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            FOREWORD

            
               We, my dear Crossman, are Greeks in the American Empire. You will find the Americans much as the Greeks found the Romans – great big, vulgar, bustling people, more vigorous than we are.

               
                   

               

               —HAROLD MACMILLAN, 1943

            

         

         WE HAVE ONLY Richard Crossman’s word for it that Macmillan said this and Crossman was never the most reliable of witnesses. But there were plenty of later occasions on which Macmillan talked in similar terms and this was among the British a near-conventional way of thinking at the time. To some, it still is. We find the same plaintive and patronising echo in a piece of doggerel inspired by the Anglo-American negotiations at the end of the Second World War, which resulted in the setting up of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund:

         
            
               In Washington Lord Halifax

               Once whispered to J. M. Keynes,

               It’s true they have the money bags,

               But we have all the brains.

            

         

         In the same year, similar sentiments were expressed in more official language in a Foreign Office paper on relations with the United States: ‘If we go about our business in the right way we can help to steer this great unwieldy barge, the United States of America, into the right harbour. If we don’t, it is likely to continue to wallow in the ocean, an isolated menace to navigation.’1 

         When Winston Churchill tried and failed, towards the end of the Second World War, to alert the United States to Stalin’s plans for the subjugation of Eastern Europe, in exasperation he exclaimed to General Alan Brooke, Chief of the Imperial General Staff: ‘There is only one thing worse than fighting with Allies, and that is fighting without them!’ He firmly believed that the United States could be relied upon to do the right thing in the end, ‘having first exhausted the available alternatives’.

         The ‘special relationship’, real or supposed, that has existed between Britain and the United States since the Second World War has been the subject of much analysis and editorialising, often telling us more about the opinions of the author than the facts of the case.

         This is not another attempt at interpretation. It is, for the most part, a narrative: an effort to describe what happened and why, and how it appeared at the time, and in retrospect, to the principal actors on both sides, though I have offered some observations along the way.

         An earlier version of this book was published by Macmillan and Times Books shortly after I left my post as British ambassador in Washington in 1995. A couple of wars and two decades later, plus the British decision to exit the European Union, and with the tectonic plates shifting on both sides of the Atlantic, it is time to update this story and to consider how meaningful the relationship is today, raising some important questions about the role Britain envisages itself playing in future in world affairs. There are many who believe that there is today far less to the relationship than meets the eye and that the accompanying rhetoric is no more than a sop to the British for the loss of real influence. The country is felt to have paid a high price in blood and treasure for having been first in support of the United States in Iraq and Afghanistan. These episodes are dealt with in some depth, given the importance to the future of the relationship of the lessons to be drawn from them.

         It certainly cannot be taken for granted, least of all today. The opening pages are a reminder that there is nothing automatic about the especially close relationship between Britain and the United States, which had its origins in the destroyers for bases agreement signed by Churchill and Roosevelt in September 1940. Before that, it did not exist at all.

         For all his magnificent rhetoric, Churchill knew that, without the direct participation of the United States, the war was unwinnable. When he heard of the attack on Pearl Harbor and Roosevelt told him ‘we are all in the same boat now’, his reaction that same evening was ‘so we had won after all’. With the US in the war ‘up to the neck and in to the death … we should emerge, however mauled and mutilated, safe and victorious’. With the Americans now as allies, on 25 February 1942, Churchill, having already informed Roosevelt about the Ultra intercepts of German communications, wrote to tell him that the British could read US diplomatic traffic as well, a practice that was now being discontinued. He ended by asking that his letter should be burned.2
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         What follows is not based on my own experiences, except in relation to the Falklands Crisis, Bosnia and Northern Ireland, but of course it is influenced by them. As counsellor in the British embassy in Washington in the 1980s, I was involved in the effort to secure American support for Britain in the Falklands War. As Margaret Thatcher observed in her memoirs, without the Sidewinder missiles made available to us by the US Secretary for Defense, Cap Weinberger, we would not have been able to re-take the Falklands.3 Calling with the ambassador, Sir Nicholas Henderson, to get the support of Senator Joe Biden, nowadays Vice-President, we were greeted with the words: ‘Forget all the crap about self-determination, we are going to support you because you are British!’

         There has by now been a full release of documents on both sides of the Atlantic about the Thatcher/Reagan period, revealing just how torrid some of the exchanges were about the Falklands and what many will find the surprising degree to which Margaret Thatcher was prepared to compromise because of the imperative need to retain American support. In the middle of the crisis, Alexander Haig confessed to the President and others that, as Thatcher suspected, he had indeed been trying to engineer a ‘camouflaged transfer of sovereignty to Argentina’ in his efforts to avoid a military showdown in the South Atlantic.4

         On returning a few years later as British ambassador to the United States, I banned use in and by the embassy of the term ‘special relationship’, not because I doubted that the relationship was special – in defence, nuclear and intelligence cooperation it undoubtedly is – but because it carried with it too much emotional baggage on the British side, plus the delusion that the United States might somehow be expected to agree with us, come what may. As one of my successors in Washington, David Manning, observed: ‘We sometimes get trapped into thinking that the special relationship is as special for them as it is for us.’ In Whitehall, it seemed at times to carry with it a belief that, because we are older than the United States, we are wiser too – an idea the Americans have always found amusing. The relationship generally seemed to me to be viewed more sanely through American eyes. We should, I felt, leave it mostly to them to refer to the relationship as special, as successive US presidents have continued to do.

         I returned to Washington in the warm afterglow of the successful US/UK military cooperation in the liberation of Kuwait. In the ensuing period, the Bosnia crisis provoked sharp transatlantic differences and one of the most serious disagreements between the British and American governments since Suez. Starting as a humanitarian mission, the Europeans committed peace-keeping forces in the absence of a peace to keep. The United States, with no desire to get involved in the Balkans or to commit any troops themselves, attempted for a while to engage in the impossible task of leading from behind. As ambassador in Washington, my most important task was to help to contain and overcome these differences and to persuade the Americans to show the leadership that eventually was displayed in the action taken against the Serbs and the Dayton Accords in the autumn of 1995.

         This account deals with the political relationship between governments – not with the myriad ties of language, literature, family and history that also make up what really is special about the relationship. A belief in ‘shared values’ remains a constant refrain in discussion of the relationship, regularly referred to in statements by President Obama, as with every one of his predecessors. The British may be surprised at the adoption by the American Bar Association of Magna Carta (they financed the memorial at Runnymede), given that it was signed by a bunch of barons several hundred years before the US Declaration of Independence. Yet they consider that it embodies principles, above all habeas corpus, fundamental to US law today. The founders of the Republic considered that they were fighting the British for their rights as Englishmen and a more advanced form of parliamentary democracy, which existed in Britain but scarcely elsewhere in Europe. The firm belief in the US is that in two world wars, the Cold War and other instances, the US and Britain have indeed been defending shared values.

         Beyond what some will regard as these nebulous beliefs, the relationship today is underpinned by the fact that Britain and the United States are by far the largest investors in each other’s countries, with investments which, combined, are worth well over a trillion dollars. This phenomenon is a development mainly of the past three or four decades. The major US banks to date have run their operations in Europe, the Middle East and Africa from London, though, post-‘Brexit’, they will have to make some major adjustments. A vast array of US corporations have chosen to establish themselves or to expand their operations in Britain as the most convenient way, for reasons of language and ease of operating, to access the European common market, giving some serious economic ballast to the relationship of a kind that did not exist in the distant days of the 1930s. The continuance of US investment on anything like this scale will, however, depend on what new trade agreements can be reached with the EU, pending which many future investment decisions will be delayed.

         The Alliance periodically is the subject of obituary notices in the press – another near-constant feature of the relationship. Yet it has shown a Lazarus-like tendency to survive and to weather successive changes of administration in Britain and the United States over the past seventy-five years, including that from Bill Clinton to George W. Bush, whose Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, felt that ‘if you cannot count on the Brits, you are really alone’. According to Barack Obama: ‘Through the grand sweep of history … there is one constant – the rock-solid alliance between the United States and the United Kingdom.’5 Beyond the hyperbole, however, Obama has been more distant and less engaged with America’s allies than any of his recent predecessors.

         The relationship with the United Kingdom has undergone profound changes, of which the most profound of all has been the increasing disparity of power, accentuated by a series of ever deeper cuts in Britain’s defence capabilities. The US does not want the UK’s relevance to diminish, but has seen that as the path we may be on.

         This book is published at a time when many on this side of the Atlantic, in Asia and the Middle East have felt that the United States under President Obama and in response to the botched intervention in Iraq and the fourteen-year war in Afghanistan has sought to become more detached from world crises, or half-heartedly engaged, an increasingly ‘reluctant sheriff’, leaving it, for instance, to Angela Merkel to negotiate with Vladimir Putin over Ukraine, with no direct US involvement and, initially, more concerned to stay out of than to engage seriously in dealing with the crisis in Syria.

         This was indeed the Obama doctrine of caution and ‘restraint’, as set out in his May 2014 speech at West Point and in his April 2016 interview with The Atlantic. The US, he made clear, did not want to go on acting as the world’s policeman and had a ‘hard-earned humility’ about its ability to determine outcomes in other countries. The so-called Islamic State or ISIS initially was dismissed by him as a ‘junior varsity team’ which posed no real danger to the United States and, following the overly aggressive and ill-considered actions of George W. Bush, he has appeared in almost any circumstances not to want to see US troops actively engaged abroad – a conclusion reached by his own former defense secretaries. Having drawn publicly a ‘red line’ against the use of chemical weapons by the Syrian regime, he has claimed to be proud of the moment when he decided to take no action when they did so, despite being told by the ‘Washington establishment’ that his own credibility and that of the United States was at stake. Putin’s adventurism in Ukraine and Syria is seen by him as weakening, not strengthening, Russia, with Ukraine regarded by him as a former Russian client state and core interest, ‘which is going to be vulnerable to military domination by Russia whatever we do’.6 As President, Obama has seen his job as being to get the United States out of wars, and to avoid getting too deeply entangled in situations in, for instance, Syria or Ukraine, that could risk the US getting involved in another one.

         The Obama administration has achieved what is hoped to be a fifteen-year nuclear agreement with Iran, highly controversial in the US and the Middle East, but supported by the Western allies. But the West manifestly has been cynically out-manoeuvred by Putin in Ukraine and Syria. Hillary Clinton is firmly of the opinion that ‘super-powers don’t get to retire’7 and that the US must show leadership in dealing with crises, whether in Ukraine, with ISIS or in the South China Sea. Donald Trump, in contrast, represents a throwback to the days of ‘America first’, even going so far as to suggest that, regardless of its treaty obligations, the US might be selective about which allies are worth defending against Russian aggression, depending on the contribution they are making themselves.

