 Ickes diary, 4 May 1940, Ickes, Diary, 171.
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Whether or not he grasped the full strategic implications of Germany’s
threat to Britain,”? Roosevelt resolved in the crucial two months after 14
June 1940 to do all he could to assist the British war effort.

He gave practical form to his own resolve by adding strong-willed
interventionists to his Cabinet. Woodring and Charles Edison, the
secretary of the Navy, were replaced on 19 June; the anglophile Stimson
became secretary of war, and Frank Knox, a Chicago newspaper
publisher and the Republican vice-presidential candidate in 1936,
succeeded Edison. This surprising act — Stimson had long been critical
of Roosevelt — had the double merit of bringing vitality to the policy-
making process and of giving that policy an aura of bipartisan support.”>
Roosevelt then got his military chiefs, notably General George Marshall,
the Army chief of staff, to accept that material support of Britain would
not endanger the American ability to defend its Western Hemispheric
interests.”* Similar pressures were put on other sections of his Adminis-
tration, especially the War Department and State Department, to
remove impediments to British access to American war matzériel.”> He
also began moves to improve North American defence. On 27 May, he
had selected Moffat as the new American minister in Ottawa. Taking up
his post on 12 June, Moffat immediately began discussions with Mack-
enzie King, who wanted to establish contacts between the Canadian and
American military staffs.”® American authorities appeared cool to the
idea but, on 3 July, Roosevelt supported such contacts as long as there
were no formal commitments. A month later, the president was pre-
pared to go further. On 17-18 August 1940, Roosevelt, Mackenzie
King, and their advisers met at Ogdensburg, New York;”” they created
the Permanent Joint Board on Defence, supposedly an advisory com-
mittee. By the end of August, a series of its recommendations were
being put into action. Akin to these developments, and partly because
of Stimson’s determination to strengthen American external policy,
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Britain; Military Situation: June 1940’ and ‘July 1940°, in Roosevelt PSF GB.
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Roosevelt gave public support on 2 August to legislation — the Selective
Service Act — providing for conscription.”® Finally, Roosevelt decided to
run for a third term as president and, at the Democratic National
Convention in Chicago on 16 July, he easily won his party’s nomination
on the first ballot.”®

Thus, by the time he telegraphed Churchill after the two-month
silence, Roosevelt had reinvigorated military policy-making in his Ad-
ministration, moved to strengthen the American armed forces, begun to
improve North American defence, and solidified his political domestic
position so as to capture a third — and crucial — term as president. His
purpose was to do all possible to prevent Germany and Italy from
defeating Britain. After the fall of France, Roosevelt knew he had to go
beyond the material and moral support that his Administration had
been willing to give between September 1939 and June 1940. His
decision to go further meant pursuing foreign and defence policies that
would mark the United States as an interventionist Power beyond the
Western Hemisphere. More important, this decision would unlock the
latent political and military power of the United States and wed it to the
economic, financial, and industrial strength that it had long possessed.
Although Roosevelt’s long-term political, strategic, and economic goals
will be dealt with later, the exposed position of Britain and its Empire by
autumn 1940 gave the United States an additional advantage in seeking
to pursue external policies that would strengthen and enhance American
interests.

Reflecting the new direction in American strategy, Roosevelt’s first
message to Churchill in two months proposed that the United States
transfer fifty older destroyers to Britain in return for, first, leases to build
naval and air bases in British possessions in the Caribbean and New-
foundland and, second, a promise that if ‘the waters of Great Britain
become untenable for British ships of war’, the RN would be transferred
to ‘other parts of the Empire [probably Canada]’. The matter had long
been discussed within the Administration, but the August offer resulted
from both Roosevelt’s resolve to assist Britain and, more importantly,
the Churchill government’s demonstration over two months that it
would resist the Axis pressure — for instance, the action at Oran denying
the Germans the French Fleet.8 Anglo-American discussions over a

78 Dallek, Roosevelr, 248—9; J. A. Huston, ‘Selective Service in World War II’, Current
History, 54(1968), 345-50.
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destroyer transfer had occurred intermittently since Churchill first
raised the matter in mid-May.®! It has been suggested that ‘both
governments were engaged in an uneasy bargaining game that summer,
exploring in a rather heavy-handed way how best to obtain support from
the other’.82 The story of ‘the destroyers-for-bases deal’ is well known.8?
In negotiations that stretched throughout August, the British and
Americans manoeuvred within their established practice of ‘competitive
co-operation’ to achieve the best agreement possible for themselves.
Needing as many warships as possible, especially because of Italian
ambitions in the Mediterranean, Churchill had to accept Roosevelt’s
chief demands. The first involved ninety-nine-year leases allowing the
Americans to build eight bases in Newfoundland and the Caribbean —
Churchill wanted the destroyers as a gift. The second was a public
statement by Churchill that the RN would ‘in no event be surrendered
or sunk’ — Churchill complied on 5 September, though he told Roose-
velt privately that ‘these hypothetical contingencies seem more likely to
concern the German Fleet or what is left of it than our own’.8%

However, the results of the agreement are most telling in terms of
the Anglo-American relationship at that moment. Churchill had tied
the neutral United States to belligerent Britain in a way that ostensibly
saw greater American involvement in the military side of British war
effort. “The effects in Europe’, he later wrote, ‘were profound.’®>
Roosevelt showed American opinion that having broken some isola-
tionist bonds that constrained his diplomacy, he had acquired tangible
rewards for sending destroyers to Britain — and his Republican
adversary in the impending election, Wendell Willkie, was playing on
this shift in American opinion to advocate increased American support

War (Montreal, Kingston, Buffalo, 1996). Zimmerman’s argument that this mission
was ‘one of the key events in the forging of the Anglo-American alliance’ is wide of the
mark.
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of Britain.8¢ More important, Roosevelt had taken an overt step in

aligning with Britain against the Axis Powers; and he did so in a way

that, by acquiring bases at British expense, had strengthened the

American armed forces strategically for a possible struggle against Nazi

Germany.

Between 2 September 1940, when the ‘destroyers-for-bases’ deal was
signed, and 7 December 1941, when the Japanese air attack on the US
naval base at Pearl Harbor occurred, Churchill’s government and the
Roosevelt Administration drew closer together. The growing friendship
between the two leaders had some influence here, but more important
was the confluence of British and American national interests involving
the defeat of the Axis Powers in Europe and, until the unexpected Pearl
Harbor attack, in containing Japanese ambitions in East Asia. The
broad brushstrokes and the fine detail of this portrait of increasing
Anglo-American co-operation are well known.®” Britain’s essential
problem for most of this period lay in its need for food, raw materials,
war matériel, and other supplies to meet the Axis threat to the home
islands and the British position in the Mediterranean. Hence, adhering
to the general precepts of his Charlottesville speech, Roosevelt worked
to supply Britain with ‘material resources’ to conduct the war and,
simultaneously, rearm the United States. His short-term goal after 2
September was re-election to a third term. Foreign policy was not the
only issue of concern for Roosevelt and Willkie; still, that the two
presidential contenders and the majority of American voters believed
that the United States should support Britain made Roosevelt’s double
task easier once he secured re-election on 5 November.58

For Churchill, the destroyers-for-bases deal was a singular achieve-
ment. Just after Churchill assumed the premiership, his son asked him
how Britain could defeat Germany. Churchill responded: I shall drag
the United States in.”®® Four months later, although Roosevelt needed
little dragging, Britain had a major ally, albeit one only beginning to
transform its potential strength into real national power. Even before
signing the destroyers deal, Churchill’s government stepped up its
pressure on the Roosevelt Administration to increase its support of the
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British war effort. With the Battle of Britain as a backdrop to this
diplomacy, Churchill used his personal connexion with Roosevelt to
make the case for increased assistance; Lothian lobbied in Washington
for the same end; and the British Purchasing Commission in the
United States worked feverishly to acquire as many supplies as
possible.’® In comparison to the earlier period, Churchill, Lothian,
and the others found Washington more helpful.®! To show Washington
the co-operative nature of British policies, the British Embassy and
Tizard’s Mission began to transfer ‘important and highly secret tech-
nical information’ to the American army and navy.°?> London initially
greeted Roosevelt’s re-election with the expectation of eventual Amer-
ican intervention; this ran counter to Lothian’s prediction that full
American involvement would not occur until American rearmament
neared completion in a year or so, or if American interests were
threatened in a major way.?> Roosevelt’s apparent desire to facilitate aid
saw observers in London overestimate his commitment to go to war —
the carrot of his long-established policy to stir Britain to fight. By mid-
November, however, British optimism was fading.

Lothian had returned to London in October.?* With his Washington
experience, Lothian understood that whilst the ship of American public
opinion was moving towards greater intervention in the war, it had yet
to reach its destination. After the American election, supported by
Halifax and the Foreign Office, he pressed a reluctant Churchill to send
a frank message to Roosevelt outlining the parlous situation confronting
Britain as the Battle of Britain was ending and the Battle of the Atlantic
was heating up. Churchill worried about being so forthright. Still, before
Lothian departed for Washington on 15 November, a draft letter had
been prepared, something Cadogan called ‘putting all our cards on the
90 Cf. Churchill to Roosevelt, 22 Sep., 4, 25 Oct. 1940, Churchill-Roosevelt, 1, 71, 74, 78;
Leith-Ross minute, 25 Oct. 1940, Leith-Ross T 188/300; Hull memoranda of
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table’.?> Churchill delayed for ten days, till Halifax and the Foreign
Office rekindled their pressure. With Lothian having already told Amer-
ican reporters on his return that ‘Britain’s broke; it’s your money we
want’, and with the requirement of American assistance increasing,
Churchill sent a twenty-page missive to Roosevelt on 7 December
1940.%¢

There had been last-minute wrangling in London over its contents.
Halifax and the Foreign Office wanted an honest assessment of the
difficult position Britain faced in terms of war finance, shipping, and the
military position in Europe, the Mediterranean, and Far East. Not
wanting to expose completely Britain’s strategic problems, Churchill
wanted to concentrate on shipping because of the U-boat attacks on
British Atlantic sea-lanes. His desire prevailed, although he did address
financial and strategic issues, munitions supply, and British war produc-
tion. Roosevelt was already moving in this direction, but this message
and further lobbying by Lothian galvanised the White House into
action. It encouraged Roosevelt’s decision to introduce a bill into
Congress to lend or lease American-produced war matériel to any Power
that the president reckoned was important in helping defend the United
States. Roosevelt had a tough time with the isolationists but, on 8
March 1941, a majority in the American Congress passed the Lend-
Lease Bill.°” Whilst the legislation did not mention Britain specifically —
with the Chiang Kai-shek and other pro-American regimes in mind, the
cunning Roosevelt wanted as much latitude as possible in doling out aid
— Churchill was ecstatic:

[The bill] made us free to shape by agreement long-term plans of vast extent for
all our needs. There was no need for repayment. There was not even to be a
formal account kept in dollars or sterling. What we had was lent or leased to us
because our continued resistance to the Hitler tyranny was deemed to be of vital
interest to the great Republic.”®

Roosevelt put a positive spin on Lend-Lease publicly on 17 March:
‘History cannot be made or written by wishful thinking. We American
people are writing new history to-day.’®® Whether American opinion
understood Roosevelt’s motives, he had committed the United States to
Britain’s anti-Axis war effort. His commitment was seen in tangible
ways. %0 In January 1941, secret Anglo-American staff talks were held in
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Washington that sought, first, a combined global strategy and, second, a
plan for the defence of the Atlantic. By April, as a result of these talks,
Washington announced a security zone that ran the length of the North
Atlantic from the Azores to Greenland. Within this expanded zone,
American vessels helped the RN anti-submarine campaign by reporting
sightings of German U-boats to Washington, which were then relayed to
London.