         The Ukraine crisis has demonstrated that Western Europe is more than ever dependent on the United States for its security, but also that the Europeans remain extremely resistant to making any greater efforts for their own defence. The US currently accounts for 75 per cent of all NATO countries spending on defence, as against 50 per cent during the Cold War. The outgoing British ambassador to the US has suggested that other NATO members need to consider whether it is right, or likely to be sustainable, to ask the US to go on indefinitely bearing so disproportionate a part of the burden of European defence. There is at present little sign of them doing so.

         Another predominant theme of the 2016 US presidential election has been the aggressively protectionist attitudes of Trump and Bernie Sanders, causing Hillary Clinton to back away from support of the Trans-Pacific Trade Partnership that she helped to initiate. The prospects for the proposed Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership currently look bleak, given the resurgence of protectionism in the US and in France and Germany.

         Obama has justified his own extreme caution about US military involvement by denouncing Allied ‘free riders’, who, he contends, clamour for US leadership without being prepared to do much themselves. The British and French have been exceptions to this rule, yet were blamed by him for having done little to stabilise Libya following the overthrow of Gaddafi, a task he chose to regard as one for the Europeans rather than the US. This was in response to criticism in the US of his own failure to act more decisively, in particular in the fight against ISIS.

         Obama’s Defense Secretary, Robert Gates, and the head of the US Army, General Ray Odierno, both voiced their alarm at the shrinkage in UK defence capabilities resulting from the coalition government’s defence cuts in 2010, reducing the size of the British Army to 82,000, the Royal Navy to nineteen combatant surface ships and the frontline capabilities of the RAF, while massively increasing the aid budget, which, unlike defence, was ring-fenced against future cuts. The concern is understandable, given that Britain’s army, navy and air force today have scarcely more than half the frontline strength they had at the time of the Falklands War. The current US Defense Secretary, Ashton Carter, declared that it would be ‘a great loss to the world when a country of that much history and standing for so much to so many people around the world takes actions which seem to indicate disengagement’.8

         It is hardly surprising that the experience of two military interventions in the past decade should have made the British public and politicians very cautious about further military ventures. The vote in the House of Commons in August 2013 against taking any action in response to the killing by the Syrian regime of 1,400 of its own citizens by nerve gas in Damascus, in flagrant violation of international law, appeared to be regarded in Westminster as of little long-term consequence. It was not seen like that by Britain’s principal allies, coming as a very unpleasant shock to the US Secretary of State, John Kerry, and the Obama national security team, with a knock-on effect on Obama’s own resolution in dealing with the problem, and to the French, who had agreed to participate in a retaliatory strike on the Republican Guard headquarters from which the nerve gas attack had been launched. The Syrian regime has continued ever since to use chlorine gas against its opponents.

         The subsequent inability of the British government for several months to secure a majority in the House of Commons for action against so-called Islamic State in its main centres in Syria dismayed the United States and France. The chief of defence staff, General Houghton, described this as ‘letting down our allies’,9 which was indeed how they saw it. The Defence Secretary, Michael Fallon, regarded it as ‘morally indefensible’ for Britain, which is directly threatened by them, to leave it to others to deal with ISIS in Syria. The vote in Parliament in December 2015 authorising the RAF to extend the campaign against ISIS targets from Iraq to Syria re-aligned the country with its key allies.

         Britain also was absent from the efforts made by Angela Merkel, supported by François Hollande, to stabilise the situation in Ukraine. These developments led a raft of US pundits to question whether Britain any longer has the will to play a leading role in world affairs and the chief of defence staff to wonder whether the country today still has the ‘courageous instinct’ crucial to its ability to make a difference in the world.

         What consequences are the shrinkage of Britain’s defence capabilities, particularly of the army, the controversy over Iraq and under-resourcing of the British forces in Iraq and Afghanistan likely to have for the US/UK relationship over time? It would be absurd to suggest that these will not be significant, or that the relationship is as important to the US today as it was in the past. Obama has declared that he told David Cameron that if he wished to preserve the ‘special relationship’, he would have to commit to spending 2 per cent of GDP on defence.10 The British Army, which hitherto was able to commit an armoured division in any major conflict, would not be able to deploy such a force today. Yet, with Britain still spending more on defence than all but the US, China, Russia and Saudi Arabia, and planning to operate a new aircraft carrier (though not until 2020), the capability will remain to support the US militarily in any crisis in which British interests also are involved, provided the political will exists to do so and the US displays sufficiently intelligent leadership to be worth supporting.

         This book is intended to provide some historical perspective and to serve as a reminder that at the end of the Cold War there was a fashionable tendency to question whether NATO was going to have much of a future role. Anglo-American cooperation was vital in ensuring that NATO was re-configured to play a crucial part in Bosnia, Kosovo, Libya and Afghanistan, while the security of the Baltic states, with their large Russian minorities, depends today on Article V of the North Atlantic Treaty and not much else. Ideas that the European Union would develop a common defence policy ‘which might in time lead to a common defence’ have proved largely illusory, leading the French to decide to re-join the NATO integrated military structure and the President of the European Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, to declare in October 2015: ‘If I look at the common European defence policy, a bunch of chickens would be a more unified combat unit.’ Attempts to revive the idea of a ‘European army’ will carry little conviction in the absence of any real determination to increase Europe’s defence capabilities.

         The decision in March 2009 by President Nicolas Sarkozy to end the more than four-decade boycott of the NATO military command decreed by De Gaulle in 1966 failed to attract all the attention it deserved. For this major shift by France has resulted in far closer US/French defence cooperation than in the past, in particular in the fight against ISIS, and a vast increase in intelligence-sharing (codenamed Lafayette), bringing the three major Western military allies into a closer alignment with each other. This has changed the dynamic across the Atlantic, with the US Defense Secretary declaring that, currently, he is in closer contact with the French Defence Minister than with any of his other international counterparts. Far from concerning the British, this Franco-American rapprochement is positive for Britain’s own relationship with its two key military allies.

         If British political leaders of whatever complexion wish to continue to claim to play a role in world affairs, as most of them still purport to want to do, they are going to need to give priority to preserving the capability of Britain’s armed forces to act in support of their allies when required. In dealing with some future crisis, Britain is likely again to be asked to participate in operations alongside the United States, or risk not having it dealt with at all and the Americans concluding that, absent any effort from the European allies, they should revert to a more ‘America first’ calculation of US interests. An underlying reason for Obama’s caution over engagement in Syria has been the fact that the crisis there is seen by him as far more of a threat to Europe than to the United States, which indeed it is.
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         There are other reasons for US concern about their traditionally closest ally. Americans favoured self-rule for Scotland, but reacted with surprise to the proposition that Scotland should be allowed to vote on whether to remain a member of the United Kingdom. Obama made a direct appeal to the United Kingdom to stay united. Hillary Clinton greeted the outcome with relief as, otherwise, the United Kingdom would have been ‘diminished’.

         The British Labour Party, with its Atlanticist tradition stretching back to the days of Clement Attlee and Ernest Bevin, is seen as having reverted to a degree of anti-Americanism and non-alignment well beyond that seen under Michael Foot. While that will affect its electability, and thereby may prove self-correcting, it marks a clear break from the bipartisan consensus in foreign policy that existed hitherto. The gap between the United States, whether Republican or Democrat, and the Labour Party under its current leadership is as wide as the Atlantic.

         The United States shares many of Britain’s reservations about the European Union and would never begin to consider any surrender of sovereignty itself. It regards the EU as a highly bureaucratic, overregulated, low-growth economic zone. The EU is taken very seriously in terms of trade negotiations, less so in other respects. The Obama administration, on coming into office, announced a ‘pivot to Asia’. Successive US presidents have approached the ritual meetings with the presidents of the European Commission and of the EU with all the enthusiasm of a visit to the dentist. Their confidence in the project has not been helped by the Alice-in-Wonderland economics of Greece as a member of the eurozone and Europe’s struggles in dealing with ISIS-sponsored terrorism and the massive inflow of refugees and migrants it currently is experiencing. There is a sense, not only in the United States, of Europe in relative decline, and of the European institutions, faced with these huge challenges, as short of ideas as to what to do.

         The United States historically, however, has counted on Britain to exert its influence in Europe to help ensure that the European Union is more outward-looking, less protectionist and more committed to the transatlantic partnership than, in its view, would otherwise be the case. The Americans are no less scathing than the British about the difficulty of dealing with the EU institutions. Few present-day American leaders would claim to be able to calculate whether, for Britain, the loss of control over its own laws is more than offset by membership of the European Union and whether the EU is in fact reformable. But, in general, they have seen it as clearly in America’s interests for Britain to remain in the EU and as potentially prejudicial to the vast US investments in Britain if it were to leave.

         It came as no surprise, therefore, to hear President Obama inject himself into this debate by declaring on 7 June 2015: ‘We very much are looking forward to the United Kingdom staying part of the European Union because we think its influence is positive not just for Europe, but also for the world.’ During his visit to the UK a few weeks before the referendum, Obama delivered a further lecture about the need for Britain to remain in Europe, adding, ill-advisedly, that if a Brexit Britain sought a separate trade agreement with the US, it would be ‘at the back of the queue’. This is in fact unlikely, under a future administration, to prove to be the case, given bipartisan support in Congress for an agreement with Britain, which does not, however, mean that one is likely to be able to be concluded any time soon.

         A raft of former US foreign policy and defence officials led by George Shultz declared that

         
            the United Kingdom has played a key role in strengthening the transatlantic relationship. But we are concerned that should the UK choose to leave the EU, the UK’s place and influence in the world would be diminished and Europe would be dangerously weakened … The special relationship between our two countries would not compensate for the loss of influence that the UK would suffer if it was no longer part of the EU … in foreign policy, defence and international trade matters.11

         

         Donald Trump, on the other hand, hailed the Brexit vote (‘They took their country back’), regarding the outcome as representing a vindication of his own populist brand of politics. Obama, shifting hastily into reverse, declared that the ‘special relationship’ would endure, with both the UK and the EU remaining indispensable partners for the United States.

         A constant thread throughout this book is the chronicling of the decades-long efforts that successive US administrations made to propel the frequently reluctant British into a closer relationship with Europe, where British involvement was seen as being important to and wholly positive for the United States. The outcome of the referendum on British membership of the European Union, therefore, is bound to have a profound effect on the future relationship across the Atlantic.

         Britain’s departure from the EU will not put an end to the specially close relationship with the United States, certainly not in the domains of defence and intelligence. There may indeed be an autumnal glow, as the incoming US administration, Democrat or Republican, will want to be seen as starting off on close terms with America’s closest and generally most dependable ally. Beyond all the romanticism about it, the relationship has been and will continue to be based on the solid foundation of common interests, which is why it has endured so long. Hillary Clinton is a firm believer in it, though clear-sighted about it. Those who believe that, along with much else, it would not survive a Trump presidency, if there is one, will find that they are mistaken about that and have forgotten about the separation of powers, intended by the Founding Fathers to shackle any President and particularly any potentially maverick one. The next President can be expected to greet the new British Prime Minister with the usual talk about the ‘specialness’ of the relationship and, up to a point, he or she will mean it.

         The exit from the EU, however, will alter its nature. In the near term, some further US investment in Britain will be held back until there is clarity about future access to the European market. Britain outside the EU eventually is likely to be able to secure favourable access to the US market, but will be perceived as having far less influence in Europe and, consequently, in Washington, on matters other than defence, rendering this country still a very important ally but a less positive factor for the United States in Europe than it was before.
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            PROLOGUE

         

         ON 24 AUGUST 1814, Rear-Admiral Sir George Cockburn sat down to dinner at the White House. He was an uninvited guest. The table had been laid for President Madison. At around 3 p.m. that afternoon, with the streets of the capital choked with soldiers and refugees, Dolley Madison had fled the White House, having at the last moment found a wagon to carry off the silver, her favourite velvet curtains, papers, books, a clock and, cut from its frame, the full-length portrait of George Washington by Gilbert Stuart. Left behind were most of her clothes and other belongings. President Madison and his companions, fleeing in a ferry across the Potomac and from the Virginia shore, saw

         
            columns of flame and smoke ascending throughout the night … from the Capitol, the President’s house and other public edifices, as the whole were on fire … If at intervals the dismal sight was lost to our view, we got it again from some hilltop or eminence where we paused to look at it.1

         

         Admiral Cockburn, meanwhile, ate the meal still on the table and drank to ‘Jemmy’s health, which was the only epithet he used whenever he spoke of the President’, one citizen reported. He took as mementoes an old hat of the President’s and the cushions from Dolley Madison’s chair, about which he made ‘pleasantries too vulgar … to repeat’. His marines with their torches then set a fire in each of the windows, so that ‘the whole building was wrapt in flames and smoke’. That night and the following day the British burned the Library of Congress and all the other public buildings of the capital. Cockburn told the onlookers: ‘You may thank old Madison for this; it is he who has got you into this scrape … We want to catch him and carry him to England for a curiosity.’2
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         The causes of the war of 1812 were straightforward. Britain would not permit neutral shipping to trade with continental Europe under Napoleon and the Royal Navy was in a position to enforce this blockade. The British position, claimed Madison, rested not on law but on ‘a mere superiority of force’ and the ‘comparative state of naval armaments’.

         The British Minister in Washington, Anthony Merry, had done little to improve relations. When first invited to dinner by Madison, Merry ousted the wife of the Treasury Secretary, Mrs Gallatin, from the head of the table, insisting that she must give up her seat to his wife who, in his view, had precedence. At the President’s New Year reception, Merry felt slighted at the attention paid to an emissary of the Bey of Tunis and after five minutes left in a huff. Madison found Merry’s conduct ‘truly extraordinary, in this age and in this country’.

         British seizures of American merchantmen and the impressment of some of their sailors into the Royal Navy increased. Madison’s negotiator in London, James Monroe, future President of the United States and author of the Monroe Doctrine, tried to exert a calming influence. With Spain hostile and Napoleon rampant, he told President Jefferson that ‘it is important for us to stand well with some power’ and that, for the duration of the war, Britain’s ‘very existence … depended on an adherence to its maritime pretensions’.3

         On 22 June 1807, in Hampton Roads, near Norfolk on the American coast, HMS Leopard attacked the American frigate Chesapeake, which had refused to submit to a boarding party sent to seize some deserters. Twenty-one American sailors were killed or injured and one deserter hanged. With the administration lacking the naval power required to confront the British, Jefferson and Madison responded with the Embargo Acts, interrupting trade, especially with Britain. The British Foreign Secretary, Canning, sent George Rose to Washington to negotiate with Madison. But Rose came, as Henry Adams remarked, ‘not to conciliate, but to terrify. His apology was a menace.’ Rose in turn was unimpressed by Congress, which, he considered, proved ‘the excess of the democratic ferment … the dregs having got up to the top’.4 

         As the US Treasury Secretary, Gallatin, had predicted (‘I prefer war to a permanent embargo’), the restrictions on trade caused great resentment and were largely ignored in New England, dependent on trade with Britain and Canada. Canning sneered at their ineffectiveness while Madison tried in vain to plug the myriad loopholes. In 1809 the embargo was lifted but then was reimposed when the British Cabinet repudiated an agreement with Madison reached by the British Minister in Washington, David Erskine. Jefferson expressed his outrage at Canning’s ‘unprincipled rascality’. But the British remained determined to prevent American trade with the European continent.

         Erskine was succeeded by Francis Jackson, famous for his order given some years earlier to the British fleet to destroy Copenhagen. Within a month Mrs Jackson was reporting that her husband, ‘being accustomed to treat with civilized Courts and governments of Europe, and not with savage Democrats, half of them sold to France, has not succeeded in his negotiation’. She found the Washington cuisine detestable: ‘no claret, champagne and Madeira indifferent’. President Madison, outraged by Jackson’s insufferable arrogance, informed him that ‘no further communication will be received from you’.

         In August 1810, the French Foreign Minister told the Americans that France would withdraw its own discriminatory measures against American commerce. In fact Napoleon had no intention of doing so (‘it is evident that we should commit ourselves to nothing’), but Madison sought to use this offer to put pressure on the British. The embargo against Britain was reimposed. British warships reappeared off New York, intercepting merchantmen and impressing seamen. In November 1811, the War Hawk Congress was told by Madison that ‘anything was better’ than the existing state of Anglo-American relations. The new British Minister, Foster, reported that the administration preferred war to its ‘present embarrassments’. Britain was given one last chance to withdraw the Orders in Council restricting neutral trade. At the same time Congress declined to vote the funds necessary to strengthen the American Navy. The British were accused of fomenting treason in New England and conspiring to promote the break-up of the Union. In June 1812, Congress voted for war.

         The war soon turned into a disaster. The French continued their own attacks on American shipping. New England was disaffected. The American forces were extraordinarily ill-prepared. General Hull’s invasion of Canada ended in a humiliating surrender. The British blockaded the East Coast, though the Americans took heart from individual naval exploits, including the destruction by the USS Constitution of the British frigate Java. Madison observed that ‘rage and jealousy’ in England against America ‘accounted for the gigantic force she is bringing against us on the water’.

         Admiral Cockburn, later described by Napoleon, whom he escorted to Saint Helena, as ‘rough, overbearing, vain, choleric and capricious’, destroyed Fredericktown and Georgetown on the Maryland shore. Dolley Madison wrote of ‘the fears and alarms’ that circulated in Washington, while Cockburn sent her word that he intended soon to make his bow in her drawing room. The Chesapeake was beaten in a duel off Boston harbour, memorable in American naval history for Captain James Lawrence’s famous order, ‘Don’t give up the ship!’, before he died of wounds.

         In the north, the British were driven out of the area around Detroit but subsequent American reverses, wrote Madison, ‘were as unexpected as they have been distressing’. The Americans were ejected from York (now Toronto), which they burned, and the British controlled both banks of the Niagara. The Foreign Secretary, Castlereagh, rejected Russian mediation, saying that he considered the Anglo-American war ‘a sort of family quarrel, where foreign interference can only do harm’. By 1814, with Napoleon defeated and New England in near revolt, Gallatin reported from London that ‘a continuation of the war might prove virtually fatal to the United States’.5 Gallatin suggested that the United States should soften its position on impressment, which, with the ending of the European war, should become only a theoretical issue anyway.

         On 17 August, a British fleet carrying 4,000 troops under General Ross anchored thirty-five miles south-east of Washington. Madison’s incompetent Secretary for War, Armstrong, still insisted that the British objective was Baltimore. General Winder’s militia was defeated outside the capital, at Bladensburg. Madison escaped across the Potomac. Cockburn and Ross entered Washington in triumph. Having burned every public building except the Patent Office, the British returned to their ships. Madison, on his return, found the White House ‘in ashes, not an inch but its cracked and blackened walls remained’. Smoke was still rising from the ruins of the Capitol.

         Three weeks later, Fort McHenry, south of Baltimore, beat off a determined British attack. It was this episode that gave the new nation its national anthem. Francis Scott Key, a Washington lawyer sent by Madison to arrange an exchange of prisoners, observed ‘by the dawn’s early light’ that ‘our flag was still there’, proving that the British bombardment had failed. In the north, a British attack towards Albany was repulsed. The British, Madison warned, still were aiming ‘a deadly blow at our growing prosperity, perhaps at our national existence’.

         The British and American negotiators by now were meeting at Ghent. Fourteen thousand British troops, under the Duke of Wellington’s brother-in-law, Sir Edward Pakenham, were bound for New Orleans. His courage was undoubted but, as Wellington observed, ‘Pakenham may not be the brightest genius’. In a textbook example of military folly, he led his red-coats in a frontal assault on the heavily defended ramparts of the city. The defence was organised by General Andrew Jackson. The result was a massacre, the British suffering over 2,000 casualties and the Americans sixty-two. Sir Edward, urging on his men, was among the first to be killed. His body was returned to England, pickled in a hogshead of rum.

         The battle, though it did wonders for American morale, had been fought in vain, for on Christmas Eve 1814, the peace treaty had been signed at Ghent. The British had abandoned their demands for the creation of an Indian buffer state, south of the Great Lakes, between the United States and Canada. When the Prime Minister, Lord Liverpool, urged Wellington to take over the command in North America, he declined, declaring the conquest of the United States impossible. He advised the British Cabinet to settle on the basis of the status quo before the war; Gallatin gave identical advice to Madison. With the defeat of Napoleon the main cause of the conflict – the enforcement of the British blockade – had disappeared.

         Another of the American negotiators, John Quincy Adams, expressed the hope that this would be the last peace treaty between Britain and the United States. And so it was to prove.