Over the next eight months, until Pearl Harbor, Churchill’s govern-
ment increasingly found itself with an American ally determined to
safeguard its own interests as much as help Britain defend itself against
Germany and Italy. This determination was especially pronounced in
the economic sphere. The pro-American Lothian had argued as early as
April 1940 that Americans would ‘make loans or give credits or even
gifts to the Allies’ to help defeat the Axis; but, he cautioned: “The
United States will not do much in this direction until she is sure she has
got our investments, our gold and any assets Overseas which are
saleable in the United States of America.’!°! American policy towards
Britain in 1940-1 lacked altruism. On a range of economic and
financial issues ancillary to Lend-Lease and which involved British
spending — for instance, wheat exports, the sterling—dollar balance, and
merchant shipping — Washington drove hard bargains with London that
added markedly to American political strength within the Anglo-Amer-
ican relationship.!°? American success rankled with some British ob-
servers. Thus, in negotiations over American rights in establishing the
agreed bases in the West Indies, Churchill’s private secretary, John
Colville, remarked: ‘The West Indian Colonies themselves ... are
resentful, and their feelings are shared by many people here in view of
the conditions which the Americans have demanded and which amount
to capitulations.’103

Churchill found mounting disaffection towards the United States in
his Cabinet. Leo Amery, the Indian secretary, held that trade issues tied
to Lend-Lease threatened Imperial Preference, thereby weakening the
economic bonds holding the Empire together.!%4 Beaverbrook believed
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the Americans conceded nothing: “They have taken our bases without
valuable consideration. They have taken our gold. They have been given
our secrets and offered us a thoroughly inadequate service in return.’!%3
“The Colonial Office are frightened that in the heat of the conflict,
Colville reported, ‘we shall cede much that will afterwards be regret-
table.’196 Yet, as Colville noted:

the P.M. is ill-satisfied with the point of view expressed by his colleagues. He
believes that the safety of the state is at stake, that America in providing us with
credits that will enable us to win the war which we could not otherwise do, and
that we cannot afford to risk the major issue in order to maintain our pride and
to preserve the dignity of a few small islands.

Churchill was realistic. Britain was in an exposed position. To protect
the home islands from German conquest, to fight the Italians in North
Africa, and to hold as much of the Empire as possible, Britain needed
American support; to acquire that support, it had to pay the American
price. Both Britain and the United States shared the same interest in
meeting Axis aggression; but, unlike before June 1940 in relation to the
French, the British lacked the power to enforce their will on the
Americans. Amery, Beaverbrook, and others should not have been
surprised that Britain was becoming a supplicant to the United States,
since Britain for the most part had traditionally been dominant — and
never altruistic — in its relations with other Powers. Perhaps they
recognised this situation, and this is what agitated them. As Churchill
had long argued, however, to defeat the Axis and preserve the Empire,
Britain had to purchase American help with its economic, political, and
strategic capital.

Passage of Lend-Lease brought the United States into Britain’s anti-
Axis war effort just as the course of the war changed.!®” In October
1940, Mussolini’s armies had tried to overrun Greece from Italy’s
Albanian colony. They failed and, by early 1941, with Italy facing a
successful Greek counter-attack in the Balkans and a British one in
North Africa, Hitler had to despatch German forces to help his erstwhile
ally. Additional problems in Belgrade in March 1941 led to the German
occupation of Yugoslavia and the expansion of the war into Greece and
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Crete, where Churchill diverted some of his North African forces to
fight the Germans. The Germans were victorious in the Balkans by the
end of May. Sensing that Britain could be dealt with later, after further
weakening by the U-boat offensive, Hitler turned his attention towards
achieving his long-cherished goal of defeating and occupying Bolshevik
Russia — the planning for which began in late June 1940. Feeling secure
in Western Europe, the Balkans, and North Africa, Hitler stupidly
ordered his armies to attack Russia on 21-22 June 1941. After a year of
facing the Axis alone, Churchill’s government had a major ally on the
Continent that could also fight the Germans. Admittedly, the initial
months of the German offensive drove the Red Army back hundreds of
miles. But distance, the advent of an early winter, and Russian resistance
saw the German offensive halt by December on a line that ran from
Leningrad and Moscow to the Crimea in the south. Also receiving
Lend-Lease by the autumn of 1941, Stalin’s forces began to regroup,
rearm, and plan for the 1942 campaigning season. Red Army success
would only assist British efforts to revive their fortunes in Western
Europe and the Mediterranean.

1941 also proved a period of change in the Far Eastern balance of
power. Whilst Japanese forces had occupied Chinese territory along the
entire coastline and the major river systems by mid-1939, much of
Chinese territory remained outside Japanese control. Moreover, they
faced armed opposition from both Chiang and his nationalist army
based in the south-western city of Chungking and Mao Tse-tung and
communist forces operating out of northern Shensi province. Although
Japan’s conquest of China was not yet realised, Tokyo’s ambitions in
East Asia were unslaked. Looking covetously on the resources of
Russian Siberia, Japan went to war briefly and unsuccessfully with
Russia in 1939.1°8 After an armistice, the Japanese then looked south-
wards to consolidate their position in China and, watching the develop-
ments in Europe, exploit the weakness of the White Imperial Powers
caused by the outbreak of the war in September 1939. In June 1939, the
Japanese threatened the British concession at Tientsin, supposedly
neutral territory.!?® Silver reserves from the Bank of China were
deposited there, and some Chinese patriots used it as a refuge whilst
conducting guerrilla actions against the Japanese. Unable to get Amer-
ican or French support, Craigie began negotiations on an agreement
whereby Tokyo tried to wrest Britain’s formal recognition of Japan’s
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special position in China. The negotiations dragged on. By August,
thanks to the intrusion of other issues, chiefly Washington’s denuncia-
tion of the Japanese—American trade treaty, the granting of export
credits by Britain, and the announcement of the Nazi-Soviet non-
aggression pact, the Japanese government resigned and Japan entered
another quiescent period respecting Britain, the United States, and the
other White Imperial Powers.

British willingness to negotiate over Tientsin derived from COS
assessments that the concession could not be defended.!!® Though
diplomatically difficult to swallow, COS guidance conformed to the Far
Eastern strategy that the COS and CID had been pursuing since before
the Marco Polo Bridge incident. Recognising after the second London
naval conference that the Japanese dominated Korea, Taiwan, and
eastern and northern China, the British worked to establish a defensive
perimeter along the southern edge of this region. This element of
Imperial defence centred on improving Singapore’s defences and,
further south, seeking agreements with Australia and New Zealand.!!!
British political and military leaders endeavoured to deter Japan’s
ambitions beyond its immediate sphere of interest in the western Pacific
north of the equator. As late as March 1939, Craigie counselled: “The
presence of [an] adequate fleet and air force, based at Singapore, would,
by removing the chance of a rapid attack on the fortress, also remove
one of the prizes of war and so enhance in Japanese eyes, the advantages
of neutrality.”!1?

A central canon of this strategy was that if ever Japanese forces
threatened the perimeter, moving either into South-east Asia or the
wider Pacific, Britain’s ability to resist such advances would be aug-
mented by the USN. Craigie and others felt confident that the Amer-
icans would not countenance an expansion of the Japanese Empire into
these regions. ‘His Majesty’s Government’, Halifax told Lindsay after
the Prague crisis, ‘cannot leave out of account the fact that if they are
involved in a European conflict, they might not be able at once to
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reinforce on a large scale their naval forces in the Far East, and that
might affect United States naval dispositions.’!!> At the same moment
Churchill, still a backbencher, saw the soundness of this idea.!14 If war
broke out in Europe, he surmised, Britain’s main strategic weakness
would lie in the Far East. With the bulk of the RN concentrated west of
Suez, he argued that the ‘farthest point we can hold in the conditions
imagined is Singapore’. But should the Japanese decide to exploit
Britain’s entanglement in Europe — Hong Kong and Shanghai would fall
but Singapore could hold out — Britain could probably rely on the
Americans to prevent Japan from restructuring the western Pacific
balance of power to American disadvantage. This attitude informed his
strategic thinking concerning the Far East after September 1939, when
he became first lord of the Admiralty, and after May 1940, when he rose
to the premiership.!!>

It is true that Churchill showed caution in handling the Japanese after
May 1940. A basic tenet of British global strategy since the Washington
conference had been to send a fleet to Singapore in the event of a Far
Eastern crisis.!1® After May 1940, and especially after the fall of France
and the Italian attack on Egypt, British ground, air, and naval forces had
to be concentrated in the Mediterranean and in home waters. As the
DRC, the CID, and the Cabinet had recognised since 1933—5, Britain
could not simultaneously fight and defeat three first-class Powers.
Therefore, a minimum of RN warships and available funds for building
up Singapore’s defences were diverted eastward to deter Japan.!l” Even
after the Japanese exploited France’s defeat by occupying French Indo-
china in July 1940, Churchill continued to be prudent. In July 1940, his
government bent to pressures from Tokyo and closed the Burma Road, a
supply route between India and south-western China, built in 1938 and,
by 1940, Chiang’s chief source of war matériel.!1® The closing created an
unfavourable diplomatic odour in Washington where it was seen as
British appeasement of Japan. After the destroyers-for-bases deal,
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Churchill raised with Roosevelt the possibility of reopening the Burma
Road in tandem with a visit by a USN fleet to Singapore.!'® Although a
fleet visit did not materialise, the Burma Road reopened in mid-October.

The Burma Road issue typified the British approach to maintaining
the Far Eastern balance in the eighteen months before Pearl Harbor.
The war in Europe and the Mediterranean put the Far East in third
place in British strategic priorities. Indeed, until the day of the Pearl
Harbor attack, Churchill supposed that a Japanese offensive was vir-
tually impossible.!?® Although not all his advisers shared his attitude,
Churchill believed that the Japanese could largely be deterred by
probable American armed intervention. This belief lay at the bottom of
his pursuit of a USN visit to Singapore. To a large extent, the necessities
of fighting Germany and Italy in Europe and the Mediterranean forced
Churchill’s government to abdicate the chief responsibility for con-
taining Japan in East Asia and the western Pacific to the Roosevelt
Administration. Not surprisingly, British influence in the region de-
clined, whilst that of the United States increased.

The Roosevelt Administration appeared willing to take up the chal-
lenge and confront the Japanese question.!?! Since 8 March 1941,
Japanese—American negotiations for a Far Eastern settlement had been
in progress; conducted mainly by Hull and Admiral Nomura Kichisa-
buro, the Japanese ambassador in Washington, they continued until the
Pearl Harbor attack. Importantly, the Americans had broken Japanese
codes, so that the State Department knew at every stage what transpired
between Nomura and Tokyo. War in the Pacific was not inevitable:
Roosevelt, Hull, and their advisers understood American naval weakness
in the Far East; if Tokyo had shown a willingness to withdraw back
behind the Great Wall and abjure further expansion, the Roosevelt
Administration might have accepted the absorption of Manchukuo and
recognised Japan’s leading position in China.'?? But dominated by
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chauvinistic civilians and military officers, Japan’s leadership could not
brook any retreat. As Saito Yoshie, the emperor’s adviser, warned:

America’s intention is to bring about peace between Japan and China by means
of an agreement between Japan and the United States ... This procedure will
transfer leadership in East Asia to the United States. It will interfere with the
implementation of an independent policy by our Empire.!23

In the minds of Japanese leaders, a basis for agreement did not exist.
Washington wanted Japan to withdraw from French Indochina and
southern China; Tokyo saw the conquest of China as integral to their
national survival and central to their desire to create the ‘Greater East
Asia Co-prosperity Sphere’, a new order in East Asia dominated by
Japan. Similarly, Japanese leaders wanted access to crucial raw mate-
rials, especially oil, something that made the Dutch East Indies a
potential prize of the first magnitude. Compromise proved an elusive
commodity, but both sides continued to negotiate. The Japanese braced
for war; on 20 October, the IJN planners were ordered to plan an air
attack on Pearl Harbor as final preparations were made for a descent on
Malaya, Singapore, the Philippines, and the Dutch East Indies. In
Washington, Roosevelt tried to get the Japanese to compromise by
imposing economic sanctions, freezing Japanese assets in the United
States and embargoing step-by-step crucial strategic commodities like
pig iron and oil. This only confirmed Tokyo’s decision for war, at the
base of which was the argument that Japan was only doing in East Asia
what the White Imperial Powers had long done. On 7 December 1941,
it launched its surprise attack on Pearl Harbor and struck south against
Malaya, the Philippines, and the Dutch East Indies. The United States
was at war in the Pacific; on 11 December, following the dictates of the
September 1940 German-Italian—Japanese Tripartite Pact, Germany
and Italy declared war on the United States. Churchill’s dream of
American involvement in the European war was now realised. Hence-
forth, the Anglo-American relationship would never be the same.
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Epilogue
‘A new order of things’, 1941-1945

But, unless appearances are deceptive, the United States is also now
groping towards a new order of things in which Great Britain, whilst
occupying a highly important position as a bastion of Western
European security and as the focal point of a far-flung oceanic system,
will nevertheless be expected to take her place as junior partner in an

orbit of power predominantly under American aegis.
Balfour, August 1945

Churchill accepted the heavy economic and political price that Amer-
ican assistance after June 1940 necessitated. For Britain to survive
Germany’s onslaught, retain its Empire, and seek means to defeat the
Axis, the United States had to join the war on Britain’s side. Lately,
however, the United States’ position in Churchill’s wartime grand
strategy has been questioned. Building on criticisms of Churchill’s
diplomacy that emerged as early as 1944, it is argued that Anglo-
American alignment — along with British partnership with Bolshevik
Russia — eroded Britain’s power, squandered its freedom of action in
foreign policy, and, thereby, because Britain by 1945 became secondary
to the United States (and Russia), destroyed Britain as the greatest of
the Great Powers.? The most recent critique argues that Britain’s
interests would have been better served by settling with Germany in
either 1940 or, after Hitler turned on Russia, 1941. Hitler and Stalin
could then have torn themselves to pieces, Britain would not have
become beholden to the United States, and, once the Russo-German
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war ended, Britain and its Empire would have been intact, with London
retaining decided influence in establishing the postwar order.