         For the Americans, despite the dissidence in New England, the war of 1812 was a further important stage in the building of the nation. To the British it seemed just another episode in a long history of colonial and European wars. Nathaniel Hawthorne, visiting Britain a generation later, was dismayed to find no one who could remember the Battle of New Orleans.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         There followed through the nineteenth century a number of episodes that were to have an important bearing on Anglo-American relations. In 1822, President Monroe recognised the Latin American states asserting their independence from Spain. In October 1823, Canning proposed that the United States should join Britain in condemning any attempts by Spain to reassert its authority, but also promising non-intervention themselves. Canning boasted that thereby he ‘had called in the New World to redress the balance of the Old’. Monroe consulted Jefferson, who replied: ‘Our first and fundamental maxim should be never to entangle ourselves in the broils of Europe, and our second never to suffer Europe to inter-meddle with Cis-Atlantic affairs.’ America, he said, had interests different from those of Europe: ‘She should therefore have a system of her own, separate and apart from that of Europe.’ Jefferson added that ‘Great Britain is the nation which can do us the most harm of anyone, or all on earth’. Britain’s friendship, therefore, was worth cultivating, but the priority must be to establish the American system.6

         The Secretary of State, John Quincy Adams, did not want to appear to be travelling in Canning’s wake or to give up the possibility of annexing Cuba. On 2 December 1823, Monroe proclaimed to Congress his own version of the principle of non-interference by the European powers in the American hemisphere. The United States, declared Monroe, had no intention of interfering in the struggles between the Europeans. America would in turn consider ‘any attempt on their part to extend their system to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety’. This, he explained, was not intended to apply to existing colonies. But the intent was clear: the American continent was henceforth to be considered as not subject to future colonisation by the European powers. This was not what Canning had in mind: ‘How could America be closed to future British colonization, when America’s geographical limits are actually unknown?’

         Canadian–American relations remained tense and marked by violent incidents until the border settlement of 1842. The dispute over the border between Oregon and British Columbia was settled four years later on the basis of the 49th parallel. This settlement of territorial claims did not result in any great cordiality of relations. George Mifflin Dallas, who arrived as the American envoy in London in 1856, proudly disclaimed any belief in ‘all the balderdash about mother country, kindred and so forth’. Not surprisingly, he did not get on well with Palmerston. Sir Henry Bulwer, his counterpart in Washington, sought through public speeches to ‘cure this anti-English disease at its source’. While admiring the American government, he found the people who lived under it to be ‘of a wild, adventurous and conquering character’.

         Not all Americans were so ill-disposed. In 1858, as British and French expeditionary forces approached the coast of China, they were bombarded by the shore batteries to such effect that several British vessels were disabled and would have been sunk but for the intervention of Josiah Tattnall, commander of a supposedly neutral American squadron that also was in the vicinity. He intervened to shield the British ships from the Chinese batteries and towed them to safety. When asked to account for his action, Tattnall replied: ‘Blood is thicker than water.’
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         In 1860, the British Minister in Washington, Lord Lyons, was unimpressed by the Republican candidate in the presidential election: ‘a Mr Lincoln, a man unknown, a rough Westerner, of the lowest origin and little education’.7

         A few months later, in her speech from the throne in February 1861, Queen Victoria noted that ‘serious differences have arisen among the states of the North American Union’. Palmerston was not alone in being suspected of hoping that these might lead to a dissolution of the Union. The US Secretary of State, Seward, had told the Duke of Newcastle that if he joined the administration it would become his duty to insult England, and that he meant to do so. But, restrained by Lincoln and anxious that the British should not support the Confederates, he became more accommodating. The Foreign Secretary, Lord John Russell, declared that Britain was not involved in any way in the Civil War ‘and, for God’s sake, let us if possible keep out of it’. The Confederate envoys sought recognition, which to their indignation was denied them.

         But the seizure on the high seas in November 1861 from the British vessel Trent of two Confederate Commissioners, Mason and Slidell, by Captain Wilkes of the US Navy precipitated a crisis. Palmerston opened a Cabinet meeting by throwing his hat on the table and telling his colleagues: ‘I don’t know whether you are going to stand this, but I’ll be damned if I do.’8 Seward managed to obtain the release of the commissioners. Confederate hopes were pinned on Lancashire’s dependence on cotton from the southern states, but this made no difference to the British policy of non-recognition. The northerners were outraged by the construction in British yards of warships for the South. The war steamer Alabama, built at Cammell Laird’s, sank nearly sixty northern vessels in two years.

         By 1864, Lord Lyons believed that ‘three-fourths of the American people are eagerly longing for a safe opportunity of making war with England’. Seward, meanwhile, was arranging the purchase from Russia of Alaska and proclaiming his certainty that the whole of North America, sooner or later, would be ‘within the magic circle of the American Union’. Queen Victoria wrote in her diary of the danger of war with America ‘as soon as she makes peace: of the impossibility of our being able to hold Canada, but we must struggle for it’. This fear accelerated the granting of dominion status to Canada in 1867, with a system of government based as much on the American as on the English model. In an attempt to re-establish a better relationship with the United States after the Civil War, Britain agreed to pay £15.5 million in compensation for the damage caused by the Alabama.
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         Sir Lionel Sackville-West, serving as the British Minister in Washington in the 1880s, attributed ‘the whole anti-British spirit in America … almost wholly to the Irish’. The Secretary of State, James Blaine, was an ardent Anglophobe. In a thinly disguised portrait of him in his novel Democracy, Henry Adams wrote:

         
            A certain secret jealousy of the British Minister is always lurking in the breast of every American Senator, if he is truly democratic; for democracy, rightly understood, is the government of the people, by the people, for the benefit of senators, and there is always a danger that the British Minister may not understand this political principle as he should.9

         

         Sackville-West was a popular figure in Washington, though his daughter burst into fits of giggles when President Chester Arthur, an unhappy widower, proposed to her one evening after dinner at the White House. But, in September 1888, Sackville-West received a letter purporting to come from a US citizen of British origin, asking how to vote in the presidential election. Having nothing better to do on a rainy afternoon, he replied, advising his correspondent to vote for President Cleveland. The Republican press published his letter, under the heading: ‘The British Lion’s Paw Thrust Into American Politics’. When Lord Salisbury proved reluctant to withdraw him, Sackville-West was given his passports and required by Cleveland to leave.10

         After the defeat of Home Rule in 1886, the Irish problem continued to throw a shadow on relations. Cleveland was very conscious of the amount of public support that could be won by ‘twisting the lion’s tail’. It was thanks to his efforts that the Venezuela dispute brought Britain and the United States for the last time within measurable distance of war.

         In Britain no more than one in ten MPs, as James Bryce later told Theodore Roosevelt, ‘even knew there was such a thing as a Venezuelan question’. The demarcation of the boundary with British Guyana was certainly not thought worth a war with the United States.

         But Cleveland returned as President on a rising tide of American self-assertion. In 1895, his Secretary of State, Richard Olney, accused Britain, by maintaining its claims on Venezuelan territory, of violating the Monroe Doctrine. Olney’s note, one of the most remarkable ever addressed to a British government, stated baldly: ‘Today the United States is practically sovereign on this continent.’ Olney added that ‘the United States’ infinite resources combined with its isolated position render it master of the situation and practically invulnerable as against any or all other powers’. Lord Salisbury, who had other things on his mind – the colonial rivalry with France and the increasingly impetuous behaviour of the Kaiser – replied that ‘no statesman, however eminent, and no nation, however powerful, are competent to insert into the code of international law a novel principle which was never recognised before, and which has not since been accepted by the Government of any other country’.11

         On 17 December 1895, President Cleveland, in a message to Congress, stated that the United States itself would adjudicate the boundary between Venezuela and British Guyana and would thereafter resist as wilful aggression any attempt by Britain to assert claims on what it determined to be Venezuelan territory. This strong language swept Congress and the country off its feet. The ensuing explosion of jingoism horrified Henry James.

         In Britain, the reaction was one of amazement and incredulity. America at the time had two second-class battleships and twelve cruisers to Britain’s forty-four battleships and forty-one cruisers. But on 3 January 1896, the Kaiser despatched his telegram of congratulations to Kruger on having repelled the Jameson Raid. In such circumstances, war with the United States over the Venezuelan border was deemed unthinkable. Joseph Chamberlain stated that ‘war between the two nations would be an absurdity as well as a crime … The two nations are … more closely allied in sentiment and in interest than any other nations on the face of the earth.’12 Cleveland had proposed an inquiry into the border, in which the British agreed to cooperate. By the time the decision was issued in 1899, public interest in the matter was practically dead.
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         The next phase of American history belonged not to Cleveland but to Theodore Roosevelt. While Cleveland played the anti-British card, Roosevelt came into office with entirely different predispositions. On 2 December 1886, at St George’s Church, Hanover Square, Teddy Roosevelt married his second wife, Edith. The church, almost deserted, was penetrated by a London fog. Roosevelt’s best man, Cecil Spring-Rice, was a young British diplomat whom he had met on the voyage across the Atlantic. Roosevelt and his family made fun of ‘good, futile, pathetic Springy’, also known as ‘Spwing-Wice of the Bwitish Legation’. His combination of courtliness and inquisitiveness caused them to compare him to the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland. But their friendship was to endure throughout Roosevelt’s presidency and, thereafter, seriously to complicate Spring-Rice’s relations with Woodrow Wilson. Spring-Rice introduced Roosevelt to the Savile Club and society in London. Roosevelt in turn introduced him to his enormous circle of acquaintances in America and to the arts of political wire-pulling.

         But it was to another Englishman that Roosevelt looked for intellectual inspiration. In March 1895 Rudyard Kipling was not yet thirty, but already he was the world’s most famous writer. Roosevelt found him ‘bright, nervous, voluble’, though displaying at times a truculence towards America that required ‘very rough handling’. Taking Kipling to visit the Smithsonian, Roosevelt thanked God in a loud voice that he had ‘not one drop of British blood in him’. When Kipling mocked the self-righteousness of a nation that had extirpated its native population ‘more completely than any modem race has done’, Roosevelt made the glass cases of the museum ‘shake with his rebuttals’.13

         In 1889, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge wrote: ‘[O]ur relations with foreign nations today fill but a slight place in American politics.’ But by this time, as James Bryce observed in The American Commonwealth: ‘The Republic is as wealthy as any two of the greatest European nations, and is capable, if it chooses, of quickly calling into being a vast fleet and a vast army. Her wealth and power has in it something almost alarming.’ Bryce was to serve as the British ambassador in Washington from 1907 until succeeded by Spring-Rice in 1913. American energies, which had been absorbed in the opening up of the West, were starting to be turned outwards. It was Joseph Chamberlain who, in 1898, began to speak publicly of the need for an ‘Anglo-Saxon alliance’. Chamberlain, a self-made man married to Mary Endicott, daughter of President Cleveland’s Secretary of War, felt a particular affinity for the United States. But, as Henry Adams put it, ‘the sudden appearance of Germany is the grizzly terror which … frightened England into American’s arms’.

         On the American side, Admiral Mahan, in The Influence of Sea-Power upon History and in his other writings, sought to convince the Anglo-Saxon world of its fundamental identity of interests as well as of the supreme importance of naval power. By 1906, the American Navy was second only to the British. Neither Theodore Roosevelt nor Secretary of State John Hay felt an alliance to be possible. But, Roosevelt observed: ‘The settlement of the Alaskan boundary settled the last serious trouble between the British Empire and ourselves … I feel very differently towards England from the way I feel towards Germany.’ Even Richard Olney of the Venezuela ultimatum by now was writing: ‘There is a patriotism of race as well as of country.’

         One cause of the rapprochement was the benevolent neutrality of the British government and the pro-American public sentiment manifested in Britain when the sinking of the USS Maine in Havana harbour led to war between the United States and Spain over Cuba. In the Philippines, Admiral Dewey defeated the Spanish fleet in Manila Bay. Ambassador Hay reported from London that Britain wanted the United States to retain the Philippines. In return, the US government resisted pressure to side with the Boers against the British in South Africa.

         On 22 November 1898, at Rottingdean in Sussex, Kipling completed his poem ‘The White Man’s Burden’, which he hastened to send across the Atlantic to Theodore Roosevelt. The poem, subtitled ‘The United States and the Philippine Islands’, was intended to influence the debate in the Senate on what was to be done with the Philippines:

         
            Take up the White Man’s burden –

            Send forth the best ye breed –

            Go bind your sons to exile

            To serve your captives’ need;

            To wait in heavy harness

            On fluttered fold and wild –

            Your new-caught, sullen peoples,

            Half devil and half child …

            Take up the White Man’s burden –

            The savage wars of peace

            Fill full the mouth of Famine

            And bid the sickness cease;

            And when your goal is nearest

            The end for others sought,

            Watch Sloth and heathen Folly

            Bring all your hope to nought …

            Take up the White Man’s burden

            And reap his old reward:

            The blame of those ye better,

            The hate of those ye guard

         

         Roosevelt sent Kipling’s work to Henry Cabot Lodge, describing it as ‘rather poor poetry, but good sense from the expansionist viewpoint’. Cabot Lodge liked it: ‘I think it is better poetry than you say.’ The poem was published in New York the day before the Senate vote.

         Roosevelt continued to correspond with Kipling until his death. In 1904, he described his frame of mind as ‘a good deal like that of your old Viceroy’. Admiral Mahan wrote that in the Spanish territories, the American Empire ought to act like the British, with the interests of the native people uppermost. Echoing Kipling, Mahan warned that ‘the inhabitants may not return love for their benefits – comprehension or gratitude may fail them’. This he ascribed to their being ‘still in race childhood’.14 

         From the outbreak of the war in Europe, Kipling made desperate appeals to Roosevelt to persuade his countrymen to join the crusade against the Germans: ‘The Allies are shedding their blood (and the butcher’s bill is a long one) for every ideal the United States stands for.’ Kipling despised Woodrow Wilson and warned Roosevelt of the influence exerted by the eight million Germans ‘within your borders’. The United States, he claimed, had ‘grown up and thriven for 142 years under the lee of the British fleet’.

         This was too much for Teddy Roosevelt:

         
            As a matter of fact for the first ninety years the British Navy, when, as was ordinarily the case, the British government was more or less hostile to us, was our greatest danger. I am not condemning Great Britain. In those good old days the policies of the United States and Great Britain toward one another and toward much of the outside world, were sufficiently alike to give a touch of humor to the virtuous horror expressed by each at the kind of conduct of the other which most closely resembled its own.15
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            ‘YOU MUST NOT SPEAK OF US AS COUSINS’

            
               You must not speak of us … as cousins, still less as brothers; we are neither. Neither must you think of us as Anglo-Saxons, for that term can no longer be rightly applied to the people of the United States … there are only two things which can establish and maintain closer relations between your country and mine: they are community of ideals and of interests.

               
                   

               

               —PRESIDENT WILSON TO KING GEORGE V, 19181

            

         

         ON THE OUTBREAK of war in 1914, President Woodrow Wilson made his position clear:

         
            The United States must be neutral in fact as well as in name … we must be impartial in thought as well as in action, must put a curb upon our sentiments as well as upon every transaction that might be construed as preference of one party to the struggle before another.2

         

         Wilson was determined that America should not be drawn into the internecine conflict in Europe. The people of the United States, he pointed out, were drawn from many nations and chiefly from the nations now at war. Over eight million of America’s population of 105 million in 1914 had been born in Germany or had at least one German parent. The Irish-Americans, some four million and a half at the start of the war, also had no love for the British. Americans did not feel themselves threatened by the renewal of quarrels in Europe. The United States had never had to form any serious alliance, except tactically with the French during the War of Independence. ‘Thanks to the width of the ocean’, Teddy Roosevelt wrote to Rudyard Kipling, ‘our people believe that they have nothing to fear from the present contest, and that they have no responsibility concerning it.’3

         Yet the majority of Americans still traced their ancestry back to British roots and, particularly on the east coast, sympathy for Britain was strong. J. P. Morgan acted as the agent for British purchases of munitions and vital raw materials. As the Allies were, effectively, subjecting Germany to a blockade, US trade with Germany was insignificant while exports to Britain and France rose to nearly $3 billion.

         The President’s closest confidant and envoy, Colonel Edward House, found him ‘singularly lacking in appreciation of the importance of this European crisis. He seems more interested in domestic affairs.’4 But, in January 1915, Wilson accepted House’s suggestion that he should seek to act as a channel of confidential communication through which the warring nations could explore the possibilities for peace. Encouraged by the German ambassador in Washington, Count Bernstorff, to believe that Germany might agree to evacuate and indemnify Belgium, House set sail for Europe.

         In London he was charmed by the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey. ‘If every belligerent nation had a Sir Edward Grey at the head of its affairs, there would be no war.’5 But Grey did not believe Bernstorff’s account of the German position and it soon turned out that he was right. Indeed, Dr Arthur Zimmermann, on behalf of the German Foreign Office, came close to suggesting to House that Germany needed to be indemnified for the loss of life they had suffered in invading Belgium! The Germans did, however, suggest that if Britain lifted the blockade, they might no longer need to occupy Belgium.

         The Americans also wanted the blockade eased or ended. When German sympathisers chartered an American vessel, the Wilhelmina, and loaded it with food for Hamburg, the ship was intercepted and the cargo seized by the British. Wilson’s Secretary of State, William Jennings Bryan, and Colonel House canvassed the idea of a modus vivendi whereby, if the Germans would cease submarine warfare, the Allies should permit food shipments to Germany.

         This found favour with neither side. In May, the Cunard liner, Lusitania, which had brought House across the Atlantic, was torpedoed off the southern coast of Ireland. The Lusitania, it transpired subsequently, was carrying some munitions, but 124 American passengers were killed. T heodore Roosevelt demanded that the United States should protect its neutral rights by force. President Wilson responded by describing America as being ‘too proud to fight. There is such a thing as a nation being so right that it does not need to convince others by force that it is right.’6

         The British ambassador in Washington, Cecil Spring-Rice, close friend of Teddy Roosevelt, strongly disliked Woodrow Wilson, whom he found a remote and forbidding figure. There was, he believed, nothing to be done with ‘this hardened saint’. He wrote in exasperation to Balfour that he had served in Russia, Berlin, Constantinople and Persia, ‘but I have never known any government so autocratic as this’. This did not mean that the President acted without consulting the popular will, ‘but his interpretation of the oracle is his own secret’.7 As Lloyd George, at the time Minister of Munitions, observed, Wilson was ‘so studiously unpleasant to both sides’ that each suspected him of being particularly hostile to them.8

         The intensely patriotic Spring-Rice, author of ‘I Vow to Thee My Country’ (‘I vow to thee, my country – all earthly things above – Entire and whole and perfect, the service of my love’), became understandably overwrought at the tendency of the President and the State Department to apportion blame equally between the two sides, as if the Germans had not violated Belgian neutrality – described by the German Chancellor as a ‘scrap of paper’ – and were not occupying a large part of northern France. Spring-Rice found it trying to his nerves to have to coexist in Washington through two and a half years of war with Bernstorff. When, on Wilson’s behalf, Colonel House showed him an American ‘indictment’ of the actions of the British government in enforcing the blockade, Spring-Rice exploded: ‘I suppose you know that the record will forever stand that when the laws of God and Man were violated, there came no protest from America.’9 Wilson considered demanding his recall.

         Nevertheless, on Wilson’s behalf, House intensified his efforts to prepare some form of mediation between the combatants. Understanding, as he put it, that ‘blockade of Germany was essential to the victory of the Allies, but the ill-will of the United States meant their certain defeat’, Sir Edward Grey devoted infinite pains to the management of Colonel House. Grey was to write in his memoirs of ‘a certain intimacy, if it may be called so, of attraction and repulsion, which has made the relations between Britain and the United States at once more easy and more difficult, more cordial and more intractable, than those between any two other countries’.10 But Britain was becoming increasingly dependent on American support. In 1915, the British government was obliged to ask J. P. Morgan to raise a half-billion-dollar loan as the only way to finance Britain’s vital American trade.

         Basing himself on their earlier conversations, in September 1915 Grey wrote to House with a proposal calculated to appeal to Woodrow Wilson. In his letter, Grey floated the idea of a League of Nations committed to enforcing disarmament and the peaceful settlement of disputes. ‘Would the President propose that there should be a League of Nations binding themselves to side against any Power which broke a treaty … or which refused, in case of dispute, to adopt some other method of settlement than that of war?’11 When, in May 1916, Wilson himself proposed his scheme for a world organisation, he undoubtedly was convinced that the idea was his own, which to a large extent it was, as Grey had proposed it in full knowledge of Wilson’s convictions.