Yet, as a perceptive response to this fanciful musing demonstrates,
and apart from the British public’s obvious anti-Germanism, Hitler
could not be trusted; despite the German leader wanting to destroy and
then colonise Bolshevik Russia, Britain existed as ‘a prime target of
Hitler’s malevolence’.? Since London would have had to make conces-
sions in any Anglo-German peace settlement, Britain’s power would still
have diminished, its freedom of action been constrained, and its position
of pre-eminence lost by inclusion in a Nazi émperium. Britain would have
gained nothing by seeking peace in 1940-1 and, given the experience of
Austria, Czechoslovakia, France, the Low Countries, and other
German-dominated states, lost much. Churchill’s strategy was deter-
mined neither by ideology — Stalin’s regime was as barbarous as Hitler’s
— nor kinship — the special Anglo-American relationship was largely
mythological. Rather, it was shaped by the cold dictates of realpolitik.
After September 1939 and, especially, after June 1940, Anglo-American
interests coincided: prevent German domination of Europe, protect
North Atlantic lifelines, and ensure Britain’s national survival. The
reasons animating these interests might differ — for the British, survival
was an end in itself; for the Americans, these interests were the means
with which any strategy of defeating Germany had to be implemented.
Still, each Power’s interests coincided.

However, Roosevelt and his advisers had the upper hand following
their decision to support Britain after the fall of France. They began to
translate the vast wealth and industrial capacity of the United States into
the tangible expressions of power: troops, ships, aeroplanes, and other
implements of war. They demanded concessions from London. They
acquired bases essential to national security and the wider projection of
their strength. They chanced war to assist Britain through destroyers-
for-bases, Lend-Lease, staff talks, and extending the Atlantic security
zone. Most important, Roosevelt, Morgenthau, and others were finding
the will to exercise American power to achieve specific strategic,
financial, and political goals beyond the Western Hemisphere — Stimson
had long believed in such diplomacy. By late 1940, for the first time
since Hoover’s disarmament plan, American leaders were undertaking
bold initiatives in foreign policy. Part of the reason involved the waning
strength of isolationism; the larger part stemmed from the European
war threatening American security and interests abroad.

Earlier American policy-makers — Coolidge, Hoover, and Roosevelt
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until September 1939 — pursued interventionist economic diplomacy
whilst largely abjuring its political cousin. After 1939, war in Europe
and Far Eastern problems changed everything. America’s position as a
Great Power was being challenged; ignoring this challenge courted great
risk. The British had a role in pushing Roosevelt to this realisation,
although Roosevelt was moving in this direction before LLend-Lease. He
and his advisers were committed to helping the British, but their
confronting the Axis and Japan would occur so that American strategic,
economic, and other interests benefited. If this meant driving hard
bargains with London, or weakening Britain, so be it. This does not
mean that they avoided mistakes in the early going; they did not: for
example, thinking the Japanese could be deterred by the carrot of the
Hull-Nomura conversations and the stick of embargoes. American
sailors at Pearl Harbor paid the price. By late 1941, however, Roosevelt’s
America was beginning to flex its muscles. Churchill understood its
growing power. After the Americans entered the struggle, he looked to
exploit that power to defend British interests. Until the war ended, this
understanding and the intention to capitalise on growing American
power became central to his efforts and those of his advisers in making
Britain’s American policy, in inter-Allied relations, and in fashioning
wartime strategy and war aims.

It is not the purpose of this study to examine the military course of the
Second World War from Pearl Harbor till its end in the summer of 1945.
Instead, emphasis lies with the diplomacy of Anglo-American relations
and the shift in power that marked the relationship. By late 1941,
Britain had survived a dangerous year-and-a-half. It had weathered the
fall of France and a year alone fighting the Axis Powers. It had courted
the United States to find a major ally, when Hitler’s ambitions in the
East suddenly presented a second in Russia. But Britain’s position as the
leading Great Power was being eroded as 1941 ended. No one in
London knew in the days after 7 December how the war would develop.
Would Russia resist the anticipated German offensive in 1942? With the
ghost of the Nazi—Soviet pact in the background, would an eastern
stalemate produce a separate Russo-German peace settlement so that
Hitler’s forces could turn their full strength against Britain? Following
the Crete disaster and Afrika Korps success in North Africa, could
British forces defend the Suez lifeline? In the Far East, would the
Japanese be successful in dislodging the White Imperial Powers and
then create and hold the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere?
Within the emerging Allied alliance, what would Moscow and
Washington demand for their part in the struggle? Britain was losing its
leading position amongst the Great Powers, indeed, given the situation
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in East Asia, its global pre-eminence. Which amongst the other belliger-
ents would profit most from this erosion of power?

In a critical sense, Anglo-American relations had a new face even before
Pearl Harbor. On the British side, Lothian died in December 1940.
Churchill chose Halifax as the new ambassador — his original choice,
Lloyd George, begged off. Putting Halifax in Washington had the
double merit of having a senior British statesman in the American
capital whilst removing a political threat to Churchill within the
Cabinet.* Eden again became foreign secretary. Although a member of
the Conservative Party’s Churchillian wing, Eden now distrusted Amer-
ican policy. He thought Churchill showed too much ‘sentiment for his
transatlantic allies’.® ‘I accepted the fact’, he recorded with sorrow, ‘that
the United States must in time become the dominant partner in Anglo-
American councils” Hence, by early 1941, although Churchill’s
authority had not diminished, the foreign-policy-making elite was less
pro-American than that after September 1939. On the American side, a
series of events enhanced White House domination of American ex-
ternal policy. Roosevelt replaced Kennedy with John Winant, a loyal
New Dealer, an anti-Nazi committed to the war, and a politician of left-
wing sympathies. In Roosevelt’s calculations, Winant’s appointment
would appeal to both Conservatives and Labour within Churchill’s
coalition, thereby improving Anglo-American relations — Roosevelt also
reckoned that Labour would form the immediate postwar government.®
Winant, importantly, was more pliant than Kennedy. At the State
Department, Welles and Hull were locked in a continual bureaucratic
duel over policy-making. Because of these problems, and preferring
informal diplomatic channels to official ones, Roosevelt gave increasing
authority in foreign policy matters to a White House adviser, Harry
Hopkins. Like Colonel House during the Great War, Hopkins became a
roving presidential envoy.” This development meant that more than
ever, Roosevelt controlled American policy towards Britain; and though
open to guidance from his diplomatic and military advisers, he was
going to ensure that American policy on all its facets bore his stamp.
Two weeks after Pearl Harbor, Churchill was in Washington to
consult with Roosevelt. Known as the ‘Arcadia’ conference and lasting
until January 1942, these discussions created the Anglo-American
4 On Lloyd George, Cadogan diary, 13, 16 Dec. 1940, Cadogan Diary, 339—41.
5> Earl of Avon, The Reckoning (1965), 367-8.
% D. Reynolds, ‘Roosevelt, the British Left, and the Appointment of John G. Winant as
United States Ambassador to Britain in 1941°, IHR, 4(1982), 393—-413.

7 See M. Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill, vol. VI: Finest Hour, 1939-1941 (1983),
981-1000.
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wartime alliance. Their genesis lay in August 1941, when Churchill and
Roosevelt met at Placentia Bay, Newfoundland and issued the ‘Atlantic
Charter’, a statement genuflecting to both Wilsonian idealism and the
lessons supposedly learnt during the Great Depression.® Countering
Axis propaganda that Germany and Italy were oppressed, have-not
Powers fighting for national existence, this document stressed that ‘after
the final destruction of Nazi tyranny’, there had to be freedom of the
seas, the pursuit of true international security, and, with a new organisa-
tion to replace the League, effective disarmament. The Charter also
contained concepts like the right of peoples to choose their own systems
of governance, that access to trade and raw materials was the right of all
states, and that, after the war, states should collaborate economically.
Over the next few months, the Charter was signed by all of the Allies,
including Russia but not France — Churchill and Roosevelt argued that
there was no French government fighting the Axis, since French emigré
leaders had failed to create a single political union. In essence, the
Placentia Bay meeting outlined the war aims of belligerent Britain and
the neutral United States.

Arcadia determined the practical means by which the Charter could be
realised. These means had two dimensions: organising effective decision-
making and determining western Allied strategy.® The first element
developed out of Churchill and Roosevelt’s shared desire for real co-
operation in directing their half of the struggle. The Russians would
conduct their war independently, though every effort would be made to
co-ordinate Anglo-American and Russian operations; and Churchill and
Roosevelt agreed to keep Stalin continually informed of their decisions.
Giving form to an American suggestion, Churchill and Roosevelt estab-
lished the Combined Chiefs of Staff Committee (CCS). Headquartered
in Washington, this body comprised the American chiefs of staff and,
because the British chiefs could not be long away from London, British
deputies with authority to make decisions. If the CCS became dead-
locked, the issue would be referred to Churchill and Roosevelt for a final
decision. It is impossible to overestimate the CCS’s importance in the
wartime Anglo-American relationship. Admittedly, early growing pains
appeared in the decision-making process, for instance, in mid-January
1942, the matter of American reinforcements for the Far East denuding
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the European theatre of ships, troops, aeroplanes, and other war mate-
rials.!® But by mid-1942 this body functioned relatively effectively,
helped by Field-Marshal Sir John Dill, the senior British representative
until his death in 1944, and General Marshall working well together.!! In
April 1942, the CCS received authority over all Anglo-American opera-
tions subject to the wider strategic decisions that might emerge when
Churchill and Roosevelt consulted.

More important at Arcadia was the basic strategy that the two
English-speaking Powers should pursue. After 7 December 1941,
Churchill worried that the galvanising affect of the Pearl Harbor attack
on American opinion might compel Roosevelt to concentrate his forces
in the Far East.!? Such fears were allayed when Roosevelt confirmed
that the Anglo-Americans would pursue a ‘Burope first’ strategy.!®
Churchill and Roosevelt both believed that Japan’s offensive would fall
short if its forces dared attack Singapore and the Philippines. Mirroring
prewar COS thinking, the Anglo-American response should be to
mount defensive operations and, after Germany and Italy were defeated,
the Far Eastern defensive could be transformed into the offensive. Yet,
Roosevelt had to agree to defeat the European Axis before turning all
Allied resources on Japan. Not only was it essential for British survival,
it would help the Russians, who were tying down something like two
hundred German divisions in the East.