         House was more sympathetic than Wilson to the cause of the Allies, but suffered from the conviction that he could mediate anything. Having failed to persuade the British government to lift the blockade of Germany in return for an end to submarine warfare, he now made a more ambitious proposal designed to fulfil Wilson’s dream of becoming the world’s peacemaker, while seeking to impose penalties on those who thwarted his efforts. In February 1916, he agreed with Grey a memorandum that stated:

         
            Colonel House told me that President Wilson was ready, on hearing from France and England that the moment was opportune, to propose that a Conference should be summoned to put an end to the War. Should the Allies accept this proposal, and should Germany refuse it, the United States would probably enter the war against Germany. Colonel House expressed the opinion that, if such a Conference met, it would secure peace on terms not unfavourable to the Allies; and if it failed to secure peace, the United States would [Wilson inserted a second ‘probably’ here] leave the conference as a belligerent on the side of the Allies, if Germany was unreasonable.12

         

         House indicated that Wilson favoured the restoration of Belgium and the return of Alsace-Lorraine to France, though Germany might have to be compensated outside Europe. Grey said that any such proposal would have to be agreed with the French and other Allies and he doubted if this was the moment to approach them.

         Back in Washington, House saw Spring-Rice and told him that the United States would end up taking part in the war because, he believed, the Germans would reject Wilson’s offer. The ambassador remained sceptical about the chances of the United States entering the war. Wilson approved the memorandum and waited impatiently for word from the British. Grey’s colleagues in the War Cabinet were unimpressed. They did not reject the memorandum, but there was no willingness to proceed on the basis proposed. Grey played for time. While Wilson wanted to know whether the British were serious about peace, the War Cabinet wanted to know whether the United States was serious about entering the war. In reality, as the ardently pro-British US ambassador in London, Walter Page, warned House, the British saw no scope for mediation. In their view, ‘this German military caste caused all the trouble and there can be no security in Europe as long as it lives in authority’.13

         Britain’s reputation in America, meanwhile, suffered a severe blow with the suppression of the Easter Rising by Irish nationalists in Dublin. Sir Roger Casement, sent to Ireland by the Germans to foment insurrection, was hanged for treason, notwithstanding pleas for clemency from the US Senate. The British government further annoyed Wilson by blacklisting US firms suspected of trading with Germany.

         On 27 May, Wilson infuriated the Allies by saying of the war: ‘with its causes and objects we are not concerned’.14 His Secretary of State, Robert Lansing, expressed privately his concern that the President

         
            does not seem to grasp the full significance of this war or the principles at issue … The violations of American rights by both sides seem to interest him more than the vital interests as I see them. That German imperialistic ambitions threaten free institutions everywhere apparently has not sunk very deeply into his mind.15

         

         House, disappointed in London and still more so in Berlin, prophesied an eventual peace of exhaustion – a victory, as Churchill put it, almost indistinguishable from defeat. 

         As the presidential election approached, Teddy Roosevelt, the one leading figure openly advocating intervention on the side of the Allies, had so little support that he did not attempt to secure the Republican nomination. Wilson won the election with the slogan: ‘He kept us out of the War’. The Republican candidate, Hughes, had to declare himself equally firmly of that persuasion and was in fact supported by the German-American League.

         Britain was struggling to finance not only its own war spending, but also much of that of its European allies and by this stage was critically dependent on American loans. From the Treasury, John Maynard Keynes warned the Cabinet that ‘any feeling of irritation or lack of sympathy’ from the American public would endanger vital financial operations. Policy towards the United States, he suggested, ‘should be so directed as not only to avoid any form of reprisal or active irritation but also to conciliate and please’.16 The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Reginald McKenna, warned that President Wilson would soon be in a position, if he wished, to dictate his own terms. David Lloyd George, Minister of Munitions, challenged these despondent conclusions: ‘If victory shone on our banners, our difficulties would disappear.’17 He regarded both McKenna and Keynes as defeatist. The Americans, Lloyd George argued, would go on making loans available so long as they saw it as in their commercial interest to do so. They did not want the British government to discontinue its American purchases.

         In November 1916, however, when J. P. Morgan had tried to sell $1 billion of UK Treasury bonds on the US market, Wilson urged the Federal Reserve to caution US banks against buying foreign Treasury bills. The object was to force Britain to accept the President’s mediation by cutting off supplies. In December, Wilson invited the belligerents to state their respective war aims, hoping ‘they would not prove irreconcilable’. To the alarm even of Colonel House, Wilson further suggested that the aims of both sides in the war were ‘virtually the same’.18 Keynes, who was a conscientious objector, became quite hopeful that American pressure might bring an end to the war. ‘Maynard’, wrote Virginia Woolf, ‘thinks we may be on the verge of ruin, and thus of peace; and possibly Wilson intends to cut off our supplies.’19 In February 1917, Keynes calculated that the reserves would not last more than another four weeks. The British government did not know how much longer it would be able to continue purchasing essential supplies. 

         By this time Lloyd George had taken over from Asquith as Prime Minister. ‘At the beginning of 1917’, he wrote in his memoirs, ‘the entry of the United States into the War seemed more remote and improbable than at any time since the first outbreak of world hostilities.’20 On 22 January, President Wilson made his ‘Peace without Victory’ speech to Congress, advocating general disarmament, civil and religious liberty and freedom of the seas. It contained not the slightest hint that America might enter the war.

         Salvation for the British came from the German military commanders, who succeeded in persuading the Kaiser to resume unrestricted submarine warfare. All shipping around the British Isles, whether neutral or not, would be subject to attack. The aim was to cut off Allied supplies from the United States – not realising that, in the view of some British officials, ‘finance was about to accomplish the same result’. On 21 February, Richard Sperling of the Foreign Office observed that ‘we should have found it impossible to get the action of the Federal Reserve Board reversed if the German Government had not, as usual, been more stupid than ourselves in our dealings with the US’.21 President Wilson broke off diplomatic relations with Germany. Spring-Rice, who had been obliged to endure nearly three years of American neutrality, even at this stage took a negative view of the likelihood of American intervention. He predicted: ‘It would be unpopular to send a large force abroad in case of war, and I think this would be wholly out of the question.’22

         British naval intelligence under Admiral ‘Blinker’ Hall, meanwhile, had intercepted and decoded a telegram from the German Foreign Minister, Arthur Zimmermann, to the German Minister in Mexico (they also succeeded in decoding House’s reports to President Wilson). Zimmermann proposed that if the United States went to war, an alliance should be forged between Germany, Mexico and Japan and that Mexico should be encouraged to re-conquer its lost territory in Texas, New Mexico and Arizona. Publication of the telegram in the American press produced a furious public reaction.23 Still, it was not until three American ships had been sunk by U-boats that, on 2 April, the President at last told Congress that the United States must accept the status of belligerent which had been thrust upon it: ‘The world must be made safe for Democracy.’ On 6 April 1917, the United States finally entered the war.

         As Lloyd George commented, the United States ‘had clung to their neutrality with almost incredible patience and persistence. Had it been possible, they would have stood aside from the conflict to the end.’24 The Germans were undismayed. They had confidence in their submarine attacks. Their calculation was that ‘America had no army and before it could raise and train an army there would be no ships to carry it to Europe’.25 With Russian resistance apparently close to collapse, the Americans appeared unlikely to arrive in time or in sufficient numbers to give effective help to the Allies. At the outbreak of the war, the US Army numbered a mere 210,000 men. A few months earlier, the British had suffered 60,000 casualties in a single day on the Somme.

         By July 1917, thirty-six American destroyers had been moved to British ports and placed under British command to combat the U-boat threat. They made a crucial difference to the defence of the sea lanes in the Atlantic. Yet, politically, Wilson still wanted to keep his distance, saying of Britain: ‘I hope to see the relationship less close after the war.’ He added: ‘England and France have not the same view with regard to peace that we have by any means. When the war is over we can force them to our way of thinking, because by that time they will, among other things, be financially in our hands.’26

         The first American troops – George Marshall among them – arrived in France in June 1917. But for months they played no part in the war, as General Pershing adamantly rejected Allied demands to feed them into the front line. The French and the British commander, Field Marshal Haig, wanted the American troops to be ‘amalgamated’ with British and French forces. Pershing replied that

         
            it is impossible to ignore our national viewpoint. The people themselves would not approve, even though the President should lean that way. We cannot permit our men to serve under another flag except in an extreme emergency and then only temporarily … No people with a grain of national pride would consent to furnish men to build up the army of another nation.

         

         Haig, engaged in desperate battles in Flanders, complained that Pershing did not understand the urgency of the situation or the exhaustion of the Allies, while he hankered after a ‘great self-contained American army’. Pershing did not believe that the decisive battles of the war would be fought until 1919 and his intention was indeed that US forces should fight as an American army, and under American command.

         The Americans, however, were providing invaluable financial assistance. In September, Lord Reading and Keynes were sent across the Atlantic to negotiate further loans. Keynes was not a success with the Americans. ‘Rude, dogmatic and disobliging’, he made a ‘terrible impression’ in Washington. ‘The only really sympathetic and original thing in America is the niggers, who are charming,’ he informed Duncan Grant.27 But Reading succeeded in getting the loans.

         Winston Churchill, as Minister of Munitions, organised with Edward Stettinius of the US War Department and his deputies, Bernard Baruch and Robert Lovett, the procurement of war material in the United States. In return, ‘we ransacked our cupboards to find anything the American troops in France required’.28 More prescient than his colleagues, in March 1918, Churchill wrote to the War Cabinet:

         
            The immense political and military advantages of drawing American manhood into the War, and of their partially filling the gap caused by the diminution of our own forces, ought to out-weigh all other considerations … Quite apart from the imperious military need, the inter-mingling of British and American units on the field of battle and their endurance of losses and suffering together may exert an immeasurable effect on the future destiny of the English-speaking peoples.29

         

         At this stage Pershing’s forces had scarcely been engaged in the fighting in France, and Pershing himself still believed that the decisive battles of the war would not be fought until 1919. But, following the collapse of Russian resistance and the armistice signed at Brest-Litovsk, the German High Command was able to concentrate all its resources on the Western Front. In March 1918, Ludendorff launched his great offensive. The British suffered 150,000 casualties as Haig used his last reserves to stem the German advance.

         Lloyd George asked Lord Reading, now ambassador in Washington, to tell President Wilson that the military situation was ‘undoubtedly critical and if America delays now she may be too late’. As Ludendorff intensified his efforts to drive a wedge between the British and French armies, Pershing at last was convinced that the ‘extreme emergency’ he had envisaged was now upon him. On 26 March, he told Marshal Foch and Clemenceau: ‘Infantry, artillery, aviation, all that we have are yours.’ Pershing instructed the US First Division: ‘You are going to meet a savage enemy, flushed with victory. Meet them like Americans.’

         On 11 April, Haig issued his desperate Order of the Day to the British troops withstanding the German advance: ‘With our backs to the wall, and believing in the justice of our cause, each one of us must fight on to the end.’ As the British managed to contain the German advance, Ludendorff switched his main attack to the south in a final and almost successful attempt to achieve a decisive breakthrough. At the end of May, the US 2nd and 3rd Divisions distinguished themselves in the battles at Chateau Thierry and Belleau Wood on the River Marne, barring the way to Paris. On 6 June, at Belleau Wood, the US Marines suffered over 1,000 casualties in the bloodiest day’s fighting in the history of the Marine Corps.

         By mid-July, the tide had turned. Pershing by this time had sufficient forces to form the US First Army and to insist that it should take over a sector of its own. Washington was told that he would need an additional two million men for the decisive victories he expected to win in the summer of 1919. With the British and French armies at the end of their reserves, and the Germans equally exhausted, victory for the Allies depended on the American reinforcements, by now arriving in France at a rate of 200,000 a month.

         By September 1918, more than a million American troops were engaged – Douglas MacArthur and Harry Truman among them – as Pershing led the US First Army into action. In the Battle of the Argonne they inflicted severe casualties on the Germans, while also suffering severely themselves. Above all they demonstrated that the Allies now had seemingly inexhaustible reserves of manpower while the Germans had reached the end of their manpower resources. On 25 September, Churchill reported: ‘The United States in response to our appeals are sending men to Europe far in advance of their general munitions programme.’ He pledged to supply them with artillery and ammunition. No British minister, Churchill pointed out, had ever had as great a volume of business to conduct with the United States as he did in 1918.

         Lloyd George and others still took a rather patronising view of US military efforts, noting that most of their artillery had to be supplied by the British and French. On the American side, George Marshall was infuriated that the United States – the world’s largest steel producer – had failed to equip its troops in time with tanks. But the balance of power was changing before everyone’s eyes. General Jan Smuts, Prime Minister of South Africa and member of the Imperial War Cabinet, warned Lloyd George that ‘it may well be with the indefinite continuation of the war, we shall become a second or third class power, and the leadership, not only financially and militarily, but in every respect will have passed on to America and Japan’.30

         Eventually, the number of Americans in France reached nearly two million, with a firm intention to increase that number, if necessary, to three million in 1919. Through superhuman efforts, Britain and its dominions at this time had four and a half million men in the field. In the last six months of the war, the British suffered 800,000 casualties.
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         In October 1918, German resistance collapsed. Hoping to get better terms from the United States than from Britain and France, the Germans surrendered on the basis of President Wilson’s peace proposals – the ‘fourteen points’ – made public in January 1918, calling for an end to secret diplomacy and its replacement by open covenants, openly arrived at. Wilson also sought absolute freedom of navigation and an adjustment of colonial claims, weighing the interests of the population concerned with the rights of the governing powers. The French Prime Minister, Georges Clemenceau, remarked of the fourteen points: ‘The Lord God had only ten.’ Britain rejected Wilson’s demand for freedom of the seas as a challenge to Britain’s sea power and right of blockade. Colonel House threatened that if the proposals were not accepted, the United States would build a larger navy than Britain. Lloyd George replied that Britain would spend her last guinea to keep a navy superior to that of the United States or any other power.

         Keynes commented that Wilson by now controlled the realities of power, with Europe dependent on America for manpower, food and finance. ‘Never had a philosopher held such weapons wherewith to bind the princes of this world.’31 Keynes further pointed out the advantage to Britain of a general debt cancellation: Britain held a lot of bad debts from its European allies, while the United States held a lot of good debts from Britain. If these obligations were not reduced, Britain would be exposed to ‘future pressure by the United States of a most objectionable description’ and its ability to invest abroad would be crippled. Keynes did not believe that this tribute would continue to be paid for more than a few years. But his proposal to commute a large proportion of the intra-Allied debts, not surprisingly, was rejected by the US administration.

         Wilson decided to lead the American delegation to the peace conference himself, staying in Europe for over six months, and thereby losing control over the situation at home. Wilson, as A. J. P. Taylor observed, ‘arrived in Europe with the firm conviction that all statesmen were wicked except himself’. Lloyd George and Clemenceau found him insufferably sanctimonious. They had little enthusiasm for most of his ideas but paid lip service to them to secure his support or acquiescence in matters of key concern to them, including German reparations. Wilson argued that the new world order must be free from all taint of imperialism and balance of power politics.

         But at home the US Senate did not share these high ideals: it was more interested in asserting the United States’ exclusive sphere of interest in the Americas, as defined in the Monroe Doctrine. Britain and France were less dependent on America once the fighting was over. Germany was forced to agree to pay financial reparations to the Allies and to accept the occupation of the Rhineland by Allied forces. Keynes resigned from the British delegation in protest at the financial terms imposed on Germany, which he forecast were bound to damage Germany’s chances of economic recovery after the war. In The Economic Consequences of the Peace, he portrayed Wilson as playing Blind Man’s Bluff in the company of Clemenceau and Lloyd George. Towards the end of the conference, Lloyd George, concerned at the harshness of some of the terms the Allies were about to impose, tried to express his concerns to Wilson, but found it harder to ‘debamboozle the old Presbyterian than it had been to bamboozle him’.32

         When after these long months of absence Wilson returned to the United States, he campaigned across the country for the League of Nations. On 2 October 1919, he suffered a stroke and for months thereafter lay helpless in the White House. Henry Cabot Lodge denied him the two-thirds majority in the Senate required to ratify US participation in the League.

         In July 1919, George Marshall participated in the Victory Parade in London. For eight miles he had the ride of his life as his borrowed horse tried to kick spectators, rearing and prancing sideways as he tried to keep his place in the column. As they entered Admiralty Arch, the horse reared and fell over backwards. Marshall rolled clear of the flailing hooves and managed to remount and regain his place in the parade, despite having broken a bone in his hand. Churchill, dismayed by the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment, reviewing the American troops, exclaimed to Marshall: ‘What a magnificent body of men never to take another drink!’33
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         The First World War marked the decisive shift in the balance of power between Britain and the United States. In 1860, Britain had produced 50 per cent of the world’s iron and steel. Twenty years later, it still exceeded the United States in manufacturing output. The crowds cheering Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee celebrations in 1897 had no doubt that Britain and its empire represented the world’s preeminent power. The Royal Navy was over twice the size of any of its rivals. Britain had by far the largest merchant marine. London indisputably was the world’s greatest financial centre. The United States by then was ahead in industrial output, with a population nearly twice the size of Britain’s, but its armed forces were tiny. Though already a Great Power, as Professor Paul Kennedy has observed, it was not yet part of the Great Power system.34

         All that changed in 1914–18. The United States lost 117,000 men in the war, rescuing Europe from its quarrels. Britain suffered 750,000 dead and was financially exhausted. In 1917, looking forward to victory the next year, Lloyd George assured the Imperial War Cabinet that the British Empire ‘will easily then be the first Power in the world’.35 By 1919, the much greater economic power of the United States could no longer be gainsaid. Colonel House sensed British resentment and antagonism towards the United States: ‘while the British Empire vastly exceeds the United States in area and population and while their aggregate wealth is perhaps greater than ours, yet our position is much more favourable’.36 The two countries still saw themselves as rivals and the key to their rivalry was the question of naval power. 
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            ‘WE WILL GET NOTHING FROM THE AMERICANS BUT WORDS’

         

         THE WAR OVER, in 1920 Sir Auckland Geddes was appointed British ambassador in Washington. He was not the first, nor was he a particularly good choice. Sir Auckland was felt to have a particular affinity for North America, having been Professor of Anatomy at McGill University in Canada and because his wife came from Staten Island. He had served as Minister for Manpower during the latter part of the war and, subsequently, as President of the Board of Trade. Geddes had a reputation for arrogance. President Wilson, when consulted, commented: ‘I instinctively dislike what I hear of this man, but I have no ground on which I can object.’ Wilson feared that America was on the verge of a commercial war with the British Empire.

         Geddes, on his arrival in America, found much anti-British sentiment. Ireland was embroiled in the struggle for independence. Supporters of Sinn Féin threatened to kidnap or murder Geddes and his family. There was friction over colonial markets, naval armaments and the repayment of war debts. In private, Geddes showed his disdain for American politicians and parties, describing President Warren Harding as a party hack and the Republican Party as chauvinistic and devoted to ‘America über alles’.

         In January 1921, Geddes unwisely confided to American correspondents in Paris that Britain and America were ‘drifting towards war’. The American press, not surprisingly, printed this information, which Curzon, then Foreign Secretary, was obliged to deny. Geddes was unrepentant: ‘I do not at present foresee an Anglo-American war, but I do picture a deadly struggle disguised as peace.’ He saw no reason, he added, why Britain should not win such a struggle in fifteen or twenty years. In April, he wrote to Curzon: ‘I regret to inform you that the Secretary of State [Hughes] is, in my opinion, abnormal mentally and subject to attacks of very mild mania.’ This led Curzon to remark to Lloyd George that he, Curzon, suspected that it was Geddes who was suffering from a mild form of mania.1

         Geddes, however, was benefiting from the effects of Prohibition. On George Washington’s birthday in 1922, he entertained the entire United States Congress and their wives at the embassy. The members of Congress suggested that this should become an annual event. This unprecedented attendance was explained by the fact that the embassy, being extra-territorial, was not ‘dry’.

         One of President Harding’s friends, recognising his predicament in these difficult times, sent him six bottles of the finest liqueur brandy from France. The case was intercepted by the New York Customs and seemed likely to provide the material for a first-class political scandal until a quickwitted aide in the White House told the customs officers that the case was incorrectly labelled. It had been intended as a gift from the President to the British ambassador. The case duly arrived at the embassy with the President’s name crossed out and that of Geddes in its place. Enquiries were made at the White House to see if the President’s staff could throw any light on the matter. One of the President’s aides explained that a mistake had been made: they would have a car round to collect the case. But Geddes decided instead to keep the brandy and used it subsequently to celebrate his children’s weddings.2

         A main cause of tension was the unresolved naval rivalry between Britain and the United States. The Royal Navy still was larger than that of the United States and well ahead of that of Japan, but the United States was determined to achieve parity with Britain and knew that it now had the wealth to outbuild Britain in the naval race. The Americans were concerned about growing Japanese strength in the Pacific and it was their objective to put an end to the alliance between Britain and Japan. In November 1921, President Harding convened the Washington Conference to consider the level of naval armaments. Secretary Hughes proposed the establishment of a 5:5:3 ratio of ships between America, Britain and Japan and proceeded to list the names of twenty-three ships that he said the Royal Navy must give up. Admiral Beattie, the First Sea Lord, reacted furiously to this impertinence, but was overruled by Lloyd George, who by now was convinced that Britain could not afford a naval race with the United States. The British also were obliged to agree not to renew the alliance with Japan.