After determining the goal of ‘Europe first’, the question became how
to achieve it? At Arcadia, Churchill advocated a peripheral strategy.'4
He argued for wearing down the Axis on Europe’s periphery tied to the
aerial bombardment of Germany’s industry and economic infrastruc-
ture. A direct attack against the Continent was risky. If it did not
succeed or if the western Allies were worn down in achieving victory, the
Russians might overshadow the Allies in the aftermath of the war.
Conversely, once Germany and its Italian ally were weakened by

10" Chiefs of Staff Conference 10 [hereafter CCS], 12 Jan. 1942, American—British Joint
Chiefs of Staff Conferences [microfilm edition: National Archives, Washington DC]. Cf.
C. Barnett, ‘Anglo-American Strategy in Europe’, in A. Lane and H. Temperley, eds.,
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peripheral operations — tied to Russian pressures from the East — Hitler’s
Festung Europa could be invaded, Nazi Germany defeated, and the
western Allies could bargain effectively with Stalin. Adoption of the
peripheral strategy drew on British strengths. Based on ideas that had
informed his thinking as first lord of the Admiralty in the Great War —
the failure of which had driven him from office in 1915 — Churchill
pressed for clearing Axis forces out of North Africa as preparatory to
invading Italy. Successful Allied operations in North Africa would safe-
guard Britain’s position in Egypt, in particular, and in the Mediter-
ranean, generally. Anglo-American forces could then invade Italy,
advance up the peninsula and, expanding into the Balkans, launch a
final offensive against Germany from what Churchill called ‘the soft
under-belly of Europe’. Of course, there was nothing ‘soft’ about either
the Italian or Balkan peninsulas — the problem in 1915 — but such a
campaign would safeguard Britain’s Imperial position in the Mediter-
ranean. Supporting the air offensive against Germany, Roosevelt’s
military chiefs opposed moving American forces and equipment across
the Atlantic to augment the British strategic position in North Africa
and the Mediterranean.!® They argued that these forces would be better
used to attack the Continent; and with the Russian ability to withstand a
German offensive in 1942 unknown, to relieve pressure on the Red
Army. Here the matter rested for the moment. Since the bulk of the
USN was needed in the Pacific, the RN and RCN would sweep the
North Atlantic free of U-boats, a problem increasingly important
because Lend-Lease convoys now had to reach the northern Russian
port of Murmansk.!® American forces and supplies would be sent to
Britain, but where those forces would be employed would have to be
determined later in 1942.

Arcadia inaugurated a phase in Anglo-American relations that lasted
until November 1943, a phase when strategy largely dominated transat-
lantic deliberations. It was also when the British used the opportunities
presented by the vagaries of the struggle to bolster their position within
the Anglo-American-Russian triplice. London and Washington con-
fronted two major problems in the six months after Arcadia: when and
where to attack Axis Europe; and how to handle Japan after its forces
unexpectedly conquered Malaya, Singapore, Burma, and the Philip-
pines and, then, began campaigns westwards towards India and further
15 Dallek, Roosevelt, 322.
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south towards Australia and New Zealand.!” The second was largely
resolved by the Americans. In May and June 1942, with the air power
afforded by its aircraft carriers, the USN defeated the IJN in two crucial
battles: the Battle of Midway, which prevented the Japanese from
threatening the Hawaiian Islands; and the Battle of the Coral Sea, which
blocked Japan’s surge southwards towards Australia.'® The British
contribution in these actions was virtually non-existent. Two warships
that Churchill sent to assist Singapore’s defence — the battleship Prince of
Wales and battle-cruiser Repulse — were sunk by Japanese aircraft en
route. These developments resulted in the Americans beginning to mass
supplies and troops in Australia for a push northwards against the
Japanese. In India, under General Sir Archibald Wavell, British forces,
including those which retreated from Burma, undertook to shore up
defences to safeguard India and Ceylon, and to prevent any possibility
of the Germans in North Africa and the Japanese in South-east Asia
hooking up in South Asia. Accordingly, whilst the war in East Asia and
the Pacific had taken an unexpected turn, the situation had stabilised for
the Anglo-Americans by June 1942.

The issue of when and where the attack on Axis Europe would occur
was more difficult given not only British and American differences over
the Mediterranean strategy, but also because of the Russian question.
Eden met with Stalin and his foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, in
December 1941.1° Despite the Wehrmach: sitting on the outskirts of
Moscow, Stalin demanded British recognition of postwar territorial
adjustments in Russia’s favour, including the Baltic states and eastern
Poland. Eden sought a formal military agreement, ‘but not a treaty until
the Dominions had been consulted’. He also refused to conclude any
agreements without consulting Washington. Discussions ranged over the
advent of the Far Eastern war, the North African campaign, and other
issues. The tone seemed friendly, but British reluctance to accept Russian
demands for Polish territory — Britain had gone to war in 1939 honouring
the Polish guarantee — annoyed Stalin. “We have allayed some at least of
the past suspicions’, Eden told Churchill. ‘Stalin, I believe, sincerely
wants military agreements but he will not sign until we recognize his

17 1., Allen, Singapore 1941—1942 (1984); A. Draper, Dawns Like Thunder: The Retreat
from Burma 1942 (1987); M. Hauner, India in Axis Strategy (Stuttgart, 1982); H. P.
Willmott, The Barrier and the Javelin: Japanese and Allied Pacific Strategies, February to
Fune 1942 (Annapolis, 1983).

18 Admiralty, Battles of Coral Sea and Midway (1952); E. P. Hoyt, Blue Skies and Blood:
The Battle of the Coral Sea NNew York, 1975); G. Prange, Miracle at Midway (New York,
1982).

19 Avon, Reckoning, 334-52; Cadogan diary, 15-29 Dec. 1941, Cadogan Diary, 420—4;
Woodward, Foreign Policy, 11, 220-36.



316 Transition of power

frontiers, and we must expect continued badgering on this issue. Mean-

while our position and that of America is completely safeguarded.’?°
In May 1942, Molotov travelled to London and Washington.?! In

Britain, he learnt that whilst Churchill’s government would accept Soviet

control of the Baltic states, it was unprepared to do the same for eastern

Poland. Invoking the principles of the Atlantic Charter, Roosevelt

supported the British position. With Stalin’s blessing, Molotov relented

over Poland and signed an Anglo-Russian mutual assistance treaty that
promised postwar co-operation. Though the treaty papered over Anglo-

Russian differences, the Polish question had yet to be resolved. In

Washington, Molotov discovered that Roosevelt and his military advisers

supported an attack on Europe as soon as possible.?? Playing on the

problems of supply via Murmansk — almost constant daylight marked the

Arctic summer — and the Russian difficulty in alone meeting the 1942

German offensive, Molotov convinced Roosevelt to endorse a ‘Second

Front’ in Europe that year. In April 1942, at London, Hopkins and

Marshall had discussed with Churchill and the British chiefs the assem-

bling of American air and ground forces in Britain.?? Explicit in these

talks, and apart from launching the strategic bombing offensive against

Germany, was the idea that these forces would be used for an assault

against the Continent no later than 1943. Still wanting to clear North

Africa of the Axis, troubled about Japanese successes, and even con-

sidering an invasion of Norway to protect better Allied convoys on the

Murmansk run, Churchill did not demur. But this was waffling. When

Washington issued a public statement on 11 June that ‘full understanding

was reached with regard to the urgent tasks of creating a Second Front in

Europe in 1942°, the British told Molotov that they could give ‘no

promise in the matter’.?* An impasse had developed with the British, on

one side, and the Russians and Americans, on the other. Events then
conspired to give Churchill a diplomatic victory over his allies.
In June—July 1942, the war in Russia and in North Africa, and the
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Battle of the Atlantic, seemed to turn in German favour. Just days after
Washington’s 11 June announcement about a Second Front, the Wehr-
macht overran southern Russian lines in the Crimea; this victory meant
that the road to the Volga now lay open.?> By the end of June, the Afrika
Korps inflicted a heavy defeat on British forces, decimating their armour.
Egypt and Suez seemed suddenly within Hitler’s grasp. Finally, in the
North Atlantic, U-boat successes saw almost 2 million tons a month of
merchant shipping sent to the bottom, a figure exceeding the productive
capacity of British and American shipyards — losses increased to a peak
of over 4 million tons by November.?® These events together killed any
chance of a Second Front in 1942. Apparent Russian weakness meant
that an invasion of northern France or the Low Countries would meet
strong German resistance. To meet the North African crisis, Churchill’s
government shifted all available manpower, armour, and aeroplanes to
defend Egypt, weakening any possible Anglo-American invasion force.
And the U-boat offensive suggested lack of security in crucial Allied sea-
lanes. A cross-Channel attack would have to wait till at least 1943.

In Washington, on 10 July, delay of the Anglo-American invasion of
the Continent led the American military chiefs to advocate shifting their
forces and military resources for a major offensive against the Japanese.
Roosevelt overruled them. Discussing the situation with Hopkins, he
remarked: ‘I do not believe we can wait until 1943 to strike at Germany.
If we cannot strike at SLEDGEHAMMER [the Anglo-American invasion of
Western Europe], then we must take the second best — and that is not in
the Pacific.’>” Germany remained the principal enemy. Anglo-American
resources had to be directed to its defeat. Approved by Churchill who
had travelled again to Washington in the latter half of June to press the
British case after the Molotov mission,?® this decision meant that
political manoeuvring began to merge with the purely military side of
war-making. The Russians would have to fight the Germans alone for
at least another year. Additionally, almost an entire convoy en route to
Murmansk had been lost to U-boat attacks. Further convoys would
be delayed till the autumn, when the return of Arctic darkness and
augmented naval strength would give greater security to Allied
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merchantmen. It was decided that Churchill should give Stalin this
message in a face-to-face meeting. He did so in August, arguing with
some justification in strained conversations that an offensive in North
Africa constituted a Second Front.?°

Despite Russian charges of Anglo-American infidelity and the un-
quenched desire of Roosevelt’s military advisers to launch a major
offensive against the Japanese,?® Churchill had been handed the oppor-
tunity to realise the peripheral strategy in the Mediterranean. With
Roosevelt’s support, preparations began even before Churchill’s
Moscow trip to rid North Africa of Axis forces. On 26 July, General
Dwight Eisenhower, Marshall’s protégé, became Supreme Allied Com-
mander of Operation Torch, the invasion of French North Africa. On 8
August, General Bernard Montgomery assumed command of the
British Eighth Army in Egypt. These appointments set in train planning
and preparation for what became in October—-November a giant pincer
movement to crush the Afrika Korps:>! Montgomery driving from the
east and Eisenhower from the west. On 23 October, the heavily
reinforced Eighth Army attacked the Germans at El Alamein; after
twelve days fighting, the German retreat began. Three months later, on
23 January, the Eighth Army occupied Tripoli. Between 8 and 11
November, after German resolve broke at El Alamein, Eisenhower’s
troops landed in French North Africa at Casablanca, Algiers, and Oran.
They immediately pushed towards Tunisia.

Despite British and American forces containing the Germans in
Tunisia by early January 1943, victory was unattainable till May, five
months later than Allied planners anticipated.>? Delay arose from
several factors, chiefly effective German rearguard action designed to
get the maximum men, weapons, and supplies back to Italy, and Allied
inability to interdict German lines of communication. Belated Allied
success in Tunisia created a major diplomatic dilemma for the British
and Americans: a cross-Channel invasion could not occur in 1943. It
would be impossible to build up enough troops, war materials, and
shipping, including landing-craft, to mount an operation before
winter.3? Since Stalin would be displeased, further postponement would
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damage intra-alliance bonds. Anglo-American forces had to continue
fighting on the Axis periphery. At a conference at Washington in May,
code-named Trident, it was decided to invade Italy.>* Not only were
adequate troops, supplies, and shipping available to cross the narrow
waters between Tunisia and Sicily but, after three years of military
defeat, with its economy deteriorating, and the political basis of Musso-
lini’s regime being eroded, Italy seemed ripe for the taking. Churchill
reckoned, moreover, that moving onto the Italian peninsula might
augment the peripheral strategy by enticing Turkey into the struggle on
the Allied side. Of course, victory in Italy could also be a springboard for
operations in the Balkans. The case was made to Stalin that a viable
Second Front on the Continent via Italy would be established.

The Russians were unimpressed, this producing a bitter exchange of
messages between Stalin and Churchill, the temporary withdrawal of
Moscow’s ambassadors from London and Washington, and the advent
of controversy about the Russian-defined Second Front in 1943 that has
not yet abated.?®> Nonetheless, despite the low point to which Russia’s
relations with its Allies fell in summer 1943, western planning com-
menced for an invasion of Italy. Anglo-American objectives were helped
by the collapse of the Fascist regime: Mussolini fell in a coup d’érar on 25
July, and a retired army general, Pietro Badoglio, led a provisional
government.>® Badoglio immediately began secret negotiations with the
Allies to remove Italy from the war. With this diplomacy in the back-
ground, Anglo-American forces bolstered by Canadian and other Im-
perial troops invaded and captured Sicily by late August.?” A complex
series of missed opportunities and miscalculations saw the Allied
invasion of Italy, which began on 3 September, bog down. By December
1943, when Allied planners assumed their forces would control most of
Italy, the Germans had not been dislodged from a line that ran across
the peninsula from a point about fifty miles south of Rome; and two
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Italian governments competed for the loyalty of Italians: Badoglio’s pro-
Allied regime in the south and a pro-German one in the north. The
chance to deliver a knock-out blow in Italy had failed, and this under-
mined the supposed efficacy of the peripheral strategy. Churchill was
now in a difficult political position with his two alliance partners.