         The Washington Treaty covered capital ships over 10,000 tonnes. It did not cover cruisers, destroyers and submarines. In 1927, President Calvin Coolidge convened another conference of the world’s major sea powers. The British, concerned about the protection of their global trade, claimed the right to seventy cruisers. Winston Churchill, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, told the Cabinet that no doubt it was right in the interests of peace to go on talking about war with the United States as ‘unthinkable’. But, he added,

         
            everyone knows that this is not true. However foolish and disastrous such a war would be … we do not wish to put ourselves in the power of the United States. We cannot tell what they might do if at some future date they were in a position to give us orders about our policy, say, in India, or Egypt, or Canada, or on any other great matter behind which their electioneering forces were marshalled.

         

         In the following year, Sir Maurice Hankey, Secretary of the Cabinet, complained that Britain had conceded to the United States over the League of Nations, the Japanese alliance, the Washington Treaty on naval forces, the debt settlement and Ireland, ‘always making concessions and always being told that the next step would change their attitude’. Yet the Americans in response were more overbearing and suspicious than ever.3

         In 1930, at yet another naval conference in London, agreement was reached that the 5:5:3 ratio agreed for capital ships should now apply to cruisers as well. The Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, obliged the Admiralty to accept a ceiling of fifty cruisers, thus averting an Anglo-American arms race.

         The next cause of tension was in the Far East. In 1931, the Japanese invaded Manchuria. The US Secretary of State, Henry Stimson, tried to get Britain to join him in condemning Japanese aggression. President Herbert Hoover told Stimson that he could take any measures to resist Japanese aggression – so long as they did not entail the use of force. The British government declined to get involved.

         Another main source of friction was finance. Until 1914, Britain was the financial centre of the world. The pound sterling, set at a fixed price in terms of gold, was the main trading currency. But in 1919, Britain, her reserves depleted, was forced to abandon the gold standard. To help finance the war, most of Britain’s vast American assets had been sold. America, which had been a net debtor before the war, emerged as a large net creditor after it. The United States had loaned nearly $12 billion to the Allied countries, including $4.7 billion to Britain alone. The British in turn had lent just over $11 billion to their allies.

         The British once again proposed that all war debts should simply be cancelled. The Americans did not agree. They insisted on repayment. ‘They hired the money, didn’t they?’ declared President Coolidge. Montagu Norman, Governor of the Bank of England, concluded that confidence in London as a financial centre would collapse if Britain failed to pay these debts. In January 1923, he and Stanley Baldwin, Chancellor of the Exchequer, reached agreement with the US administration after difficult negotiations in Washington. They agreed that Britain would repay the debt in instalments over the next sixty-two years. The agreement was unpopular at home but did restore Britain’s international credit.

         In 1925, Winston Churchill, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, announced that Britain would return to the gold standard, whereby sterling once again was made convertible into gold. Otherwise, he remarked, the rest of the British Empire would have done so, not on the basis of sterling, but of the dollar.

         There followed the Wall Street Crash in October 1929 and the Depression. The United States’ gross domestic product declined by 30 per cent between 1929 and 1933. In 1931, the Labour government in Britain did its best to counter the effects of the slump by keeping interest rates low and increasing welfare payments.

         The result was a mounting budget deficit. J. P. Morgan advised that before they could raise money in the USA, the British government would have to show a plan to bring expenditure within its means. This placed the Labour Cabinet in a classic dilemma. Montagu Norman recommended an austerity package, including a substantial cut in unemployment insurance. Ramsay MacDonald said that this ‘represented the negation of everything that the Labour Party stood for’, yet saw no alternative but to agree. Half his Cabinet dissented and in August 1931 the Labour government resigned.

         The Daily Herald denounced the ‘virtual ultimatum from New York bankers’ which had brought this about. MacDonald formed a national government including the Conservatives and Liberals. The new Cabinet implemented the expenditure cuts and a loan to support sterling was raised in America. But further loans proved impossible to raise. In September, the national government gave up the struggle and Britain abandoned the gold standard. Douglas Dillon, starting his career in Wall Street at the time, realised that this was the end of an era. Britain no longer commanded the world financial markets: ‘they were just another player in the game’.4

         In 1930, faced with the recession, Congress passed the Smoot-Hawley Act, raising US tariffs to protect domestic industries and thereby intensifying the world depression. The results were foreseen at the time. A thousand economists petitioned Hoover to veto the Bill. Instead he signed it into law. Britain in turn raised tariffs in 1932 on most of her imports, while agreeing to keep them lower for countries within the empire, thus consolidating the system of Imperial Preference. These advantages were extended to other trading partners who relied mainly on sterling and the City to finance their trade within the sterling era.

         In 1933, Britain was obliged to default on the payment to America of the war debts, as it could no longer afford to settle them in gold. In an effort to improve international economic cooperation, the British government convened a conference in London. But it was torpedoed by Franklin Roosevelt, who made clear that the United States would not support any permanent stabilisation of world currencies until the American economy was back on its feet.

         Relations between America and Britain by this stage were marked mainly by bitterness and recrimination. In 1927, the Foreign Office commented that ‘we have treated them too much as blood relations, not sufficiently as a foreign country’.5 Successive British governments believed they had discovered that no great faith could be placed in the United States, particularly when its presidents had so little control over Congress. They saw US policy as one of deliberate withdrawal from world affairs. In 1932, the Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, complained: ‘we will get nothing from the Americans but words’. Sir Robert Vansittart, head of the Foreign Office, said:

         
            [W]e have been too tender, not to say subservient, with the US for a long time past … It is still necessary, and I desire as much as ever, that we should get on well with this untrustworthy race. But we shall never get very far: they will always let us down.6

         

         This pattern of rivalry rather than cooperation was no less evident in other ways through the decade leading up to the outbreak of the Second World War. In 1928, taking Wilsonian diplomacy to its ultimate extreme, the US Secretary of State, Frank Billings Kellogg, negotiated with the French Prime Minister the Kellogg-Briand Pact, under which sixty-three countries solemnly renounced the use of war as an instrument of national policy. ‘The United States,’ wrote Denis Brogan, ‘which had abolished the evils of drink by the eighteenth amendment, invited the world to abolish war by taking the pledge. The world, not quite daring to believe or doubt, obeyed.’7

         In the first volume of his War Memoirs, Churchill describes the contorted and ineffectual European diplomacy of these crucial years, hindered by the lack of any effective involvement by the United States. Many in America argued that the United States never should have been sucked into European quarrels in 1917. In 1935, Congress passed the Neutrality Act, which banned the export of arms to any belligerent country in time of war. The object was to preserve the United States from any of the entanglements that had led to its involvement in the Great War. In the following year, Congress added a ban on loans to belligerents. Belligerents wishing to purchase permitted goods must pay for delivery and ship them themselves.

         In October 1935, when Italian forces invaded Abyssinia, sanctions were imposed, albeit half-heartedly, by the members of the League of Nations. US non-participation in the League was a major complicating factor. There was no prospect of the United States joining in the application of sanctions, though in accordance with the Neutrality Act an embargo was imposed on the supply of arms to both Italy and Abyssinia. The US administration took the line that trade should not exceed ‘normal peace-time levels’. But it had no legislative powers to carry this policy into effect. The US Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, would have liked to restrain oil exports to Italy. But the ‘moral embargo’ was largely ineffective. As US oil exports to Italy trebled, Cordell Hull explained: ‘A moral embargo is effective only as to persons who are moral.’ Neville Chamberlain, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, used US inactivity as an argument for a policy of appeasement. Echoing Baldwin, he said: ‘It is always best and safest to count on nothing from the Americans except words.’ The British, for their part, turned down further pleas to join the United States in condemning Japanese aggression in China.

         In January 1938, Roosevelt, concerned about Hitler’s increasingly threatening behaviour following the reoccupation of the Rhineland, put forward a proposal for a peace conference to be held under the auspices of the United States. But Neville Chamberlain, by now Prime Minister, had an ‘almost instinctive contempt for the Americans’.8 Without consulting his Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, who was on holiday in France, he made clear that he preferred to proceed with his own talks with Mussolini and Hitler in which, as Eden remarked, he had ‘dogmatic faith’.

         Eden thought it a mistake to have rejected Roosevelt’s approach. He did not expect it to succeed, but at least it showed a more active interest on the part of the United States, and it was this episode, plus Chamberlain’s determination to pursue his own negotiations with the dictators, that led to Eden’s resignation as Foreign Secretary.

         In February 1938, Hitler marched into Austria and started threatening Czechoslovakia. Roosevelt, like many others, was relieved when Chamberlain returned from Munich but, thereafter, he became increasingly doubtful that any agreement with Hitler would be honoured and began pressing for American rearmament.

         In March 1939, Hitler seized the remainder of Czechoslovakia. In April, Roosevelt sent a message to Hitler and Mussolini, urging them not to undertake further aggression for ten ‘or even twenty-five years’. That summer, King George VI paid the first visit by a reigning British monarch to the United States. The King and Queen got a warm reception in Washington and New York. They were entertained at the Roosevelt family home at Hyde Park with beer and hot dogs. In the event of war, Roosevelt said, he would try to provide practical help, including patrolling part of the Atlantic.9

         In September, when war did come, Roosevelt’s reaction was very different from that of Woodrow Wilson: ‘I cannot ask that every American remain neutral in thought,’ he said. ‘Even a neutral cannot be asked to close his mind or conscience.’ Winston Churchill, recalled to the Admiralty, was delighted to receive a letter from Roosevelt suggesting that they should ‘keep in touch personally with anything you want me to know about’.10 It was an invitation that was to lead to over a thousand messages being exchanged between them over the next five years.

         But neutrality remained America’s policy. In November, Roosevelt persuaded Congress to amend the Neutrality Acts to end the arms embargo. This, he pointed out, was in the interests of US manufacturers. Britain was able to purchase armaments, but had to pay cash and arrange collection (‘cash and carry’). In December, the United States joined in a protest by the American republics to Britain and Germany against the naval action off the River Plate that led to the sinking of the Graf Spee. Churchill kept writing to Roosevelt, but with little response. ‘The United States’, he commented, ‘was cooler than in any other period.’11

         In the United States, the German–American Bund was at the height of its activity. So was the America First Committee, dedicated to ensuring that the United States did not repeat the ‘mistake’ of 1917. At this stage, according to the polls, fewer than 10 per cent of Americans were ready to enter the war. On Christmas Day 1939, Churchill wrote to Chamberlain that Roosevelt ‘is our best friend, but I expect he wants to be re-elected and I fear that isolationism is the winning ticket’.12
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