The changing nature of the war compounded this difficulty. A year
earlier, in the period November 1942—January 1943, Stalin’s armies had
fought and defeated the Wehrmacht at Stalingrad. Not only had the Red
Army achieved battlefield mastery, it had completely destroyed the
attacking German forces.>® Using this triumph as the basis for a
counter-attack, and utilising armour and artillery that had been manu-
factured and built up in 1942, the Red Army forced the overextended
Germans to retreat back across southern Russia. By late autumn 1943,
when the western Allies found the Italian prize beyond their grasp, the
Russians routed the Germans, emasculated Wehrmacht vitality, and
prepared for a major offensive in 1944 with the potential of driving the
Germans further back and bringing all of Eastern Europe under
Moscow’s control. In the Pacific theatre, American forces under
General Douglas MacArthur in the South Pacific and Admiral Chester
Nimitz in the eastern Pacific built on the Coral Sea and Midway
triumphs with successful counter-attacks designed to drive the Japanese
back towards their home islands.?>® Although complete victory in both
Eastern Europe and the Pacific still required major exertion, the tide of
battle had turned in Allied favour.

It is axiomatic that in wartime, success on the battlefield translates into
greater diplomatic strength; similarly, weakness constrains diplomacy.
Churchill’s problem by late 1943 derived from the limited success of
British forces in Italy; and, increasingly important, difficulties facing the
British Tenth Army in India in pushing the Japanese out of Burma. The
British quandary in South-east Asia, shared by the Americans because of
Roosevelt’s long-standing support of Chiang’s regime, derived in part
from the Kuomintang contributing little to fighting the Japanese.*°
Although the anglophobic General Joseph Stillwell, commanding
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American forces in the China-Burma-India Theatre, blamed the British
for many of the problems in dislodging the Japanese,*! Chiang proved
reluctant to mount a major offensive. Looking to the postwar period, he
stockpiled his arms and other supplies, including Lend-Lease aid, which
he needed to fight Mao’s Communists for control of China.

Allied successes in 1943 occurred with virtually no British participa-
tion. Admittedly, the strategic bomber offensive was beginning to affect
Germany’s economic infrastructure — but not enough to enervate
German war production.*? And for Britain, the unanticipated delays in
the Torch and Italian operations caused by concentrating Allied ship-
ping in the Mediterranean were damaging the British economy. With so
many merchantmen diverted from the North Atlantic, British import
totals declined markedly in 1943 (about 30 per cent less than 1942), so
that pressure on both the Exchequer and the British public was
mounting.*> Tied to the stand-off in Italy, further economic and
financial distress undercut British diplomacy as 1943 drew to a close.

In 1942-3, intra-Allied diplomacy concentrated on military efforts to
stymie the German and Japanese offensives and, if possible, force them to
retreat. This had been accomplished by the end of 1943, even to a degree
in Italy. In 1944-5, the issue became one of determining war aims that
could be imposed on defeated Germany and Japan. In November 1943,
Churchill met with Roosevelt and Stalin at Teheran. This first ‘Big
Three’ meeting stands as a crucial moment in the war. It was when the
Allies saw the strategy of their operational response to the Axis and Japan
transform into one dominated by the development of war aims and the
beginning of putting them into practice to ensure international security
once peace returned. Roosevelt told Stalin later in the war: ‘[Postwar
international politics] ought to spell the end of the system of unilateral
action, the exclusive alliances, the spheres of influence, the balances of
power, and all the other expedients that have been tried for centuries —
and have always failed.** Yet, for Roosevelt ‘the juggler’, Churchill, and
Stalin, one enduring truth about realpolitik existed of which each never
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lost sight: protecting and extending national interests. Churchill under-
stood Britain’s grand strategic interests to be security of the home islands
and defence of the Empire. In terms of Europe, his policies at Teheran
and after looked to re-establish the balance of power on the continent.
Further afield, he sought to recapture what Britain had lost in the Far
East. Only on this basis — a revived European balance in which Britain
had influence, and the recrudescence of a strong Empire — could Britain
hope to remain a Power of the first rank.

He tasted the task before him in two series of meetings with Roosevelt
in 1943. The first occurred at Casablanca in January. Ostensibly, the two
leaders met to co-ordinate grand strategy, as the battles of North Africa,
Stalingrad, and the Atlantic seemed near to victory.*> However, the
Tunisian delay suggested that the contemplated cross-Channel invasion
in 1943 might suffer. Stalin needed to be mollified. Therefore, the two
leaders dealt with matters tied to the prosecution of the Tunisian
campaign; and they sought to reconcile the two chief contenders for
leadership of pro-Allied French forces outside Vichy France — General
Charles de Gaulle and General Henri Giraud. The problems with Tunisia
are outlined above. In terms of the French question, important given the
Torch landings in Algeria, Churchill and Roosevelt helped create a
French Committee of National Liberation in Algiers in May, of which the
two generals became co-presidents. By November 1943, de Gaulle had
out-manoeuvred Giraud to become sole leader of the Committee, though
neither Churchill nor Roosevelt recognised it as a government-in-exile. 4%

More generally at Casablanca, Churchill pressed for operations against
Sicily after North Africa was cleared; given the American military chiefs’
antipathy to this proposal, the matter was held in abeyance until the
Tunisian campaign ended.*” Only at Trident in May was it decided to
invade Italy. More important at Casablanca was Roosevelt’s sudden
public announcement that the Allies would pursue ‘the unconditional
surrender’ of the Axis Powers and Japan.*® Part of the reason for his
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action stemmed from Allied negotiations with Vichy officials prior to and
after the Torch landings. But his main ground for making this statement
probably derived from the need to reassure Stalin that the western Allies
would not abandon Russia. Controversy exists about this statement
because the phrase did not appear in the final communiqué of the
conference, and the president suggested that Churchill knew nothing
beforehand about his intention. Yet, Churchill did know, telling the
Cabinet almost a week earlier that he supported such a statement.*®
Reacting to American concern that the British might not fight against
Japan after Germany’s defeat, Churchill was willing to reassure his
partner. His reassurance tied Britain, bloodied and financially drained by
the war,’® firmly to the American wagon for potential long-term opera-
tions in the Far East.

49 Gilbert, Churchill, VII, 300, 309.
50

Britain
1939 1941 1943 1945

Domestic exports

(millions of US$) 2,057 1,472 1,359 1,751
Trade imports

(millions of US§) 4,144 4,615 7,598 6,113
Coal production

(millions of tons) 231 206 199 183
Pig iron production

(thousands of tons) 7,980 7,393 7,187 7,107
Steel production

(thousands of tons) 13,221 12,312 13,031 11,824
National wealth (GNP)

(current prices, billions of US$) 23.0 27.1 31.9 33.2

United States
Domestic exports

(millions of US$) 3,192 5,153 13,028 10,097
Trade imports

(millions of US$) 5,978 4,375 3,511 4,280
Coal production

(thousands of short tons) 394,855 514,149 590,177 577,617
Pig iron production

(thousands of long tons) 32,091 49,307 54,272 47,558
Steel production

(thousands of short tons) 52,799 82,839 88,837 79,702
National wealth (GNP)

(current prices, billions of US$) 90.5 124.5 191.6 211.9

Source: From Mitchell, British Historical Statistics, 249, 283, 284, 289, 453, 454, 829,
830; US Department of Commerce, Historical Statistics, 224, 589, 599, 693, 884. The
£L/$ conversion is based on Sloman and Butler, Political Facts, 310 (table of ‘Foreign
Exchange Rates’). Cf. Bairoch, ‘Industrialization Levels’, 275; Bairoch, ‘Gross
National Product’, 280-1.
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Formal confirmation that Britain would contribute to the final push
against Japan amounted to another fee that Churchill had to pay to win
the war in Europe. It also meant that British forces would be in a
position to reoccupy key Far Eastern Imperial possessions, like Singa-
pore and Shanghai, following Japan’s collapse. Yet, Churchill’s support
for unconditional surrender indicated Britain’s waning political leverage
within the alliance. Trident masked this development as, outwardly,
Roosevelt’s decision to support the Italian invasion conformed to
Churchill’s notion of the peripheral strategy. However, circumstances
created by delayed victory in the Tunisian operations rather than
Churchill’s power of persuasion lay behind Roosevelt’s backing of
operations against Italy. The changing dynamic of Anglo-American
relations became clearer when the two leaders met at Quebec City in
August 1943, with a side visit to Roosevelt’s Hyde Park estate. Thanks
to Trident, preliminary planning for a cross-Channel invasion had
begun and, tentatively scheduled to begin in spring 1944, the operation
received its code-name: Overlord.’! CCS consideration of how it could
be achieved involved transferring troops and shipping, including
precious landing-craft, from the Mediterranean to Britain.

In the Quebec-Hyde Park discussions, Churchill and Roosevelt
addressed the issue of who would command Allied forces for both
Overlord and the South-east Asian theatre of operations.’? Churchill
proposed General Alan Brooke, the chief of the Imperial General Staff,
for the cross-Channel attack. Roosevelt countered that ‘Commands
should go to which ever country has the largest number of troops
employed’; Churchill relented, agreeing that an American should
command — Eisenhower received this plum. On the same principle,
Roosevelt accepted Churchill’s nomination of Admiral Louis Mount-
batten, the chief of British Combined Operations, for the South-east
Asia command. Beyond this question, both men and their advisers
reached several conclusions that determined western Allied strategy for
the rest of the war. Despite Churchill’s fear that sanctioning a cross-
Channel invasion would weaken the offensive in Italy, the date for
Overlord was set for May 1944. For his part, Roosevelt conceded that
the Italian campaign would not become a defensive operation on the
western Allies’ part. On a completely different level, they discussed the
production of a new weapon, the atomic bomb. For two years, Roose-
velt’s Administration had funded secret research on and development of
this device, to which Britain and Canada contributed materials and

51 G. Harrison, Cross-Channel Attack (Washington, DC, 1951), Chapters 2—3.
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scientific knowledge.?? The two leaders promised to exchange ‘informa-
tion and ideas’ concerning atomic research, never to use this weapon
against each other, and never to use it against other Powers ‘without
each other’s consent’.

Churchill achieved some crucial goals at Quebec, notably getting
American support for the invasion of Italy and a promise that these
operations would continue after the amphibious assault on France. And
British command in South-east Asia would make more certain the
re-establishment of Britain’s Imperial presence in Burma, Malaya, and
Singapore. Churchill had even received assurances that the Americans
would share atomic knowledge. On the bigger issue in western Allied
grand strategy, however, Roosevelt had put his political weight behind a
cross-Channel invasion in 1944. He had demanded and forced
Churchill’s acquiescence in an American commander for Overlord.
Roosevelt had accomplished this major strategic shift with the telling
argument about those who contributed more troops. Quebec showed the
United States’ growing political dominance within the Anglo-American
relationship.

Three months later at Teheran, British influence decreased further.?*
The major military decision made by the ‘Big Three’ concerned the
precise date for D-Day; this would be in mid-May 1944. This decision
resulted from a hard line pursued by Stalin that, because Roosevelt
sided with him, diminished British influence within the alliance. Stalin
suggested that his armies would not begin their summer 1944 offensive
until after the western Allies had landed on French beaches. By
November 1943, Stalin understood his political strength within the
alliance: the Red Army had inflicted massive casualty and material
losses on the Wehrmacht and had driven the Germans out of Russia. He
could delay the Russian attack on Germany and its Eastern European
allies, which might strengthen German military resistance in the West.
Mouthing support for Overlord, Churchill attempted to put conditions
on a May operation, for instance, that ‘landings depended upon the
Germans not bringing into France “larger forces than the British and
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Americans could gather there”’.>®> Looking both to end the war in
Europe quickly and to ensure good Russian—American relations once
peace returned, Roosevelt confirmed that Overlord would occur as
promised. Churchill grudgingly agreed, a condition of the evolving
Anglo-American alliance captured by Cadogan: ‘the President promises
everything that Stalin wants in the way of attack in the West, with the
result that Winston, who has to be more honest, is becoming an object
of suspicion to Stalin’.>%

As noted earlier, intra-Allied diplomacy after 1943 centred increas-
ingly on determining war aims. Teheran initiated this phase of coalition
warfare as the ‘Big Three’ began charting the postwar international
order. On the western side Roosevelt, rather than Churchill, led in these
matters, for example, in lobbying Stalin about a new international
organisation to replace the League. Within this organisation, Roosevelt
advocated the concept of ‘four policemen’ (Britain, Chiang’s China,
Russia, and the United States) to ensure international peace and
security. Endorsing a new League, Stalin’s comments reflected a desire
to use the new body to keep postwar Germany in check. Nonetheless, it
was a beginning. These talks at Teheran led to the creation of an intra-
Allied committee in August 1944, which met at Dumbarton Oaks in the
United States, to draft a constitution for what Roosevelt called the
“United Nations’>” — genuflecting to American opinion, he refused to
speak of an Allied alliance after December 1941 but, instead, talked of
the United Nations fighting the Axis and Japan. In these discussions,
even over China as a ‘policeman’ and despite Chiang’s failure to
participate actively against Japan, Churchill stood as an interested but
largely silent observer.>®

The other major war aim considered at Teheran concerned Germany
and its eastern neighbours. Each leader agreed that defeated Germany
would be occupied and dismembered, although the degree of dismem-
berment differed according to their perceived national interests.
Churchill wanted a viable German state in the heart of Central Europe
for balance of power purposes; Stalin seemed to want several smaller
states that, because of disunity, could never again threaten his country;
Roosevelt stood somewhere in the middle. Ultimately, handling the
German question fell to a body established by Eden, Hull, and Molotov
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at Moscow in October 1943, the European Advisory Commission
[EAC]. Its mandate was to determine the details of a European settle-
ment.?® At Teheran, the ‘Big Three’ agreed to consider its recommenda-
tions later in the war. Respecting Eastern Europe, Stalin made proposals
that would recognise both Russia’s contribution to the war and its future
security. He wanted a slice of eastern Poland promised to Russia after
the Russo-Polish war of 1920—1 but taken by the Poles. Poland would
be compensated by being ceded part of eastern Germany, whilst
Moscow retained control of the port of Konigsberg — in the summer of
1943, relations between Russia and the Polish government-in-exile were
broken when the Germans discovered the graves of massacred Polish
officers in former Russian territory.®® Churchill and Roosevelt were not
opposed to this territorial transfer, but concurred that it would require
further study. Then, Roosevelt went further by enquiring about Russian
territorial objectives in the Far East. Stalin commented generally about
giving security to Siberia and the Pacific Maritime Provinces but,
probably because he had not thought much about the matter, made no
specific demands. This issue, too, would have to be dealt with later. In
summary, and tied to the Overlord decision, political discussions at
Teheran showed a growing intimacy between Roosevelt and Stalin,
reflecting desires to build a modus vivend: that could last into the
postwar period. British interests were not necessarily ignored in this
process; yet, with the changing nature of the war, Roosevelt showed
determination to safeguard American interests regardless of Churchill’s
desires.

This is why Teheran is important. It precipitated a new departure in
intra-alliance relations, in general, and the Anglo-American relationship,
in particular. Churchill’s abiding ambition in 1944 involved protecting
his Mediterranean strategy from being whittled down by the require-
ments of Overlord. He knew that Britain’s role in the cross-Channel
operation would be less than that offered in southern Europe. British
forces had a prominent role in Italy and, when Italy fell, he surmised
that a British-led advance into Yugoslavia would provide for a successful
assault on southern Germany.®! British support for anti-German Yugo-
slav partisans, led by the communist, Josip Tito, had been fundamental
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to Britain’s Mediterranean strategy.’?> Moreover, London was taking the
lead in supporting the Greek government-in-exile in driving German
occupation forces out of Greece and re-establishing itself in Athens.%> If
Britain was to influence the development of war aims after Teheran, it
needed success on the battlefield. These were the dual elements of a
foreign policy designed to ensure Britain’s international influence as the
Second World War ended.

However, Roosevelt used American material strength and expanding
military and diplomatic muscle to pursue war aims that he increasingly
argued were those of the western half of the alliance. A basic tenet of
American beliefs was that colonialism was antithetical to American
ideals, this despite American colonies existing in everything but name in
Puerto Rico, Hawaii, and even the prewar Philippines. Although anti-
colonialism had lain near the surface of American external policy since
the Spanish-American war — and had materialised periodically there-
after, for instance, during the 1932 Ottawa conference — it bubbled to
the top in 1944 and early 1945. Admittedly, Roosevelt and his advisers
were not critical solely of British colonialism; they also were distressed
by that embodied by the French, Dutch, and other White empires.
Roosevelt had always sympathised with Marshall, Admiral Ernest King,
the naval chief, and others who deplored the use of American forces to
prop up the British Empire in the Mediterranean and the Far East.
Roosevelt had only overruled their reluctance to participate in the
Mediterranean campaign for pragmatic reasons. After Teheran, when
Allied victory became a question of ‘when’ rather than ‘if’, Roosevelt
moved to ensure that the United States would not be a party to reviving
the Imperial presence of Britain, France, and the other colonial
Powers.%* Churchill’s response was to do all possible to win in the
Mediterranean and launch an offensive against southern Germany;
then, using what men and supplies he could garner, especially landing-
craft, he would shift them to Mountbatten to recapture Burma, Malaya,
and, the main prize, Singapore:

[Singapore] is the Supreme British objective in the whole of the Indian and Far
Eastern theatres. It is the only prize that will restore British prestige in this
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region, and in pursuing it we render the maximum aid to the United States
operations by engaging the largest number of the enemy in the most intense
degree possible and at the earliest moment.%>

At the same time, Churchill endeavoured to secure a leading British role
in re-establishing and maintaining the postwar European balance.

His diplomacy from Teheran till the end of the war was designed to
achieve these dual goals. Roosevelt’s dominance within the western
alliance gradually came to block Churchill’s ambitions. As an instance,
in the months prior to D-Day, pushed back to 6 June 1944 because of
inclement weather, Churchill pressed for private talks with Roosevelt.
His ostensible reason was ‘not so much [because] ... there are new
departures in policy to be taken but there is a need after more than 90
days of separation [since Teheran] for checking up and shaking to-
gether’. Roosevelt refused to meet, citing slight infirmity but, really,
wanting to avoid a disagreement with Churchill over carrying out the
cross-Channel invasion.®® Although Churchill continued asking for a
meeting, nothing came of his overtures until late June — well after
D-Day and a western Allied beach-head had been established in
Normandy.%” At that time, the CCS were deliberating in London, the
better to be near the fighting; the British and American staffs divided
over essential Allied strategy in Western Europe and the Mediterranean.
Based on assessments from Eisenhower’s headquarters, the Americans
were concerned about the success of both the operations in Normandy
and proposed landings in southern France.® To this end, the Americans
advocated stripping the Allied armies in Italy of manpower and
resources, transferring them to the other two fronts, and leaving only
enough forces to defend the gains made. The British disagreed.
Churchill informed Roosevelt on 28 June:

The deadlock between our Chiefs of Staff raise most serious issues. Our first
wish is to help General Eisenhower in the most speedy and effective manner.

65 Churchill minute, 12 Sep. 1944, quoted in Gilbert, Churchill, VII, 955.

%6 Churchill to Roosevelt, 18 Mar. 1944, and reply, 20 Mar. 1944, both FRUS. The
Conference ar Quebec 1944 (Washington, 1972), 3—4. Cf. Dallek, Roosevelt, 468.

67 C. D’Este, Decision in Normandy (New York, 1983); J. A. English, The Canadian Army
and the Normandy Campaign: A Study of Failure in High Command (New York, 1991);
M. Hastings, Overlord: D-Day and the Battle for Normandy (1984); T. A. Wilson, ed., D-
Day, 1944 (Lawrence, KS, 1994).

%8 SHAEF Memoranda, ‘Release of Shipping and Craft from Operation “Neptune”’, 12
Jun. 1944, ‘The Employment of Mediterranean Forces in Aid of “Neptune”’, 12 Jun.
1944, are both annexes in CCS Meeting 164, 13 Jun. 1944, in CCS ‘Octagon
Conference September 1944°. Papers and Minutes of Meetings, Octagon Conference and
Minutes of Combined Chiefs of Staff Meetings in London, June 1944 [microfilm edition:
National Archives, Washington DC]. ‘Neptune’ was the code-name of the assault
phase of ‘Overlord’.



330 Transition of power

But, we do not think this necessarily involves the complete ruin of all our great
affairs in the Mediterranean, and we take it hard that this should be demanded
of us.%°

He had already broached another face-to-face meeting with the pres-
ident, his apprehension about the seeming muddle in which the western
Allies found themselves also being impressed on both Hopkins and
Winant.”® Though the immediacy of this problem abated somewhat by
early July, the broad strategic problem of where western Allied forces
should fight — and in what strength — needed to be addressed at the
highest level. Roosevelt accepted Churchill’s invitation, and planning
began for what became a second Anglo-American summit at Quebec.

This meeting occurred on 11-17 September 1944, with two days of
discussions at Hyde Park afterwards.”! Second Quebec provided
Churchill with an opportunity to push for British-led military operations
in Italy and the Balkans that could be translated into strengthening his
diplomatic hand when the occupation of Germany, the structure of the
new international security and financial organisations, the general
European settlement, and the plans for defeating Japan were finalised.
At Quebec, he ensured that Allied landing-craft in Italy, after amphib-
ious operations against Yugoslavia’s Istrian peninsula, would be sent on
to Mountbatten; and Roosevelt agreed that British forces could partici-
pate in the final push against Japan. He also won Roosevelt’s agreement
that Anglo-American control of atomic research and development
would continue after the war. Second Quebec, however, did not alter
basic Anglo-American strategy. Its main decisions concerned the fate of
defeated Germany and whether Britain would receive additional Amer-
ican economic aid once peace returned. The two were connected.

The EAC had devised a scheme for postwar control of Germany, in
which there would be American, British, and Russian zones of military
occupation.”? The Americans accepted this scheme but, on 13 Sep-
tember, suddenly proposed a plan conceived by Morgenthau that
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envisaged Germany’s complete disarmament. Most German heavy
industry would be dismantled and removed to destroy the country’s
war-making potential. Industrial components would be transferred to
those states that Germany had devastated in the war. Of the remaining
industry, largely in the Ruhr Valley, part would be internationalised and
part would be turned over to the French. Outside the Ruhr, the rest of
the country would be divided into a northern and a southern state, each
with agricultural economies.”> Over Eden’s objections, Churchill ac-
cepted the plan because Roosevelt promised to continue Lend-Lease aid
to Britain after Germany’s defeat.”* In his mind, British support of the
plan was a quid pro quo for this aid, crucial for the final phase of the war
against Japan and re-establishing the Empire in East Asia. Ultimately,
Morgenthau’s plan suffered a bureaucratic death. Stimson and others in
Washington marshalled strong strategic arguments to convince Roose-
velt that a viable Germany was ‘a natural and necessary asset for the
[postwar] productivity of Europe’.””

Nonetheless, Churchill acquiesced in Roosevelt’s support of a plan
that ran counter to the concept of the postwar balance of power that he
had pursued since before Teheran. Britain’s emerging strategic predica-
ment in late 1944 centred on Russian military victories in Eastern
Europe, which indicated as early as August that Stalin intended to
impose pro-Russian communist regimes in the states liberated from the
Germans in that region. The litmus was Poland, where an uprising
began in Warsaw under the aegis of the Polish government-in-exile.”®
The Russians refused to allow Anglo-American air supply of the
insurgents — transport planes would have to land behind Russian lines to
refuel — so that by the end of September the uprising had failed. Then
the Red Army advanced, defeated the weakened Germans, and allowed
communist Poles to assert their authority. Churchill had implored
Roosevelt to pressure Stalin to aid the insurgents;’’ when Roosevelt
refused to do so to keep Russo-American relations on an even keel,
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Churchill understood that Washington and Moscow were taking the
leading role in shaping postwar Europe. With Roosevelt suggesting that
American troops might be removed from Europe after German defeat —
he was seeking a fourth term as president in the November 1944
elections”® — Churchill did not want Britain to be left alone to face a
menacing Russia once peace returned.

Churchill looked, therefore, to balance his American policy with that
involving Russia. With Roosevelt’s knowledge, he and Eden travelled to
Moscow in October 1944.7° Meeting with Stalin and Molotov, they
moved to settle the Polish problem; they discussed the war against
Japan; and they gave preliminary shape to postwar spheres of influence
in Central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans. This latter issue was
most important, suggesting British political and strategic advantages in
the Mediterranean and Southern Europe once peace returned. The
crucial moment came when Churchill proposed that the three major
Allies determine ‘percentages’ of dominance in Romania, Greece,
Yugoslavia, Hungary, and Bulgaria. Despite the odd nature of dividing
influence by ‘percentages’,2° the proposal constituted a simple matter of
realpolitik for Churchill, who recognised both the Red Army’s successes
by 1944 and the fact that Stalin was going to ensure pliant, pro-Soviet
regimes in regions liberated by Russian force of arms. The Russians
would dominate the continental interior, including that of the Balkans
and along the Black Sea coast of Bulgaria to the Straits but not beyond.
With American concurrence, the British would dominate on the Balkan
littoral, including the Yugoslav coast. Although some adjustment of the
original percentages occurred, and although Stalin promised to support
democratic elections in the liberated states, the die was cast. Reaching
an equivalent compromise concerning Poland proved more difficult.
Bowing to the inevitable and swallowing his distaste for Stalin’s response
to the Warsaw uprising, Churchill forced the head of the Polish govern-
ment-in-exile in London to find political means to create a coalition
government in liberated Poland with pro-Russian Poles. Churchill had
washed his hands of the Polish problem.

By late October 1944, Churchill believed he had accomplished a great
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deal. He had won breathing space for the Mediterranean strategy,
guaranteed landing-craft for Mountbatten’s assault on Singapore,
assured continued Lend-Lease assistance, and influenced the emerging
order in Eastern Europe and the Balkans. Britain would have a role in
establishing and influencing the postwar settlement. He put his feelings
about this role in his congratulations on Roosevelt’s re-election:

I feel that you will not mind my saying that I prayed for your success and that I
am truly thankful for it. This does not mean that I seek or wish for anything
more than the full, fair and free play of your mind upon the world issues now at
stake in which our two nations have to discharge their respective duties.®!

Here was the focus of Churchill’s diplomacy as the defeat of Allied
enemies in Europe and the Far East loomed: Britain and the United
States should continue to work together to bring about effective
international peace and security, and they should do so as full partners.
Churchill’s difficulty after November 1944 was that his ability to
influence alliance policy ebbed as each day passed. This became clear
at the second ‘Big Three’ summit, held at Yalta, in the Crimea, in early
February 1945.82 By this time, with victory in Europe certain and
victory in the Far East inescapable, war aims had become fundamen-
tally important. Yalta produced a series of bilateral arrangements
amongst the three leaders designed to safeguard their narrow national
interests after German surrender. The EAC had finally determined
how occupied Germany should be divided into occupation zones and
how, in general terms, it should be governed till it could be made
peaceable. Stalin sought British and American recognition of Eastern
Europe, including Poland, as a Russian sphere of influence. Not
knowing whether the atomic bomb would be ready for use in the
Pacific theatre after the ‘Europe first’ strategy was realised, Roosevelt
wanted the Russians to enter the struggle against Japan as soon as
possible — Russia and Japan were not at war thanks to a non-aggression
pact concluded in April 1941. Russian participation would hasten the
end of the struggle and save American lives. With Morgenthau’s plan
dead, Churchill returned to the problem of maintaining the postwar
balance in Europe; with the ground for this prepared in the autumn of
1944, when de Gaulle was recognised as the head of a provisional
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French government, he lobbied for a French occupation zone in
Germany. As a result of these general desires, Stalin agreed to enter
the war against Japan three months after the end of hostilities in
Europe and to accept a French zone of occupation as long as it was
not constructed from part of the Russian zone. Wary of de Gaulle,
Roosevelt agreed to fashion a French zone out of the assigned British
and American ones. For their part, Churchill and Roosevelt conceded
to Eastern Europe falling under Russian sway, though they got Stalin
to conform to the Atlantic Charter by agreeing that ‘democratic’
elections occur in Eastern Europe. Potential problems resided with the
Marxist concept of ‘democracy’ that, in a single-party state, was
anathema to ‘liberal’ concepts of the term defined by the two English-
speaking Powers. Nonetheless, deals were struck that seemed to
establish a new postwar order in Europe.

Beyond these decisions, however, stood the British dilemma that had
emerged at Teheran. Roosevelt and Stalin settled a range of issues
without reference to their British partner. In terms of proposals that
emanated from Dumbarton Oaks, Roosevelt and Stalin determined how
the two chief impediments to an agreement on the United Nations
Organisation (UN) — voting procedure in the Security Council, the
centre of decision-making, and membership — should be removed. On
procedural matters within the Security Council, a majority of the votes
of permanent and non-permanent members would be required. On all
other matters, an advance on the League’s procedures, each permanent
member would have the right of veto. Respecting membership, Stalin
wanted separate representation for the seventeen republics of the Soviet
Union. When Roosevelt countered that all forty-eight states of the
American union should have the same right, it was agreed that there
would be only three Soviet members — Byelorussia, the Ukraine, and the
remainder led by Russia. Isolated from these deliberations, but to
preserve British ties to the United States, Churchill accepted Roosevelt’s
lead. Preparations immediately began for a conference, which began at
San Francisco in late April 1945, to give the Dumbarton Oaks—Yalta
agreements legal form.

In terms of the Far East, Stalin now had specific Russian demands
designed to restore advantages that tsarist Russia had won from Peking
in the nineteenth century and lost to Tokyo in the Russo-Japanese war
of 1904-5. In private discussions by-passing both Churchill and
Chiang, Roosevelt and Stalin agreed that communist Outer Mongolia
would remain intact, that the Kurile Islands and the southern half of the
Sakhalin Peninsula would be transferred to Russia, and that the Rus-
sians would regain economic advantages in Manchuria, as well as
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control of the naval base at Port Arthur.®® Apart from believing that the
Russians had legitimate demands in East Asia, Roosevelt’s motive in
these talks seems to have been a desire to ensure a smooth Russo-
American relationship after the war. In this equation, Churchill had to
accept what Roosevelt and Stalin decided — as did Chiang. Politically,
the Russo-American arrangement constituted ‘old diplomacy’ of the
pre-1914 variety that the British had long practised. In the context of
1945, given the Atlantic Charter and supposedly close Anglo-American
relations, it meant that Britain had been unable to affect a political
settlement in East Asia that would markedly influence its postwar
Imperial prestige in China. Its chief partners were economically (the
United States) and militarily (the United States and Russia) in the
ascendant. Whilst not weak vis-a-vis other Great Powers like newly
liberated France or Italy, Britain lacked the military and economic
power of the United States and Russia. And the Russians and Americans
were making decisions that in crucial ways were anathema to Britain’s
survival as a Power of the first rank.

The pattern of intra-alliance relations as it reflected on British power
became more stark as the war in Europe and the Far East ground to a
halt. In both theatres, American and Russian strength increased, whilst
that of Britain declined relative to its two partners. A watershed was
reached on 12 April 1945, when Roosevelt died unexpectedly. A new
president, Harry Truman, was in the White House; his preoccupation
was Russo-American relations, tensions in which had emerged even
before Yalta.®* Truman had been vice-president just three months; he
knew little of the grand strategy of the war — and nothing about the
atomic bomb — so that he relied on the advice of Roosevelt’s political
and military advisers in Washington and in the theatres of war. These
advisers were increasingly suspicious of Russian ambitions, chiefly in
Europe, and they argued for using American political strength to keep
Stalin in line.?% In May, Truman cancelled Lend-Lease, which affected
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Britain as much as it did Russia. Shortly before, opposing the advice of
Marshall and Eisenhower, Churchill advocated that the Anglo-Amer-
ican armies in Germany drive east of the Elbe River to capture Berlin
before the Red Army — this ran counter to an earlier agreement that
Anglo-American forces would stop at the Elbe. Truman supported his
generals.8® Churchill’s ability to make Britain’s case to the highest
levels of American policy-making had lessened substantially by 8 May
1945, when the Germans surrendered, over even that limited strength
that he had enjoyed at Yalta. Britain was irretrievably America’s junior
partner.

Britain’s place in what John Balfour, a senior diplomat at the British
Embassy in Washington, called ‘the new order of things’ was confirmed
at the final ‘Big Three’ meeting of the war, held at Potsdam between 17
July and 2 August 1945.837 Two major issues engaged Churchill,
Truman, and Stalin: the occupation of Germany and defeating Japan.
The latter was especially important for the United States. Just before the
conference began, and suffering great losses, American forces had
captured Okinawa, to the south of the Japanese home islands. With the
invasion of Kyushu, the southernmost of Japan’s islands, scheduled for
November, Truman wanted the Red Army to move into northern China
as quickly as possible to tie down Japanese forces. In his first meeting
with Stalin, Truman learnt that the Russians would enter the war by 15
August. He immediately reckoned that ‘we’ll end the war a year sooner
now’.%8 From Britain’s perspective, however, Russian entry into the Far
Eastern struggle constituted a strategic issue of decided importance.®®
Following the lines of Roosevelt’s dictum that ‘Commands should go to
which ever country has the largest number of troops employed’,
Truman and his advisers were moving to emplace an American occupa-
tion regime in Japan. Although this regime allowed for some foreign
occupation forces, Washington had no intention of permitting London
or Moscow to influence policy towards defeated Japan. And with the
Russians given a free hand in northern China, including Manchuria —
the Red Army began operations on 8 August — Britain’s postwar position
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in both China and, more generally, East Asia was more precarious than
before the 1939 Tientsin incident.

The postwar United States would certainly be less truculent towards
Britain in East Asia than had prewar Japan; but at Potsdam, it was clear
that Truman’s Administration intended to translate America’s military
victory into a strategic preponderance in the Far East that safeguarded
American political, economic, and financial interests there. Weakened
by the war, needing to revive its Imperial authority in South-east Asia,
and having reduced economic means to re-establish its financial and
trading presence in places like Hong Kong and Shanghai, Britain’s
vulnerability to American inroads was now an unpleasant circumstance
in the new East Asian order. Then, on 24 July, Truman informed
Churchill that the atomic bomb had been tested successfully in New
Mexico. Telling Churchill that it would be used against Japan as soon as
possible — a pretence of the consultation Roosevelt promised at Quebec
in 1943 — the president forced his British ally to endorse his plan. Since
the Americans controlled the bomb and its production, Churchill could
do little else. And, importantly, Truman’s concern about East Asia after
24 July had little to do with the British. Anxious to save American lives
in the final conquest of Japan, animated by a degree of revenge for Pearl
Harbor, and certainly wishing to signal to Stalin that the United States
was a Power to be reckoned with in both East Asia and Europe, Truman
saw the use of the bomb as a tangible expression of the preponderance
of American power in the postwar world. On 2 September 1945, after
two of its cities had been decimated with atomic weapons,’® Japan
surrendered. The Americans occupied Japan and continued support for
the Kuomintang as the legitimate government of China. In contrast to
the Americans, and coupled with its financial and economic weakness,
Britain’s minimal military contribution to the final Allied victory in East
Asia meant that Britain had only a small postwar voice in a region
crucial to Britain’s standing as a global Power.

Disposing of the relics of German power followed on Yalta’s refine-
ments of the EAC plan. The ‘Big Three’ — or as Cadogan called them,
the Big ‘2%’91 — dealt with the administrative regime, a decision-making
apparatus, reparations, denazification, and border adjustments, chiefly
the always thorny Polish—-German frontier. The results produced mili-
tary governments in each zone, separate German and Berlin control
commissions comprising the four zonal military commanders, and,
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above them, reflecting the wartime CCS, a Council of Foreign Ministers
to resolve deadlocks within the control commissions. Similar regimes
were established for Austria, resuscitated by the Allies, and Vienna.
Immediate problems involved getting adequate food supplies, medical
care, and housing for both the German people and millions of displaced
people within the country. Within the strictures of denazification —
former Nazi Party members, including competent technocrats, skilled
executives, and others, could not hold administrative or managerial
posts — there was also the problem of reviving German economic life.
Apart from these technical issues of peacemaking, there loomed the
larger political questions important to achieving security. Providing an
overarching framework for postwar international politics, the San Fran-
cisco conference had already devised the UN Charter. Flowing from
this development, the ‘Big Three’ agreed at Potsdam that the Council of
Foreign Ministers would draft peace treaties. On this basis, Italy would
be invited to join the UN following an Italian peace settlement, whilst
normalising relations with Nazi Germany’s former Eastern European
allies like Bulgaria and Hungary, now under Russian sway, would follow
peace treaties with them. But tensions within the alliance that had been
building since 1941-2 spilled into the open and undermined the
sought-for security.”? Russia’s long-held ambition to secure access to the
Mediterranean, evidenced by renewed pressure on Turkey, was re-
buffed, as was its desire to occupy the former Italian colony of Libya.
The British and Americans also withstood Stalin’s call to restructure the
Greek government; civil war had erupted in Greece between the British-
supported regime and pro-communist insurgents. Similarly, having
suffered horrendously in the war — although Stalin conveniently forgot
the Nazi-Soviet pact — the Russians perceived western Allied interfer-
ence in their attempt to construct a defensive glacis on their European
perimeter. They wanted pliant, pro-Russian states in the region and,
with Stalinist brutality, had begun to create them; their endeavours here
created a western perception of aggrandising Russian power with the
potential to disrupt the European balance. Hence, over the central
question at Potsdam, the future of Germany, the three Powers had
completely different interests. The Russians wanted an economically
and militarily weak German state to remove once and for all the major
threat to their security. The Americans sought a militarily weak but
economically strong Germany that could serve as the sheet-anchor for a
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revived European economy within the capitalist world. Sharing Amer-
ican desires for German economic vitality, the British saw a denazified
Germany as pivotal to the postwar balance on the continent of Europe.

Whether Potsdam offered a real possibility for continued ‘Big Three’
co-operation is moot — they had also to contend with a de Gaulle
apparently humiliated by not being invited to the conference. The
essential economic, political, and strategic interests of the three Powers,
and now France, were largely antithetical. With ideological divisions
thrown into the mix, hopes of perpetuating the wartime alliance into the
postwar era were illusory. And during Potsdam, the nature of the ‘Big
Three’ suffered another radical change when Churchill and the Con-
servatives suffered defeat in a General Election on 25 July; a Labour
government took office led by Clement Attlee. Although Attlee and his
foreign secretary, Ernest Bevin, shared Churchill’s views about the
European balance, and were deeply suspicious of Russian policy, it did
not matter who led Britain’s return to peace. The Americans were now
in the ascendant at the moment in Europe when western leaders,
including Attlee and Bevin, reckoned they were witnessing Nazi
German totalitarianism being replaced by a Bolshevik Russian variant.
Because of their overwhelming material and military power, and the will
to utilise it to defend and extend United States interests, the Americans
were leading Britain and its other western allies in opposing perceived
Russian aggression. It constituted the tangible postwar expression of
Roosevelt’s 1943 axiom about command going to the most powerful
state. The transition was complete. With the ‘new order of things’
increasingly defined by western tensions with the Russians in Europe,
the Far East, and elsewhere — in short, the Cold War — Truman,
Marshall, and other American leaders were going to guide the western
response.®> Facing the Russian threat, financially drained, and con-
fronting the difficult task of consolidating an eroding Empire, Britain
grudgingly took its role in this new order as the junior partner of the
United States.

The fifteen years after 1930 proved decisive in the history of Britain as
the greatest of the Great Powers. In that crucial decade and a half, tied
to Britain’s domestic political and economic structure, its leaders’
response to the changing constellation of international politics resulted
in the surrender of its pre-eminence to the United States. Although
American primacy might well have been pre-destined because of the
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wealth, industrial capacity, and population of the United States, the
degree to which British power waned and that of the United States
waxed was not predetermined. In the interwar period, British diplomacy
looked to safeguard Britain’s ‘eternal interests’. This was especially so
after 1930, when the international economic and financial crisis under-
mined the Great Power equilibria in Europe and the Far East that had
been created by the Washington and Locarno treaties and the Dawes
and Young war debt agreements. Utilising the country’s financial
muscle, its armed strength (resting on the potency of the RN), and its
prestige, those responsible for foreign policy worked to preserve national
and Imperial security. Their will to shape events rather than let events
limit or damage the state’s interests gave them decided influence in
international politics. The situation was helped, first, by ‘world leaders’
within the foreign-policy-making elite dominating the machinery of
government until at least late 1937, and second, from flaws in ‘imperial
isolationism’ and ‘atlanticism’ that made their strategic concepts im-
practical in protecting British interests in the new order that emerged
after 1918. Part stemmed from the other Great Powers being regional
Powers with regional interests that undermined any pretence they might
have had of global Power status.

Until the fall of France in June 1940, the United States was such a
Power. Admittedly, interwar America had decided financial, economic,
naval, and political strength. So, despite the Wall Street collapse, the
New York money market remained important throughout the interwar
period; and American pursuit of overseas markets and investment saw
determined United States competition with Britain, the Europeans, and
Japan in both hemispheres. At the same time, tied to the shrill cries of
American navalists for ‘parity’ with Britain, American industrial and
financial capacity allowed the USN to remain strong enough to worry its
two chief rivals, the RN and IJN. Over particular political issues such as
those spawned by the Manchurian crisis, Washington’s sensitivities
could not be dismissed by the chancelleries of the other Powers. Yet,
America’s writ remained strong only within the Western Hemisphere.
Outside of this region, Washington had little real influence; indeed, in
many respects it pursued what can most charitably be called negative
foreign policies. The doctrine of ‘non-recognition’ did not force Japan to
disgorge Manchuria, and the strictures of neutrality legislation abetted
Mussolini’s conquest of Abyssinia. The hard line over war debt collec-
tion and reparations produced the collapse of the Dawes—Young agree-
ments, the unproductive Johnson Act, and deadlock at the World
Economic Conference. Winning paper parity at the Washington and
first London naval conferences, the United States failed to build the
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USN to its allotted levels; at the World Disarmament Conference, it
produced arms limitation proposals that ignored the legitimate strategic
fears of the other Great Powers. Whilst these policies might all have
occupied the moral high ground — important for American voters — they
did little to help preserve international peace and security. In this sense,
Britain’s ignoring of the United States after 1934 in, first, its military
planning and, then, its diplomatic calculations shows the poor per-
ception that other governments had of the United States as a Great
Power.

British leaders in the 1930s from MacDonald and Henderson to
Neville Chamberlain and Halifax understood that Britain’s international
influence derived from its economic and financial solvency, the ability of
the armed forces to defend the home islands and the Empire, and their
willingness to meet external threats. However, they disagreed on the
tactics and strategy that underpinned foreign policy. One element of this
disagreement concerned the context in which foreign policy was being
pursued: for instance, Chamberlain’s government confronted three
aggressive first-class Powers in three regions vital to British security;
MacDonald’s did not. The second element centred on the abilities of
these leaders to meet perceived threats, the fundamentally important
issue of personality and policy. In the early 1930s, the major issues
confronting the British related to resolving the war debts and reparations
imbroglio and finding a workable regime of international arms control.
After mid-1937, they were more prosaic, tied to finding means to
maintain European security and ensure the survival of Imperial interests
in the Mediterranean and the Far East. Accordingly, MacDonald,
Henderson, and Simon pursued interventionist diplomacy at places like
The Hague and Geneva whilst, in response to the Manchurian crisis,
endeavouring to maintain the Imperial status quo. Neville Chamberlain,
on the other hand, at least until March 1939, was much less interven-
tionist, looking to limit British liabilities by seeking accommodations
with the totalitarian Powers. Simply put, British power in the 1930s
existed in a changing international climate, the changes brought about
by the realities of international politics shaped by prestige, perception,
will, and human agency.

American power existed in the same climate. Hoover and Stimson
brought a fresh approach to American foreign policy by seeking to work
with Britain over the nettled issue of naval arms limitation. MacDonald
and the Foreign Office saw the possibilities of co-operation. Building on
this rapprochement, the Hoover Administration saw a means by which
American policy at the World Disarmament Conference could be
pursued profitably. Additionally, as the international financial crisis
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proved unremitting, a London—Washington axis offered means to miti-
gate the impact of the crisis, something seen in Stimson’s proposal for a
World Economic Conference. Still, the domestic strength of isolationism
constricted United States foreign policy. The doctrine of non-recogni-
tion as a response to the Manchurian crisis exists as a case in point, as
does the Hoover disarmament plan. When Roosevelt took office, any
notion of continued Anglo-American co-operation faded. Domestic
economic and financial problems preoccupied the new Administration;
the demise of the war debt—reparations agreements and the torpedoing
of the World Economic Conference were an immediate result. When the
international horizon darkened after 1935, because of Abyssinia, the
renewal of Sino-Japanese fighting, and Hitler’s aggressiveness, Roosevelt
and his advisers saw little American advantage in helping to underwrite
efforts to preserve European and East Asian security. Both the American
government and American voters were determined to stay aloof from
any international crisis outside of the Western Hemisphere. The prob-
lems in 1938-9 were the problems of Britain and the other Great
Powers. Roosevelt might attempt to give the British ‘a good stiff grog’;
he might indicate that the United States would give some support to
Britain and its French ally in a moment of crisis. But there was no
question of effective American intervention against the totalitarian
Powers. Such a tack represented realpolitik — Britain could fight on
behalf of the United States — as much as it did the fact that the United
States was incapable of being anything but a regional Great Power.

The fall of France changed the equation. After 1918, and certainly
after 1930, Britain had arrogated for itself the leading position in
resolving a range of financial, political, and strategic questions. It had
not done this alone, always finding ways to align with other Powers in
multilateral venues or by bilateral arrangements. Most often British
diplomatists had success. Sometimes, they did not. Power is relative
according to circumstance; and not even the greatest of the interwar
Great Powers could obtain everything it sought, when it sought it, or in
the manner it sought it. But German success in summer 1940 changed
everything. On the defensive, Britain faced defeat by Nazi Germany
whilst Italy and Japan manoeuvred to poach the British Empire. Amer-
ican security and America’s growing interests were imperilled. Roosevelt
had to act, although American rearmament was incomplete and the
neutrality legislation had been amended to help the anti-German
Powers. It resulted in ‘destroyers for bases’, Lend-Lease, and increasing
Anglo-American naval co-operation. Helping the situation was Winston
Churchill’s rise to the premiership in Britain. Although rarely warm to
the United States before the late 1930s, he understood after June 1940
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that Britain’s survival as a Great Power depended on both aligning with
the United States and gaining access to American arms, supplies, and
war materials. There then emerged an Anglo-American coalition that,
following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, transformed into a
wartime alliance.

The evolution of this alliance — with summit meetings, the CCS, the
devising of joint strategy, and the need to work with Stalin’s Russia —
proved decisive in Allied victory over the European Axis Powers and
Japan. It was at once the saviour of Britain and the reason for the loss of
British global pre-eminence. Roosevelt’s America did not enter the
Second World War to save its British ally. It did so to preserve and extend
American financial, political, and strategic interests. As the struggle
progressed, British influence over Allied strategy and the determination
of the shape of the postwar world dwindled; that of the Americans
expanded. The reason was simple. The United States contributed more
to the war, especially the material requirements of the Allied war effort;
and its forces dominated in critical theatres of war, which was translated
into American Supreme Allied Commanders in Europe and the Pacific.
Churchill fought for every British advantage, chiefly in keeping alive the
Mediterranean strategy as a means to strengthen Britain’s hand in the
final determination of war aims. But Roosevelt — and Stalin — were just as
determined; the American and Russian economic and military contribu-
tions to victory dwarfed that of the British. At Teheran and Yalta, as well
as at Casablanca, the two Quebec conferences, and more, Churchill
found his influence on war- and peace-making diminishing. Admittedly,
he kept alive the peripheral strategy until the end of the war; he won a
zone of occupation for France in defeated Germany; and he seemed to
contain Russian ambitions in the Balkans. But this amounted to small
beer, as Roosevelt, and Truman after him, put an American stamp on the
western part of the ‘new order of things’ that emerged with the defeat of
Germany, Italy, and Japan. As the wartime alliance began to shatter, even
before Potsdam, and Russia began to emerge as a threat to western
interests, Churchill and his Labour successors were compelled to follow
the American diplomatic lead. They lacked the material and military
resources to do otherwise. Their recognition of American leadership was
the act of men who knew that Britain needed a stronger Power as an ally.
Churchill might have thought in 1940 that Britain’s weakness was
temporary, and that its former status could be revived after the war. But
as Balfour remarked in August 1945, the United States expected Britain
‘to take her place as junior partner in an orbit of power predominantly
under American aegis’. He was correct. The transition was complete.
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